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Introduction and Foreword to Volume 1 

You are reading the introduction to an epic saga. In this world, those who would 
become super heroes in a more brightly colored setting participate in covert bids for 
power or efforts to remain undetected, either way hiding their talents from the general 
public. Some are hunters, some are prey, and sometimes it is hard to tell which is which. 
In any case, the news does not report battles between costumed characters that level 
city blocks. Here, those with power stay in the shadows. Those shadows go very, very 
deep. 

These stories focus on several characters that each, in their way, struggle to make the 
world a better place. Logan, escaped from a secret organization that used him in 
experiments to create super soldiers, faced with his adopted daughter‟s betrayal. Stephen 
Strange, a sorcerer charged with defending the planet, aided by his otherworldly 
assistant Valeria. Peter Parker, a young man with peculiar powers who is trying to figure 
out how to simply live his life in a wild and weird world. 

These stories show that the beginning is long before the stories themselves start, and 
while they propel the overall story along the length of their scope, they don‟t finish the 
tale. The present and the future remain in the iron grip of the past. Enjoy! 

Andrew Shields, Author 

Introduction and Foreword to Volume 2 

Kyle Monroe provided a lot of the energy for this project by being an enthusiastic 
reader, a critical thinker, a fan of the source material, and a cheerleader who was always 
up for a conversation about what I might put my heroes through next. 

In true fan-fiction fashion, Kyle got off the bench and into the game in the second 
volume. His first story spanned a dozen characters, expanding the scope of the project 
dramatically—I then felt the need to find homes for all these new characters in the 
sprawling overall plot. I have subsequently edited the stories for consistency with the 
rest of the project, but my contribution to his efforts pales next to his contribution to 
mine. He gave me conversational and relational space to dream, and his enthusiasm and 
energy for the unfolding story was a big part of the impetus to get them written. 
Storytellers do much better with an audience. 

So, in volume 2, souls struggle free of their oppressive contexts. Forge and Cable thrash 
around in the Project, Braddock battles the Institute and her ninja trainers, Stark copes 
with his wealth and power. What does it mean to be free? What does it cost? What does 
it mean to be honorable and loyal? We find out as we take a look at a collection of 
traitors and betrayers. 

Andrew Shields, Author 
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Introduction and Foreword to Volume 3 

This is the volume where things began to take shape. During the writing of this volume, 
Jason abdicated creative control of Shadowverse, and I took over. I took some of his 
established characters in directions he had not intended for them. He has since forgiven 
me. This volume lays the foundation for the “Web of Shadows” era. 

The volume is book-ended with exploring Valeria‟s new relationships in this world, and 
in the middle Illyana has experiences that shape who she will become, Murdock 
explores his connection to a sordid past and a seamy present, and I start resolving the 
Tymaz Nine plot arc.  

This is where Peter Parker pushes free of the background and begins to shine as a self-
contained solo character. Ironically, he does so well because of his supporting cast; 
more or less normal people who befriend him and keep him grounded when his 
impulses would drag him off to fly through the night sky. 

Characters are confronted with uncomfortable opportunities to win free of the things 
that might control them. I hope you enjoy watching their varied responses. 

Andrew Shields, Author 

Introduction and Foreword to Volume 4 

Writing a novel was Jason‟s idea. I told him I‟d think about it, and if I could come up 
with a story big enough, I‟d tackle a novel for this setting. Here is the result. 

I was frustrated by Peter Parker‟s limits—as a character who was a cash cow shackled to 
a rabid and attentive fandom, he is limited in how much and how fast he can change. 
Not his powers, or the wacky circumstances of his life, but actually growing up from a 
teenager to a young adult to a mature hero. In reaction, every story I did with him 
changed him significantly in some way. 

I was also motivated because I wanted the challenge of taking a lot of the odd, goofy 
villains in Spider Man (and Marvel comics generally) and turning them into interesting 
and menacing characters here. We meet Tombstone, Cobra, Mysterio, Kingpin, 
Bullseye, Mystique, and Wipeout as we travel through these pages. Sadly, I didn‟t get to 
the Vulture, Rhino, the Tarantula, Kangaroo, or Stilt Man. Maybe next time. 

Finally… I wanted to do my own version of his origin story. I hope you enjoy my 
efforts. 

Andrew Shields, Author 

This is a work of fan fiction, adapting material from comic books, movies, and other sources.I do not claim to copyright the 
materials I have borrowed for this. This book may not be sold. 
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Old Ways, New Ways 
 

Wednesday, December 19, 2001 

The slender blonde shouldered her bag and stepped out onto the platform. 
Her heart raced. She took a few steps to get out of the welling push of people exiting 
the train, then she started walking. She passed some long benches, taking in the roar of 
sound, the mass of endless echoes. Then she saw him, walking straight for her, a short 
man moving with purpose against the crowd. 

 She didn‟t realize she was holding her breath. He strode up to her, hair exploding 
from his jowls, a cowboy hat jammed down on the free sweeping tufts of hair that 
fanned around his head. He wore flannel, jeans, cowboy boots, and a canvas 
windbreaker. He was not handsome, or particularly ugly. 

 “Hello, darlin,” he said with a cockeyed grin that always showed off one of his 
ferocious canines. “How‟s my Lisa.” He opened his arms, and she gave him a quick 
squeeze of a hug. He was always startlingly hard and hot; his body was one wiry muscle. 
She let go and put her arms on his shoulders; just slightly taller than he was, she looked 
into his eyes with a smile. He sniffed her, nose to one side of her face. Simple habit. 

 “Hello, dad,” she said affectionately. “It‟s been too long.” 

 He shrugged. “Your call. You have a good Thanksgiving?” 

 “Sure,” she sighed. She glanced around. “Let‟s get out of here.” 

He nodded, took her hand, and started threading through the crowd. His hand 
was solid; the bones immobile, the muscle compacted, the flesh above it hard. 

 They left the train station and crunched through the light snow, strolling towards 
the parking lot. He tugged a cigar out, tore the tip off with his teeth, and snapped his 
lighter open. His features looked cavernous in the faint red glow of the flickering 
lighter. A strange, contemplative indecision lurked in his expression as he puffed on the 
cigar once, then the lighter snapped shut. 

 Lisa smiled at him, almost too cheerful as he looked her over. Then they reached 
his truck. 

 He opened the rusted door to his ancient green pickup; it groaned in protest. He 
hopped in. She waited for him to unlock it, then saw it was not locked. She clambered 
in beside him. “Aren‟t you the trusting sort,” she said. 

 He barked a laugh. “Anybody wants to steal my truck can. If they just vandalize it, 
no two bit metal bar in the door‟ll stop that.” He fired up the truck, and they drove 
through the freshly plowed streets towards his apartment. 

* 

 Snow. 

 When he was a kid, Peter had thought snow was the most beautiful thing in the 
world. Now he knew it for certain. He held perfectly still, clinging to the side of the 
skyscraper. His senses soaked in his surroundings; he felt the flakes stacked against the 
web mesh of his body suit. He tasted and examined the sifting ice from the sky, he felt 
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the drafts from the street flare up through the sifting snowfall as gravity gently drew the 
flakes down. His painfully sharp senses tracked the movement above, below, and 
against him. He felt vertigo, as though he was drifting up through the snow. 

 Magnificent. 

 He checked the time. His subconscious was much more helpful than it used to be; 
it counted his heartbeats, did the mathematics accounting for how his pulse sped up or 
slowed down, and cross referenced with the objective length of a second. He had once 
spent a full hour internalizing the rhythmic tick of a second hand. He had been at a 
lecture, and it seemed there was nothing better to do. 

 Rapid flurries of calculations beneath his thoughts, and he knew he‟d been hanging 
there for about an hour. He smiled. He let his temperature rise to the slight fever his 
body preferred. Enough snow. Time to take a look around. 

 A disturbingly lithe gargoyle, he sprang clear of the snow that had gathered on him, 
falling spreadeagled towards the street a hundred feet below. At thirty feet, he snapped 
into action. He thought of swinging down the corridor of buildings, and his body 
moved and hissed webbing out; it sliced through the night like a thing alive, warmed by 
his body, and snapped into high-rise steel. His arc changed, and he was moving through 
the night, gravity simply pressing him against his speed. Discarded webbing dissolved 
like a thin snowdrift in afternoon sun. 

* 

 Logan shook out another bedspread for the battered old bed. Lisa smiled. She 
moved to the window and looked out across the street. 

 “Hey, Lisa, did you get anything to eat on the train?” Logan asked. 

 “Train food,” she said with a shrug.  

 “I knew it,” he said, a grin threatening to show all of his feral teeth. He rubbed his 
hands together warmly. “You up for some sausage potato mash for supper?” 

 “Only if you‟ve got some beer to put in it,” she smiled. 

 “You kiddin? I knew this was gonna be a special occasion,” he said, and he stepped 
around the corner into the kitchen. “Mash, comin right up, darlin. You just sit tight.” 

 She wandered out of the small bedroom as he got busy, opening and shutting the 
fridge, cabinets, drawers. She looked around the tiny apartment; living room, bathroom, 
kitchenette, closet. And that was all. She shook her head gently, trying to lose the 
memories of this place. The memories that made this trip difficult, more difficult than it 
should be. 

 She leaned on the doorframe, knowing better than to offer to help him with his 
culinary masterpiece. He had the knife out, its impact on the cutting board a staccato 
rapping. In less than a minute he had cut up a disturbing amount of meat and potatoes. 
He tossed it all in a pan and started cooking. He had taken off his hat, and his hair 
swept up in all its glory. She smiled and shook her head. 

 “Laughin at my do, aintcha,” he said out of the side of his mouth. He grinned. 
“Barber‟s Despair, that‟s me.” He looked at her. “So how‟s Boston been treating my 
girl?” 
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 “Good,” she said firmly, nodding. “It‟s good. I‟m learning a lot.” 

 “Just want you to know,” he said, looking down at the mess that was starting to 
sizzle, “I‟m awful proud of you, darlin.” 

 She smiled, but there was nothing she could say. 

* 

 Peter sighed. Getting late. Time to finish his workout and go home. Strip off the 
mesh, go to sleep, become half-alive, bow to gravity, shrink. 

 He shook his head. Fine. So get a workout first. He looked down at the interstate. 
Lots of trucks tonight. He sprang, landing on a semi moving almost eighty. Wind 
battered him, trying to fling him off. Calculations whirred through his blood as his body 
made decisions for him, and he let the wind tear him loose. He hissed through the air 
and trailed his fingers along the top of a semi ten yards back, slowing to a sticky clamp 
on its trailer. Wind screamed around him like a thing alive and made of fury.  

 Another spring. Thwap, on a gasoline tanker truck. He sighed, his heart not in it. 
Enough fun for one evening. A quick bound carried him over the median and onto the 
side of a cattle car, and from there web carried him up under the overpass. His black 
mesh made him a shadow among shadows, and he made no more sound than the snow. 
Carried through the night on thin web, he felt the ever-present voice in the back of his 
mind. 

 Being a spider host instead of a gifted human would mean less dating and more mating. You don‟t 
HAVE to lead a double life. He grinned as his thoughts strayed towards a certain red-
head. Distracted, he let his webs carry him home. 

* 

 Lisa pushed the plate back. “Wow. You haven‟t lost that certain special something 
you have with mash making,” Lisa said. He smiled. 

 They looked at each other for a minute, and he sighed and took a swig of his beer. 
“Go ahead,” he said. 

 “You said that when I graduated from college you‟d tell me who my biological 
parents are,” she said. 

 His voice was low and unpleasant. “I said I‟d tell you what I know about where you 
come from. Not who your parents are, I don‟t know that.”  

 “But you can guess,” she said softly. “I‟m months away from graduating. I just 
wanted to make sure you remembered our deal.” 

 “Never forgot a deal in my life, darlin,” he said slowly. “You askin me ta break my 
word? Jump the gun? There some reason I won‟t be around in a couple months?” He 
slowly raised his eyes to meet hers, and there was a steadyness in them that was 
unnerving. An elevated train roared by outside, so they sat speechless, looking at each 
other. Something of sadness was in his eyes, and she found it difficult to meet his gaze. 
It went too deep, much too deep. As though he knew more than he was supposed to 
about why she came. Her blood ran cold. 

 “Never mind,” she said, standing up and fumbling with her napkin. “I‟m 
exhausted. See you tomorrow, Logan.” 
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 “Night darlin,” he said softly as she closed the door to the bedroom. 

* 

 Peter lay under the covers, hands laced behind his head, trying to go to sleep. He 
noticed things. He noticed the phase and pace of the moon. He noticed there were one 
hundred and forty six twigs on the branch outside his window. He noticed that about 
thirty yards away an owl prowled above the dumpsters looking for dinner-seekers to 
make into dinner. He noticed that his aunt had laundered his bedspread, and used 
starch. He noticed the tiny humps and imperfections in his mirror. He noticed that he 
wasn‟t going to get more than his four hours of sleep unless he got a REAL workout, 
not just some truck hopping. Damn. If he stayed in bed much longer his brain would be 
telling him what the thread count of his sheets was. He rolled out of bed and unzipped 
his backpack. 

 “Okay, brain,” he said as he tugged his calculus book out, “notice the answers to 
these.” Because he knew it would. He was really, really good at seeing patterns and 
mapping webs of interconnected variables.  

 “Maybe I should just sleep on the wall,” he muttered. He started in on the calculus, 
but his mind was wandering.  

 HER planner had a note. Tomorrow, the park, choir concert. We should go. Support her. His 
spider mind sprang free of calculations and started working through some less helpful 
ideas. He sighed. 

 “Spider sense, indeed. Spider id, more like,” he muttered. “Need a real workout 
next time.” His silk glands weren‟t even itching. 

 Not much later, Peter discovered that the best pillow is an open book. 

Thursday, December 20, 2001 

 Dawn was bright and clear, and Lisa was in the shower vigorously scrubbing. She 
had been through every de-scenter and deodorizer she could find. She had even scraped 
her skin and bought new clothes before coming to meet Logan. She wondered if he 
could still tell.  She wondered if her caution alone had told him too much. 

 When she was in high school, it had been a game they played. She would come 
home from school, and he would tell her about her day. Happiness and sorrow, fury 
and amusement were all writ in her scent. He knew what her classrooms smelled like, 
what she had for lunch. She wondered if it ever drove him to the edge of madness to be 
so sensitive to smell. She wondered how he lived in a building full of people. 

 Nothing for it now. She didn‟t put on perfume because she knew he disliked it. She 
still worried about scent, though. He was so sharp, too sharp. 

 She completed her brief makeup ritual and stepped out. Logan was wearing an 
undershirt and heavy canvas pants. Barefoot, he hunched on the couch over a bowl of 
Marshmallow Maties. He watched the Fishing Channel. 

 She poured herself some cereal. “Morning, dad,” she said. 

 “Mornin,” he grunted. “I was gonna make some bacon and eggs, but I realized 
you‟d be watchin yer girlish figure.” He grinned. 

 “Some of us have to worry about cholesterol,” she sniffed. 
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 He chuckled. “So what are we doin today?” 

 “Well, it‟s Saturday,” she said. “I was thinking about going to the park.” 

 “Then the park it is,” he said. He hopped up and padded noiselessly into the 
kitchen, rinsing his bowl. He was always fastidious about food leftovers. She imagined 
she would be too if her sniffer told her exactly what they were doing as they sat there 
unwashed. She watched him tug his socks and boots on, then a shirt, then the 
windbreaker.  

 “You know, it is winter out there,” she said dryly. 

 “Yep.” He barked a laugh. “Sure is.” 

 He regarded her for a long moment as she pulled her coat on. “I know why we‟re 
goin to the park,” he said suddenly. She froze. 

 “Really?” she said in a very casual voice. 

 “Yep.” He fired up a cigar. “You think you can outmatch yer dad in a snowball 
fight. Ain‟t happnen, darlin.” 
 “You haven‟t seen my new packing technique up close yet, Mister Logan,” she said, 
and something unclenched inside her. She realized deep in her bones how dangerous 
this game really was. 

 Then they left. As an afterthought, he locked the door. “I like that tv,” he said with 
a shrug. She laughed. 

 They hit the street, walking towards the park. Lisa saw a Starbucks across the street. 
“Hey dad?” 

 “Yes darlin?” 

 “Could you get me a triple mocha?” She smiled and batted her eyelashes in her 
most disarming manner. 

 He slapped his forehead. “Coffee! Damn, how could I forget coffee? Yer a college 
girl now,” he grinned. He loped across the street, hair in full glory. She watched him go 
until he was across five lanes of traffic on a busy morning. She stepped out of sight 
around the corner and dug her cell phone out of her purse. She swiftly autodialed a 
number. 

 “Bryant. This is Lisa. We‟re headed for the park. We‟ll go to the gazebo on the east 
end.” She snapped the phone shut and stepped around the corner as Logan trotted back 
across the street with a steaming cup. 

 “Service with a smile,” she said, taking the cup.  

 “Warm yer blood while you can,” Logan growled. He ruffled her hair, and they 
headed off down the street. She kept one eye on him, and he seemed a bit distracted; he 
sniffed, now and then, as though he smelled something he didn‟t like. She looked at the 
cars and their exhaust, the dumpsters, the cologne on the people on the street, her own 
coffee. Impossible. He couldn‟t guess. 

 He looked at her sideways, then paid attention to the sidewalk, thrusting his hands 
into his pockets. Neither of them spoke. 

* 
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 Peter snapped a shot of an old woman feeding pigeons. Then he strolled down the 
path, most certainly not heading for the gazebo. He felt stupid. It was a good three 
hours before the rehearsal started, and then another hour before the performance. And 
he was out here snapping shots of pigeons. 

 As he walked, his senses unreeled feelers and tendrils to be carried in the wind 
every which direction. One of them grasped something; his consciousness didn‟t know 
what he sensed, but he didn‟t like it. Alertness snapped awake in him, subtly changing 
his face. A woman steered her child away as he stood, rigid, testing the air.  

 “Like I have anything better to do,” his consciousness said as he reeled himself 
towards the thread. 

 He moved to the edge of the park and found himself looking at a UPS truck.  

 “This is it?” he muttered to himself. He focused on it. What was wrong with the 
UPS truck? 

 Like knitting needles, his consciousness and his senses worked to build a net of 
answer to the question. For one, it had doors. For another, it had run flat tires. And 
judging by the weight on them, it was armored. Peter narrowed his eyes. No banks or 
businesses near the armored truck. So what gives? He cast his senses, waiting quietly. It 
didn‟t take long to pick up the homeless man standing by the trash can with an 
expensive headset under his stocking cap and the cold metal of a submachine gun under 
his coat. 

 He hesitated, torn. Something was obviously about to go down here. But was it his 
problem? 

 Even if it wasn‟t, he could be prepared to watch someone else‟s problem. He was, 
after all, a hero. And Mary Jane wasn‟t scheduled to arrive for a couple hours yet. Damn 
four hours a night. 

 He slipped off into an alley and squatted behind a dumpster. In seconds he had 
slipped out of his clothes. His mesh was a black mat adhered to the skin of his lower 
back. As he shucked his clothes and slipped the mesh free, he felt himself waking up, 
unfolding; his body temperature started to rise, his muscles tensed, his sinews loosened. 
Oh yeah. 

 He bagged his clothes in web, rolling them with unnatural speed and stowing them 
behind the dumpster. Then he was skimming up to the roof, wondering if all this was 
really just an excuse to crawl the wall once again. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 They did not speak to each other as they walked towards the gazebo. He looked at 
her once. She did not look at him. They stopped in front of the gazebo, and faced each 
other. 

 “This aint about snowballs, is it, darlin,” he said softly. 

 “No, Mister Logan, it isn‟t,‟ she said. 

 “Whatever it is you brought me for, it‟s got you tied in knots,” he said. 

 “More than you know,” she agreed, her voice distant. She stepped away. 
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 “What is this all about then?” he asked. “I came here with you because I figure 
you‟re in some kind of trouble.” 

 “No trouble,” she said clearly. “No trouble at all.” 

 “Talk to me,” he said. This was as close to begging as he got. 

 “I haven‟t been in Boston, Logan,” she murmured. 

 “So where you been?” 

 “Saskatchewan,” she said softly. She took another step back. “Bryant! Creed!” 

 Logan‟s eyes snapped wide open as a shadow loomed from downwind. He spun 
low, sniffing, to see a vast mountain of muscle rise up out of the snow. From behind 
him stepped a man in a suit, tie, trench coat, and gloves, his red hair cropped close. 

 “Hello, Logan,” he said. “The Project needs you back.” 

 Logan‟s eyes locked on Creed; well over six feet, maned in golden curls, solid with 
hard flesh and muscle and tough hide, wearing a combat jumpsuit. The towering brute 
stood up straight; still no fat on him. Right. Logan‟s eyes narrowed, every sense 
sharpened painfully, and he prepared himself to fight for his life. 

 “Don‟t know what you had to do with this, darlin,” he growled to Lisa, “but you 
don‟t wanna be here when we tussle. Get lost.” 

 “You don‟t understand,” she said. 

 “No,” he agreed, not taking his eyes off of Creed, who stood glistening with snow. 
“No I don‟t.” 

 He popped his claws. 

 With the slithering hiss of unsheathing metal, gleaming blades slid out of the backs 
of his hands; they steamed with his body heat when exposed to the chill air. 

 “It doesn‟t have to be this way, Logan,” Bryant said, his Canadian accent heavy. 
“You can come peacefully and no one will get hurt.” 

 “Until I get back to yer stinkin lab,” Logan growled. “No, let‟s do the hurtin here.” 

 “I‟m sorry,” Bryant said. Creed grinned. 

 They were growling; a subaudial ferocity that radiated almost from the bones of the 
two men that faced off; Creed towered over Logan, confident as a lion facing a wolf. 
Then, the growl was no longer subaudial. It swelled to a roar. Logan met him halfway. 

 Creed‟s first slash went wide, and Logan ducked under it. Twisting in the snow, he 
drove his claws up through the monster‟s forearm, missing bone. Not missing tendon. 
With a tearing swallowing sound, Creed‟s muscles rolled away from his wrist as Logan 
cut the flesh ropes that held them in place. Quick, Logan slid his claws free, rolling 
through the snow as Creed‟s scream of fury silenced the park. Police sirens started in 
the near distance. 

 Logan popped up, spinning, but he had forgotten Creed‟s speed. The monster 
dropped by him and crushed a blow into the side of his head; Creed‟s fist was the size 
of a concrete block and three times as solid, and it was backed by the power of a 
piledriver. Bone rang off metal, for Logan‟s skull was not so easily crushed. The small 
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man flew through the air and smashed through the gazebo, ending up somewhere under 
it. 

 Threads of tendon trailed from the brutalized muscles in Creed‟s arm; they 
gathered strength, and he howled as his muscles began to pull themselves back into 
place. 

 Bloody, Logan rose from the wreckage. 

 Just getting warmed up. 

* 

 First he heard a howl unlike anything he‟d ever heard before. Then a clang echoed 
through the park, sounding like a car wreck. Peter sprang across the rooftops until he 
got a vantage where he could see the blood in the snow. 

 He saw a monstrous man, slathered with blood and snow, and the crushed gazebo, 
and the man dragging himself out of it. He saw a blonde and a guy in a trench coat just 
standing there watching. Every sensible civilian had fled, so he had to assume these two 
were involved. His whole body tingled in anticipation. 

 “Hold your horses,” he muttered. “Who says we‟re getting involved?” 

 Then he saw the three men working their way around the back of the gazebo, out 
of sight behind the hill. They were toting what his senses immediately identified as 
plasma weapons. 

 “Not nice,” he muttered, shaking his head. “That‟s just not very nice.” 

 He dropped from the roof like the shadow of a bird. 

* 

 Logan‟s face was a mass of blood; his windbreaker hung from him in shreds, and 
his foot pushed out of one of his split boots. He waited, and Creed circled him like a 
lion trying to eat a porcupine. 

 “I‟ve forgotten what your skeleton looks like,” Creed said slowly, his deep voice 
welling out of somewhere below his chest. “I want to see it again.” He flexed, and claws 
slid out of his fingertips; thick, black, vicious blades made entirely by his body. 

 “What,” Logan said, “a peep at my skull aint doin it for you?” 

 Creed sprang, and Logan rolled under him, lashing out at his knee. The blades slid 
through hide and dragged along the meat of his muscle, scoring his calf. Creed spun to 
land, facing Logan as the shorter man popped up. 

 “Yer close to the edge, bub,” Logan rasped. “Don‟t find it. Not here in front of the 
lady.” 

 “Just don‟t get it, do ya,” grunted Creed. “Show me what you got, shrimp.” 

 “Help me out,” Logan rasped. “Hit me again.” 

 Creed slid up to him, and Logan hopped to the side. Creed spun, and Logan darted 
in to stick his back. There was a whole lot of back, though, and Creed‟s spin gave extra 
force to the claws that crushed into Logan‟s side, effortlessly slicing skin, flesh, muscle, 
and ringing off his steely ribs. Logan skidded across the snow, then leaped up, gore 
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trailing from his wounds. Creed bared his teeth, and sucked the gob of Logan‟s flesh off 
his glittering claws. 

 “Let‟s dance,” Logan managed, and that was the last his consciousness could 
manage. 

 Now. Now it was time to drop the hammer. 

 Everything went red. 

 He skimmed across the snow, dancing low. Creed grinned, because now they were 
a match. His only hope was that Logan would do for him what he just did for Logan. 
He hadn‟t been pushed over the edge in far, far too long, and he chafed at the order to 
bring Logan in alive. Pure foolishness. He would end it here. 

 Logan sprang, and Creed‟s speed failed him. Claws punched into his ribs, and the 
momentum shoved him backward; he had forgotten how heavy Logan was. The claws 
came out through bone, and in spite of the bursting pain Creed was more worried about 
his skeleton holding his strength together than he was about dying. Blood slopped into 
his lungs, coughed out his face to spatter Logan. Then those claws took the tendons on 
the left side of his throat. He half roared, half sprayed, and hurled Logan from him. Yes. 
Yes. Now he was close. Something in the back of his mind tried to tell him something. 
He ignored it. 

 Creed lashed out at Logan, who caught his wrist in those damned claws, tugging 
him off balance. The other claws rammed into his face; he felt his left eye go, felt the 
claw slide through the cartilage of his nose and ring against the back of his skull. The 
claws slid back out, and Logan spun, taking the flesh and some bone from the top of his 
head in a furious slash. Logan was frantic and vicious, unstoppable, an elemental thing 
of fury. 

 Creed finally crested. All the pain became his friend. He no longer needed to think. 

 He managed a wet coughing grunt as he loomed over Logan; so quick. He crashed, 
bearing down with all his strength and weight, and Logan did not get free, or even try. 
They locked on the ground; Creed groped for joints or neck, Logan squirming to get his 
claws into Creed‟s muscle groups. 

 Lisa stood by Bryant. “Why did I have to be here for this?” she asked, her voice 
cold. 

 “You needed to see it,” Bryant replied, fascinated by the fight. “We needed to see 
you see it.” He looked over at her, and his eyes were not kind. “You want to be cured, 
right?” 

 He looked back at the fight, where Creed‟s arm went suddenly loose and he 
popped up as though he was doing a pushup; they saw the glinting tips of the claws 
punch through the back of his shoulders. 

 “It isn‟t over yet,” Bryant said. 

 Creed drove down on the claws and they heard a wet crack as he rammed his 
wounded head into Logan. The small man tore his claws out, and managed to free 
himself. He stood, panting, badly torn. Creed, his head sealing but his eyes full of blood, 
managed to stagger to his feet, arms hanging limp, claw holes squirting as his body 
desperately tried to seal them. Neither knew any words. 
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 Lisa looked down, startled, as Bryant handed her a peculiar silvered pistol. “Shoot 
Logan,” Bryant said, his voice unemotional. He turned his cold eyes on her. “Take him 
alive.” 

 “He‟ll be killed by Creed!” she said 

 “He won‟t,” Bryant snapped. “Prove yourself.” 

 She steeled herself and raised the pistol. It was warm, and it thrummed in her hand. 
She looked at Logan, and for a moment he looked over at her; she wasn‟t sure what 
level of understanding he had at that moment. She couldn‟t bear to wonder. 

 She pulled the trigger. 

 A hot line of living flame leaped from the gun and lashed into Logan. Pierced, he 
flew back as the gazebo behind him burst into flame. He collapsed, smoking. Creed 
threw back his head and howled. 

 “Wells! Now!”  Bryant shouted. Police cars were streaming into the park, headed 
towards the battle. “NOW!” Bryant repeated loudly. 

 “Don‟t think they heard you,” came a chipper voice from behind him. He spun to 
see a shadow, lithe and stringy, with huge pale eyes. Over his shoulder was a webbed 
bundle with three plasma rifles peeking out. “Your heavily armed friends are taking a 
nap.” 

 “Who are you?” Bryant said, at a loss. 

 “I‟m with the NRA, and we were wondering if we could get some sweet deals on 
your merchandise,” the shadow pattered. “You know, less Charleton Heston and more 
Brad Pitt.” 

 Bryant whipped out a pistol, but before he could level it at the shadowman it had 
left his hand and entered the web bag. “Let me guess,” the shadow said as it pushed 
him, not gently, sending him sailing across the snow: “somebody told you yew wuz 
fast.” 

 There was a peculiar unzipping sound, and Lisa‟s gun whipped free of her hand 
and was in the bag. Then the bag hit the ground, and the shadow figure leaped towards 
where Creed bent over Logan. 

 “Bad dog no biskit,” the shadowed man prattled as he came in low. “No chewy 
snack.” 

 Creed, even in his excited state, had no difficulty adjusting. With a throaty snarl he 
lashed out. The shadow man slid to his side in the snow, less than an inch below the 
hissing swipe. “Whoah, Cujo,” he said. 

 He sprang as his mouth kept running, his foot touching Creed‟s elbow on the way 
up. Then he was on top of the hulking shoulders. 

 “Holy joints!” he said as he squatted, slamming a fist down on the top of each 
shoulder. There was a shifting crunch, and blood sprayed out of Creed‟s punctured 
arms. The shadowy figure hopped free, landing twenty feet away as Creed dropped to 
one knee, screaming. 
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Police cars pulled up, and cops started running for the flaming gazebo. The 
shadowy man patted out the fire on Logan, then scooped him up, scuttling up the side 
of a nearby building with the crippled man over his shoulder. 

 Bryant snarled with rage. “Come on,” he said to Lisa, and they turned and ran. 

 By the time the police arrived, all that was left at the site was a lot of blood, a 
flaming gazebo, and a net bag full of plasma weapons. 

 A trail of blood led into the city, then thinned to nothing. 

* 

 He was moving fast, building to building. Finally he crouched on First Bank and 
Trust. Mercy Hospital was below. He adjusted his passenger, and prepared to drop. 
There might still be time to save his life. 

 “Put me down,” came a hard, muffled voice. Peter slung his passenger to the 
ground and took a step back. And gasped. 

 The man laying there had unbroken skin on his head, and his wounds were much 
less grievous in this light than they had been in the park. 

 “Who the hell are you?” growled the wounded man. 

 “A good Samaritan who happened to see you turned into a wet sack of lasagna by 
Furs R Us in the park. I thought you could use some professional help. Medical, I 
mean.” 

 The wounded man gave him a long look. “You don‟t really ever shut up, do you,” 
he said. 

 The shadow shrugged. “You gotta get hit to let go. I just keep talking, and my 
instinct takes care of the rest. Nothing more dangerous than stopping to think. Gotta 
keep the mind busy.” 

 “I guess I can see yer point,” the wounded man said. “My name‟s Logan.” 

 The shadow hesitated. “Good to meet you, Logan.” 

 “Whaddya want me ta call you? Tinkerbell?” 

 “Has a nice ring to it, but let‟s stick with Peter.” 

 “Peter, right. Uh, I don‟t remember so good what happened at the end there at the 
park. Where‟s the blonde girl? And where‟s Creed?” 

 “The blonde ran off with the guy in the trench coat. Is Creed the big guy?” Logan 
nodded. “So they call it Creed. I half expected they‟d have a monogrammed collar for 
him, and a little pet sweater.  He managed to drag himself off, but I don‟t think he‟ll get 
far.” 

 “He heals faster than I do, Peter,” Logan said, shifting position. “He‟ll be fine. 
Dammit. Guess I just didn‟t hit him hard enough.” 

 “How‟s your burn?” Peter asked. 

 “Hurts,” Logan said softly. 

 They were quiet for a while. The sun reached the middle of the sky. 
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 “You got a family?” Logan asked. 

 “Let‟s not get too personal, okay?” Peter said. “I know this is really a dashing 
outfit, and you have no idea how comfortable it is, but—“ 

 “You‟re a college student, you live in a house with an old woman, prob‟ly around 
Second and Bleeker. White male, five foot ten, no drinking, no smoking, not too much 
meat, really likes potato chips and root beer. Relax. I‟m just making conversation.” 

 Peter had nothing to say to that. 

 Logan gestured uncomfortably at his face. “It‟s my sniffer. Tells me more‟n I want 
to know sometimes. You‟ve seen me at my worst, and saved my bacon from a fate 
worse than death. I guess it‟s hard not to know who you are, that‟s all.” 

 “Are you going to be okay?” Peter asked, suddenly moved. 

 Logan looked up at him, a gleam in his eye. “Yeah. I‟ll be okay. I just got some 
questions I need answers to.” 

 “You‟re going to tangle with Creed again?” 

 “And then some. That joker with him is Bryant, And the blonde is Lisa. We used to 
be friends, Lisa and me. But Bryant, he was always bad news. Hails from Canada. He 
holds Creed‟s leash.” 

 “You think they‟ll stay in town?” 

 “Kid, I spent almost twenty years runnin away from them. They‟ve found me. They 
aint gonna just let me go. I can either start runnin again, or I can get the answers I‟m 
after and settle up between us what aint right.” 

 Peter hesitated again, caught in conflicting emotions. The spider lost. “Need some 
help?” 

 Logan looked up at him quickly, squinting against the sun. “You offerin to help 
me?” 

 “Well, as fixated as my age group is on scan tron and Gallup polls, in this case I 
mean to help you if you need it.” 

 “You‟re a regular hero,” Logan said with a grin. Peter was unsettled to see two 
teeth already knifing back through the gums where they‟d been knocked out less than an 
hour before. 

 “Let‟s not get all mushy,” Peter said. “If Creed‟s sniffer is as good as yours, it‟s in 
my best interests.” 

 Logan smiled. “Sure, kid.” 

 “Why‟d I even bother telling you my name?” Peter wondered aloud. 

 “Cause yer such a hero,” Logan grinned. “Help me up. I got a bolthole in case of 
emergency, which this is. You go on home, and stay sharp. Creed likes to hit the people 
you care about. If Bryant gets control of him again, he‟ll be coming after me. Otherwise, 
he‟ll look for either of us. He‟ll figure if he finds you he can squeeze my wherebouts out 
of you, and you won‟t like it.” He stopped, and looked hard at Peter. 

 “Thank you. I mean it. I‟ll pay you back someday.” 
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 Peter just nodded; there was nothing to say to that. Then, he hopped off the roof 
and was gone. 

 Logan dragged himself to his feet and looked up at the sky. Then he nodded. No 
need for vows. There was only one thing to be done, one mystery to unravel. Then, he 
would know what to do. 

 The city swallowed them up, and the helicopters that crisscrossed its skies saw 
nothing. 
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Insubordination 
 

Friday, December 21, 2001 

She walked up behind the slim young man, stopping an armspan behind where 
he hunched over his lunch tray. “Hello, Peter,” she said, walking around the end of the 
table and sitting down facing him. “Don‟t see you here in the Commons much.” 

 Peter looked up, a bit startled, and he smiled. He hastily swallowed his mouthful of 
food. 

 “Aunt May is a really great cook,” Peter grinned. 

 “So you‟ve said,” she nodded. She looked briefly around the cafeteria. “Got 
Christmas plans, Parker?” 

 “Christmas? Oh, Aunt May and I are going to have a real holiday blowout. I‟ll 
probably help her watch Christmas movies until it‟s time for supper. I‟ll help her cook. 
Then we‟ll eat and open presents and she‟ll retire from the festivities about nine. I‟ll 
make sure the yule tide log doesn‟t torch the place, and then I‟ll wander off to bed at a 
more collegial time in the morning. How about you?” 

 “Headed to Texas on a family trip. Believe me, yours sounds like more fun.” She 
made a face. 

 “I think it‟s going to snow again,” Peter said. “Might not be able to fly out.” 

 “If I couldn‟t, then I‟d need a bobsled to get around town.” 

 “Or a chauffeur,” he said with a cockeyed grin. “Did you know I have a magic 
carpet?” 

 “I did not know that,” she said, nodding her head, her bright green eyes wide. He 
forgot what he was going to say, watching her cute little nose and those mock serious 
eyes, that beautiful pale face framed in crimson. She pursed her lips and raised an 
eyebrow. "Parker?” 

 “Yes,” he said, blinking. “Yes. Please excuse me. I am slow of mind.” He put his 
fist up to his forehead. “Christmas. Carpets. Right.” He flushed pink. “So when do you 
leave?” 

 “Saturday afternoon,” she said. He desperately tried to remember what day it was. 

 “Saturday, right,” he said sagely, fumbling for his day planner. “So what are you 
doing before you go? Got steamer trunks to pack?” 

 “More like an overnight bag. Why?” 

 “Oh, just wondering whether airline regulations really do let people move 
households on airplanes or if they‟re more strict about the two carry on limit, that‟s all,” 
he pattered. “Aaand, to, see, if, you, needed to get anything done in town while you 
were gone so I could maybe help out.” 

 “Peter,” she said with a grin. “Are you offering to take care of my cat?” 

 “Yes!” he said. “I am offering to take care of your cat. You have a cat?” 
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 “My roomie does,” she said. “The adorable furball‟s name is Hellraiser. I‟m sure 
you‟ll get along. Tell you what. Why don‟t you come by tomorrow afternoon and I‟ll 
show you around. Deal?” 

 “Deal,” he said. 

 “Two okay?” 

 “I‟ll be there with bells on.” 

 “That‟s hardly necessary,” she said with a smile. “Hellraiser might think you‟re a 
chew toy. Here.” She took his day planner and opened it randomly, scribbled her 
address and phone number in, snapped it shut, and slid it back. “See you tomorrow,” 
she said with a dazzling smile, then she was swaying off. 

 And he just sat there watching. 

 “I am offering to take care of your cat?” he said to himself. “Her cat?!?” He 
groaned, his head sinking down to his arms on the table. “„Mary Jane, would you like to 
go out to dinner with me?‟ And it comes out „I am offering to take care of your cat?‟” 
He groaned again, and slowly thumped his head against his arms. “Smooth like serrated 
gravel, Parker. And, for those who are completely hopelessly clueless, today is Friday.” 

Saturday, December 22, 2001 

 Creed inhaled deeply, filling his vast lungs with the air of the city. He bared his 
teeth at the sky in welcome, challenge, triumph, and defiance. Then he slung his bulk 
down from the pile of crushed cars. He prowled through the junkyard, sniffing this way 
and that. 

 It was good to be free again. He had forgotten just how much he hated wearing a 
suit, attending meetings, living inside and underground, following the list of rules, fitting 
where he did not fit. It was like coming alive again, this prowling. He would have been 
dissatisfied if he was not hunted. The danger he faced spiced his food, flavored his 
water, perfumed his air. He was alive again. Surely Bryant would know that. Surely 
Bryant was wise enough to fear it. 

 Creed cleared the back fence of the junkyard, leaping over the fifteen feet of chain 
link topped by cyclone barbed wire. He landed heavily in the alley between the junkyard 
and the restaurant. 

 First kill Logan. Once in possession of Logan‟s body, this whole expedition became 
vindicated. Then he could return, and if Bryant was clever he wouldn‟t press charges or 
attempt discipline. Bryant just didn‟t understand. For this kind of task, you couldn‟t use 
the conventional methods, the usual procedures. Logan was not a man. Logan was a 
predator. You hunt them differently. If possible, you hunt them one on one through the 
jungle. 

 Creed bared his teeth again. He knew Logan. He knew that right now, Logan was 
hunting him. Moving with startling silence and grace for one of his enormity, he 
catfooted down the alley and vanished into the gloom of the warehouse district. He 
would find the right place to confront Logan, then he would find Logan himself, then 
he would return to the Project. First things first. 
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 He had no doubt he would succeed. Logan was civilized overmuch. He wouldn‟t 
pay enough attention. 

In the end, Logan would be a trophy. 

* 

 Logan stood in the shadows watching the man in the pinstripe suit explain to the 
cop where things stood. 

 “This is a matter for the Federal Bureau of Investigation, Officer Calvin. I‟m afraid 
you don‟t have jurisdiction.” Another vanilla agent; Logan looked him over and 
wondered if he knew who he really answered to or if he was just following the next 
highest tier. Trim dark hair, handsome square jaw, nice tie with an Oxford knot. Very 
clean cut. 

 “Any idea how long this cleanup is going to take, Agent?” the officer asked. “This 
investigation may be your jurisdiction, but it‟s surrounded by my jurisdiction, which 
includes people who want to use the park and wonder why you guys can come in on 
helicopters through restricted airspace.” 

 The agent took a step towards the policeman. “Explain it to them so they are 
soothed and comforted, then get on with keeping the peace.” He turned his back and 
looked to where the team was scanning the charred rubble of the gazebo where the 
fight had taken place. Another team was collecting blood samples from the smeared 
earth. 

 “You should be serving and protecting,” the agent said in a low voice. The cop 
sighed, turned, and slung himself down into his cruiser. 

“Good luck, Agent,” he said. He started the car and turned in the narrow 
space, then drove down the avenue. 

 Logan grinned. Time to check his hunch. He strolled out of the shadows toward 
the agent, who was busy on his cell phone arranging for the lab to work doubletime on 
the blood samples. “Scuse me,” he said. 

 The agent ignored him. He cleared his throat. 

 “Scuse me,” he repeated. “I hear there‟s a Starbucks around here and I got a mighty 
thirst for some coffee.” 

 The agent looked over his shoulder at him, irritated. “D‟ya mind?” he asked, tense. 
Then it hit him; recognition. Dilation of the pupils, arrested thought and posture; Logan 
knew he was recognized. Good. 

 “Down the street, to the left. Can‟t miss it.” 

 “Thanks, bub,” Logan said. He strolled down the sidewalk. The agent was too well 
briefed to wait until he was out of earshot to make a call. He trotted towards the rest of 
his team, unsure of earshot‟s range. Smart move. These guys might be a workout. 

 Might. 

 Old instincts flowed through him. He ducked into the alley and leaped, catching 
the fire escape. He tugged himself up, his swiftness making it look easy. Then he was 
prowling towards the top, tier after tier. In a minute he reached the flat roof, walking 
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between air conditioning units. He glanced over the edge to make sure he was on the 
right building, the one with the best view of Starbucks. 

 The choppers had been in earshot for a minute or so, but they weren‟t close 
enough to spot him yet, and he knew they‟d hang back until the pursuit started. He 
jogged to the roof entry and slid down to the side, in its shadow. He waited. Listened. 
He heard footsteps on the stairs. 

 The man on the steps stopped, fumbled with the lock, opened the door. Logan 
watched him from behind as he moved forward to the edge of the roof, flipped his ball 
cap around backward, and set up his sniper rifle. 

 “Check,” the newcomer said softly into his headset as he snapped the rifle‟s matte 
scope open. “This is Eagle One, I have full view.” 

 Logan stealthed up behind the sniper, who swung the barrel of his gun this way 
and that, quickly learning the street. Logan glanced down the stairwell; backup wasn‟t 
coming this high. No action up here. He moved right behind the man; smelled his Old 
Spice, his dryer sheets, his cooling sweat, his shampoo. 

 Logan put a fist against the back of the man‟s head. Gently. “Move and die,” he 
whispered. “Nod once if you understand.” 

 The man very slowly nodded once. 

 Logan glanced at his gear. Standard setup. He clicked the headset off. “You know 
who I am,” he muttered. 

 Nod. 

 “You seem bright enough. You understand your position. Tell me where Bryant‟s 
headquarters are.” 

 “I can‟t do that,” the man said. “I don‟t know.” 

 Logan grunted, then yanked the man back over his leg. The sniper crashed down 
on his back, his gun still propped up on the wall. Logan knelt on his shoulder and 
gripped his vest, breathing into his face as he locked eyes. “I can‟t think of a single 
reason to let you live then,” he whispered. 

 The sniper lay very still, breathing fast and shallow. “Wait. The captain is in the 
lobby, with a swat team. I don‟t even know who Bryant is.” 

 Logan grinned. 

 “I thought of a reason to let you live,” he said. 

* 

 Peter knocked on Mary Jane‟s door. She opened it a few seconds later. She was 
dressed in a careless sweatshirt and jeans. She grinned at him. “Come on in,” she said. 
“Amy‟s just leaving.” 

 Peter grinned and followed her. Amy, Mary Jane‟s roommate, was just hauling on 
her winter coat. She flashed a smile at Peter. “I get to go to Nebraska for my boyfriend‟s 
family‟s Christmas,” she said. “Thanks for taking care of Hellraiser.” 

 “I live to serve,” Peter said. “Need help with your bags?”  

 “You‟re a prince,” Amy said, and Peter picked up her suitcase. 
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 “Taking a lot of books, or just sticks of firewood?” he asked, struggling with the 
weight. 

 “Bowling balls for all you know, smartalec,” Amy said, and with a very blonde 
flounce she led the way out the door. 

 After stowing her gear in her SUV, Peter returned to the house rubbing his hands 
together. Mary Jane met him at the door. 

 “It is winter, you know,” she said, gesturing at his light jacket. 

 “Hey, this is a scarf,” he said, tugging the strip of cloth off. “You think my Aunt 
May would let me out of the house underdressed?” 

 “You know best,” she said. “We baked cookies to celebrate leaving. Great plane 
food. We saved you some. Do you like chocolate chip?” 

 “Oh yeah,” he said. He looked around. The entryway was modest and 
unremarkable, and it opened up into a loft-like living room, with a hall leading back to 
the two bedrooms. The kitchen was off to the side. The place was decorated with an 
odd mix of posters, some framed and some taped up. The posters displayed nature 
shots, boy bands, and movie posters. The floor was carpeted, and accented with 
laundry. An old couch faced the television. 

 Peter strayed into the living room, captivated by one of the posters. An eagle hung 
suspended in an empty sky, gazing at distant mountains. He cocked his head to the side. 

 “Cookie?” Mary Jane said, approaching. 

 “No, me Peter. You Mary Jane,” Peter replied. She sighed, and handed him a 
chocolate chip cookie anyway. “Oh, thanks. Hey, I was just admiring this poster.” 

 “And here I thought you were looking for secret passages. Yeah, I love that picture. 
I have flying dreams sometimes, you know, and looking at that poster reminds me of 
those dreams; to float effortlessly over everything.” 

 “Yeah,” he said, looking at her sideways. “Don‟t forget I have a magic carpet.” 

 “You‟d better use it if you need to. Hellraiser is very delicate and I don‟t want him 
to be unsupervised for a whole week. Think you‟re up to the task, Parker?” 

 “Lead me to this little catmuffin and we‟ll make friends,” Peter said. 

 She looked to make sure the front door was shut, then she headed for the pantry. 
“Razer baby, got a new friend for you,” she cooed in a voice that made Peter‟s knees go 
all wobbly. She opened the door. 

 A streak of orange slid out past her leg and zipped into a bedroom. She glanced at 
Peter with a rueful smile. “He‟s a bit temperamental with new people, but he‟s got a 
heart of gold,” she said. “Here puss puss puss.” 

 “Allow me,” Peter said gallantly. 

 “We don‟t let the cat in the bedrooms because he can have an attitude problem, 
and he knows one sure way to express his displeasure,” she said. “Think you can get 
him out?” 

 “Oh yeah,” Peter shrugged. He walked in to the darkened bedroom, and let his 
senses unreel. The cat was watching him from under the far side of the bed. While he 
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knew he could hurl the bed up against the wall, snag the cat in a string of web and jerk it 
through the air to his waiting hand, he suspected Mary Jane would not approve. 

 He lowered himself to his hands and knees and peered under the bed, his sharp 
eyes piercing the gloom easily. The cat glowered at the far end, a furry lump of 
malignancy. “Here puss puss puss,” he said in his most disgustingly charming voice. 
“Razer here been declawed?” he asked as an afterthought. 

 “Peter!” Mary Jane said sharply. “The practice of declawing is cruel. A well trained 
cat makes it unnecessary anyway.” 

 “Ever seen a well trained cat?” he muttered under his breath. He knew what to do, 
but it would not be simple. He saw a dry erase marker that had rolled under the bed 
some time ago. His forearm began to tingle as he wove adhesive into the web before he 
spun it out. “I‟ll have the little darling in a second,” he said. 

 His focus was intense as he sprayed out a low-impact strand that landed smack on 
the marker. Ever so slowly, he tugged it closer. The cat‟s eyes lit up, watching the 
marker. Hellraiser‟s tail began to lash. He pounced and batted the web. His paw was 
stuck. 

 Peter jerked on the strand, quick as his reflexes could manage. Hellraiser got out a 
quick yelp before Peter had him by the scruff. His hand itched terribly with the 
chemicals that began to bead on it, but he rubbed at the webbing and it faded like 
soapsuds. 

 “Careful, Peter,” Mary Jane said. “Razer isn‟t a stuffed animal, you know.” 

 “I know,” he said. He swiftly folded an arm under the dangling cat and turned 
around. He smiled, tiny lines of strain creasing the corners of his mouth and his 
forehead as claws sank deep into the flesh of his arms and chest. “Here‟s the little 
cupcake.” 

 Mary Jane smiled and reached for the cat. Peter laughed, fast and high. “Let me 
hang on to him for a bit,” he said. “So he‟ll be staying in the pantry?” 

 “Oh, yes,” she nodded. “His litter needs cleaning once a day, and changing on 
Wednesday. His food is on the top shelf, just mix one can with some dry in a one to 
one ratio. He has an automatic waterer, so just make sure that‟s full. And if he gets a 
little down because he misses us, his c-a-t-n-i-p is in the jar on the fridge. Okay?” 

 “Okay,” Peter said. “So you got any time before you go?” 

 “Well,” she said with a smile— 

 A horn blew outside. “Oh shoot. That‟s my cab to the airport. Sorry, Pete, gotta 
go.” 

 “Hey, no problem,” he said. “Let me help you with your bags.” 

 “I got it,” she said, scooping up her carryon on the way out. “Keys on the table, 
and Pete: thanks so much. You‟re a hero.” She flashed a smile at him, then she was out 
the door. It clacked shut behind her, and Hellraiser hissed at Peter. 

 “I wish people would stop calling me a hero,” he muttered. 

* 

 “I got him. Corner of 9th and Stuart,” Logan murmured. 
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 “Sir, I got him. Corner of 9th and Stuart,” the sniper said into his mike. 

 “Roger, Eagle One. Moving out. Do you have the shot?” 

 “Too many pedestrians,” murmured Logan. 

 “No sir, too many pedestrians.” 

 “Eagle Two, confirm sighting?” 

 “Eagle Two, can not confirm, repeat, can not confirm.” 

 “Cowboy hat, flannel jacket, whiskers. I see him,” Logan muttered. 

 “Cowboy hat, flannel jacket, whiskers, I see him, sir,” the sniper said, sweat beading 
on his face. 

 “Plan B, go,” the team commander said. Logan bared his teeth. Plan B. He swept 
the sight of the rifle across the intersection, scanning for her. Wondering what shape 
she‟d be this time. 

 A meter maid raised a walkie talkie to her mouth; Logan read her lips as he listened. 
“No sign. Eagle One, no sign. Reconfirm?” 

 “No need,” Logan muttered. “God I love a woman in uniform.” He lined the 
sniper rifle up on the meter maid‟s left leg and breathed out. His finger contracted with 
his lungs; when his lungs were empty the gun bucked. The meter maid went flying back 
as though she‟d been hit by a car, her hair snapping loose around her face as her hat 
flew into the crowd. 

 Logan rolled back as a bullet cracked into the scope of the rifle. That would be 
Eagle Two. His sharp hearing heard the explosion of orders through the sniper‟s radio 
gear. The sniper lay on the roof, wrists and ankles zip tied. Logan tossed him his hat, 
then sprinted to the rear of the building as a chopper roared closer. He couldn‟t help 
grinning.  

 Over the back of the building, slamming into the wall of the building next door, 
sliding down and hitting a window ledge; he balanced for a moment, then snapped his 
hands into the pane of glass. It exploded inward with the dull metallic thud of his fists. 
He tugged himself inside, sprinted down the hall. Office building. 

 Logan dashed to the stairwell as shouts and general alarm spread around the 
broken window. He hopped over the railing; again, again, then he quietly opened the 
door and strolled out into the hallway. A cafeteria. Midmorning, so not a lot of traffic. 
He glanced around, then vaulted the six foot counter and window assembly. He darted 
into the back, where a cook looked up, startled. 

 A moment later Logan walked to the back elevator with a chef hat and an apron. 
Three floors down, and he was in the main kitchen of the building, behind the food 
court. A back door, and he was out. 

 A municipal bus was pulling up. He hopped up the steps and gave a handful of 
quarters to the machine, then worked his way back and slung himself down in a seat, 
yanking his chef hat off. He watched out the window as the black-clad men sprinted 
around the side of the building, and he squinted up at the thudding blades of the 
helicopter as it swooped around the side of the building looking for him. 
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 Ten minutes later he swung off the bus and disappeared into the crowd. He had an 
appointment to keep. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Peter was strolling towards the front doors of the art building when he hesitated. 
His eyes and nostrils flared, and he sensed… something. Something familiar. Something 
that alerted him. He cautiously approached the front doors, and glanced out. Cigar 
smoke. That was it. 

 Logan grinned at him, turned, and slowly started crunching down the snowy 
sidewalk. Peter quickly caught up. “How‟d you find me here?” he asked, his tone urgent. 

 Logan shrugged. “College boy, developer fluid, nearby college with a photography 
lab, registrar‟s office, cross-reference Peter. Takes a genius.” 

 “You are a very scary man, Logan. Remind me not to get on your bad side.” 

 “Which brings us to our next point,” Logan said. He took a deep drag on his cigar. 
“I need your help.” 

 “With?” 

 “I need to get up close and personal with Bryant. That‟s just what Creed will be 
waiting for. So I need to get Creed busy somewhere else. Can you help me?" 

 “What is your plan?” 

 Logan shrugged. “Make you smell like me, then lead Creed away to somewhere 
secluded. Restrain him temporarily, and get away. Under no circumstances so much as 
touch each other.” 

 “How do you think Creed will pick up the scent?” 

 “He no doubt thinks I‟m spoilin ta tangle with him as bad as he wants to take 
another poke at me.” 

 “He‟s wrong?” 

 “He is now. More‟s at stake than my personal dislike of Creed. I grew up, he didn‟t. 
Plain as that. He‟ll be looking to pick up my scent at the park. He missed me there once, 
but he knows I‟ll be back for him.” 

 “How does he know that?” 

 “Sixteen years ago he would have been right,” Logan said. “Now here‟s the tricky 
part. You got ta get him to chase you, but not see you. Do not under any circumstance 
mix it up with him. Clear?” 
 “Sure. And how do I restrain a monster like that? You do have a plan.” 

 “Yeah, I have a plan, but I don‟t think much of it. I figure a big trank gun loaded 
with cyanide would put him down for the count. Wouldn‟t kill him, but it‟d give you at 
least ten, twenty minutes to get a head start. Point is, soon as he knows he‟s been 
tricked he‟ll head straight for Bryant to intercept me or he‟ll go after you. And I don‟t 
want people killed because they‟re in the wrong place at the wrong time.” 

 “You ever hit him with cyanide before?” 
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 “Nope,” Logan said. 

 They walked, quiet, for a short time. 

 “When do you want this done, Logan?” Peter asked. 

 “Tonight. Now.” 

 “I don‟t have a lot of cyanide on hand. But I can lead him for a merry chase. 
Believe me, Logan, I can get his attention and get him to follow me for a while.” 

 “Too dangerous,” Logan said, shaking his head. “You frustrate him, he‟ll start 
killing innocents until you hold still.” 

 Peter stopped and turned to face Logan. “Trust me. I can handle this guy. Let me 
do it. You want my help, I‟m offering it. But you can‟t dictate terms to me.” 

 Logan looked him in the eye, then sighed and nodded. “Okay. Don‟t make me 
sorry, kid.” 

 Peter smiled. “Wouldn‟t dare. So. How do I smell like you?” 

 Logan grinned. 

* 

 “I don‟t need to say it, do I?” the woman with a blonde page boy hairstyle said to 
the man by her hospital bed. 

 He scowled at her. “Don‟t get smug.” 

 “Smug?” she said, her elfin features contracted with scorn. “Smug? Bryant, let‟s not 
forget I‟m the one in the hospital with a shattered leg. Let‟s not forget I was only there 
because of your orders. Logan is not to be underestimated. I recommended adapting a 
site appropriate for confrontation and luring him to it. Your genius team knew he‟d try 
to make contact at the park so you tried to arrange for the ambush there in the open 
with a hundred ways out.” 

 “We had the situation as bottled up as the police could make it,” Bryant said tightly, 
his Canadian accent bleeding through his composure. 

 She sat up, eyes flashing. “The police are the wrong weapon against Logan,” she hissed. 
“Numbers on our side equal body count on our side. Logan is damn good, if you‟ve 
forgotten. I haven‟t. If we are going to catch him, we have to have bait he can‟t resist in 
a trap he can‟t escape.” She breathed heavily for a moment. “Where is Lisa, anyway? I 
thought that was her whole purpose in this escapade. Establish contact and smooth 
recovery.” 

 “When you‟re in charge, what you think will matter. As it is, you follow my orders. 
You aren‟t team leader on a mission. You are a resource for this, nothing more, and you 
do as you‟re told.” He stopped, his face flushed. “How long until you can reshape your 
leg?” 
 “I‟ll be mobile by tonight,” she said, staring at him. “By tomorrow, good as new. A 
fifty caliber slug through the bone of my leg takes time to reconstruct.” 

 Bryant nodded curtly. “I‟ll make arrangements to move you to our headquarters. It 
seems your life is out of danger.” He turned to go. 
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 “He could have blown my head off,” she said softly. He stopped, inclined his head 
towards her without facing her, then pushed the curtain aside and walked out into the 
room, out the door, gone. 

 She leaned back, closed her eyes, and sank her consciousness into her body. She 
sifted through her delightfully mobile flesh, finding the chips of bone scattered into her 
leg by the bullet that had left a hole the size of a baseball through her leg. She dissolved 
the bone, reformed the bone. The pain was intense, but her nerves were steady. 
Another hour or two of this torture and she‟d be able to walk. 

 Danger. 

 She snapped back to alertness. Blinked her eyes; they shifted back to a lovely green. 
She gasped, her pupils contracting. 

 “Hiya darlin,” Logan said. He stood three feet from her, staring at her. He wore a 
leather jacket, jeans, flannel. His smell washed her in a thousand memories. 

 “Logan,” she said with some difficulty. She attempted a smile. 

 “Nothin personal,” he said, pulling out a cigar and a lighter. 

 “I know,” she nodded. “I‟m still alive.” 

 “Headquarters.” His eyes did not leave her as he bit off the end of his cigar and 
spat it at the floor. 

 Her eyes narrowed. “So that‟s what this is about. Identify and isolate me, then 
interrogate me. I push this button and you‟re trapped.” Her finger hovered over the 
nurse call button. 

 He shrugged. “Push it then,” he said, taking his eyes from her and lighting his cigar. 

 Her hand left the button. “You don‟t want to kill me, do you.” 

 “Never did,” Logan shrugged, looking up. “What‟s between me and Creed is 
between me and Creed. You never wanted to get involved.” 

 She sighed. “If Bryant finds out I told you, I could be severely disciplined.” 

 Logan barked a laugh. “They know better.” He shrugged. “Tell me or I‟ll kill you. 
Tell em I said that.” 

 They looked deep into each other‟s eyes, and she looked away. “Waterstreet and 
Nineteenth,” she said softly. “Warehouse, Kybersly and Sons.” 

 “Defenses?” 
 “Standard laser grid, nerve center in the second floor in the north east corner. Got 
any smokes?” 

 He grinned and pulled out a pack of her favorite cigarettes. Fingered one out, put it 
between her lips, lit it. She took a drag, leaned back, exhaled through her nose, and 
narrowly regarded him through the haze of smoke. 

 “Thank you. Backup system is under the warehouse, along with the armory. He‟s 
got thirty agents. They‟ve used this place before, so it‟s been hardened and it has 
fiberoptic accesses. They made a cell for you that‟s underwater with about six inches of 
breathing space in a six foot cube even you shouldn‟t be able to cut through.” 

 “Anything else?” Logan asked. 
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 “Automatic miniguns, independent power sources, tasernets, that sort of thing. 
Come on, Logan, that‟s more than you need.” 

 He nodded. “True. Take care of yourself, darlin. And stay out of my way.” 

 “One and the same, Logan. One and the same.” Her eyes gleamed yellow and 
slitted through the cigarette smoke. She smiled at him, and he turned. In seconds he was 
beyond recall. 

 She took a deep drag on her cigarette, counted to fifteen, and pushed the nurse call 
button. 

* 

 Peter stumped down the sidewalk, very unhappy in his cowboy boots that did not 
quite fit properly. He reeked of cigar smoke and other Logan smells. 

 He had circled the park area twice, stopping five times to smoke for a while and 
watch the situation. Then he had felt that would be plenty, so he‟d started down the 
street. First sign of Creed and he could lose the boots, jeans, coat, and hat; pull the 
hood up on his mesh, and tango with Creed. 

 Two miles away from the park, his scalp tingled, and his subconscious alarms were 
triggered. He became alert, listening, intent.  

 Creak of a fire escape. Stutter in a garbage truck engine two streets over. A 
slamming door. What was it? What lit up his cautions? 

 The scrape of claw on brick. 

 Peter zipped a webline up to the corner of the apartment building he was walking 
past; the line contracted as he kicked off, and it swung him almost halfway up before he 
hit the wall. That was plenty of time for him to shuck the boots and jacket, and to pull 
up the hood. He hit the wall and swarmed up. Slinging over the top, he saw Creed two 
buildings down. Creed saw him, too; snarled a grin, turned, and ran. 

 Peter hopped out of his jeans and sprang after Creed. He knew that when he 
caught him, he‟d be able to give Creed his best shots, his heaviest hits. A cold feeling 
settled over him as he realized he might not be able to kill Creed even if he wanted to. 

 Then it was all speed and trajectory as he sprang across the rooftops. Creed was 
fast. He was heavy, but he was strong and he knew this area. He cleared the warehouse 
roof and landed on the ledge that ran between two roof levels. He stood and loped 
along the narrow wall; Peter realized the roof probably wasn‟t strong enough to support 
Creed‟s weight. 

 Creed ran from him in a straight line, so it was speed on speed. Peter could keep 
up, but he felt a grudging respect for the agility of the vast bulk of his opponent. 

 Creed dropped three stories and landed in a crouch. He darted to the side as Peter 
swung down and stuck to the wall. Peter could feel Creed‟s heartbeat; it thudded 
wherever it was, into the ground and into the wall under Peter‟s fingertips. His senses 
cast about, searching. For the first time, Peter felt fear. Nothing that big should be able 
to hide. 

 Creed narrowed his eyes at Peter and smiled a feral snarl. Not Logan, then. Fine. 
This one had it coming… 



 

   25 

* 

 Logan crouched on the fire escape having a leisurely smoke, watching the 
warehouse. It almost looked abandoned. Logan considered the doors, windows (what 
few there were,) walls, floor, guards. He watched for three hours, through one changing 
of the guard. 

 By then he had a plan. 

 Logan slipped through the shadows and then came up to the building from the 
side. Normally he‟d cause a diversion to see how the defenders reacted, to gauge their 
response readiness. Tonight he knew that any disturbance at all would put them on full 
alert specifically for him. He‟d have to do this quiet-like. And all the missions he started 
quiet-like tended to end in a bloodbath. 

 He had checked the city schematics for the sewer layouts of this street, but he was 
positive the sewer entrance to this building would be heavily guarded. Still, it would be a 
handy escape route if necessary. He had considered getting to their hidden satellite 
dishes and wrecking them, so they‟d come and investigate and he could slip in. The plan 
fizzled; he knew they‟d spot that as his handiwork immediately, before they even went 
out to look. Facilities with budgets like this one didn‟t have a lot go wrong on accident, 
so he‟d had to think very, very carefully about how to get in. 

 The laser grid would be tied into the hardening of the building, so if he was going 
to breach the windows, door, wall, or roof he‟d have to be damned careful. The grid 
wouldn‟t hurt him, but it would sound the alarm and bring things that would. The vents 
were designed too small for people, with redundancy systems and air scrubbers. 

 So he‟d watched the back of the building for an hour or so. The cameras focused 
on the chute, then the chute dumped refuse, then the cameras resumed their scanning. 

 Logan timed his jump and leaped from the rooftop down three stories to clang into 
the dumpster. None of the ground sensors could have picked up his approach, and 
none of the cameras were watching at that moment. There was no perfect way in, but 
this was as close as he could get, and if they were going to come for him here, they‟d 
just have to come for him. 

 He waited. He was laying in piles of shredded paper, take out pizza, take out 
Chinese, food wrappers, and so on. Now to wait for the chute to open again. He relaxed 
and waited. 

* 

 Peter dropped to the ground in the alley. “Creed,” he said softly and clearly. “Why 
don‟t you come out where we can talk.” His scalp writhed as though ants were 
swarming all over it. Everywhere he could smell Creed‟s musk, feel him breathing, hear 
his heartbeat; but he was hidden in a way Peter did not know how to hide. Hidden as a 
predator hides before pouncing on its prey. 

 In answer, a concrete block whipped out of an overturned dumpster. Peter‟s body 
dodged before he even spotted the threat. Instead of hitting him square in the head, it 
crushed into his turning shoulder, spinning him around twice. His elastic bones 
compacted, his tendons stretched, his springy flesh screamed; the concrete block spun 
off, whirling through the air to explode into dust and gravel against the wall. Peter‟s arm 
sent sheets of pain through his nerves.. He had never taken a hit like that. Nothing 
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broken. Another block; must have had one in each hand. Peter dropped to the ground 
on all fours, alert and tense. That missile flew over his head and slammed into a heavy 
steel door, crushing a six inch deep dent in it as the block scattered with the force of 
impact. And there stood Creed. 

 Peter‟s fear coursed through him with adrenaline. He would have his workout. Too 
shaken for witty repartee, he cut loose with both spinners and slung web at Creed. 

 Creed bounced to the side and hurled himself headlong at Peter, his jaws open in a 
roar that came out no louder than a throbbing growl. His claws hissed through the air as 
Peter sprang to the side, sticking to the wall, then cartwheeling over Creed and landing 
behind him. 

 Peter gave it everything he had; he planted a blow square on Creed‟s spine. He 
heard a crunch as his powerful fist sank to the heel of his hand in solid muscle. He felt 
his flexible finger bones bend under the strain, he felt the power move through him and 
out of him as his blow thudded home. 

 Creed spun with a backhand that caught Peter in the head. His skull changed its 
shape, but it was too flexible to crack. Peter sailed away, dark suns bursting in his head, 
feeling his brain squeeze against his skull. Concussion. Bad one, too. But he was 
spinning midair and he slapped against the wall without further harm. Creed was already 
on top of him. Breath came hard to Peter as he sprang to the wall of the building next 
to him, then slung web to get out of Creed‟s reach. 

 Creed hesitated, watching Peter. Then he smiled, slow and cruel. He leaped at the 
wall and bounced off of it to clear a fifteen foot fence topped with barbed wire. 

 Peter clung to the wall, breathing hard and trembling. He was afraid. He was afraid 
of Creed. Creed was strong, fast, skilled, ferocious, and almost invulnerable to damage. 

 “What am I,” Peter breathed to himself, “his press agent?” He dug deep within and 
found the resolve. 

 Peter dropped over the fence and found himself in a junkyard. 

 “Great,” he breathed. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Logan sprang up the chute, pushing against the frictionless surface with every 
ounce of skill he possessed. He managed to get his fingers in the door as it was closing; 
it coughed, and slid open. He darted through and it closed smoothly. Logan spun 
around behind a cart; not much of a hiding place. The man in a one-piece coverall 
returned through the open door at that moment, and inspected the chute. He pushed 
the button to open it again, looking down the chute with a puzzled expression, then he 
let it close. He pushed the intercom button by the shutter. 

 “No blockage. Must have been a hiccup. Nobody here, in any case. I‟m heading 
back to the kitchen, okay?” 

 “Check, Eckson. Go ahead.” The man let up the intercom button and jogged down 
the stairs.  
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 Logan felt his hand plump out with blood then smooth as his fingers repaired the 
crushing damage of the doors. He evaded the room‟s single camera and found himself 
on the iron walkway over the main warehouse. 

 The catwalk worked its way around the entire inside, and above it were rafters. On 
the floor below was the motor pool, including the helipad that could roll out the back 
over the water and then retract, as well as a few offices. He saw the entry to the lower 
levels; a staircase and an elevator. What he was looking for was the main office control 
room, and he saw it across from his current position. 

 The rafters tempted him, but he knew better than to think they were undefended. 
Probably had an electric current running through them that was programmed to triple 
its output if its current was disrupted. 

 Logan poked his head over the side of the walkway and saw the electric eyes built 
underneath with a five foot range. So he‟d be detected if he tried to travel under the 
walk. He pulled back to the shadow and thought for a minute. This wasn‟t the toughest 
security he‟d ever beat, but he had never had to be completely undetected and without 
assistance before either. Sure, one or the other, but not both. 

 His forearms itched; his claws were subtly shifting in his flesh, making small cuts. 
His incredible healing smoothed away the blood pockets as fast as they formed, but 
Logan was sweating. He squinted at the command tower, his sniffer working overtime. 

 Through one of the small windows, he saw Lisa bend over a monitor, her face 
serious. He remembered why he was here. The rest of it went away, and he dropped 
silently to the floor twenty feet below. 

* 

 Peter felt as though he was surrounded by tendrils of senses as he cautiously edged 
forward. He probed every shadow, every nook before he advanced. He had no sense of 
time, only of intense scrutiny. He did not want to catch another concrete block. 

 Movement— 

 Peter lowered his center of gravity and lashed out with his webs, catching the 
engine block just after Creed hurled it. Springing to the side, Peter latched onto the 
earth with his feet, exerting his full adhesive talent. The tethered engine block roared 
through the air just a foot away from Peter‟s chest. Peter leaned back, hauling on the 
line with all his strength. 

 He was strong. He was really strong. And he had never before pushed to find the 
limits of that strength. Now for it— 

 The block hit the end of its trajectory, still tethered; it swung around. Peter‟s arms 
snapped into sharp relief with the strain, but he held, and so did the web. The block 
slashed around in an arc, and Peter let it go along the way it had come. Creed ducked, 
startled; the block caromed off of the metal wall of a dump truck, crashing and 
clattering away. 

 Creed stood to his impressively towering height. “Nice move. So Logan aint 
comin.” 

 “He got a better offer to be on the cover of Feral Quarterly; leopard skin thong 
and the whole nine yards.” 



 

28 

 Creed looked up and sniffed. “Guess I better get on with killin you so I can get 
back to work. Nice trick. I figured you‟d have some backup.” 

 “Hey, I am the cavalry,” Peter said boldly. 

 “Giddyap,” Creed growled. He flashed a savage grin, then leaped. 

 Peter was ready this time. He snapped a wad of web out, and his aim was excellent. 
The wad smacked into Creed‟s face, over his nose and eyes. Peter slid to the side, spun 
out another filament that slapped into Creed‟s wrist. Before the behemoth hit the 
ground, Peter sprang over his back and pulled on the filament with all his might. Creed 
was yanked around so he smashed to the ground on his shoulderblades. Peter was 
beyond stopping now. His wrist spat out the strongest web he could make, plastering 
across Creed‟s ankle and pinning his leg to the ground.  

 Creed roared, and flexed his mighty muscles. The web ripped. Creed did a kip up 
that thudded onto the ground. He snarled as he tore a handful of web off his face. His 
eyes were glacial, cruel. He wasn‟t warmed up yet. 

 Peter was moving. Filaments hissed from his forearms as he sprang to the side, 
then around, surrounding Creed in sticky strands without hitting him directly.  Creed 
picked up a fender and stood, slitted eyes estimating Peter‟s movements. Quick as a 
flash, he drew back his arm to throw. 

 A sticky blob of web slapped across the fender and the heel of his hand, but there 
was no time to correct; he stumbled forward as the force of the throw did not get free. 
Peter sprang through the web and landed on the fender, the entire force of his leap and 
his inhuman strength coiled in his arm. 

 He let his fist fly; his punch landed square on Creed‟s broad forehead. Peter felt the 
bones in his hand buckle, bending like rubber under the force of a blow that would 
shatter a normal man‟s hand. Unnatural force snapped loose into Creed‟s head; the 
monster staggered back, startled, as Peter bounded off the fender and landed behind 
him on the other side of a filament. Creed was stunned; astonished by the force the 
small man could command. As his cracked skull and spine knitted, he slowly turned; the 
world was still rocking a bit. 

 Web slapped into his ankle, and he felt himself tugged off balance. He leaped 
before he fell, the force of the hop carrying him through two filaments. Then Peter was 
on the other side of him, and he felt web slop across his face again. He growled, deep in 
his chest. This time he didn‟t bother to scrape it off. Webbing snagged around his 
clenched fist, keeping his hand shut. Peter leaped and rolled and bounced all around the 
web he was weaving around Creed. 

 Creed‟s growl deepened and broadened, and he shoved his way through the 
filaments. Peter was ahead of him, spraying web across his path. Now Creed was draped 
in the sticky fabrics. Even where he had torn free, the sticky sheets and ropes fluttered 
along after him. It was slowing him down. 

 Then Peter stood still, in the middle, waiting. Creed stood to his full height and 
glared at him. 

 Peter was trembling. Creed could smell his fear. But Peter was not backing down. 
Creed narrowed his eyes and smiled. Good. Very good. 
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 Then Peter leaped forward. He came in high, twisting around Creed‟s strike in 
midair. He landed with all four limbs on Creed‟s chest, packing a startling wallop. He 
was clear, and he circled around and came in low, lashing out with his heel, crushing 
into the tender flesh behind Creed‟s knee. Creed let out a shout, but Peter was airborne, 
slashing both palms into Creed‟s ears; eardrums ruptured with the pressure change. 

 Creed spun with a slash, but Peter was already gone. He was breathing fast, but the 
fear was galvanized into pure fuel for his speed now. He popped up in the air and drove 
a knuckle deep into Creed‟s solar plexus; air left the giant in a whoosh. Peter used his 
downward momentum to drive his fist into the muscles above Creed‟s knee; Creed‟s leg 
went numb. 

 Peter‟s senses screamed in overdrive. He felt the pulse of the vein in Creed‟s thigh, 
and he buried his thumb in it. Then he rolled back, seeing the disruption of blood in the 
giant‟s body from the abuse it was taking. He was doing it! He was taking on Creed! 

 Peter went airborne again; there is no gravity, he thought. There is no pain. There is 
only me, and lightning for blood, and this is living. 

 He landed with a scything kick that caught Creed in the Achilles tendon, followed 
by an uppercut that rocked him back upright. A blow to the tricep; the throat; the 
sternum; the bridge of the nose; the left eye; right canine; left temple; then Peter was 
sailing back through the air away from Creed before the clumsy swing fought back. 

 He lashed in again, forearms screaming with the abuse; more web, more web! He 
snagged Creed‟s heel, already deep in webbing, and yanked as he jump-kicked him in the 
opposite shoulder. Creed crashed down. Peter folded his legs and dropped, his knees 
sinking into Creed‟s abdomen; he used the rebound to land on his feet and snap another 
line of web, and another, gluing Creed‟s claws into bluntness. 

 Creed struggled to his knees, breathing heavily, blood pouring from his face. Peter 
froze twenty feet away, poised to renew the assault, blood racing with unbearable speed. 
He had done it. Fought Creed to a standstill. Take that, Logan. 

 Creed watched him out of his good eye. “Not bad, kid,” he said. “I felt that last 
one.” He patted his abdomen with his sticky mittened hand. 

 “Only too glad to be of service,” Peter said. 

 “Let‟s get started,” Creed growled, rising to his feet. 

 Peter‟s heart stopped for a moment. No. He crouched. He had knocked Creed 
down once. Time for an encore. He darted in. 

 So fast. 

 He snapped a good hit across Creed‟s jutting elbow, ducked, and came up with a 
solid gut punch. Creed grunted. Peter spun around him and landed on the other side, 
web zipping out— 

 But Creed was already swinging, as though he had anticipated Peter‟s move; his vast 
fist in its sticky padding thudded into Peter‟s torso. 

 Peter was airborne, then he smashed into a pile of crushed cars. They groaned and 
tilted; Peter sprang free before they tumbled down. But Creed was there again. A 
flattened car was a difficult thing to dodge, and Creed swung it like a pro. Peter zipped 
through the air again, silent artillery exploding before his eyes. His body spun itself and 
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snapped onto the pile of crushed cars instinctively, and pushed him clear before Creed‟s 
club became a missile. The whole stack came tearing down, and Peter stumbled as 
Creed bounded in. 

 Creed swung; Peter mashed a punch into Creed‟s wrist, deadening his arm. Creed 
snatched at him, but Peter ducked and kicked at his feet. The huge man swung around 
without falling, and Peter was sailing back through the air. Peter clung to the side of the 
wrecking crane, breathing heavily as he could, watching Creed. 

 The feral giant‟s eyes did not leave Peter as he sank his fangs into the sticky 
webbing around his claws. He pulled it loose, and flexed his hand. He spat the web out, 
leaving a trailing fu man chu that shifted with the wind, hanging from his face. As he 
flexed his hand, bones popped inside. 

 A moment too late Peter realized he was being predictable as he snapped webbing 
out at those fearsome claws. Creed was moving, spinning, catching the web on his ribs 
as he whirled. Peter was yanked off balance, surprised, and the coiling web sent him 
flying at Creed. 

 Creed jabbed. Peter‟s world popped. He was sailing back with the force of the 
monster‟s blow. But he didn‟t get far. Creed snatched at his leg. 

 Creed got a grip. 

* 

 The door swung shut behind the soldier. “Two coffees, black,” the soldier said. 
Lisa absently took hers, and Bryant reached for his. He took a sip and made a face. 
“Coffee tastes like crap,” he muttered. “Six million dollar facility and the coffee tastes 
like crap.” 

 “Sorry, sir,” the soldier said. Then there was a meaty metallic thud, and he flew 
through the air to crash against the wall and slide insensibly to the floor. 

 The other two soldiers in the room spun, but one saw only a blur of motion before 
his rifle was jerked from his hands. Logan spun, turning his back on the soldier, and 
flung the rifle at the other. As his target snapped the safety off and brought up his gun, 
the flying rifle caught him square in the teeth. He slammed back against the wall and 
toppled to the floor. Logan‟s elbow snapped back and caught the disarmed soldier in 
the chest. Something cracked, and Logan‟s victim flew back, clawing at the air and 
gurgling. Logan crouched before Lisa and Bryant, claws still sheathed, no less menacing 
for that. 

 Bryant raised an eyebrow. “The garbage chute?” he asked cordially. 

 Logan stood to his full height. “I‟ll get to you in a minute. Don‟t be in a rush to get 
my attention.” He looked at Lisa. “You got somethin to tell me?” 

 “Logan,” she said, sounding a bit lost. “How? I mean, this place…” 

 “Less about me,” he growled. “More about you. Tell me what‟s going on. Now.” 

 “Yes, tell him,” Bryant said. He sipped his coffee and made a face. 

 “Logan,” she began, “I was schooling in Boston. Then one weekend I got sick. 
Real sick.” 

 He said nothing. She went on. 
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 “I went to the emergency room, and they did some blood tests. I don‟t know what 
kind of red flag it popped up with the government, but they sent the FBI to talk to me. 
Turns out I have a rare disease called Tymaz Nine.” 

 Logan‟s face darkened into a scowl. “That aint no disease, darlin. Tymaz Nine is a 
biological weapon.” 

 “I know,” she nodded. “The FBI referred me to the specialists at the Project. They 
ran…tests,” she said, hesitating. “Logan, they think they can save me. Tymaz Nine has 
been activated in my bloodstream. I‟ll be strangled by my blood until, a day or two from 
now, I‟ll finally keel over and drown in my own body.” 

 “I know about Tymaz Nine,” he said. “But you can‟t have it. Only the KGB uses it, 
and only for internal controls in the former Soviet Republic.” 

 “Oh, she has it alright,” Bryant said. “You may not have enjoyed your work with 
the Project, but you know we don‟t miss a trick when it comes to biological weapons 
and controls.” 

 Logan didn‟t look at him. “One more word and you‟ll be squealing while your guts 
spill over your shoes. I said shut up, Bryant. No more warnings.” 

 Bryant turned a little green and took a quick sip of coffee. 

 “They said that you have… regeneration,” Lisa said, “a kind of physiology that can 
reject poisons and shrug off biological controls. They thought that you might have the 
secret to finding the cure.” She abruptly stopped talking, staring at Logan. 

 He looked straight into her eyes, his face pale. “You came here ta lure me into their 
trap to squeeze the blood out of me ta find a cure.” His voice was oddly final. 

 “I raised you, darlin,” he said, a deep pain in his soft voice. “You didn‟t even ask 
me.” 

 She drew in a breath and threw her head back, looking down at him. “They told me 
about you, Logan. They told me they found you in the snow, no more than an animal. 
They told me that everything I knew about you was a lie, something they put over your 
true nature so you would be more controllable. They told me—“ 

 “Enough,” Logan said. “That‟s enough. You listened to them after a weekend in 
the emergency room, and forgot everythin you learned growin up under my roof, 
everythin you saw with your own two eyes.” He nodded. “Maybe you‟re right. Maybe 
I‟m just an animal. Maybe I‟m no better than a lab experiment. But, darlin,” he said, 
“now you‟ll never know. You never asked me. So now…” he shrugged. “Now you‟ll 
never know how much I love you.” 

 “You still haven‟t agreed,” Bryant pointed out. 

 Logan looked at him. “You think I waltzed in here plannin to waltz back out? This 
was a one-way ticket to begin with, Bryant. All I wanted,” he said, slowly turning his 
eyes back to Lisa, “was an answer. I guess I have it.” 

 She said nothing. 

 “Take me,” Logan said. “Do what you need to do,” he added in a low voice. “If I 
have the cure, I want her to have it. Then let me go.” 

 “Sure,” Bryant said. “Then let you go.” 
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 They made eye contact, and understood each other quite well. 

 Then the soldiers came. Logan went quietly. 

 Bryant watched through the window until Logan was out of sight. “You can come 
out now,” he said. The concealed door in the wall slid open, and Lisa stepped out, 
trembling. She looked at herself. “Incredible,” she said. 

 “Indeed,” the other Lisa agreed, slumping into a chair and rubbing at her leg. “You 
are very pretty, you know that?” 

 “Th-thank you,” Lisa said. The Lisa in the chair sighed, and her features blurred 
and shifted; her skin‟s smell shifted. She was a blonde meter maid. She rubbed her leg 
more gently, wincing. 

 “How‟s the wound?” Bryant said.  

 “Hurts like a bitch,” she muttered. 

 “I think you gave as good as you got,” Bryant smiled. “Did you see the look on his 
face?” 

 “And you thought he was here to kill everyone,” the blonde said as her eyes flared. 
“I told you. Irresistible bait in an inescapable trap. Next time listen to me in the first 
place.” 

 “You forget yourself,” Bryant said absently.  

 Her eyes narrowed. “I never forget myself,” she said. “Now you remember that I 
am not a soldier or an intelligence officer. I‟m a spy. The best you have. I am a secret 
agent, not a lackey. Forget that at your own risk, Bryant.” 
 He turned and looked down at her wordlessly for a moment. Then he looked back 
out the window. “I have not forgotten anything. See to it that you stay as sharp. There‟s 
no hole in my leg, after all. If it were not for your indiscretion at the hospital, we could 
have avoided this whole encounter.” 

 “And you‟d be chasing Logan and losing troops until next Christmas,” she shot 
back. 

 He turned to Lisa. “You are dismissed,” he said. She looked from one to the other, 
then rapidly left the room. Bryant turned back to the woman on the chair. 

 “Listen to me very carefully,” he said, his voice low. “You stand against me and I‟ll 
make an example of you. You don‟t know what you risk.” 

 Her eyes narrowed. “Like you made an example of Creed? You got promoted 
because you got too sloppy in the field, Bryant. Don‟t get in the way of the 
professionals or you just get people shot.”  

 “Is that a threat?” he asked, his voice menacing. 

 “That depends,” she replied, her eyes narrow, slitted, catlike, golden. 

 “You are on suspension,” he said slowly. “You will be inducted into the next 
intelligence training course at the Camp, off duty for six months.” 

 “You son of a bitch,” she said softly. “You know not what you do.” 

 “Any more insubordination out of you,” he said, “and you‟ll find yourself back 
where you started. This audience is over.” He turned his back and walked out of the 
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room. She sat and stared at the window, not seeing it, turning things over in her mind. 
She briefly wondered where Creed was hiding. 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 Peter screamed as Creed dug his thumb into the muscles in the back of his knee. 
He abruptly stopped screaming as Creed crushed a blow into his gut. Creed flung him 
to the ground, caught him on the rebound, and stomped on his ankle and foot. Peter 
wheezed a gasp as snapping bone reverberated through his body. Then his mind shut 
down and his body took over. 

 Fists zipped around and snapped into the pressure points in Creed‟s wrist; the big 
man let go. The spider flung itself at the wall and swung up with its three good limbs.  

 Creed swore, and flung a tire iron. The spider scrabbled to the side as the iron 
missile buried one of its arms in the crushed car he clung to. Creed threw a jack as the 
spider sprang free, and it smashed into his back, spinning him so he fell out of sight. 
Creed leaped up the pile of cars, but by the time he could see over, the spider was gone. 

 “We‟ll meet again,” Creed muttered. “Hope you learned your lesson.” He turned, 
dropped from the stack, and limped away down the corridors of mangled metal. He 
stopped, and thought a moment. Then he started into a loping run. 

 Peter came back to himself, feeling blood ooze and drop from his back. He saw he 
was stuck to the underside of a car chassis, in a loose stack of flattened cars. He crawled 
free, and realized he couldn‟t use his right leg. His back was a seething, throbbing mass 
of agony. He couldn‟t see out of his left eye. Ribs broken. Internal bleeding. And he 
couldn‟t go to a doctor. Damn. 

 He stumbled to the fence, crawled over. He was lost for some time, drifting in and 
out of coherence. Finally he found the alley where he had begun. He stripped off his 
mesh and left its shredded remains on the ground. It would be dissolved in an hour. He 
dragged his clothes on, feeling them stick to the blood on his skin. He started home, but 
when he was almost there he lost his balance and fell, rolling down two flights of stairs. 
He lay at the bottom, more startled than anything else. 

 He heard footsteps approaching. A worried man bent over him. “You okay, kid?” 
he said. 

 “Fine,” Peter muttered. “Das my house.” He pointed to his house, blessedly close. 

 “Hey, I better call an ambulance,” the man said, looking at the blood staining 
Peter‟s clothes. 

 “Nah, „m fine. Soccer player, usta it.” 

 “Whatever you say. Need a hand?” 

 “Yeah,” Peter said. “Thad be good.” 

 They made it to the front door. “Thanks,” Peter said with a smile. Then he opened 
the door and stumbled in. 

 Upstairs, quick. “Peter, is that you?” came a querulous voice. “Are you alright?” 

 “Just a minute,” he said in his best impression of a normal voice. “I‟ll be okay.” 



 

34 

 Then he shucked his clothes and was leaning against the shower wall, a throbbing 
mass of pain. He stuck himself to the wall with one hand, so he wouldn‟t fall. 

 He checked himself out. Deep laceration in the back of his knee, to the bone. Torn 
tendon. Crushed foot bones, ankle, broken shin. Deep tears and internal bleeding in his 
back. Broken ribs and maybe ruptured organs in his torso. Other bruises and cuts. 
Emptied web sacs in his arms. 

 “Now that,” he said, “was a workout.” 

Saturday, December 30, 2001 

 He lay on the bed, burning with fever, rolling. Aunt May came in and sat by his 
side. 

 “Peter,” she said softly. “I‟ve brought you some more chicken soup.” 

 “Thanks,” he said. “It‟s so cold in here.” 

 “Peter, I think it‟s time to call the doctor.” 

 “I‟m fine,” he said, propping himself up on one elbow. “Really. Just need a little 
more rest.” 

 She looked at him uncertainly, her peering eyes worried. “Well, we‟ll give it another 
day.” 

 “How long has it been?” he asked, but he didn‟t hear her answer. He lay back 
down, feeling the spider within him furiously knitting his tendons, stitching him shut, 
sealing him back together, teasing his bones back into place. He surrendered to the 
process; the fever of activity, not of disease. Peter was weak, and the spider was 
stronger. He was healing. 

 Some time later there was a gentle knock on the door. 

 “You have a guest, Peter,” Aunt May said. He glanced over at the door, his eyes 
flashing in the dimness. 

 “Thank you, Aunt May,” came a purr. Peter sort of grinned. 

 “Mary Jane,” he said. “Hi.” 

 “I‟ll leave you two alone,” Aunt May said with a smile. She shut the door. 

 “Peter Parker,” Mary Jane said, her voice low and furious. “You abandoned the 
cat.” 

 “Oh no,” he burbled, pulling the covers over his head. “Oh no, Mary Jane, I‟m so 
sorry.” He wanted to die. He wanted to give Creed another chance. This was going to 
hurt even more than the flying jack had. 

 “I can‟t believe it,” she said. 

 “Fell down the steps,” he muttered. He pulled the blanket back, and she saw his 
bruised face. “Two flights, on ice. Sprained my ankle, bruised some ribs. I totally forgot 
about „Razer. I‟m so sorry. I‟m scum.” 

 She leaned forward and touched his forehead. “You‟re burning up!” 
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 “Fever,” he muttered, falling back. His eyes glittered. The spider sized her up, and 
liked what it saw. 

 “Oh,” Mary Jane said. “Oh, Peter, I‟m sorry. I didn‟t realize what shape you were 
in. Have you been to the hospital?” 

 “No insurance,” he muttered. 

 “Peter!” she said, and her anger melted. “Okay, okay, I‟ll forgive you this once. On 
one condition.” 

 “Name it,” he grunted. 

 “You have to take me out to dinner.” 
 “Well,” he managed, “Okay.” 

 She leaned forward and kissed his forehead. “Poor Peter,” she said. “Get better 
soon, okay?” 

 “Hoo boy,” he faltered. “Sure thing.” 

 She left, and was making small talk with Aunt May in the hallway. Peter grinned 
until he thought his face would burst. “Will you go out to dinner with me?” he 
whispered, and he closed his eyes. His forehead creased and his grin became wry. “I 
wonder what day it is.” 

* 

 Creed crouched and watched the headquarters from across the street. Skeleton 
crew. Somewhat relaxed security. No sign of elite troops. Which meant they had Logan 
and they were out of town. Damn. He‟d missed the show. He stood deliberately. So 
they were gone. He knew where they went. He wouldn‟t be far behind. This wasn‟t 
over. 

 He disappeared into the city, through the city, out into the wild. It would be over 
when he said it was over. 

 Not long now. 
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Full Circle 

Friday, January 4, 2002 

 Bryant watched the small monitor. The screen showed Logan pacing back and 
forth in his cell. “If he had a tail,” Bryant said softly, “he‟d be lashing it.” 

 “He‟s working things through,” the security officer said. “Look at him. He‟s 
thinking it over. He‟s making decisions.” 

 “Perhaps making a single decision,” Bryant nodded. 

 “I don‟t like it,” the doctor next to Bryant muttered, shaking his head. “This 
dishonesty is going to get you in trouble.” 

 “Us, Doctor Banner,” Bryant said without turning. “Get us in trouble. No, I‟m 
afraid it‟s the only way. Some of the truth is always better than all of the truth, when 
dealing with weak minds like Logan. I‟ve told him we are making some progress on the 
serum to heal Lisa Sendry. That is true.” 

 “It would be more true if you gave us more time to work on it,” Banner said. “As 
long as you‟ve got us working on the details of the bonding trace patterns and 
algorithmic fusing probabilities, we haven‟t got much time for the development of—” 

 “Banner,” Bryant interrupted. “Breathe. Everything will be fine. We have the 
situation under control. We will continue to have the situation under control. And 
unless you‟ve forgotten, you answer to me. This frees you from the burden of decision 
making. Now go and run the colloidal adhesion tests and see what you can work out. 
Officer, show me Ms. Sendry.” 

 The security officer pulled up a screen that showed a darkened room. The light 
enhancement systems of the camera showed it in a clearly visible twilight. A blonde was 
sleeping uneasily, tangled in her blankets. Bryant watched her. “Looks like she‟s not 
resting easy here. Reduce the oxygen ratio in her room.” 

 The security officer made the adjustment. In less than a minute she was sleeping 
deeply. Bryant smiled. 

 “The key,” he murmured to himself. “We crack the secret of Tymaz Nine, get an 
antidote, and we‟ll have the best rebels of the former Soviet Republic willing to do 
anything for us. If anyone appreciates the scientific breakthroughs that could lead to, it 
would be you, Dr. Banner.” He looked back at Logan, pacing in his room. 

 “We don‟t have Creed or Mystique here,” Banner said quietly. “If Logan gets 
loose—” 

 “That‟s enough, Doctor,” Bryant said in a dangerously quiet voice. His eyes 
narrowed. 

 Banner spun on his heel and left the observation room. Bryant turned back to the 
screens. 

 “Get some sleep while you can,” he said to Logan‟s picture. “We resume testing in 
the morning.” He smiled to himself, and left. 



 

   37 

Saturday, January 5, 2002 

 Logan growled deep in his throat. Knife-like syringe adaptations had been rammed 
into his back, and he lay face-down on the slab. Bryant‟s voice came through. 

 “Logan; push up, hard as you can.” 

 Logan gritted his teeth, thought of Lisa, and tried to do a pushup. The bars with 
the bladed syringes were weighted, sinking into the meat of his back. He rose against 
them, as hard as he could; the blades slid deeper into his flesh, and he felt a scream 
welling up within him as he pushed, harder, harder; the bars creaked up as his arms 
straightened, then he was up. 

 “Good, that will do,” Bryant said. Logan lowered himself back down to the slab. 
He felt the thin draw of the syringes. 

 Torture. 

 Just like he remembered, but without the shackles. 

 It was getting harder and harder to think of Lisa. Her cold eyes at their last 
encounter kept getting in the way. That, and the pain. 

 “That will do for today,” came a different voice over the speaker. Logan felt the 
bladed syringes slide up out of his back, and already the slits began to seal. He rolled off 
the slab; lots of pain, less physical damage. So far. 

 The door opened, and Logan walked through it. He climbed into the single piece 
jumpsuit he was obliged to wear while he was here. They had also left a meal out for 
him. He sniffed it; microwave dinners looked luscious compared to the soy wad on his 
tray. He ate quickly and without relish, then the door on the other side opened and he 
walked to the hallway, to his room. The door opened to his quarters, and he trudged 
through. Might as well be a cell. 

 The door slid shut behind him, and his eyes narrowed as he sniffed the air. A quick 
look showed him that the room camera had been adjusted; a small box the size of a 
pack of cigarettes was next to it, with a wire running into the camera‟s circuits. That and 
the whiff of brimstone told him everything he needed to know. 

 “Kurt,” he said to the shadow in the corner. “Never thought I‟d see you again.” 

 “Hello, Logan,” Kurt replied. “I never thought I would find you here again.” 

 Logan sat on the bed. “I‟ll be damned. Why did you come back?” 

 Kurt stepped out of the dark corner into the dim light of the room. His eyes had a 
soft yellow glow, and his angular face was quite handsome, in spite of its velvety coat of 
midnight blue fur. His wild dark hair was the same color as his face, and when he smiled 
his too-white teeth had points. He was shrouded in a dark outfit, the cut of the cloth 
difficult to make out in shadow. “I came looking for you,” he said softly. 

 Logan waited. 

 “You remember the last time I came,” Kurt said, his Romany-German lilt exotic 
and hypnotizing. Logan nodded. “You remember when we were leaving, we were 
captured while in subspace.” Logan nodded again. “You remember what happened 
next.” Logan‟s face darkened. “He‟s back.” 

 “Back?” Logan said. “Is that possible? I cut his flamin head off!” 
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 Kurt shrugged. “Then, headless, he retreated to a deeper realm where he was not 
dead.” 

 Logan hesitated. “I‟d go with you in a heartbeat, you know that,” he started. 

 “But,” Kurt said. 

 “The only reason I‟m back here is that the girl got some disease, and they think I‟m 
the only cure.” 

 Kurt watched him silently for a moment. “You believe them.” 

 Logan sighed. “They‟ve been torturing me, like they did when I was here before. 
But I‟ve been takin it, because if it‟ll fix what‟s wrong with her, it‟s worth it. I knew 
when I came here that they‟d do some pokin around to try to reconstruct how they 
made me. Now it‟s been a month and I think they‟re just using her to keep me here, like 
they don‟t care about her at all.” 

 “Still Bryant?” Kurt asked. 

 Logan looked at him sharply. “I won‟t believe your contacts don‟t keep you 
informed.” 

 Kurt smiled. “Forgive my indulgence.” 

 Logan looked at the floor. “The doc in charge of the experiments is Banner. He 
don‟t like Bryant, so I figure he might be okay. But he‟ll do as he‟s told. Aint gonna be 
long before they start strippin me to the bone to see what my healing does about it. 
After that they won‟t let me escape. I‟ll bet my eyeteeth they start tryin to find out how 
much of me has to get cut out before the healing factor gives up. They‟ll experiment me 
to death, Kurt.” 

 They were silent for a brief time. 

 “You would die for her?” Kurt asked finally. 

 “I would,” Logan said. “In a heartbeat.” 

 “But,” Kurt said. 

 “But I don‟t know that it‟ll do any good. They don‟t care about her, Kurt.” 

 “Then leave,” Kurt shrugged. 

 “If I do that, everything I‟ve done to get here is undone. To promise to do 
everything you can then leave when things get awkward is goin back on your word, goin 
back on your honor.” 

 “Bryant is a dog,” Kurt said. “These people have no honor.” 

 “I do,” Logan replied softly. “Livin without honor is worse than dyin.” 

 There was another silence. 

 “Well,” Kurt sighed, “It looks like you have some decision-making to do.” 

 Logan looked at him, pleading. “I want to help you, Kurt. I ran from this place for 
so long I forgot how to live without runnin. I can‟t go back to that. But I don‟t know 
that I can get out of here on my own.” 
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 Kurt looked deep into his eyes. “I can evade the security systems here for twelve 
hours.” 

 “I‟ll see you in twelve hours,” Logan said solemnly. “Then you‟ll have an answer.” 

 Kurt nodded. He sprang up to the ceiling and reached into a small gap in the light 
fixture. He removed a disc the size of a quarter, and the lighting flared back up. He 
dropped and touched the door pad; it opened smoothly. One last glance at Logan: 
“Take care, my friend.” Then he pulled the camera bypass free and slipped out into the 
corridor. The door slid shut behind him, and Logan sat on the bunk. 

 “Take care,” he murmured. 

* 

 “What is it,” Bryant snapped, pausing in his undressing. 

 “The experiment wishes to see you, sir,” came the security officer‟s voice. 

 “Patch him through,” he muttered. “And call him Logan.” 

 Bryant switched on the console in his quarters and looked at Logan‟s image. 
“Trouble sleeping?” 

 “That ain‟t it,” Logan drawled. “How come I‟m quarantined? If anybody here‟s 
healthy, it‟s me.” 
 “We‟ve been over this,” Bryant said patiently. 

 “Yeah, you told me that‟s the way you wanted it,” Logan said. “That‟s no answer.” 

 “I don‟t want you to lose your focus.” 

 “No mental tests in the battery, Bryant,” Logan said. “Just torture, like old times. I 
need to see Lisa. I know she's here somewhere.” 

 “Do you have doubts?” Bryant asked. 

 “No doubts,” Logan said, shaking his mane. “I just want to see her. Keep her in 
mind while I‟m getting speared in the back.” 

 “I‟ll see what I can do,” Bryant said. 

 “No,” Logan retorted. “You run this show. Just say I can see her and I‟ll let you get 
your beauty sleep.” 

 “I‟ll let you know in the morning.” Bryant moved to turn off the terminal when 
Logan gripped the camera he was talking into. 

 “Bryant,” he growled. “Don‟t put me off. I‟ve sacrificed a lot to come here.” 

 “Yes, but what‟s the rush?” Bryant smiled. “You have time on your hands. Get 
some sleep.” He shut off the connection, smiled to himself, and went to bed. Logan 
wasn‟t going anywhere. 

* 

 Banner looked up as the door to the lab opened. Lisa. He looked back at his work. 
On one monitor it showed the taping of the footage from earlier in the day, and next to 
it were six screens with readouts on different functions. Behind him the centrifuge spun 
quietly to itself. 
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 “What‟s going on?” Lisa asked casually. “I brought you some coffee. Black, two 
lumps of sugar on the side.” 

 “You‟ve been here too long,” Banner smiled ruefully, not taking his eyes from his 
work. “Thank you, Ms. Sendry.” 

 She looked over his shoulder. He glanced at her, and at the screen. “You probably 
shouldn‟t watch that,” he said. 

 “Why not?” she asked, unable to take her eyes from the footage. 

 Three surgical drills on mechanical arms lowered to where Logan lay. They 
punched through his flesh into the gaps in his adamantium spine, and he jerked as his 
spinal cord was severed in three places. 

 “Testing the regeneration of spinal column cells, his ability to regain limb control,” 
Banner said quickly. He moved to snap the monitor off. 

 “Don‟t,” she said, moving a hand to restrain him. Her eyes were fascinated. “I 
couldn‟t wrap my mind around the idea that he could heal so fast.” She watched. The 
drills twisted. Then she heard the tinny recording of Bryant‟s voice. 

 “Say „alpha‟ when you feel pain anywhere but your spine,” Bryant‟s voice said. A 
blowtorch popped on and started searing off his toes. This went on for ten seconds, 
and she could see the glittering purified adamantium of the bones of his toes. The 
flames played across the soles of his feet. It was less than a minute before she heard the 
hoarse echo of “Alpha” from the prone form; several holes in the seared flesh showed 
gleaming steely bone. 

 “Is that metal?” she asked, awed. “Does he have metal in his body?” 

 “Don‟t worry about that,” Banner said quickly, turning the monitor off. 

 “This helps me with the cure?” she asked, a peculiar hungry expression on her face. 

 “Yes,” Banner said shortly. “Shouldn‟t you be sleeping? I can give you some 
medication if that would help.” 

 “I do not want to be drugged,” she said sharply. She relaxed. “Doctor Banner, you 
had ethics training as part of your schooling, right?” 

 “Yes,” he said. 

 She sat down on a stool next to him. “What is evil?” she asked. 

 He sighed. “Evil is to take pleasure in the pain and ruin of others, I suppose. There 
are a lot of definitions for evil.” 

 “But really only one taste,” she said, looking right into his eyes. “I‟m afraid, 
doctor.” 

 He reached to put a reassuring hand on her arm, then hesitated. “We will find a 
cure for you,” he said. 

 “You will find a cure for Tymaz Nine,” she corrected. She shivered. “I‟m not afraid 
of that.” 

 “Are you afraid of Bryant?” 

 “No,” she said. “Only of what he showed me.” 
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 Banner was silent. “Come with me to my office,” he said. She rose to follow. He 
picked up his coffee and headed for his office in the back.  

 “I need to recalibrate some of my equipment,” he said. “It‟s a night-time duty. 
Gotta shut off the main programs and let the diagnostics take over the primary power 
grids in here.” He flipped a few switches, then typed fluidly and easily on the keyboard. 
The lights dimmed to a faint red backup light, and the massive computers began to run 
tests and checks. 

 “No cameras?” she said with a wry smile. 

 “Or microphones.” 

 She sighed. “Bryant told me that Logan was an animal they found in the snow. 
Worked his way through government agencies in Canada, and they didn‟t know what to 
make of him. The Project got wind of him and snapped him up. They took the animal 
and inlaid a veneer of civility.” 

 She thought that over, then looked Banner in the eye. “Bryant said that when 
Logan got free, he took me from my family and set up an apartment to satisfy the 
nesting and paternal instincts of the animal in him. That he used the veneer the Project 
gave him to say I was his daughter and get me into school and buy me clothes and so 
forth. Bryant found out Logan stole a lot of money and set up an account in the 
Cayman islands, and we were living off the interest.” She hesitated. Banner sipped his 
coffee and said nothing. 

 She looked at him, and her eyes were haunted. “All through when I was a child I 
wrestled with impulses, Doctor. Impulses that led me to do things…” she gathered her 
nerve. “When I was ten I tortured a cat to death. At an even younger age, I would go 
down to the basement of our apartment building, where the janitor left big sticky pads 
that the rats would get stuck on. I would watch them struggle and squeal. I would watch 
them for hours as they slowly died. One time I took a cat down to fight with the 
trapped rats.” She looked away. “Normal children don‟t do this.” 

 Banner nodded. “Go on.” 

 She sized him up, gauged his reaction. She nodded. “I told Bryant about this. He 
said it was a natural reaction to Logan‟s inhumanity in raising me. He told me I‟d be 
able to reclaim life among people if I symbolically exorcised Logan from my life and 
allowed the Project to manufacture a cure from his life force. Bryant told me Logan 
wouldn‟t be harmed overmuch, and then he would be put in a high-tech zoo sort of 
complex, safe to live out his days. I wanted to believe him.” 

 “But you can‟t.” Banner sipped his coffee. 

 “I‟ve been frank with you, Doctor,” Lisa said. “Be equally frank with me. Logan 
won‟t survive this, will he.” 

 “No.” 

 “The Project is looking for more than a cure for me, aren‟t they.” 

 Banner‟s eyes answered the question for her. 

 “I knew that,” she said softly. “From the moment Bryant brought it up, I knew it in 
my heart. And something in me liked the idea.” She shuddered. “It‟s like I‟m two people. 
I‟m Logan‟s daughter, and I‟m this other thing, this other person; when I shot him to 
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end his fight with Creed, something in me bloomed. The stricken look on his face; he 
watched me pull the trigger. That hurt him more than the gun did, more than Creed did. 
And that fed something inside me.” She took a deep breath. “Something in me is evil, 
Doctor, whether I like it or not. Animals aren‟t evil. I know I‟m not Logan‟s daughter, 
and I won‟t believe he tainted me, much as Bryant wants me to. But Logan won‟t tell 
me where I come from.” 

 Banner said nothing. 

 She blinked. “When Mystique took my shape, it was as if I had finally polarized 
into two different people. I saw the coldness in my own eyes, and I realized she was 
copying me, that I looked like that. Mystique helped me see who I really am, or who part 
of me wants me to become.” 

 “You have a long life ahead of you,” Banner said. “You‟re still young. You may 
have to fight this for the rest of your life. But it‟s worth it.” He took a deep breath. 
“Everybody has something they‟re willing to trade their soul for. I don‟t know what to 
tell you about your history, or what could have gone wrong that you have this evil side. 
I will say this, though. Don‟t give up. Stay as human as you can. Don‟t trade your soul 
to escape the conflict.” He chuckled grimly. “If you ever do, though, you‟ll be snapped 
up as an agent for Bryant.” 

 “What would you trade your soul for, Doctor?” she asked him. 

 “What did I trade my soul for,” he corrected. He looked at her with oddly empty 
eyes. “Let‟s just say I gave my all to science and leave it at that.” 

 She nodded. “Looks like I need to have a talk with Logan.” 

 “To find out where you came from?” 

 She nodded. “It‟s time I knew.” She left the small office.  

 “Before it‟s too late,” Banner said, almost too softly for her to hear. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

Sunday, January 6, 2002 

 Two hours to get an audience with Bryant. Nine hours for Bryant‟s beauty sleep 
and the visitation request to go through. Half an hour to get the logistics handled. 
Logan would have less than fifteen minutes to work out what he needed to work out 
with Lisa. 

Part of him knew it wouldn‟t take that long. 

Logan heard the subaudial static, and he rolled off his bunk to look for its 
source. He picked up the tiny comm that was hidden under his bed. It was the size of a 
pencil eraser. He put it against the back of his head as he lay back down on the bunk. 

 “Logan,” the voice resonated through his skull. “I‟ve seen the experiment logs. 
Tomorrow they plan to cut your finger off to see if your body can regenerate normal 
bone. You‟re running out of time.” 

 “I see Lisa in half an hour,” Logan growled. “Let me do that and I‟ll go with you. 
They have all the data and samples they need.” 
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 “Glad to hear it, my friend,” came the odd buzz of Kurt‟s voice. The 
communication ended. Logan let out a breath he didn‟t remember holding. 

* 

 Logan sat at the long table in what looked like a meeting room. He waited. The 
door opened, and Lisa came in. He stood, and smiled at her. He opened his arms. 

 She hesitated, then she gave him a quick hug and stepped away. He sat down, his 
face troubled. 

 “How they been treatin you, darlin?” he asked. 

 “Can‟t complain,” she said, managing a smile. 

 “I don‟t know how else to say it,” he muttered. “I‟m leavin. Bryant may be your 
best hope, but he‟s nothin but trouble for me. They have enough samples to work with, 
and if I stay here any longer they‟ll kill me.” 

 “Are you just going to walk out the front door?” she asked. 

 “Nope,” he said. “You gonna be okay?” 

 “I‟ll be fine, Logan. I hope you make it.” 

 He paused. “Things are never gonna be the same between us.” 

 “No, Logan,” she agreed. 

 “Look at you, all grown up,” he whispered 

 “Tell me how I came to you,” she said abruptly. 

 He shifted, glancing away. 

 “It started here, didn‟t it,” she said, listening to her instinct. “But not here.” 

 “I was escapin,” he said. “When we ran across you, I was… well, I wasn‟t anywhere 
between here and the „States.” 

 “I may never see you again, Logan, and we‟re running out of time,” she said, her 
voice low. “Tell me, for God‟s sake.” 

 “I wish I could,” he said helplessly. “I wish I knew how.” He hesitated, sniffed, and 
glanced up. 

 Her eyes followed his glance as Kurt dropped from the dark rectangle in the 
ceiling, landing without a sound on his oddly misshapen and dexterous feet. 

 “We are out of time,” he said in a rush. “Bryant has been monitoring your 
conversation. We have seconds.” 

 “Darlin,” Logan said, extending his hand to Lisa. 

 “What, you think we‟re getting out of this room?” she asked, alarmed, realizing she 
was about to be in the middle of a vicious battle. 

 Logan‟s eyes grew hard. “I‟m sorry, darlin,” he said, and he launched across the 
table at her. 

 At the same time, the door flew open, and Kurt lunged for Logan. Logan closed his 
hands around Lisa‟s shoulders; Kurt tore the veil between this world and the 
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underspace. Logan would not let go, would not release, would not surrender Lisa. She 
screamed as Kurt pulled them out of space. After an agonizing split second there was a 
brutal tug. 

 Soldiers in heavy body armor piled into the meeting room to see nothing but 
smoke that stank of brimstone as it swirled slowly under the lights. 

* 

 Wrenching pain, like a blindsiding car crash: Lisa was sure she had died. 

 She was laying on Logan‟s chest, his hands still gripping her shoulders painfully 
tight, as though death itself could not force him to let go. She heard the dull groan of 
the peculiar dark man, not far away. She heard a hissing slither that could be a lava flow. 
A peculiar empty heat washed over her. 

 She opened her eyes. 

 The sky… was not a sky. 

 Instead it was a peculiar wash of violent flame, like a chemical fire seen from too 
close. A peculiar ripple of colors slowly shifted above the landscape. She pried herself 
free of Logan and stood, shaken but rapidly recovering from the transit. 

 “Impossible,” came a voice made of iron, a voice that brooked no defiance. “They 
are not in the cage.” 

 She glanced to the side and saw a heavy cage made of red-hot iron. The bars were 
printed with strange sigils stitched with the flame of the earth‟s guts. She looked the 
other way and saw a man, tall and savage and noble, his cruel face drawn up in anger. 
Behind him, misshapen hunched creatures lurked. Demons. 

 “Belasco,” she said coldly, his name springing to her mind unbidden, “we are not 
your prisoners.” 

 Kurt sat up, clutching his chest, coughing wisps of brimstone. Logan began to stir, 
and she saw burns creasing his flesh. Only she had survived the transit unharmed. 

 “Yer right,” Logan managed, turning to look at Kurt. “There he is.” Kurt could 
only nod. 

 Belasco towered six and a half feet tall. His red armor gleamed dully. He held a 
massive spear, and his flaring red eyes summed them up contemptuously. Logan 
grimaced a smile when he saw the heavy staples that held Belasco‟s head on his neck; 
damage not entirely repaired. 

 “So you remember me,” Belasco said, looking directly at Lisa. “Has it all returned 
yet, Illyana?” 

 “I‟ve heard enough,” Logan grunted, rolling to his feet. “That name don‟t mean 
nothin now. Kurt, you up?” 

 “I‟m up, my friend,” Kurt managed. He threw off the concealing wrap, and he 
climbed to his feet. He wore a tight sleeveless vest that showed off his wiry blue arms. 
His forearms were wrapped in metal bracers with peculiar buttons on them. He wore 
loose pants and light boots. At his side was a slim blade, like a rapier with no crosspiece 
or basket. He drew it, and Lisa noticed a wiry tail lashing behind him as he crouched, 
ready to fight. 
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 Logan nodded, his jaw set. “Stay back, Lisa. We settled him once. We‟ll do it 
again.” He sprang. 

 The first demons moved to stop him, and his claws unsheathed with the disturbing 
hiss of steel through meat, sliding along metal bone. They swept down, and the first 
demon spun howling as its arm was sliced through at the shoulder joint. Logan kicked 
him down and slammed his claws through the faces of the next two as Kurt bounded 
up into the air, lightly kicked off Logan‟s shoulders, flipped, and landed slashing at 
Belasco himself. 

 Belasco casually caught the slash across his forearm, the blade tracing a thin pale 
line on the dull armor. Belasco laughed, and shoved the massy spear through Kurt‟s 
space. Kurt hopped, landing on the spear shaft and expertly putting his blade through 
Belasco‟s left eye. Belasco roared, leaping back, viscous ichor trailing in the air as though 
it was unwilling to fall to the ground. Kurt landed and rolled, then was surrounded by 
demons. Down, thrust, through, around; he escaped the knot, and whipped his blade 
around him with a speed that gave them pause, fearful of his sting. 

 Logan slaughtered. His claws tore through knobby hides, ripped chitinous limbs, 
slashed through faces and chests, tore and pierced. He had not yet let go, but he had to 
keep moving so the piles of dead and dying would not slow his footwork. He bled. He 
did not care. 

 Belasco cupped his hand over his mutilated eye; the ichorous venom of his blood 
oozed out past his palm. He snarled. “Elfin trespasser,” he boomed. “You have moved 
through the underspace that is my realm too many times to go unpunished. Now you 
have added insult upon insult.” He moved his hand away, and the eye blazed with feral 
light, whole again. “Now you shall be punished.” 

 He snarled a few sounds that could be words in a place where there was no light or 
sanity, and Kurt screamed as he was rammed through space sideways; he crashed to the 
ground inside the cell. “For those who would move through my space,” Belasco 
chanted, “there are ways to be moved through my space.” 

 More demons moved on Logan, and more; a wall, a sea. Yet he did not fall. He tore 
and danced, leaped and slashed. He could not be stopped. He could not be downed. He 
was pure death, his claws all around him, puncturing and tearing and shredding. Still the 
demons came, more afraid of Belasco than oblivion. Here, Logan took no care to 
preserve life. Here he killed, fast and without remorse. Restraint set aside, he became 
what his enemies feared. 

 Lisa stood alone, her fists clenched, the unwholesome winds of this world eddying 
around her, whispering to her, bringing memories and laying them at her feet. She had 
never seen Logan like this… yet, somehow, she had. 

 “The sense of smell is closest to memory,” she murmured as the gory slaughter 
drifted further afield. Kurt‟s breathing was a whine, and he clutched his chest, bright red 
blood streaking the close velvet fur of his face and throat. The cage pulsed and flared 
around him in time to his heartbeat. 

 A few demons crept towards her. She turned to face them, unafraid and wondering 
why she was unafraid. 

 Logan slashed around behind him to find there were no demons near enough for 
his claws. They had pulled back. He turned to face Belasco. 
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 Belasco loomed above him. “Very impressive,” he said, gesturing the way he had 
come, at the piles of wounded and dying demons. Odd dark creatures the size of cats 
had scurried from the shadows of the rocks, from the underneath places. They were 
already feasting on the fallen. Logan squinted at Belasco as the gashes across his face 
started to knit and seal. He put a hand to his ribs; felt his adamantium bones, the flesh 
creeping back over them. 

 “Let‟s dance,” he growled. 

 The spear darted out at him; irritated, he caught the blade in his claws and with his 
other arm he lashed down; his claws sheared the spearhead from the heavy iron shaft in 
a shower of sparks. Belasco lashed out at him with the bar, and Logan ducked to come 
up with his claws punching through Belasco‟s elbow armor. Logan wrenched them free, 
and with his other claws he slashed at the wrist. The gauntlet was sheared off, along 
with Belasco‟s thumb. 

 Belasco roared a strange curse, and flame engulfed Logan, hurling him backwards 
to crash into a stone chunk. There was a meaty clang as Logan crushed into the rock, 
then he fell out of the crater he had made, smoking. The rock at Belasco‟s feet hissed as 
his blood spattered down. 

 Belasco turned and stared at Lisa. He pointed at her with the hand that was still 
gauntleted. “Destroy her,” he growled. 

 “We… we cannot, Sire,” groveled a purplish-black demon at his feet. “Your 
wards… your commands…” 

 “It seems I must do everything myself,” Belasco snarled. He picked up the heavy 
iron bar that had once been a spear, and he strode towards Lisa. 

 She watched him come, her mind racing with half-grasped memories. Her past was 
coming back to her, but too slowly. “Your creatures cannot touch me because you 
protected me from them, each and every one of them, when I was brought here,” she 
said breathlessly. 

 “Yes,” Belasco said. He stopped twenty feet away. “Perhaps it is not too late. Do 
you wish to be my apprentice?” 

 “Again?” she asked haughtily, her words surprising her. “I escaped you once.” 

 “It seems unlikely your savior will be so successful a second time,” Belasco said, 
gesturing toward the charred hunk of meat and metal that was struggling to rise. “He 
stole you from true power. He stole you from your fate.” 

 Logan struggled to speak, but his lungs were still full of smoke; his throat nothing 
but a charred tube of meat; his tongue half bitten off from the jarring impact of his 
crash. He could not yet see, but his hearing was returning. 

 His claws were still sharp. 

 “If that is your choice,” Belasco said to Lisa, his fingers tracing over the clean cut at 
the end of his staff, “then I will destroy you.” 

 “No,” she said. “I will not let you.” 

 “You will stop me? Alone, unarmed, powerless, defenseless?” 
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 “Not at all,” she said, as memory surged in her. She stretched out her hand, and her 
birthright erupted through the stone before her. A column of rock shoved out of the 
barren ground, and a hilt punched through. Shining, silver, gleaming in an ornate 
twisted pattern. She grasped the hilt and tore the blade free of the rubble; it gleamed 
pale and did not reflect the troubled flaming sky. 

 “It has grown since I saw it last,” Belasco said, his voice almost reverent, as the 
pale light reflected in his eyes, shone off his dull armor. A cruel smile twisted his face, 
exposing his dark teeth. “Indeed, this becomes interesting.” 

 “Help me,” Kurt said softly. Lisa spun, her blade arcing through the air with the 
hiss of hot steel plunged in cold water; the blade hit the ensorcerelled cage and slashed 
through three bars. She gripped the sword and swung again, and severed bars fell 
hissing as the cage went dark and began to sift rust. Kurt bounded out. 

 “Most interesting,” Belasco intoned, his face a mask of dark joy. 

Then his eyes shot wide open as his blood fountained into his mouth; he 
staggered forward accompanied by the screech of razor sharp claws tearing out of his 
armored back. 

 Unsteady on his feet, Logan stumbled back. Belasco whirled to face him, and Kurt 
sailed in. The dark and nimble attacker‟s blade slipped between flesh and one of the 
staples that held Belasco‟s head on; Kurt flexed, and the staple sprang out of Belasco‟s 
neck and skittered across the stone. 

 Belasco clapped a hand to his neck and leaped to the side, then he turned to face 
them both. “I see,” he said. “You aren‟t finished with your beating yet.” 

 “We like it,” Kurt said, his brilliantly white teeth stained pink with his own blood. 
One of his eyes was swollen almost entirely shut. He was light on his feet and ready for 
more. 

 Lisa felt her rage building. “This soulblade is not my only weapon,” she said, 
desperately trying to remember. “And you will not bring harm to my friends.” Her eyes 
narrowed, and fury blossomed in her heart. As it did, she felt her sword twitch in her 
fist, and sleek armor hissed out across her hand, then up to encase her forearm. It 
glittered, and she felt her breath come hot and fast. Yes. Yes, the joy of battle was 
beginning to well up in her; she knew for the first time the hot rage that Logan felt, the 
rage that left its taste stamped in her mouth. Yes. 

 She turned to the demons that were waiting, unsure. “Stay out of this,” she hissed, 
and they backed down. It seemed Belasco had forgotten about them. She felt them; she 
felt their lives like she had never felt anything before. Now, holding the soulblade, she 
could somehow sense the land itself, and all that walked upon it. 

 “Let‟s even things up, shall we?” murmured Belasco. He gestured at Kurt again. As 
Kurt leaped back cringing, Lisa flung out her hand, fingers stiff. Belasco moved to tear 
at the elfin swordsman, throwing him sideways through underspace again. Lisa blocked 
him; this was her space too. For just a moment, their wills locked. 

 Logan could not speak yet, but he could see well enough to spot an opening. He 
lunged forward and slammed his claws into the side of Belasco‟s knee; they screeched 
through the armor and punched out the other side, transfixing his meat on the three 
blades. Simultaneously his other claws darted up and caught in Belasco‟s wrist armor. 
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Logan dug in his heels and shoved sideways; Belasco tottered for a moment then Logan 
twisted his claws, swinging Belasco off balance and tearing his knee with audible pops 
of bone and tendon. Belasco howled as he slung to the ground, and Logan tore free and 
hopped back. 

 Kurt needed no further encouragement; hideously nimble, he darted in, his hands 
gripping Belasco‟s head even as the demon warrior rose to a kneeling position. In a 
lightning fast flurry of action, Kurt‟s tail popped a staple out as he went for two more 
with his nimble feet, prizing them free. Belasco‟s scream became a choke as Kurt sprang 
away, closely followed by the hissing slash of the iron bar. Belasco poured flaming 
energies after him, but Kurt spun and leaped and tumbled, unpredictable and oddly 
graceful. 

 The bar Belasco held in his other hand was momentarily forgotten. Logan slashed 
the bar in two and snatched up a four-foot section. He struck, all the might of his short 
body packed into the swing. It caught Belasco in the temple; the few remaining staples 
could not keep his head on. Belasco‟s head tore loose and sailed through the dim air, 
thudding down on stone, rolling a few feet, coming to a stop. 

 “Damn you!” screamed Belasco. “I will be back! I will slay you all! My vengeance is coming!” 

 Logan limped over to the head, rammed the bar into the cursing mouth, and lifted 
the head up. He trudged over to a hissing current of lava, then dropped the head and 
the bar in. There was a flare, and a horrid sizzle, then Belasco‟s head spoke no more. 
Kurt and Logan took the cautious route and dumped the body in after it. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 The woman that had been Lisa stood, rigid, her sword‟s tip sunk into the stone, her 
eyes shut but her demeanor staring all the same. Then she relaxed, and lifted her blade. 
It had a hand and a half grip; the weapon seemed longer, more vivid than it had before. 
Armor gleamed on her hand, her forearm. She looked at her rescuers, and to Logan it 
seemed like she barely recognized them. 

 He was a meaty mess; his hair was flamed off, along with much of his flesh. As he 
regenerated, blood flowed from his ruptured body. He collapsed, the need for battle 
gone, the pain returned. 

 Kurt stood panting, his tongue pink and flat in his dark mouth. He wiped blood 
from his face with the back of his hand, and he glanced over the assembled demons, 
ready to keep fighting if necessary. 

 “Trespasser,” Lisa said to Kurt in a clear voice. “That is your name from now on. 
To my Horde,” she said, her voice ringing across the assembly, “he is not to be 
intercepted. As he travels in the realm near this one in his teleportation, leave him 
alone.” 
 “Thank you,” Kurt said, bowing to her with his fist over his heart. “That will be 
most acceptable.” 

 She looked across the ranks. “Where is your leader? Where is Sym?” 

 “Here,” he grunted, a huge dark-hued creature. 

 “You were not in the fighting,” she said coolly. 
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 “I had my reasons,” he grinned. “I knew you‟d win.” 

 “Of course you did,” she said. “My memory has gaps. Fill me in.” 

 The demon drew out a cigar and lit it with his pinky finger. He took a deep drag, 
then puffed out a smoke ring. “You were captured from Prime by Belasco when you 
were three. He raised you to be his apprentice and taught you as much as you‟d need to 
know. He had a bigger plan for you when you were snatched out from under his nose 
by some enterprising trespassers.” 

 Energies swirled in her eyes. “I know how to move back and forth between the 
realms,” she said softly. “Between this underspace and realspace.” 

 “That would be Limbo and Prime,” Sym nodded. 

 She looked out over the demons. “Disperse,” she said. They dutifully trooped off; 
this was her world now. She knelt by Logan. “Looks like you saved me again, my knight 
in shining armor,” she said. 

 “I think our friend needs some time alone,” Kurt murmured to her. Logan 
managed a nod, then collapsed near exhaustion. His healing was slower; enough to keep 
him alive, in great pain. Kurt wondered for a moment what the Project would think if 
they could have seen him fight. What his will pushed him to survive. 

 “You‟ve been here before,” the woman said to Kurt. He nodded. 

 “What do I call you?” he asked. 

 Her forehead creased. “I do remember the name Illyana, but I don‟t remember 
anything about it. I guess that‟s mine. I‟ve been called Lisa my whole life,” she said, 
gesturing to the man on the ground, “but it just doesn‟t seem to be me anymore; it was 
a lie the whole time. Just call me Swordbearer until I get it sorted out,” she said, 
glancing down the length of her weapon. 

 Kurt nodded. “As you wish. I was assisting Logan in escaping the Project, many 
years ago. When I teleport, or trespass as you put it, I move through a space between 
realspace and here; I guess I‟d call it underspace. Apparently that put an itch in Belasco 
that he wanted to scratch, so he diverted me, just like he did this time. Logan took 
exception; he was meaner then. He took Belasco by surprise. Belasco wore no armor. 
Logan just, whssht” Kurt gestured, “took his head clean off in one hit. You were here, 
locked up in a metal box, a pretty little girl. Logan said he didn‟t have the heart to leave 
you with the demons. So he took you when I trespassed us out of this place. Raised you 
as his own.” 

 “No wonder he had difficulty explaining to me where I came from,” she said, 
looking down at him. He looked back at her, not trying to speak. 

 “He told me that he thought you could both overcome your circumstances and be 
better,” Kurt said quietly. 

 She squatted down next to Logan. “We had our uses for each other, didn‟t we, 
Logan. You raised me and I gave you a measure of humanity. The score is even between 
us.” 

 He struggled to speak; first a clammy whistling noise. He closed his mouth, closed 
his eyes, then tried again. “I wasn‟t keepin score, darlin,” he managed. 
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 She stood. “The rest of my life seems like a dream,” she said to Kurt. She looked 
around the landscape. 

 Rock shifted on the uneven sea of magma. Here and there were stunted growths. 
The sky was dark flame. 

 “I can make this place better,” she said. “It is just raw material. I know how to 
shape it. I don‟t know how I know, but I do. Belasco wanted this. He is a fool. I will 
make it better.” 

 “As you wish,” Kurt said, helping Logan to his feet. “What of Tymaz Nine?” 

 “No human mortal poison can touch me here,” she shrugged. “I imagine it would 
be a problem if I were to return. Now let‟s see what I can do here.” She jammed the tip 
of her sword in the stone and rubbed her hands together, the gauntlet against her flesh. 
“Let‟s get started.”  

* 

 By the time Logan could walk and had stubble on his raw flesh, they were within a 
crude throne room shaped from basalt stone. A massive throne dominated one side, 
and before it was a scrying pool. There was space for demon courtiers on the sides, and 
a small platform for Sym. The style was somewhere between cave and cathedral. Kurt 
crouched by Logan, who sat holding very still as his body knitted itself into one piece. 

 “We should not overstay our welcome,” Kurt said softly. 

 “I know. I‟m tryin. I‟ll need some food, and a lot of it, before long.” 

 The demon Sym grunted. “Your guests are ready to go.” 

 The Swordbearer nodded. “Trespasser, let me save you some effort. Come stand 
before me.” 

 Logan hauled himself up, and he and Kurt approached her. 

 She stretched her arm out towards them, fingers stiff; a flaring disc of empty light 
ringed in dark flame appeared under them and swept up; 

 Then they were standing ankledeep in the snow on the fringe of a dark wood. Dusk 
was falling. 

 “Great,” Logan muttered. “Just great.” 

 “I hate to have to say this,” Kurt started. 

 “Then don‟t,” Logan grunted, his voice flat. 

 “She‟s evil. She‟s tainted. No love can heal that. Not even yours, Logan.” 

 “I just can‟t believe that,” Logan said. “I won‟t believe it.” 

 “You saw with your own eyes,” Kurt said, a hint of anger in his smooth voice. “She 
rules demons.” 

 “What are you exactly,” Logan said, looking him in the eye. “How are you different 
from a demon, my friend?” 

 Kurt pursed his lips and looked away. “Enough of this. Forget I brought it up.” He 
looked out across the snowy field. “I can‟t thank you enough for what you did for me, 
Logan.” 
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 “Who‟s keepin score?” Logan muttered, looking away. “We both got our debts. 
Forget about it. You need somethin, I‟ll be there if I can.” 

 They both heard it at the same time. The dull thud of helicopter blades beating 
through the air. 

 “How‟d they find us?” growled Logan. 

 Kurt winced. “You‟re tagged, must be,” he said. 

 “I bet they stuck it in my flamin spine,” growled Logan. 

 Kurt looked at him sideways. “Fight or flee?” he said. 

 “Git outa here,” Logan growled. “They can‟t track you, you‟re too damn good. If 
they take us both nobody can save me.” Then his head swiveled towards the woods in 
alarm as he sniffed. “Oh no—” His claws shot free of their flesh housings as something 
in the woods stirred. 

 It was too late to trespass. The huge shape that leaped out of the woods landed a 
solid blow between Kurt‟s shoulder blades, hurling him forward and knocking out his 
breath. Kurt‟s reflexes got his hands up in time; he slammed into a tree and bounced, 
landing senseless and sprawled on the snow. A fraction of a second slower, and Kurt 
would be dead instead of unconscious. Logan faced the attacker, his face set in a grim 
mass. 

 “Heya runt,” Creed grinned, snow still clinging to his mane. 

 “Creed,” Logan said. “Just can‟t seem to shake you for long.” 

 “You have something I want,” Creed said. 

 “More trouble‟n it‟s worth,” 

 “Sez you, mister prototype,” sneered Creed. “Your skeleton gives you the edge you 
need to survive me. When I get one like yours, then we‟ll have this conversation again. 
The adamantium coated your bone claws. What d‟ya think it‟ll do for mine?” he leered, 
easing the razor sharp black talons out of his fingertips. “Anything you can survive, I 
can survive.” 

 “I‟m tired, Creed. Let‟s get on with it.” 

 “Whassamatter, Logan, lose the old fire?” 

 “Don‟t talk to me about fire,” Logan winced. “You gonna throw a punch or jabber 
at me till the soldiers show up?” 

 Creed started circling him. Logan stood with his head down, alert, waiting. Creed 
was hesitating. This was not what he expected. 

 “You can‟t take me, runt,” Creed mocked. “On a good day, maybe. Yer lookin 
old.” 

 “Know what?” Logan said. “Figure next time I knock you down I‟ll take your head 
off. Figure that‟ll do the trick.” 

 Creed paused. “You know somethin I don‟t?” 
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 “There‟s a hole with no bottom,” Logan muttered. The helicopter cleared the 
horizon, thudding up into the sky like a massive unwieldy locust, moving as fast as it 
could move. 

 With a loud clang, a bullet ricocheted off of Logan‟s skull; he flew through the air 
and slammed to the ground some distance away. Creed snarled at the chopper just as a 
bullet crashed into his head; he flipped, thudding down on his back. Another bullet 
smashed into his jaw; teeth flew. 

 Then the chopper hovered over the site, powerful floodlights illuminating the three 
bodies on the ground. Creed was dragging himself to his feet. Snipers lined up on him. 
He was thinking fast. He couldn‟t speak yet, but he raised his hands, palms out. Soldiers 
on ziplines skimmed down to the ground as the chopper lined up its minigun on Creed. 

 It was a short business to slap shackles on the three and haul them into the 
helicopter; in less than five minutes the edge of the wood was again quiet, with only 
disturbed snow and splotches of blood to show they had been there. 

* 

 “Thought I wasn‟t a prisoner; came under my own steam,” Logan said wryly to 
Bryant, who stood almost face to face with him. Logan flexed to test the shackles his 
hands and feet and waist were gripped by, but it was more reflex than curiosity. He 
knew this setup. He had tried its limits before and come up wanting. 

 “True enough,” Bryant said with a smile. “But you didn‟t sign the paperwork for 
the release. This is a secret facility, you know.” 

 “Usual fine for skipping paperwork a fifty caliber knock to the head?” 

 “A little thing like that between us, Logan, is just a little thing. No damage, really.” 

 “I‟ll remember that,” Logan said, flexing. “I‟m glad you won‟t take offense. Should 
the opportunity arise.” 

 “Enough of this,” Bryant sighed. “Our program has a considerable investment in 
you, Logan. You chose not to work with us, and proved your resourcefulness in 
refusing to be controlled. We have little choice but to accept that. But you do owe us a 
lifetime of service, so we‟ll have to extract it in other ways. Not to mention the expense 
of the last facility on this site. Not much of it survived your rather melodramatic exit.” 

 “Yeah,” Logan grinned. “Keeps me warm at night, just thinkin about it.” 

 “So it seems we‟re back to where we started. The charade of your cooperation is 
over, the girl is gone, and your charm has once again reached a record high. I‟ve enjoyed 
this conversation. I suspect by this time tomorrow you‟ll be snarling and spitting like a 
cat; it won‟t be too long before we‟ve stripped away all the civilization we managed to 
burn into you.” 

 “Your civilization,” Logan spat. “Torture is civilized?” 

 Bryant smiled as he stepped out of the room. “In the name of science, everything is 
civilized.” He pushed the door control, and the thick bulkhead slid shut. 

 Logan sagged in his restraints. He felt the needles punch into his back, and he knew 
what it was; the nutrient flow. 
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 “Don‟t get to lay down to sleep, don‟t get to chew when I eat… I hate this place,” 
he muttered. He tried to shift his hands, but the shackle had clamps that locked the tips 
of his claws against the back of his wrists; try as he might, he could not unsheathe his 
claws while they were there. He sighed. “So this is it,” he whispered to himself, and he 
leaned his head back. 

* 

 “Can he talk yet?” Bryant asked as he walked down the hall at a brisk pace. 

 “I think so,” Banner said, “though he has chosen not to. His jaw is largely 
reformed, but he‟s missing some teeth and some tongue.” 

 “Won‟t slow him down any,” Bryant said. “He never was that articulate. Might 
drool a bit more. Here we are.” He punched in his code, and the bulkhead opened. 
Bryant walked in; Banner stayed in the hall with the two soldiers. 

 “Hello, Victor,” Bryant said to Creed. “How are you feeling.” 

 “Bedder for my exercise,” Creed said. 

 “We let you run it off this time,” Bryant murmured sternly, “because you came to 
us as a predator, and Logan was involved. Understand this. You ever go awol again, and 
we‟ll nail your hide to the floor as a rug, and your head will be stuffed and mounted in 
my office like the trophy bag you are. We have Logan, and that changes things 
considerably. Also, your efforts netted us the furry blue fellow.” 

Bryant paused a moment, eyeing Creed. Up close, he was so big… “You‟ll be 
glad to know I‟ve put the request through to the Uppers,” he said. “If we can find out 
Logan‟s secret to survival, you will be the next test subject for the bone grafts.” 

 Creed‟s grin was fearsome, perhaps more so for the jagged tooth stumps that were 
just starting to peek through bloodied patches of flesh gums. 

* 

 Kurt wondered why they had put him in a cradle; the room slowly rocked back and 
forth, back and forth, in a most hypnotizing way. Later, he blinked and tried to shake 
his head; the room wasn‟t rocking, he was drugged. Some part of his mothballed brain 
told him the name of the sedative he was on, but he didn‟t listen because it didn‟t 
matter. His worst fear, to end up as a medical experiment, was coming true. What irony, 
he mused, to escape Belasco‟s threat and end up under the knife before he could enjoy 
it… He tried to move sideways, to drop into underspace, but he couldn‟t focus. 

 His capture was the worst fear of his masters, too; they could learn too much from 
him, even if he never said a word. Which he didn‟t plan to. Every creature has a limit, 
though. 

 The door opened, and Bryant strolled in. “So you are our mysterious infiltrator,” he 
said. “I must admit the techs had a terrible time trying to wash your camo off before 
they realized it was your face. Personally, I think it will be delightful to shave you and 
see what color your skin is.” He smiled. 

 Kurt said nothing. 

 “So do you speak English?” Bryant asked. “We have tests that will discover that 
soon enough.” His smile broadened. “Lots and lots of tests. You‟ll enjoy it.” He turned 
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to go. “Get rested. Tomorrow we‟ll see what your scream sounds like.” Then the door 
closed behind him. 

 Kurt scowled. Damn the drugs. Still, they would be sloppy. Then he would show 
them what he was capable of. 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

  Logan looked up as his door opened. Creed walked in, ducking to get through the 
door. He stood and stared at Logan. 

 “Hiya, runt,” he said. 

 Logan just looked him in the eye. 

 Creed shifted. “I hate to see you like this,” he said. “I wouldn‟t mind if you were 
tore to bits and killed, but people like you and me, we shouldn‟t be trapped. It‟s 
embarrassing,” he said, gesturing at the restraints. 

 Logan said nothing, his stare unwavering. 

 “I can‟t let you go because I need what they‟re gonna find out from you,” Creed 
explained. “First I was gonna kill you; I owe you that at least, for all the good times we 
had tearin each other up. But I‟ve been counterordered, and I can‟t do it if I want to get 
my own metal skeleton. So I just came in to check on you. Still here, I guess,” he said, 
trying to make a joke. 

 Logan said nothing, his stare unwavering. 

 “I guess I‟ll be going then,” Creed said. “Before I go, though, I need to know what 
you did with Lisa.” 

 Logan‟s face darkened, and his vitals twitched higher on the monitor. 

 “I guess you didn‟t know,” Creed grinned. “She was kinda sweet on me when she 
first came here.” He leered. “I reminded her of home, I guess.” 

 Logan growled, deep and ugly. 

 “We ran searches between here and where you were found, but can‟t seem to get a 
track. Your fuzzy pal teleports. He will crack and tell us everything. Thought I‟d give 
you a chance to speak up first. For old times‟ sake.” 

 “We had this conversation before,” Logan said suddenly. “The first time I was 
here.” 

 “Yeah,” Creed said, his grin broadening. “Mystique. Whatta looker. You know, 
Bryant assigned her to education because she screwed up bringing you in. I guess some 
yahoo shot her in the leg. Now Logan, who would do such a downright miserable thing 
to that tasty woman?” 

 “She came back for me, way back when,” Logan said, and he smiled too. His smile 
was not amused. “Maybe Lisa will too.” 

 “Well, we‟ll just have to wait and see,” Creed said. “Sleep tight. I‟m off to bed. I get 
to brush my own teeth.” He barked a laugh, and was gone. 

* 
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 Banner studied the monitor closely. There. In a matter of seconds, the blood cells 
changed with the pain threshold; anger galvanized the process somehow. Banner bent 
closer, watching as Logan‟s body almost hit rage; now, the change— 

 A gun cocked behind him. He was distracted from the view; the moment slid by 
and he missed it. He slowly stood and turned. 

 Lisa stood in the shadows, holding a heavy pistol; standard issue for the guards. 
“Doctor Banner, I‟ve decided to fight,” she said. “Will you be my hostage?” 

 “You‟re here to rescue the others?” he said. “How did you get in?” 

 “Beside the point,” she murmured. “I‟m here to rescue Logan and the Trespasser.” 

 “I‟m your hostage,” Banner said simply. 

 It was not much longer before they had reached Logan‟s cell and opened it. His 
eyes widened in surprise to see her as she ran up to his containment unit and started 
studying the switches. 

 “Banner,” she said quickly. “Shut this down or I‟ll shoot you, you know the drill.” 

 “Right,” he said, and he stepped over and started flipping switches. Logan felt the 
clamps release from his wrists, felt the system open up, the needles retract. He staggered 
forward. Lisa was watching the hall for interruptions. 

 “Didn‟t take much threatening to get your help here, doc,” Logan muttered. 

 “Sure it did,” he said, intent on his work. “She has a gun.” 

 “Whatever,” Logan sighed. “Good ta see you, darlin.” 

 “Save it,” she said. “I‟m here to ask Bryant a question. You are just backup.” 

 “No can do,” he said. “Not without Kurt.” 

 They looked at each other for a moment. “You‟ve changed,” she said. 

 He shrugged. “Had to.” 

 She nodded. “We‟ll get Kurt. Banner?” 

 “Cell 4A,” Banner said. He glanced out into the hallway and led them there. They 
peeked out before approaching the cell. 

 Two soldiers stood by the door. “Wait here,” Banner said to Logan and the 
Swordbearer. He walked around the corner. 

 “Collecting samples,” he mumbled, and he punched in the door code and walked 
in. 

 Logan glanced around the exposed hallway. “This aint no good,” he said. He 
moved across the way and glanced through a doorway. He pulled the Swordbearer into 
the breakroom. Glancing at the clock, he saw it was 2 in the morning. 

 “Logan,” the Swordbearer said. “I didn‟t thank you for your help with Belasco.” 

 “I didn‟t ask you to,” he said. 

 “Now I‟m trapped between the poison on this world and Belasco beneath mine. 
I‟m going to need help.” 
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 “That you are,” he said. His eyes were sad as he looked at her. She seemed, for a 
moment, young and vulnerable again; she had perhaps bitten off more than she could 
chew, too soon. He sighed. 

 Banner poked his head into the dim room. “There you are. Gave me a start.” 

 “Awful worried for a hostage,” Logan drawled. 

 Banner shrugged. “They need me,” he said. “They have the Tymaz Nine samples 
from you,” he continued, nodding at the Swordbearer, “and we have all the samples of 
everything we could ever want from you,” he added, nodding at Logan, “so I figure I‟m 
the least expendable member of this rescue. I‟m the only one that can put it all 
together.” 

 “Let‟s get moving,” Logan said. “I want to find Bryant and get this over with. 
Where‟s Kurt?” 

 “Is that the fuzzy man‟s name? I let him go, gave him an antidote to the drug, and 
returned his gear to him. Told him where we were going and gave him a few door 
codes. I think it‟s better that way, don‟t you?” 

 Logan nodded curtly. “He won‟t have trouble with the guards. They probably 
won‟t even see him.” 

 “Let‟s go then,” the Swordbearer said coolly, “before it‟s too late.” 

* 

 Bryant was ready for them when they arrived. Blast doors slammed down on either 
side of them, sealing the three in the hallway. The Swordbearer‟s eyes flared, and a disc 
of glowing energy wreathed in flame swept up from the floor, and another one slashed 
through the empty space near Bryant as poison gas pumped into the sealed hallway. 

 Bryant gasped, stumbling back. “Lisa?” 

 The soldiers with him cocked their weapons; heavy body armor, heavy machine 
guns. Logan grinned. 

 “You all open up with those cannons, the doc is gonna get creamed,” Logan said. 

 Bryant found courage behind the soldiers. “Too bad,” he shrugged. “Aiding and 
abetting and all.” 

 “You need me,” Banner said, indignant. 

 “You are replaceable,” Bryant said. “You just never understood that. Fire.” 

 He was a moment too late. Logan was moving. Heavy armor. He grinned, 
unsheathing his claws with the sound of a slit throat. Then he was among them, faster 
than they could pull the triggers. He slashed the barrel off a rifle, tucked his claws into a 
breastplate (but not too deep) so the soldier gurgled and clutched his chest as he fell. 
Logan knocked a barrel aside so the rifle blasted into another soldier‟s heavy armor. 

 Bryant drew his pistol, the silvered gun he had given to Lisa in the park. He lined 
up, waiting for an opening. 

 There was a peculiar muffled crack, and the stench of brimstone, then Bryant felt a 
slim blade at his throat as a hand slid up into his hair and jerked his head back in a 
single practiced motion.  
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 “Call them off,” whispered Trespasser. 

 “Gamma Six!” Bryant said desperately. The soldiers that could backed off, and 
Logan let them. He grinned at Trespasser. 

 “Glad you could make it,” he said. He turned to Banner. “You are relieved of 
hostage duty.” 

 “Thanks for making me feel less replaceable,” Banner said to Logan. He looked at 
the Swordbearer for a long moment, then he turned and left. 

 “What‟s this all about?” Bryant asked, holding very still. 

 The Swordbearer stood before him, her pistol forgotten in her hand. “Did you give 
me Tymaz Nine?” she asked her voice hard. “Did you give me the disease so you could 
lure Logan in?” 

 “No, I swear,” he said. “The story is true. When the ER sent out the query about 
the disease, the CIA picked it up and your name came to us. The rest was luck.” 

 “Luck,” she said. “Logan said Tymaz Nine was a KGB failsafe put on potentially 
dangerous enemies of the state. I was a little girl when I got it, according to you. That 
doesn‟t make sense. I‟ve never been to the U.S.S.R.” 

 “Are you sure?” Bryant asked, a glint in his eye. Kurt tightened the knife, and 
Bryant‟s brow creased in irritation. “Look, enough with the knife. The odds are in your 
favor here. Back off. You‟re going to need me. Right now soldiers are surrounding this 
location with enough firepower to take out a small country.” 

 “They‟ll be too late,” came a throaty growl from the shadows. Creed dropped from 
the ceiling and moved into full view, taking his time. 

 “Back or I kill him,” Trespasser said. Creed shrugged. 

 “Whatever floats your boat,” he grinned. “My business here is with Logan. Can‟t let 
you leave, shrimp.” 

 The Swordbearer stepped forward. “You‟ve got no choice, Creed.” 

 “What, you gonna stop me, skirt?” he said. “Nice shooter.” 

 She dropped the pistol. “I‟ll stop you, Creed.” 

 He shook his head in amused disbelief. “Have it your way,” he chuckled, and he 
sprang. 

 She was faster. A disc of energy tore out of thin air between them; airborne, it was 
too late for Creed to stop or change direction. She made it big enough for all of him to 
fit; he sailed through and vanished as the disc collapsed upon itself. Creed was gone. 

 The Trespasser chuckled. It was a frightening sound. 

 “What have you done with him?” Bryant shouted, turning a bit green. 

 “I will release him,” she said, turning her lidded gaze on Bryant. “I will release him 
back to you when he has learned fear. When he has learned proper respect.” She 
paused, and licked her lips. “It could take some time.” 

 The doors blew apart in a shower of sparks and shrapnel; Bryant snatched Kurt‟s 
wrist and bent, moving; Kurt was startled. He flew over Bryant‟s shoulder, but he 
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landed on his feet. Bryant was sprinting away, but one spring would put Kurt on his 
back. 

 “Come on!” Logan shouted. “Leave him!” 

 Bryant flopped down on his stomach as the troops opened up, firing over his body 
to keep them from approaching him. The Swordbearer opened a disc on either side of 
them; the bullets flew in one and out the other, spattering across the soldiers coming 
through the other doorway. Kurt and Logan leaped out of the line of fire, and the 
Swordbearer joined them. Her nose was bleeding with the strain. 

 “Too much too quick,” Logan said. “Save some for getting us out of here.” 

 “Can I guide you when we go?” Kurt asked. “We will need a helicopter.” 

 She nodded wordlessly as the soldiers closed in; they came around the corner in 
time to see the three step backwards into the glowing portal. 

* 

 They emerged in the hanger. As they ran for one of the helicopters, they saw 
Banner sprint into the room with two briefcases. 

 “Going somewhere?” the Swordbearer asked. 

 He stopped short, startled, then he sighed relief. “Yes,” he said. “Actually. All the 
soldiers in the base are on the other side right now, after you lot. I thought I‟d leave.” 

 Logan looked at him hard. “There‟s more to it.” 

 “You want Creed to have an adamantium skeleton? Or the Project to hold the 
secrets of Tymaz Nine?” 

 “Not the skeleton,” Logan said, “But yes, I want somebody to have Tymaz Nine.” 

 “I‟m off to sell what we have so far,” Banner said, raising the briefcases. “The rest 
will go with the lab. We haven‟t much time.” 

 They needed no further encouragement. 

 Kurt and Logan headed for a helicopter when the Swordbearer stopped. 

 “This is as far as I go,” she said. Banner climbed into a small bubble copter and 
started it up. 

 “What do you mean?” Logan asked. 

 “I‟m no closer to the answer than I was,” she said, frustrated. “Now I may never 
know.” 

 “Darlin,” Logan said, “that‟s why I‟ve gone to the limits I‟ve gone to. So I can 
know, and not wonder. But you know what? Sometimes, you just never do know. And 
you have to live with not knowin. That‟s part of bein an adult.” 

 She stood with tears brimming in her eyes for a moment, and Logan saw she was 
on the edge of running to him. 

 Then, a slow disc of energy wreathed in flame slid up out of the floor. She raised 
her hand, bidding him goodbye, and then she was gone. 

 Logan stood, musing, for a moment. 
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 Kurt had already circumvented the security on the chopper, and he started it up. 
Logan turned to see Kurt had chosen the biggest gunship, bristling with weapons and 
armor. He ran and jumped in. Something exploded with a dull thud in the underground 
complex; Kurt got the systems online and lifted off. He tore through the air towards the 
hanger door and swooped out just as the back wall of the hanger exploded with the 
chain reaction of the ruptured power generator deep underground. 

 “Circle around,” Logan said with a grin, his hands and face pressed to the glass. “I 
want to watch.” 

 “Afraid not,” Kurt said ruefully. “You‟ll have to make do with this view. If any 
electrical disturbances make it out, we‟d be grounded.” 

 “Fair enough,” Logan agreed as he saw a jet of flame up into the dark sky. “Fair 
enough.” He sniffed; sniffed again. He reached under the seat and produced a box of 
cigars. Grinning, he got one out and bit off the end. 

 “You mind?” he asked Kurt. Kurt laughed. 

 “I am familiar with foul smoke, my friend,” he said. “I do not mind.” 

 Moments later, smoke puffed out of Logan‟s mouth. “That does ease the mind,” he 
said. “So you picked us the best bird in the nest, huh.” 

 Kurt glanced at him. “I view it as recompense for myself and my employers,” he 
said. “It will be useful in times to come.” 

 “I imagine,” Logan said, leaning back. “You know, we saved her all those years ago. 
Now she saved us.” 

 “I like to think that everything in life moves in circles,” Kurt mused. 

 “Do we ever get anywhere?” Logan asked, drawing on his cigar. 

 “My friend,” Kurt said, “a spiral viewed from above is a circle.” 

 “That it is,” Logan said. “That it is.” 

 The chopper thudded into the night, over the still forest, and out of earshot.  
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Dinner for Two 

Friday, January 11, 2002 

 He hissed through the air and slapped into the thin, whiplike upper branches of the 
tree. As his momentum carried him toward the trunk, the boughs bent with his impact. 
He rolled off the branches as they sprang back to their original position. Slapping 
against the trunk with a satisfying thud, he whirled up the bark with disturbing speed 
and popped free of the upper branches. 

 The day seemed beautiful to him, even if it was murky and dim. Cloudy, a thin film 
of dispirited mist that wanted to be rain sifting down, everything lackluster and colorless 
in the gray light of late afternoon. Just gorgeous. Peter, grinning like a madman under 
his mesh, sprang out of the tree, aiming for the lower branches of a tree some thirty feet 
away. He avoided the one above his target because he sensed it would snap under the 
stress he was about to exert; reaching out, he slipped his hands around the branch and 
used his downward momentum to swing up into the tree. Curving and whirling, he 
flung himself up so he evaded the branches between him and the middle of the tree 
about thirty feet off the ground. Perched in the middle, he found he was still grinning 
like a madman. 

 Tonight. Dinner. Mary Jane. Oh yeah. 

 He scuttled out along the branch until it bent dangerously far, then he hurled 
himself into the air, flipping, and he landed on another outflung branch; it bent under 
his weight, and he timed his leap with its recurve so he was flung up towards the top of 
the tree. 

 Great exercise, squirreling. House rules; can‟t hit the ground and can‟t use web. 
Anything else is fair game. So he had to do laps around the park, the only place with 
enough trees to make it worth his while. His heart had started to speed up on the 
second lap; two more to go and he had to go shower and get ready. Because tonight was 
special. 

 “Date!” he said out loud, springing up the tree. “I‟ve got a DATE with Mary Jane! I 
can FLY!” He whirled through the air as he crossed the empty space between the elm 
and the oak. Only the thinnest of branches was within his reach. He snatched at the 
branch, and it bent alarmingly, lowering him to where he could swing onto one of the 
thick spokes extending from the trunk. 

 Scrabble spring, and he was on the other side of the tree, moving with three 
dimensional ease, ignoring gravity except as a source of leverage. He was strong. He was 
fast. He was sticky. He was delighted. And he was moving much, much too fast. 

 Suddenly he was alert. Something, near, wrong. He slapped into a tree trunk and 
focused, listening and peering down through the shifting leaves, looking for what could 
have triggered his senses. 

 Jogger. Cute, young, blonde, bouncy, discman, not a care in the world. “Hm,” Peter 
said. “I wouldn‟t think I‟d be alarmed overmuch about spandex; I mean, it‟s a privilege, 
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not a right, but she‟s got all the credentials, and on her I‟d forgive the pastel colors next 
to hot pink—” 

 Mugger, gun. Okay, that‟s the smell. Peter shifted in the tree, silently dropping 
twenty feet to get a better view of the ground. On the other side of the tree from the 
jogging path, a man waited. He smelled unmentionable, and he had in his hand a rag 
and a needle… Oh, this was bad. The gun was just backup. 

 Peter‟s senses told him the jogger was listening to Alanis Morissette. “Still, that‟s no 
cause for this sort of treatment,” he muttered to himself. He could not leave. He could 
not go on his date with this on his conscience. 

 The man stood quiet, his needle ready, his rag ready, his car not far away. He had 
done this before. More than once. More than twice. And it was always so sweet. And it 
was always so satisfying. And it went on for hours. But then he was hungry again. Then 
he saw the bouncing women on television, all around him, and he wanted it again. He 
had a system. He had never been caught. His target was coming. He felt his muscles 
tense, he felt himself prepare for the spring; the stick; then it was over and to the car. 
Then on to a more private place. Nothing could go wrong. 

 Peter slowly lowered himself, upside down, from the tree until his head was level 
with that of the mugger. 

 “Boo,” he whispered. 

 The man spun around violently, shocked; a dark head, flaring huge white eyes, 
before him; reflexively the needle darted out—under his assailant! 

 Peter snapped his head forward, catching the man right above the left eye. With a 
meaty crack, the mugger‟s head whipped back (almost too far) and he was picked up off 
the ground with the force of the hit. He thudded down on his back. 

 The jogger grooved past, bopping along, oblivious. Peter crouched in the tree, his 
heart going faster than the two laps had made it go. He had almost killed the man 
sprawled at the base of the tree. He was not sorry for hurting him; the man was scum. 
But he had almost killed him. 

 And now what? Let him wake up? Trust he did not ambush others? Call the police, 
who would have no evidence that they could use in a court of law? Tie up the 
perpetrator and give him a reason to fear the night, fear the squirreling hero, bane of 
muggers? Peter felt himself start to tremble slightly. He wasn‟t sure what he had done, 
or what he was going to do. Questions yawned open before him, and he was more 
afraid of slipping now, gripping the tree, than he had been sailing through empty space 
forty feet above the ground. 

 “Date,” he reminded himself sternly. “Save metaphysics for later. Ethics for later. 
Tonight, date. With Mary Jane.” His old feelings stirred, but he was sobered by the 
questions that haunted him. He sighed. “Well, at least I‟m calmed down,” he noted as 
he darted through the deepening shadows towards home. 

* 

 “Ms. Potts,” the sleek man said, “who did you say our dinner guest was tonight?” 

 “A certain Nick Fury,” the attractive woman repeated. “Again.” 
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 “Again?” The executive turned from his survey of the landscape outside his 
window. “He hasn‟t been by in three years. Why again?” 

 “You know why,” she said calmly. “You‟re just going to have the same 
conversation.” 

 “Ah, but I enjoy it,” the man said, smiling as he turned back to the view of the 
manicured landscape. “And the answer will still be no.” 

 “I hope he takes it more graciously than he did last time,” she said doubtfully. 

 His smile broadened. “I‟ll save the final answer until he‟s lit up a cigar. Last time he 
almost swallowed it. Besides, there is a great satisfaction in first treating a man to a first 
rate dinner and then turning it into wet cement in his guts. Ah, I do enjoy having 
something that they want, and not giving it to them.” 

 Ms. Potts had nothing to say to that. “Do you want to know about tomorrow, sir?” 

 “Cancel tomorrow,” he said with a wave. “I‟ve got work to do downstairs.” 

 “But, Mr. Stark,” she persisted, ever so politely, “Tomorrow you‟re flying to the 
United Kingdom to oversee the opening of a chemical plant outside Dublin.” 

 He shook his head. “Send one of my vice presidents. I‟m sure I pay them for 
something.” 

 “I assured Henderson you‟d come,” she pressed. 

 “You were wrong,” Stark shrugged. “What‟s for dinner?” 

 “You assured me you‟d go,” she protested, her lips clamping down to a thin line. 

 He turned and made eye contact with her, amused. “I lied.” He flashed her a 
dazzling smile. “Dinner?” 

 She took a deep breath. “King crab, caviar, kelp stew, shrimp scampi, and of course 
anything else you‟d like. French silk for dessert.” 

 “I suppose it‟ll have to do,” sighed Stark. “Who picked the menu?” 

 “As per standing orders,” Ms. Potts replied, “we check to see what the preferences 
of the guests are before we prepare the menu.” 

 “No seafood. We‟ll have pasta primavera, some grilled chicken, garlic bread, soups 
up to the cook, and for dessert, something on fire. This isn‟t a usual dinner meeting. 
The last thing I want is for Fury to be comfortable.” He looked into the middle distance 
at something only he could see, and a touch of cruelty slipped into his smile. 

 “I‟ll take care of it,” Ms. Potts said, and she turned to go. 

 “Ms. Potts,” he said softly as she reached the door. 

 She stopped. 

 “You and I have worked together for a long time,” he continued in the same soft, 
gentle, almost tender tone. “That does not give you leave to push me. Are we clear?” 

 She straightened. “Perfectly clear, Mr. Stark.” She could hear his smile deepen 
again. 

 “Good. We can go over the Africa reports before Fury arrives.” 



 

   63 

 “Yes sir,” she said, and she left. She stopped outside the door, forcing herself to 
breathe normally while emotions struggled in her. Damn that man. Then she mastered 
herself and strode off to make her employer‟s will reality. 

 Inside, Stark watched the manicured landscaping, his thoughts distant. 

* 

 Midge checked out of the Stark lab. “See you tomorrow, Jen,” he said to the fat 
woman who brooded in the control booth. She waved at him, and buzzed him out. She 
absently watched him walk down the corridor, turn into the men‟s restroom before his 
drive home. She looked back down at her magazine. Turned the page. There was Midge 
again; he was already late leaving, and that wasn‟t good for the department payroll 
report. Raised eyebrows. Got people grumpy. He headed back and knocked on the 
door. 

 “What,” she said tonelessly. 

 “Forgot my coat,” he said with a sheepish shrug. She sighed, and buzzed him back 
in. “Just be a minute,” he said, and he trotted towards the back. She looked back down 
at her magazine. 

 Didn‟t see it coming. 

 The stun gun snarled into the back of her neck; her head thudded down on the 
desk. Midge dragged her out of her chair and rolled her under the desk. Another 
security officer was coming, Midge noted on the camera. He quickly cleared his throat 
and took Jen‟s seat. 

 The security officer (Midge noticed it was Henderson) came around the corner. 

 “See you tomorrow, Jen,” he said.  

 She waved at him and buzzed him out. Then the intruder looked aimlessly down at 
her magazine and waited for the night shift to arrive. 

* 

 Peter fiddled with the strip of cloth, then narrowed his eyes at the mirror. Still 
crooked. Frustration welled up in him, but he managed to carefully take the tie off, yank 
it out of its knot, and try again. He draped it around his neck. There. And over there. 
And under there. And wrap there. Tug. Okay.  

 Crooked. 

 Just then there was a knock on his door. “Come in,” he said as sweetly as he could 
manage. The door opened, and Aunt May peered in at him. 

 “Hello, Peter,” she said. “So are you ready for your date? I thought I‟d take a 
picture of you in a suit,” she said, her eyes twinkling. She held a manually adjusting .35 
millimeter relic she must have gotten out of the attic for the occasion. 

 “Come on, Aunt May,” Peter protested, feeling awkward. “I wear suits lotsa times.” 

 “But not when you‟re so excited,” she said with a smile. “Look at you. You‟re 
flushed.” 

 “I gotta finish getting ready,” he said in a voice suspiciously close to a whine. 
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 “Oh, but your tie is crooked,” she said. “Here, let me help.” She guided him to the 
bed, turned him around and sat him down. 

 “Like so,” she said, pulling the tie around. “And there. And there. Just like that. A 
knot that your Uncle Ben would be proud of.” 

 Peter looked in the mirror. “It‟s… great… a bit thick, though, don‟t you think?” he 
managed. 

 “It‟s lovely,” she assured him. “It was the style thirty years ago, which means it 
should be coming back any day now.” 

 He shrugged, unable to refute her logic. “Okay, well, for tie-tying I have to pay the 
photo tax.” He leaned up against the wall and smiled his most debonair grin. 

 “Oh, Peter,” Aunt May said, repressing a smile. “Here we go.” 

 He heard a click, but the flash didn‟t flare. His smile started gritting teeth. “Thanks, 
that was great,” he said. “That shot really catches it up.” 

 “Is she coming here?” Aunt May asked. “I want a picture of her, too.” 

 “I‟ll get you one, promise,” Peter said, kissing her gently on the forehead. “I‟ll just 
take the camera and get some shots for you. But I gotta go. Now. Really.” 

 “You do that,” she said with a smile. “Have a good time! But don‟t be out too late. 
And—Peter! Peter, take your coat!” 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 The sleek car pulled up to the well-appointed Stark mansion. The mansion abutted 
some of Stark‟s most cutting edge R&D labs. Fury watched dispassionately through the 
window, wrapping up the conversation on his cell phone. 

 “No, we aren‟t going to work out the labor disputes at the Madagascar site. The 
purpose of the Project is to create agents and deploy them for specific surgical tasks, 
not for peace keeping operations or labor mediation or warehouse guarding. No, I don‟t 
think I need to consider my next quarter‟s funding. I‟m not elected, Senator, I‟m 
appointed. You sell the plan with my superiors and we‟ll see, but as it is I cannot offer 
you the Project‟s support with your difficulty. I have to go.” Fury snapped the phone 
shut. “Politicians,” he muttered as he tugged a cigar out of its case. “Driver, this will 
take about two hours. Don‟t get too comfortable.” He got out of the car and slammed 
the door, his one eye taking in the building‟s façade and the one servant sent out to 
greet him. 

 Taking his sweet time, he tore the butt of the cigar off with his teeth and leisurely 
produced a lighter from his pocket. He lit the cigar, and drew deeply. Then he let the 
smoke out through his nostrils and regarded the servant with his cold stare. Stark. 
Damn. It was going to be a long supper. 

 He strolled toward the servant. “Awright, let‟s go,” he muttered. 

 The butler said nothing about his cigar. “This way, please,” he said. They walked in, 
down the brilliantly lit and sumptuously appointed hall, and into a dining room with a 
table big enough for six, but only two places set. 

 An ashtray by each seat. 
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 “Thanks, that‟ll do,” Fury said to the butler, who nodded and left. Fury walked to 
the window and looked out. Nice yard. 

 The door opened and Stark entered, dressed in an impeccable white evening suit. 
“My inestimable acquaintance, Nick Fury,” he said with a winning smile. 

 “Stark,” Fury nodded. “How‟s it going.” 

 “Good, good,” Stark said, taking a seat at the head of the table. “I was pleased to 
hear you decided to keep in touch. It‟s so easy these days to lose track of your friends.” 

 “More than you know,” Fury said. The two men sat at the table and looked into 
each other‟s eyes for a moment. “You know why I‟m here,” Fury stated. 

 “Certainly not for the food,” Stark smiled, invulnerable. “I imagine you wish to 
resurrect a dead topic.” 

 “And then some,” Fury said. “We need your help, Stark, and we‟re willing to pay 
handsomely for it.” 

 “First we eat,” Stark smiled. “Then we talk business. Surely that‟s acceptable?” 

 Fury squinted at him. “Any idea how big a chunk of my schedule I‟m missing for 
this?” he growled softly. 

 Stark‟s impenetrable smile grew stronger. “My dear Mr. Fury,” he said, “I just 
conducted about two billion dollars worth of decision making while you were coming 
up the drive. Please do not presume to lecture me about the worth of your time, 
especially when you are the one who wanted to talk to me.” 

 A moment of tense silence. The door opened and a servant brought in the 
appetizers. 

 “Care for breadsticks?” Stark said, his smile warm and his eyes cold. 

* 

 “Seen Jen?” asked the security officer, Balentyne. Michaelson looked up, his eyes 
bleary behind his glasses. 

 “Yeah, she said she was sick. Logged out about half an hour ago,” he said. “I bet 
she put it in the log, did you check there?” 

 “No, just curious is all,” Balentyne shrugged. “Aren‟t you working late tonight.” 

 “Hardly working,” Michaelson grinned ruefully. “Just babysitting an experiment. 
Working like laundry is working; just waiting for the spin cycle to end.” 

 “Well, don‟t get a hernia lifting your load,” Balentyne said with a grin. He turned 
and left the lab. 

 “I won‟t,” smiled the scientist. “I promise.” 

 Michaelson stood up and stretched, yawning. He walked around the corner, down 
to the vending machines. Waited. 

 A security officer came in. “Hey, Michaelson,” the guard grinned. “How‟s it goin?” 

 Michaelson shrugged. “Could be better. I left my car keys in the lab. You know 
how hard it is to get a taxi to come out here this time of night.” 
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 The guard, Cooper, frowned sympathetically. “That‟s real bad,” he said. “You‟ll 
have to get here in the morning, too. Why don‟t you just go in and get them?” 

 Michaelson smiled ruefully (an expert expression.) “You know how Stark gets 
when we go in the lab at irregular hours. I don‟t want to have to explain how a genius 
worthy of his employ in R&D is stupid enough to leave his keys in the lab.” 

 “Yeah,” Cooper sympathized, rubbing the back of his neck. “Tell you what!” he 
said as an idea occurred to him. “I‟ll let you in. I‟m supposed to do a sweep through 
there anyway in about fifteen minutes.” 

 “Would you?” Michaelson said with a relieved smile. “That would be great!” 

 “Okay, you just sit tight,” Cooper said with a very satisfied expression. “I‟ll be back 
for you in a jiffy.” 

 “You do that,” Michaelson said as he watched the guard go, narrowing his eyes. He 
pulled out an expensive cigarette and lit it up. 

* 

 Peter pulled up outside Mary Jane‟s apartment, wincing as he listened to the gentle 
tap and rattle of the hanging muffler dipping now and then to touch the pavement. His 
car was not a thing of beauty. But it usually got him where he needed to go. He shut 
down the engine, hopped out of the car, and reached back in for the rose he had gotten 
for Mary Jane. 

 After innumerable recalculations, he had found a way to wear the suit, get a flower, 
and order at the restaurant he was taking her to, all within his budget, walking the line 
between cheap and classy. Peter fervently prayed that Mary Jane was a petite eater as he 
walked up to her apartment and pushed the doorbell. 

 The door opened, and Mary Jane stood there in a baggy sweater and sweats. “Heya, 
tiger,” she said. “I‟m almost ready. Come on in.” And with that she turned her back to 
him and swayed into the apartment, pushing her hair back and fiddling with an earring. 

 Peter walked in, feeling the sudden heat of the apartment after the chill in the car. 
His heater didn‟t work properly, but he had driven around for a while before picking 
her up so it would be warmer in the car. He picked a restaurant nearby to minimize the 
time in his dilapidated junk heap.  

 “Hi,” said Amy, Mary Jane‟s roomie. She was curled up on the couch watching tv. 
“How you doing, Pete?” 

 “I‟m the luckiest man in the world, just between you and me,” he said to Amy, 
grinning. Amy shrugged. 

 “You have a good time, now,” she grinned. “Don‟t do anything that Mary Jane 
wouldn‟t do.” 

 He cocked an eyebrow, but she just chuckled to herself at her joke and resumed 
watching tv. Peter heard a hiss, and he glanced down the hallway to see a tabby cat 
balefully watching him. 

 “That‟s not nice,” Mary Jane said, coming out of her room. She strolled into the 
entryway, and Peter was dumbstruck. 
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 She wore a sheer black dress, with no sleeves and no shoulders and a plunging back 
that revealed a considerable amount of skin. She wore gloves that went from her 
fingertips to halfway up her biceps, also black, and she had silver rings on her fingers 
over the gloves. To top it off was a black shawl that concealed her shoulders and back. 
She smiled at him with her ruby red lipstick and her stunning green eyes. He found air 
hard to come by as he smiled at her. 

 “How do I look?” she asked, arching an eyebrow. 

 “Like I got hit by a truck,” he said, “and welcomed to heaven.” 

 “Sounds like a date with MJ,” Amy said with a grin. 

 “We should go,” Mary Jane said with a sly look at her roomie, “before the envy 
gets too deep.” 

 “What. Ever.” Amy grinned. She popped a handful of popcorn in her mouth and 
munched contentedly. 

 Then Peter and Mary Jane were outside. 

 “You came in that thing?” she asked with a smile. “You‟re braver than I thought.” 

 “Har har,” he muttered, but he walked around and opened her door for her with a 
flourish. She gracefully slid down onto the seat. 

 Peter hopped in and fumbled to put the key in the ignition. He managed it. He was 
holding his breath as he pumped the gas pedal once, twice, three times. It was warmed 
up. That should do it. His hand trembled a bit as he turned the key. The engine turned 
over once, twice, then roared to life. He sat back with a relieved smile and glanced over 
at Mary Jane, who was looking out the window and politely ignoring his heroic struggle. 

 He threw the car into gear, and off they went. 

 “So,” Peter said casually, “how did your day go?” 

 “Weather was crummy,” Mary Jane said. “But I got my hair done anyway.” 

 “Yeah,” Peter said with a smile, his senses reaching out. “I like the feathering at the 
ends, but I‟m glad you washed their crummy gel out. The natural look is so much better 
for you.” 

 She looked over at him, genuinely startled. “You noticed?” 

 “I may be a man,” Peter said, pressing a fist against his heart, “but beneath this 
rugged exterior lurks the soul of a hairdresser. Or a sensitive nineties sort of guy. Even 
though it isn‟t the nineties anymore. But that‟s kind of where they—you know what I‟m 
saying.” 

 “You are too much, Parker,” she said with a smile, leaning back in her seat. 

 Alertness hit him; his scalp tingled. Danger. He sorted through his overactive 
senses, looking for the cause; a certain wobble: No! Not now! Not— 

 With a bang, the car lurched and fishtailed; Peter‟s reflexes snapped into action and 
he guided the car to the shoulder of the road and skidded to a halt without hitting any 
other cars or objects. Mary Jane let out a whoop, but didn‟t scream. Then they were 
sitting still, breathing hard, as cars whizzed by. 

 “Flat,” Peter said. 
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 “Flat,” Mary Jane agreed. 

 Peter put his head on the steering wheel for just a moment to gather his strength, 
then he looked at Mary Jane with a brilliant smile. “I just arranged this little incident to 
display my speed and prowess as a suburban one-man pit crew,” he pattered with a grin. 
“You just sit tight and before you know it we‟ll be back on the great twisted oval of the 
city streets.” He opened the door and got out. 

 He popped the trunk. “Jack,” he muttered to himself, “jack. Jack. Jack.” No jack. 
Donut tire replacement, schoolbooks, two blankets, empty oil bottles, bag of potato 
chips, two crumpled fast food bags… 

 Damn. 

 He opened the door to the back seat. 

 “That was fast, tiger,” Mary Jane said. 

 He grinned ruefully. “Left the tire iron in the back seat,” he said, picking up the tire 
iron. 

 Slamming the door. 

 Don‟t need no stinking jack. 

 He looked down at his suit ruefully, then squatted delicately. Glancing to make sure 
Mary Jane wasn‟t paying attention, he quickly lifted the car with one hand, about three 
inches off the ground. Dropping the tire iron, he tugged off the hubcap with his 
strength and adhesion. Dropping it, he started whirling the tough lugnuts off with his 
bare hands; they didn‟t slip free and he had all the strength he needed to dislodge them. 

 “Almost done,” he muttered to himself. “That wasn‟t so bad, was it?” 

 A truck thundered by, and it hit a puddle that sloshed filthy street water all over his 
back, and left his hubcap spinning; two lug nuts rolled off. 

 Peter froze, absolutely motionless for a moment, waiting for the moment to pass. 
“Just breathe, Parker,” he muttered to himself. “Breathing is better than catching the 
truck and taking its engine block out with my bare hands.” 

 “Everything okay out there?” Mary Jane asked as she rolled the window down. 

 “Fine,” he grinned. “Done in a sec.” 

* 

 There was a moment of silence after dessert where Stark and Fury regarded each 
other through their smoke; Stark lit up a delicate cigarillo, and Fury his second cigar for 
the evening. 

 “My position has changed, Stark,” Fury said. 

 “Oh?” 

 “I‟m now the director of the Project. All you need to know about that is that it is 
my responsibility to create and train the agents that will keep our fine country safe; 
what‟s more, the world.” 
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 “Safe,” Stark said. “Very reassuring. I imagine all agencies wish they could make as 
well as train their agents.” He smiled to himself. “I imagine Hitler thought he was 
making the world safe, too.” 

 “This is verbal prancing, Stark,” Fury said with a dismissive wave. “You have the 
best, the leading edge technology for portable power sources, directed energy, and metal 
armor alloys. You‟ve put these things together under different projects, with different 
purposes. You‟ve told me time and time again you won‟t sell your technology for 
military or paramilitary applications. You have got to reconsider.” 

 “I‟ve been audited every year for the past ten years by the IRS,” Stark said, his 
smile fading a bit. “I have seen the federal government give contracts to my competitors 
for the specific purpose of making my life difficult. Visa applications cost me triple what 
they cost others with all the red tape, and they are sometimes denied. I have had tariff 
issues, investigations, probes; in short, in spite of the United States government‟s best 
efforts I have flourished. So here‟s my answer to you, Nick Fury. Go to hell.” 

 Stark was still smiling. 

 Fury sat quiet for a moment, then he nodded. “The Project was all about finding 
people who were different; somehow damaged and set apart from the rest of humanity 
and using their differentness to our advantage. Now I‟m in charge. I am going to 
experiment with what technology and machines and cybers can do. I know how you feel 
about the government, Tony. But consider this. No matter how good your security is, 
there are other agencies like the Project out there, and everybody wants what you‟re 
developing.” He stood. “If I don‟t get it, someone else will, or they‟ll duplicate your 
research. Then you‟ll see worse applications than I could ever dream up. The choice is 
yours, Stark.” 

 “It‟s worse than you think,” Stark said quietly, almost dreamily. “My security here is 
good. Damn good. If I gave anything to you, I‟m sure I would see it again.” He paused. 
“Either those you gave it to would come to me to get more, or those that stole it from 
your somewhat less secured premises would come for the details I wouldn‟t dare to put 
in your hands. Either way I lose, Fury.” 

 Fury sighed, and ground out his cigar in the ashtray. “Humanity has never 
developed a weapon it hasn‟t used, Stark. I can let myself out.” 

 The door closed behind him. Stark sighed. He waited. Then he stood and walked to 
the window and looked out over his domain. Another invader repelled. 

 But for how long? 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 She gently lowered herself upside down from the cable she had planted in the 
ceiling. There it was, the prize she was after. She pulled out her electronic bypass, and in 
seconds she popped the case open. She reached in and grabbed the cylinder, about the 
size of a film canister. Her toned muscles pulled her around, and she was up the cable 
again. She kicked off the ceiling and slid down the rope, swinging, and landed to the 
side of the activated laser grid. She tapped her goggles, and she could see the infrared 
and ultraviolet tripwires. She had deactivated the mass detectors and motion detectors 
before she entered the lab. 
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 A code; then for the retinal scan; her eyes bulged and shifted, then the machine 
scanned her. 

 “Acknowledge passage,” the computer said, “Anthony Stark, Clearance Alpha 
Gamma G.” 

 She smiled, and her eyes shifted once again. Then she was moving through the 
hallway, past the unconscious guard. She had reset the systems, giving her a twenty 
minute window. Ten minutes to get in, bypassing the internal securities, and five to get 
out of the secure lab area. She had five minutes to leave the complex before the security 
could pick her up again. 

 While she waited for the elevator, she smiled as she read the fine print on the 
canister next to the Stark International logo: 

 Tymaz Nine. 

 She slipped it into her belt, then she was gone. 

* 

 Peter slung himself down into the car and slammed the door, his face red from 
cold and frustration. He smiled at Mary Jane, his eyes flashing. “Well, sport,” he said 
with a grin. “Let‟s go do dinner.” 

 “You‟re a mess,” she pointed out tactfully. 

 He shrugged. “I brought a spare jacket in the back, and the stuff on the rest of me 
is nothing a quick trip to the men‟s room won‟t fix.” 

 She smiled back. “Well well. When are our reservations for?” 

 “Seven,” he said. He glanced at his watch. Seven twenty. He looked back at her and 
smiled again. 

 Pumped the gas pedal three times. 

 Turned the ignition. 

 It made several halfhearted efforts. Then when he turned the key it just… clicked. 

 He lowered his head to the steering wheel. Mary Jane sighed and leaned back. 

 “At least we have a movie,” she sighed. 

 “What?” 

 “Well,” she said, “You found your tire iron in the back, so I figured the jack might 
be there too. Sure enough was.” 

 “I had an extra in the trunk, just took some finding,” Peter said. He laughed, fast 
and high. “Always losing stuff.” 

 “Anyway,” she said, “You rented „Creature from the Black Lagoon.‟ I thought it 
was cute. I didn‟t know anybody watched those old movies.” 

 Peter went white to the lips. “I took that back three weeks ago,” he said. 

 She waggled the tape and raised an eyebrow. He sighed. 

 “This is not my day,” he said.  
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 “But you‟re on a date with me,” she said, dazzling. 

 “And I‟m screwing it up,” he retorted with some heat. 

 She looked out the window. “You said you‟d take me to dinner. How about there?” 
she asked, pointing. 

 He looked through the windshield; Lucky‟s Pizza Pub. 

 Thought for a moment. 

 Shrugged. 

 “M‟lady,” he said as gallantly as he could, “would you care to accompany me to yon 
eatery?” 

 “I‟d be delighted,” she said, extending her hand, which he kissed. Then he got out, 
walked around the car, and opened her door. 

 “After you,” he said with a deep bow. 

 The spattered young man and the dark jewel on his arm glided into the pizza pub. 

* 

 “Sir,” a security officer said to Stark. “I hate to interrupt you, but someone with 
your retinal pattern and security code just entered and left the lab.” 

 “Which one?” asked Stark. 

 “The biopharmaceuticals,” the security officer replied. Stark nodded. 

 “Prepare a recovery team, quietly. Notify the police we will be in need of their 
assistance. We are not, after all, vigilantes. Let‟s see where our thief wants to take the 
goods.” 

 “Yes sir,” the officer said. Stark sipped his wine. Interesting. Only a handful knew 
that Banner had sold Tymaz Nine to him. He would now find out which of that handful 
had the audacity to steal it. 

 He pushed the intercom button. “Get my car,” he said. 

* 

 The dark woman swung over the fence and dropped with a roll; just a twelve 
footer, nothing as sturdy as a posh place like Stark International should need. She 
headed for the street, feeling smug. Then her sub-audial alarm went off. She pulled out 
a box the size of a pager, and saw that she was now transmitting. Squatting in the 
shadow, she tugged the cylinder out of her belt and held the detector up to it. 

 It was bugged. Right now, it was squealing that it had been stolen. 

 Damn. 

 For a moment she indulged in self-recrimination. Should have guessed. Should 
have had a container that would seal all signals in, or had a jammer; even while her mind 
raced on how she could have prevented this she was also thinking a mile a minute on 
how to get out of her fix. Couldn‟t take it back and call it a joke. Didn‟t dare try to 
evade them all and hide it. Even one as brazen as she did not dare to open the canister 
to get a sample; the consequences could be quite final. Had to ditch it. 
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 Three blocks over, and she found an abandoned car. She whipped out her 
miniature tension bar; seconds, and the car was open. She dropped the canister in a 
camera bag on the floorboards, then slammed the door; in moments, she was a bag lady 
shuffling down the street. 

 Less than two minutes later the squad car pulled up, one of Stark International‟s 
security officers in the back seat. They checked out the car, ran its plates… 

* 

 “This is a defining moment in my life,” thought Peter as he twirled the delectable 
Mary Jane out to his fingertips then reeled her back in while the jukebox grooved. “This 
right here.” He looked into her eyes, and she was alive and her eyes sparkled with 
delight. Everything that could go wrong had. And she was having a great time anyway. 

 Heaven. 

 “Hey Pete,” Mary Jane said as they sat back down. “Whaddya say we go to my 
place and watch your movie? I think monster flicks are cute.” 

 “Okay,” he said with a grin, his mind going wild with the possibilities. 

 An hour or so later, they hit the street once more. He helped her into her shawl, 
and arm in arm they headed towards his car. He unlocked it for her, then for himself. 
As he slid down into the car, he felt an odd tingle; something was wrong. Alertness hit 
him, and he looked around and listened carefully. 

 “What is it?” Mary Jane asked. 

 “Nothing. Just…nothing,” Peter said, shaking his head. “Let‟s see if it starts.” 

 First try, the engine roared to life then purred smugly. Peter would have growled at 
it, but he was too delighted. He put it in gear and pulled away— 

 With a squeal of tires, three police cars roared out of hiding and blocked him. He 
slammed on the brakes, and Mary Jane yelped. 

 The police surrounded them, firearms out. “Out of the car,” one barked. Peter 
fumbled with his seatbelt, blinking in the light, and managed to get out of the car. 
Rough hands grabbed him and spun him around; they searched him quickly. 

 Too quickly to find the flat mesh patch on his lower back. 

 “He‟s clean,” the cop said. 

 “So‟s this one,” said another. Peter met Mary Jane‟s eyes, desperate. This is not my 
fault! he thought. 

 “What‟s this all about?” asked Peter, eyes flashing with anger. 

 “Theft,” an officer said shortly. 

 “What?” Peter exploded. “When?” 

 “Half an hour ago,” said a policeman. 

 “We were on a date,” Mary Jane snapped. “We were in the pizza pub there. Go ask 
the bartender. We were there the whole time!” 

 The policeman nodded to his partner. “Go check it out.” 
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 “Yes sir,” he said, and he headed to the pub. 

 “This is harassment! Why me?” asked Peter. 

 “Because of this,” the officer said, holding up a canister. “It was found in your 
camera bag.” 

 Peter squinted at it. “I‟ve never seen it before in my life. What is it?” 

 “That is not important,” the security officer said. He turned to the policeman. “We 
drop the charges.” 

 “You what?” said the policeman. 

 The security officer shrugged. “He has an alibi. It seems clear the thief just dropped 
the evidence in his car to divert us from the right track. Isn‟t that right, son?” 

 Peter looked at him hard. “That‟s the way I figure it.” 

 “So we‟ll drop the charges. We‟ve recovered our merchandise, and our security 
systems were too sabotaged for us to build a case anyway. Thank you very much for 
your cooperation.” 

 “You‟re welcome,” the policeman said. “Well, you heard the man. Charges dropped 
before they‟re filed. You kids go on home now, and stay out of trouble.” 

 “Yes sir,” muttered Peter. He and Mary Jane got back in the car. He started it, and 
drove. 

 Stark watched through the window of the car across the street. “Interesting,” he 
said. 

 “You think he did it?” the security officer asked when he got into the car. 

 “Not a chance,” Stark replied. He handed a set of modified binoculars to the 
security officer. “Neither one of them has any kind of shapeshifting instability or high 
tech that would do what our thief did.” 

 “Just wrong time wrong place.” 

 “Looks that way,” Stark said softly, to himself. “We‟ll find out who our thief was 
when he returns.” 

 “Returns, sir?” 

 Stark smiled, slow and sweet. “He still doesn‟t have Tymaz Nine.” 

 “Sir, what IS Tymaz Nine?” 

 “Classified,” Stark said. “Classified. Let‟s go back to the mansion.” 

* 

 Peter pulled up outside Mary Jane‟s apartment. They were quiet for a moment. 

 “Well, Pete, you sure know how to show a gal a good time,” Mary Jane said. 

 “Uh, about tonight, I‟m sorry. I should have known better than to walk under that 
row of thirteen ladders swarming with black cats, but there was this mirror I had to 
break. Can I make it up to you?” 
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 “This was supposed to be making it up to me for abusing my roomie‟s cat, 
remember?” she said a bit archly. “You have a tremendous way of apologizing.” 

 “Sincere if unlucky,” he said quickly. “Look, I‟m really sorry about tonight. If you 
don‟t want to go out again… I‟ll understand.” 

 She looked at him a moment then wrinkled her nose; “You‟re so cute, Parker!” She 
kissed his cheek and slid out of the car, slamming the door, then into her apartment. 

 “She thinks I‟m cute,” Peter said with a dreamy grin. Then he blinked. “Aw, no, the 
camera!” But the whole camera bag was gone. “What am I going to tell Aunt May?” he 
wondered. 

 As he drove off, he did have one consolation; at last the day was over. 

* 

 She sat at the table in the dark, motionless and silent. She looked at the bottle of 
wine. Then, deliberately, she grasped it and pulled out the cork with the corkscrew that 
had been in place since before she left. She poured herself a drink, and raised her glass. 

 “To next time,” Mystique said quietly to herself. “To next time.” 
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Mixed Signals 

Monday, January 14, 2002 

 Fury sat in the car, not talking on his cell phone, not even puffing on the cigar that 
he held in his hand as it smoldered in the unmoving air. He was watching his operative, 
weighing his options. 

 “Stark won‟t sell,” Fury said slowly. “I knew he wouldn‟t, but I had my hopes 
anyway.” His remaining eye narrowed. “I‟m going to give you your first assignment,” he 
said. “Since you‟re a prototype, you gotta come through on this one. No failures. Not 
this soon.” 

 “I won‟t let you down, sir,” the man said in a thick, slow voice. 

 “Stark is the only one with technology as advanced as ours,” Fury said. He looked 
out the window. “So you‟re disavowed and broken.” He took a drag on his cigar. “Only 
Stark can fix you. Save your life. He won‟t be able to resist that.” 

 “And if he does?” asked the agent. 

 “Then you better be convincing,” Fury said softly. “I‟ve got a mission I can send 
you on. When it‟s over, you don‟t come back. You go to Stark.” 

 “So how do I get disavowed?” the agent asked. 

 “Ever hear of Bruce Banner?” Fury drew on his cigar, the glow lighting up his face. 

 “No,” the man said. 

 “He‟s a scientist, a real egg head. Used to work for the Project, helped them dream 
up their monsters. He‟s the reason Tymaz Nine is out of our control. He sold it to Stark 
International for a tidy sum of money. Now he‟s in a small plantation estate in Brazil 
outside Taguatinga.” Fury took a deep drag on his cigar. “He‟s brilliant,” Fury said, then 
he exhaled, the heavy fumes of the cigar shoving through the air then breaking into 
wisps, curling like incense. “We can‟t hold him. He knows too much about Extechops, 
and with his intellect he could do a lot of damage no matter how we try to shut him up. 
He must be silenced, Garrett.” 

 The big man sat hunched, unmoving, unblinking. 

 “Kill him,” Fury said. 

 “I won‟t let you down, sir,” Garrett replied in his thick, slow voice. 

Tuesday, January 15, 2002 

 Doctor Bruce Banner stood on the verandah, looking out over the thick lush jungle 
that pushed up to the crumbling brick walls of the small compound. He swirled a fine 
port in the tumbler he held. He breathed deeply as he looked up at the moon. The air 
was full of the musk of living jungle; rot, decay, wild spraying growth, blood, blossoms. 
He smiled. 

 This was a perfect night. 
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 He felt dead inside. 

 In a quick practiced motion he popped a pill in his mouth, and he washed it down 
with the port. 

 Best to stay feeling dead inside. 

 He walked into the house. The gas generator was still noisily rattling to itself in the 
shed, so he turned his laptop on. It was strange to not have any email address at all, but 
he dared not allow himself the chink in his anonymity that even a simple email might 
afford. He spent twenty minutes browsing around the outside world‟s reflection in 
electronic space, then he shut his computer off. Refilled his port. Finished the bottle. 
Still not drowsy or buzzed. Damn. 

 He sat down at his lab table and pulled out his notes. It only took a fraction of his 
concentration to follow the formula precisely, to make the beautiful poison that made 
his life possible. His mind wandered. Wandered to the three international accounts he 
had hidden his money in. Wandered to the helicopter, hidden under a camo net not far 
from here. Wandered to the assassins the Project was sure to send if they ever 
discovered where he was hiding. 

 An hour later he had a small stack of white capsules. He smiled and stood, 
stretching. Looked down at his thin body. Such a substantial body for a ghost. 

 He picked up his pocket tape recorder and walked back out on the verandah. 
“January fifteenth. Beautiful night in Casa Banner. Looking at the moon reminds me of 
when I was young and in love.” He smiled to himself. “It seems the poison I‟ve 
duplicated from the Project has worked perfectly. I‟ve been gone from there for about 
five weeks, and so far I feel as dead as I‟m used to feeling.” He paused. 

 “Seems like the Project‟s arm is not much longer than I had feared. So far I have 
not been detected, because I have not seen any of their agents. This cannot last forever. 
Therefore, I‟ll continue recording the results of my experiments.” 

 Banner snapped his tape recorder off and leaned his head forward on his hands. He 
breathed deeply for a minute or more, then snapped the recorder back on. 

 “Who am I fooling. There are no more experiments. The thin façade I managed to 
erect in the name of science has withered in the absence of the required discipline of the 
Project. I have lost all sense of time. With no work the lack of purpose is getting to me. 
I don‟t know how much longer I can hold up. None of this matters. Nothing matters. 
God help me I can‟t care. My life is worthless, my work is worthless, and I‟m finally 
rich.” He snapped the recorder off and slipped it in his pocket. 

 He couldn‟t even weep. 

 Banner walked into his room, shedding his robe. He caught a pale reflection of his 
thin white body in the mirror. He turned to look at himself. He started to tremble with 
an emotion; he was too deadened to know what it was. He turned and toppled into bed, 
and he did not know if he slept or not. 

* 

 Air whistling. Falling. Falling fast. 

 Garrett looked through the night sky, seeing equally well in dazzling light and deep 
night. He saw the feral form of his partner on this mission, Victor Creed. Creed was 
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huge, sailing down through the night as though he was leaping instead of falling. Creed 
glanced over at him and grinned a savage, horrid snarl. 

 Garrett looked down at the jungle that slowly spun below as they fell. His enhanced 
hearing could still detect the soft drone of the engines of the stealth plane they had 
leaped from twenty seconds ago. 

 The big, slow, ugly man tugged on his ripcord and felt his parachute blossom 
overhead. He jerked up, and began to glide like an unwieldy balloon. His „chute was 
specially designed to hold not only his incredible weight, but also the massive case 
strapped to the front of his body that weighed nearly a hundred pounds. 

 Creed was laughing as he smashed into the jungle canopy, ending his free fall. 
Garrett‟s enhanced hearing followed the crunch and crack of the tree and Creed 
breaking each other‟s limbs. Creed crashed into the jungle floor. Garrett couldn‟t be 
sure, but he thought he heard a chuckle. 

 A minute later he slashed the cords on his „chute and dropped into the canopy, 
battered a bit on the way down but thudding to the ground on his feet. 

 “What took ya so long, tinker toy?” asked Creed. 

 Garrett looked over at him, then he turned his attention to the case. He unstrapped 
it and slung it to the ground. Kneeling, he opened it. 

 Guns. 

 “Cute toys,” Creed sneered. 

 Garrett snapped the first one together. Fifty caliber helical fed caseless over/under 
with grenade launcher, large frame. He slung that over his shoulder. Three backup 
ammo drums. Locked to the back of his belt. Silenced Glock ten millimeter pistols, one 
under each arm. Bandoleer with ten pre-loaded clips, strapped across his shoulder 
blades. Automatic grenade launcher, twenty round drum. Two backup drums. The 
launcher over his shoulder, the drums clipped to the bandoleer on his back. Trench 
knife. 

 “Yo, tinker, you ready?” 

 The ugly man slowly turned his face toward Creed. “Healed enough to walk?” he 
asked. 

 Creed glowered at him. 

 Garrett unfocused, activating his global positioning system. The satellite lit up the 
target. Three kliks. No problem.  

 Garrett started trudging up the steep slope. Creed rolled to his feet and followed. 

 “You plan on just blowing the place up?” Creed asked. 

 Garrett ignored him. 

 “I don‟t think I like you much,” Creed growled. 

 For the first time since Creed had met him, Garrett smiled. 

* 
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 Garrett crouched in the shadows, looking over the walled compound. Creed 
crouched next to him, only slightly larger. 

 “This is ridiculous,” Creed muttered. “Looks like you carried a lot of metal for no 
good reason, tinker. Not a soldier in sight. Looks like ol‟ Banner doesn‟t expect 
company.” 

 “Creed,” Garrett said. “Just pretend I‟m not here.” 

 “You got a real mouth on you, tinker toy.” 

 Garrett made no answer. He moved, graceless but no longer slow, loping up to the 
brick wall. His dark jumpsuit blended with the shadows of the night, but all his weapons 
glittered in the dim light of the moon. Garrett bounced up in an ungainly leap that put 
him high enough to catch the top of the wall. Noiselessly he slung his huge frame over 
and dropped on the other side. 

 Creed sprang forward and cleared the wall with a leap. 

 Garrett shifted his posture, and Creed heard a faint whirring. Garret moved 
forward, with a new fluidity and grace and silence. Creed raised an eyebrow and grinned. 
Then he followed, noiseless in the shadows. 

 It was not difficult to slip past the few outbuildings of the sleeping compound. One 
guard patrolled with a shotgun. They did not bother to dispatch him. Then they were to 
the large open house. 

 Garrett turned to Creed and whispered. “Split up. Cover more ground.” 

 Creed nodded. They crossed the verandah and then slipped through the open 
double doors; the night was warm, and the all the doors and windows were wide open. 

 Creed padded noiselessly across the living room, into what could be a study or den. 
On one side of the room was a fifty-gallon saltwater fish tank with pretty fish swimming 
around. It looked like someone had made a half-hearted effort to set up some kind of 
lab in this room; he saw medical equipment, rows and rows of pharmaceuticals, 
everything necessary for putting drugs together. Creed shrugged and continued. He 
heard a door open and shut, and he squeezed his huge bulk into the shadow next to the 
door, listening and sniffing. 

 Kitchen, two rooms over. Banner just got himself a midnight snack; glass of milk, 
graham crackers. Must be having trouble sleeping.  

 Creed had just the thing for that. 

 He prowled closer to the defenseless Banner; past his bedroom door. Then he 
stopped, sniffed, and stole back into the bedroom. This was a better place. Banner 
wouldn‟t expect it here. He would walk into Creed‟s way instead of Creed having to 
stalk him. 

 His wait was less than five minutes. 

 He saw movement on the balcony. 

 Garrett slid into the shadows of the room, noiseless. He had his huge rifle out and 
cocked. Creed frowned. A bit overkill. 

 Banner walked back towards his room, his robe draped loosely around his scrawny 
form. He cleared the doorway, oblivious— 
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 As Garrett raised the gun and lined it up in a smooth motion, Creed sprang across 
the room. In a heartbeat he was between Banner and Garrett as Garrett pulled the 
trigger. 

 A cascading stream of bullets flared into the night, lighting up the dark room with a 
deafening clatter of fully automatic fire. The bullets that would have sheared Banner in 
two instead smashed into the primal giant, Creed. He yelped as the bullets tore into him 
at point blank range, unerring in their accuracy. As he flew back, he knocked into 
Banner, who toppled into the hallway with the force of the impact. 

 Garrett‟s eyes narrowed. He made his decision. As Creed tried to roll over, Garrett 
strode up to where he lay, gun explosively erupting, the bullets now slamming through 
Creed into the wall and floor, shoving him down and back with impacts like a kicking 
horse. 

 Garrett squatted by Creed moments later when the gun was empty. “Stay down,” 
he grunted. “Magnum fifty cal, you idiot.” He stood and turned his back on the gory 
mass of shattered bones and torn flesh that had been Creed, and he looked down the 
hallway. 

 Banner was gone. Garrett reloaded the smoking rifle. 

 Garrett loped down the hallway, looking through the walls, looking for the good 
doctor. 

 A setback, no more. Banner‟s time was up. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Banner popped two pills as his scrawny chest heaved and his ragged breath tore in 
and out. Found. He didn‟t know how, but the Project had caught up to him. He tugged 
feebly at the camo net on the helicopter, and after a few agonizing minutes of heavy 
work he managed to get it free. He hopped into the bubble of the stripped down 
helicopter and flipped switches; for a moment he was amused at the thought that he 
was running for his life dressed in boxer shorts, a loose robe, and house slippers. 

 Then the engine whined, kicked, kicked again, and the rotors started spinning. 

 Free and clear. 

 Banner pulled up, soared up above the jungle canopy— 

 It was pure chance that the chopper was heeling around, changing its bearing, when 
the grenade slammed into the rear fuselage. Banner was jolted in his seat, then 
instinctively he snapped out of the harness and tilted himself out; gas tank hit— 

 The explosion shoved him down into the trees harder than gravity was pulling at 
him. Tearing leaves, whipping limbs, then a glimpse of something harder— 

 And he was laying on the jungle floor, dazed, without his glasses. He felt blood 
trickle down his cheek and forehead. He did not move; he was not ready to know what 
was broken. 

 Banner drifted towards unconsciousness again, but he feebly struggled to lift his 
arm. Into his pocket. His shaky hand pulled out a cracked pill bottle. He dropped it, and 
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little white pills spilled on the dark loam. He scrabbled to pick one up, and dropped it 
between his lips. 

 Pain. So much pain. But he needed to swallow. He managed to get the pill down. 

 Now to stay awake. 

 Musn‟t lose consciousness. 

 Must stay awake. 

 Or a very bad thing would happen. 

* 

 “Not bad,” Garrett said as he slung his grenade launcher and pulled out one of his 
Glocks. “You evaded me for close to forty minutes.” 

 “Don do it,” burbled Banner. “Don shoot me.” 

 Garrett chambered a round and lowered the silenced weapon to line up with 
Banner‟s bloody face. 

 Proximity sensor going wild—Garrett glanced over his shoulder— 

 Creed dropped from the canopy and took one, two slugs in his chest. Then he was 
down, and his claws tore into Garrett‟s elbow, catching in the plastic and steel and 
yanking him off balance as Creed‟s fist crushed into Garrett‟s cheek bone, displacing an 
eye with a metallic crunch. Garrett was airborne, smashing into a tree as the gun bucked 
again, but Creed wasn‟t finished. He was up close now, too close for Garrett‟s guns to 
come to bear. 

 Garrett lashed out with his fingertips straight; they rammed into the jugular and 
carotid in Creed‟s throat, throwing him back with their angular force. A lesser man 
would be killed. Creed slid back, one hand darting up to his throat while his other 
steadied him against a tree. 

 Garrett dropped the Glock and whipped up the assault rifle. As Creed spun away 
through the trees Garret streamed bullets after him, not missing but not hitting squarely 
either. They were both fast, and they were both distracted. 

 Banner crawled over the log and lay still on the other side, not moving, praying he 
would stay conscious… 

 Creed scuttled up a tree, coughing like a cat trying to be rid of a hairball. His throat 
was recovering fast; he had to hold his breath until it did. Garrett retrieved his Glock 
and holstered it, slinging the rifle. He unlimbered the grenade launcher. 

 Creed clung to the side of the swaying tree, looking down at Garrett, his eyes 
smoldering with hate. Then his eyes widened with shock, and he launched sideways as 
the grenade detonated not ten feet from his perch, spraying the trees with shrapnel. 
Creed caught a chunk in the forehead, in the chest, in his arm; then he was in cover. He 
grunted, furious, wishing his vocal cords would heal up faster. Another grenade 
exploded not far away, and the trees gushed fire. Creed dropped to the ground and slid 
behind an earthen bank. He took a moment to dig some shrapnel out and to think of a 
plan. It was quiet for a few seconds. Garrett must be looking for Banner. Garrett could 
not be permitted to find Banner. 
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 Creed spun out of cover and into another patch; as he did, he saw Garrett 
reflectively pushing his eye back into its socket. It wouldn‟t fit perfectly, but it should 
still work. 

 Garrett scanned the jungle looking for Creed. The breeze from the flaming canopy 
disrupted his motion sensors, his infrared was useless in this heat, and his proximity 
sensors were going berserk as it was. He was reduced to visual scanning. Of course 
Garrett didn‟t see Creed leap at the backs of his knees. 

 With a sickening crunch, Garrett‟s knees folded and he toppled backwards onto his 
assailant. Creed wasn‟t satisfied; his huge taloned hands dug into Garrett‟s knee and 
tore. Creed‟s muscles bunched, his sinews snapped taut, and the steel and plastic that 
connected Garrett‟s leg tore with a horrid rip. 

 Creed rolled to his feet as Garrett groped for his gun. Garrett felt a leg smash into 
the back of his head. It was not pleasant for him to realize Creed had torn his leg off so 
it could be a handy club. 

 Creed gripped the ankle and swung the leg with all his might, straight down on the 
top of Garrett‟s head. It slammed home, and Garrett‟s hair toppled off, exposing the 
tough plastic dome it was normally adhered to. 

 “Six million” whuk “dollar tinker” whuk “toy gonna get” whuk “smacked down” 
whuk “right now.” Whack, crack, whack. Creed stood breathing hard, Garrett‟s 
smashed leg dangling from one hand, and Garrett lay smoking and sparking on the 
ground, his arm twitching. 

 Creed inspected the shattered calf , shin, ankle, and foot. Then he sniffed, and 
poked at the calf. “Hey Garrett,” he said, tugging at a wad out that was almost baseball 
sized. “C4 in your calf? You‟re a regular explosive piñata. Maybe I should string you up 
and beat you until all the pineapple grenades an flares an Inspector Gadget gear comes 
out.” Garrett said nothing. 

 Creed sniffed, then turned to look at the log. “Way I figure it, I just saved your 
sorry hide, Banner. Why doncha come out where we can talk like civilized beins.” Creed 
tossed the shattered leg away and turned towards the doctor. 

 “Which one of us is supposed to be civilized?” Banner asked from behind the log. 
Creed barked a laugh.  

 “I didn‟t say we were,” he said. “We can still pretend, like politicians do.” 

 “Sounds like my life,” Banner said, propping himself up on one elbow with some 
difficulty. “Copter crash,” he said ruefully. 

 “Yeah, tinker toy was kind enough to mark your landing site for you,” Creed said, 
stepping close to Banner and crouching. 

 “So you‟re not going to kill me,” Banner observed cautiously. 

 “Oh no,” Creed grinned. “No, I can‟t kill you. I‟m gonna cripple you, though.” 

 “Sure,” Banner half shrugged. “Why not. Just one thing, Creed.” 

 “What?” 

 “Don‟t knock me out. For any reason.” Banner‟s face was pale under the blood, his 
eyes shining in the dim light cast by the flaming canopy. 
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 “Don‟t knock you out?” Why the hell not?” 

 “Because if you do I‟ll kick your ass,” Banner said, unwavering, deathly serious. 
Afraid. “Kill me if you want. I don‟t mind that. Just be finishing the job, really. But don‟t 
you dare knock me out.” 

 “You got acid for blood or something?” 

 “You work for the Project, Creed. Willingly,” Banner said, his eyes steady. “I 
worked in New Mexico at a specialized R&D lab. We were the experts they sent pieces 
of their agents to for analysis. But we didn‟t know what we were working on. We didn‟t 
know what we had, when we got bits of you. Bits of Mystique. Bits of poor Duke. Bits 
that even I didn‟t figure out. I was too smart, Creed. Found out what I was working on. 
Decided to steal it all and expose the Project. This isn‟t the first time I‟ve been shot 
down. At least this time,” he said, his voice cold, “I didn‟t have samples. Remember 
Chimera?” 

 There was silence as Creed and Banner locked eyes. Garrett started crawling away, 
slowly pulling his battered form over the dark earth and into the undergrowth. They 
ignored him. He was finished. 

 Creed stood up straight and breathed deep. “Good bluff, but no dice. At least you 
survived the crash. Feels good to win one,” he grinned to himself. “About time, too.” 
He looked around. “Prisoner, check. Worthless partner turned to scrap, check. 
Casualties, zero.” He barked a laugh. “Damn I‟m good. Now to call in the airlift and 
we‟re through.” He pulled his miniature radio out of its case on his hip. 

 It was a gory mess, bullets and shrapnel and blood having rendered it totally 
worthless. 

 “Looks like we get to hoof it, doc,” Creed grinned. “Bird‟s parked about ten miles 
away. Piece of cake.” He looked into the underbrush. “Catch up when you can, tinker,” 
he barked.  He looked back at Banner, and his eyes glittered with cruelty. 

 “I‟m supposed to bring you in alive,” he said. “I don‟t like that idea. I figure you‟re 
too dangerous. So I‟m gonna cripple you here, then carry you back. Just to make sure 
there‟s no mistakes further along. Do me a favor and don‟t die, okay?” 

 Banner said nothing, his eyes narrowed and cold. 

 He tried to escape, but Creed didn‟t notice. Creed extended one talon and inserted 
it into Banner‟s spine, a few inches below his rib cage. Banner let out a shriek as Creed 
twisted between his bones, inhuman strength and razor claws tearing at his nervous 
system. Banner went limp. 

 “Poor little doctor went into shock,” Creed said, staunching the blood. “Awright, 
Doc, let‟s go.” With that, he jogged into the forest, the hapless doctor over his shoulder. 

 Silence descended on the site for a few minutes. Then Garrett dragged himself back 
into view. His eyes glowing and harsh, he reached for his grenade launcher. 

* 

 Tired. Creed felt his breath coming in harsh ragged sheets. He touched his hand to 
his face, and it was still sticky with blood from the shrapnel wound. He hadn‟t healed all 
the way. He had taken a lot of damage, and not gotten as angry as he wanted to. Had to 
restrain himself. Couldn‟t cut loose. 
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 The jungle pulled at him, catching at him with vines, dragging leaves across him, 
tripping him with roots. He stumbled on, but it was getting harder and harder, and 
Banner was heavy… 

 That woke him up. He stopped. Banner was getting heavy. 

 Creed slung him to the ground; for a plump skeleton, Banner weighed what he 
looked like he should weigh. That was changing. 

 Banner‟s skin was different. Creed‟s eyes were sharp in the dim light, and he saw 
that the skin was taking on the texture of shark skin. Banner was getting thicker. Creed 
reached down and grasped his upper arm. It was filling with a kind of gel fluid, chill and 
thick. Banner‟s face had flattened and widened; he was soggy inside his increasingly 
tough hide. Creed took a few steps back, suddenly uncertain, as he scented Banner‟s 
smell changing… Must be the light. He couldn‟t be six or seven inches longer, sprawled 
on the ground. 

 Banner‟s eyes snapped open. 

 There was nothing in them but hate. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Creed stumbled back, but his senses kicked into overdrive. Like a nightmare, he 
saw a tremor run through Banner‟s arm. He saw the gel change. He saw it twist into 
solid muscle. Then he saw a fist whip out at him. 

 He was so startled, he didn‟t dodge as the thing that had been Banner rolled 
forward with a disturbing squelch and lashed out. A blow that felt like a wrecking ball 
smashed into his gut, knocking him back; he felt his back wrench sideways as he 
smashed into a tree, a rib snapped; then he caromed to the side and into the dark. 

 The thing that had been Banner swayed uncertainly to its sloppy feet. So much for 
crippling it. Creed felt the fear course through him, felt his healing peak, felt his bones 
re-knit and his muscles tighten. What the hell was this then? Had Banner not been 
bluffing? Creed felt a chill in the jungle heat. 

 He sprang out of the night, claws out, tearing at Banner‟s guts. His claws plunged 
in; he felt his hands squelch in to the wrists; he tore out entrails. Ended the fight. 

 Guts spattered across him, unnatural and chilly. The thing roared. Then, as Creed 
watched, it hurled its arms up in the air. Its torso flexed, and where there had been only 
a sack of gel and hide, muscles twisted and rippled. It re-formed, and it was still 
growing; drawing mass from somewhere. Now it was taller than Creed. It glared down 
at him. 

 “Smash!” it shouted, and it slung a blow down at him. He spun to the side, 
incredibly quick, and the monster‟s fist whooshed past him like a subway train. He 
slashed across the back of its arm experimentally; the tough hide parted and shredded, 
and a horrid gray goop sprayed out at him. The monster howled, and swung at him 
again. 

 Before Creed‟s eyes the rents in its hide sealed, and still more goop rippled under 
the skin. Twisted into muscle. 
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 Creed darted back as he saw the new layer of flesh spasm and solidify; there was so 
much muscle on the monster now, he couldn‟t make out traditional human biology. He 
couldn‟t tell where one muscle left off and another began. This creature was just one 
monolith of raw power. Creed backpedaled into the jungle a short ways, rattled. 

 “Getting mad!” it bellowed. “Getting strong!” It threw its head back and 
screamed, an expression of primal fury that turned Creed cold.  

 It was so damn big… 

 “No more preddy lite!” the creature hollered, almost forlorn. Then it tensed, and 
its muscles swelled like tumors. “Just ugly dogman!” 

 “Dogman?” Creed snarled, his hackles rising. “I‟ll show you „dogman‟.” Creed 
launched out of the shadows again, shredding and tearing at the hulking creature‟s back, 
its gore spraying up at him. Its hide was… tougher… and its muscles were hard as 
wood. Now it seemed pressurized, too. Creed‟s razor claws slashed and tore as it 
stumbled in a circle looking for him. 

 He finally got down to a bone. 

 “OW!” the monster shouted, and its hand darted up to its back. Creed had already 
leaped clear, and he twisted in midair, landed facing the creature. 

 In time to see it plunge its hands into the earth up to the wrists; the jungle 
trembled. 

 The monster tore a chunk of ground the size of a semi engine out of the earth and 
hurled it in a mass at Creed. 

 Creed leaped to the side, but the earth clod exploded on contact with a tree, 
spraying him, blinding him for just a second as he spun out of the way— 

 In a sickening moment he felt himself slap into the monster‟s palm. He dug in with 
his claws and launched as the monster‟s fist crushed into its hand where Creed had been 
an instant before. The impact shook the leaves on the trees, and Creed felt it in his chest 
even with his heart pounding as he flipped out of the way and landed upright. His gory 
skin was coated with mud, blood mingling with the deluge of earth. 

 “Uh,” he said as it swiveled to face him, hunched over, muscles still sprouting and 
twisting under its obscene hide. “Uh, right.” He spun and sprinted into the jungle. 

 For twenty agonizing minutes he raced through the jungle the way he had come. 
Sometimes he dropped to all fours to make it through tight spots, sometimes he leaped 
up to the lower canopy. Behind, but not too far behind, he heard the crashing of 
something huge through the jungle, making its own road. 

 Creed neared the scene of the helicopter crash, easy enough to find by light of the 
fires that flickered here and there in the jungle canopy. 

 “Garrett!” he hissed. “No time to shoot me. Save your ammo. Something a lot 
bigger than I am is on my trail, and if it finds us we‟ll need to work together.” 

 His inhuman reflexes spun him as the rifle snarled from the shadows under the 
brush. Creed caught the bullets on the shoulder instead of in the center of his chest. He 
was flung around and he slid down on the ground, marking Garrett‟s location and 
getting cover. 
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 “I can see you‟re still peeved,” Creed said. 

 The unique phoot of the grenade launcher sent Creed scrambling as his cover 
violently detonated, sending lethal shrapnel singing through the jungle. Creed hunched 
behind a tree, trickling blood. 

 “Okay! Okay! Cut it out! We gotta talk, Garrett!” 

 Creed felt an impact tremor in the ground. What the monster doing now? 

 Then Creed heard the shift and rustle of Garrett switching guns. “Come on, man!” 
Creed shouted. “Listen to me for once. The situation has changed, changed a lot. 
Banner‟s changed into a monster, and I can‟t even slow him down. If he catches up to 
us the game is over, get me?” 

 Silence in the steaming jungle. Then Garrett spoke. “What do you want me to do?” 

 “You still got a working radio?” Creed asked quickly. 

 A pause. “Yes,” Garrett said. “I do.” 

 “Call the drop ship. Hurry. You got that plastic explosive and a way to remotely 
detonate it?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “I have a plan. Give me the explosive and we‟ll wait for the drop ship. Gotta keep 
big ugly distracted long enough to get out of his range.” 

 The plastic explosive plopped down in the middle of the clearing. Creed would 
have to walk out in the open to get it. 

 “Don‟t shoot me, now,” Creed said. “I think I know what‟s coming after us, and if 
it‟s what I think it is, we can‟t stop it.” 

 “What do you think it is?” Garrett‟s voice said, thick and slow. 

 “Reminds me of a story they used to tell us, happened fifteen, twenty years ago. 
Project Chimera. They took samples from the agents created by the Project and tried to 
figure out how to distill their power down to drugs people could drink, to get those 
abilities for a short time. I guess somebody defected from their remote site and tried to 
take all the goods. Banner said he was shot down while carrying all these samples.” 
Creed peeked out at Garrett, and was not greeted by bullets. “I always thought it was 
like the boogyman, if we misbehaved they‟d send the monster after us, bwa haa haa. 

“ See, one of the test subjects from another site was a teleporter. So the egg 
heads figured all this power was siphoned off into another dimension, and some poor 
human host became a portal, a wormhole if you will. So when a trigger was flipped all 
this mass and power would flow in from this other dimension and the human part 
would go there in its stead. We all thought it was a load of malarkey. But it was Banner 
the whole time, Banner right under our noses that was the walking human portal. He 
must have survived getting shot by going through the portal, and all the stuff around 
him gathered and became something else. Something that‟s chasing us right now. Maybe 
it can get as big as it needs to, as strong as it needs to. This isn‟t something we can fight, 
Garrett.” 

Creed was quiet for a moment. “Maybe Bryant could control the 
transformation, and that‟s how he kept Banner at the Project,” he mused. 
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“Remember the drugs?” Garrett asked suddenly. “Those are poisonous. I 
analyzed one while you were on your hike. They kill brain cells.” 

“Which must grow back because of his freak power,” Creed said. “This is a lot 
to grasp.” He shook his head. 

“GRASP!” came a distant bellow; a whistle of displaced air, and then the 
upper, middle, and lower canopy were smashed by a hurtling object the size of a 
schoolbus. 

Wormhole crushed down into his own impact crater, tossing Garrett and 
Creed into the air. 

Garrett didn‟t wait for instructions. He opened up with the underslung 
grenade launcher on the fifty cal, and it burped at the Wormhole. A moment later, pure 
white death flared painfully bright in the pit and the monster screamed. 

White phosphorus grenade. Capable of melting metal in moments. Wormhole 
screamed as the flesh sloughed off his face, his arms, his chest. Fire was sucked into his 
lungs, flaring, destroying him. Exposed bone became brittle fuel for the devastating 
reaction. Then the fifty cal rifle bucked and blasted, and bullets smashed through the 
flame so it swirled in unnatural patterns. The creature staggered backward under the 
onslaught. 

It roared, took a quick step forward, and brought a fist down on Garrett‟s 
back. There was a rippling tearing crunch, and Garrett‟s head snapped to the side at an 
odd angle, his limbs splayed like a squashed spider. Creed leaped to his side, horrified 
for a moment. 

 Distracted for a moment. 

The monster snatched him. Creed tried to scream but couldn‟t. The fingers 
were hard as iron, vise-like in their monstrous unreal strength. 

 It squeezed. 

 Creed snapped. His ribs shattered, his one arm that was trapped in the grip broke, 
his pelvis was buckled, organs shoved into and over each other, bone splinters pushed 
in; Creed‟s body was crushed like a paper cup. The monster dropped him. 

 Then the plastic explosive in the burning pit detonated; Garrett must still be 
conscious. The blast flung the monster into the jungle and tossed the two agents further 
back and away from each other. 

 Creed didn‟t know if he was alive or dead. 

 The monster didn‟t come back. 

* 

 Maybe ten minutes later the searchlights of the helicopter lit up the forest. An agent 
rappelled down and found Creed and Garrett. They were attached to harnesses and 
pulled up to the gunship. Then they pulled away from the jungle and soared northward. 

 Another hour or so later Creed could talk. He nudged Garrett with his foot. 
“Please be alive,” he said. 

 “I.. live…” Garrett managed. He was splayed like a toy, his neck broken, his joints 
broken, his torso broken, his leg missing. 



 

   87 

 “Mind telling me why you went nuts back there?” Creed said. “No casualties, 
remember?” 

 “My orders were specific,” Garrett said slowly. “Kill Banner.” 

 “Mine were too,” Creed retorted. “Had ta prove myself to the Project again by not 

killing anybody, bringing Banner in alive. That‟s why I didn‟t kill you. Good thing, too.” 

 “Good thing,” Garrett muttered thickly. “Looks like I failed.” 

 “Failed?” 

 “Banner‟s still alive,” Garrett said. 

 Creed shook his head. “No, I don‟t think so. Banner is lost now, turned into that 
thing. I‟d say Banner is dead. But we didn‟t kill him.” Creed grinned. “We both win.” 

 “No,” Garrett said. “I‟m disavowed. Fury said I kill Banner or else. I don‟t want to 
risk him seeing it the way you do.” 

 Creed stared at him for a moment. “Who‟s gonna fix you up?” he asked. 

 “Stark International,” Garrett said slowly. “Only ones with the tech.” 

 Creed thought for a minute, then nodded. “Tell you what. Our flight path will take 
us not too far from their New Orleans offices. You can escape the chopper over the 
swamp. Think you can do the rest?” 

 “I can do the rest,” Garret said. He was shifting, pulling joints back in alignment. 
“Damn, I‟m trashed.” 

 Where Creed lay, he had healed enough to speak. But his organs were crushed, his 
skeleton smashed, and his legs useless. “Gonna take me a while too,” he managed. 

 Garrett stirred. “And you said… I had too many guns…” 

 Creed‟s howl of laughter was lost in the thudding chopper blades. 

 Miles away, in the dark jungle, something else howled… 
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Not a Creature Was Stirring 
 

Tuesday, January 29, 2002 

 Mystique looked up, her pale eyes feral. Stark watched her with a smug grin from 
the other side of the bars. 

 “I see you‟ve regained consciousness,” Stark said, smiling. 

 Mystique said nothing. 

 “Sneak in once, shame on you,” Stark said. “Sneak in twice, shame on me.” 

 Her dark face hardened in an expression of cold contempt. 

 “I do appreciate your services, though I doubt I can afford them,” Stark went on, 
his charm impenetrable. “You are improving my security with each attempt. I‟ve half a 
mind to let you go and see what else you come up with.” 

 In the space of an excited heartbeat her features lengthened, her hair coiled and 
twisted like a live thing, her skin‟s color rippled and shifted, and her shoulders 
broadened. Stark saw himself sitting on the bunk. 

 They both smiled the same carefree charm at each other. 

 “Ah,” the Stark outside the cell said, “but I have the button.” 

 He pushed a button on the side of the cell door, and a low frequency pulse rippled 
through the cell. Mystique let out an agonized cry and slumped to the floor, herself once 
more. 

 “Every armor,” Stark said, “has its gaps.” 

 Mystique glared at his back as he walked away. 

* 

 Garrett sat on the bunk, slowly raising and lowering his arm. He just thought about 
his hand moving; his elbow shifted, his wrist shifted, his hand raised. With the merest 
thought, he caused his fingers to clench into a fist, then relax. 

 Cybers. His expression shifted with a thought. He heard Stark approach down the 
hallway; no one else had that crisp swagger. Garrett slowly stood, and faced the door. 
He tried on a smile. 

 Stark strolled in. “Garrett, you‟re looking positively reconstituted.” 

 “Thank you, sir,” Garrett said. 

 “How do you feel?” Stark asked. 

 “I don‟t feel much,” Garrett replied with a bulky shrug. “Plastic arms, plastic legs, 
plastic torso, plastic skull. Not much of me left.” 

 “About eight percent,” Stark said, his smile unwavering. “Unbelieveable. You must 
be uniquely suited, to be so heavily cybered and not just snap.” 

 “Thank you sir,” Garrett muttered. 
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 “At least you still have your mind,” Stark chirped. “That is more than some people 
in flesh bodies can claim.” 

 “Yes,” Garrett nodded. 

 “Now Garrett,” Stark said with his indefatigable smile, “I‟m expecting some 
visitors tonight, of the corporate espionage variety. If you‟d be so good as to stay in 
your room until it blows over, I‟d be much obliged.” His smile widened. “Otherwise I‟d 
have to think that your whole reason in coming to me was an elaborate plot courtesy of 
Nick Fury.” 

 “No sir,” Garrett said, shaking his head. “I‟m through with those losers. They left 
me to die in the swamp. If it wasn‟t for you, I‟d be done.” 

 “Let‟s both try our best to remember that with no regrets,” Stark said, mirth 
dancing behind his eyes. He slapped Garrett‟s shoulder. “Rest well, my large friend. 
Tomorrow is a new day.” 

 Garrett watched him go. 

 “Tomorrow,” he murmured to himself, “is a new day.” 

* 

 “You heard me,” Stark said to his com unit as he strolled down the hallways in the 
sub-basement of Stark International‟s warehouse and laboratory complex. “Reduce the 
night shift to a skeleton crew.” 

 “But the reports of attempted break ins tonight,” Ms. Potts protest. “Surely—“ 

 “Hm,” Stark interrupted. “I suppose I could let my well trained security agents 
meet their demise facing foes they cannot stop. But do you have any idea what 
insurance would run me? Not to mention severance pay for those that were, well, 
severed. Wergild is a harsh force in the twenty first century.” 

 “Yes sir,” Potts said, her voice subdued. 

 “And,” Stark added, “you‟re thinking that Mr. Stark just wants to play with his new 
toy, aren‟t you.” 

 “Yes sir,” Potts said. 

 “You‟re right, my dear,” he agreed, his smile growing to unbearable proportions. 
“You‟re absolutely right.” 

 He snapped the com off and began working through the elaborate protocols 
between himself and his private laboratory. He headed in to the work station where he 
developed the least cost effective, most cutting edge designs. He smiled to himself as he 
considered the possibility that this station produced the clearest expressions of his 
genius. 

 “My toy indeed,” Stark said, satisfaction suffusing his expression. 

 Well, that and the three platoons of special weapons teams designed to keep his 
intruders from leaving alive, should it come to that. 

 “Spies check in,” Stark chuckled to himself, “but they don‟t check out.” 

* 
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 Creed shrugged and yanked at the armored suit he wore. “Me in armor,” he 
growled. “Ridiculous.” He looked down the long smokestack. 

 Grinned. 

 Jumped. 

 Even at the top of the chimney, he could feel the intense heat through the suit. As 
he dropped down towards the incinerator it was as though he was opening an oven. The 
suit began to melt halfway down the chimney, and when he crushed into the searing 
flame of the incinerator itself, the suit began to sag off. Blisters bloomed across his 
flesh; he dared not touch the walls. 

 The door was another matter. 

 Gathering every ounce of balance and strength he possessed, he lashed out at the 
inside of the door to the incinerator. It tore open, sending its latch zipping across the 
room to rebound from the far wall as Creed tumbled out of the intolerable heat, his 
flesh searing and burning. 

 He rapidly peeled the remains of the armored suit off, and he stood in his dark 
bodyglove, smoking and smoldering in the dim room. He reached over and turned the 
incinerator off. Smiled. Stepped over the slag of his armor. Far as he could tell, no 
alarms. Imagine; they didn‟t expect people to come in that way. 

 “Should put a doorbell in there,” he muttered to himself with a grin. “So I wouldn‟t 
have to knock.” 

 He prowled down the hallway, wary and alert and silent. 

* 

 The face through the armored window was lean and dark and feral, surrounded by 
a halo of silky iridescent hair. Upside down. As the soldier‟s eyes widened, the spy‟s eyes 
narrowed; the soldier spun on his heel and ran for the door, clawing at his radio. 

 A muffled crack, and in the haze of smoke it came at him. He whipped his rifle up, 
but it was torn from his grip by something he did not see, then the lithe spy hopped up 
over him, and he felt a two-toed foot swiftly and expertly grip his windpipe. 

 He drew his knife with a rasp of steel on steel, but the other foot caught his wrist. 
His pulse pounded in his temples for a few moments as he struggled, then his 
consciousness ebbed. 

 Trespasser shifted his grip on the light fixture, glancing this way and that, then 
contracted the muscles in his torso and hauled the unconscious guard up to his perch. 
His tail teased the guard‟s handcuffs free of his belt, and the Trespasser handcuffed the 
guard‟s belt to the fixture‟s support. 

 Leaving the unconscious man hanging well above line of sight, Trespasser stealthed 
in further. 

* 

 Peter Parker stood in the shadow of a warehouse, looking across the street and 
down the block at the entry to a warehouse. Not just any warehouse. 

 If it was a regular warehouse, it wouldn‟t need the massive fence topped with loops 
of vicious barbed wire. Wouldn‟t need the closed circuit security system along with 
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guards toting submachine guns. Wouldn‟t need the space, and definitely wouldn‟t be the 
back door to Stark International‟s complex. 

 Peter pulled the creased note out of his pocket and opened it for the hundredth 
time. 

Hey Junior, 

Good times, good memories. Hey, I‟m in town. 

If you want to drop by, I‟m at 148 Bleeker Circle. 

Having a party Saturday night. Can‟t miss it. 

Costume party, your fave. Be there or be square 

 And that was all. The note was on Stark International letterhead, scrawled in an 
uncouth hand. Peter was uneasy. The note found him at home, through the United 
States Postal Service, so whoever sent it knew him. Going through the mail system had 
denuded it of clues that would tell him more. 

 He wasn‟t nearly stupid enough to let curiosity lure him into breaking and entering. 
No way. Nothing to gain, everything to lose. 

 But if it was Logan, cloak and dagger wasn‟t his style. 

 No. Not a chance. No way. Not going in. 

 A truck rumbled past headed into the complex. 

 Peter couldn‟t even fool himself. In a few quick motions he was out of his clothes 
and stripped down to the mesh that clung to him like a second skin. He tugged his hood 
over his face and moved. He dropped to his fingertips and toes and almost slithered up 
to the truck. He bounced up from that position, flipping upside down and tugging 
himself sideways, clinging to the underside of the truck. 

 “This is filthy,” he muttered. “Reminds me of a school bus seat.” 

 The guards searched the truck, then waved them in. Peter dropped off and rolled 
up the wall, coming to a rest crouched in a corner of the ceiling. A quick crawl and he 
was through the doors before they rumbled shut; he was in the motor pool for the 
complex. 

 “What am I doing?” he asked himself. “This is exercising? Just because I don‟t have 
school tomorrow…” He gave up and shook his head. “The folly of youth.” 

 He scampered along the ceiling and slipped deeper in, easily evading the views of 
the cameras. 

* 

 Stark stood facing the faceless armor. He saw the empty eyes, the smooth 
featureless mask. It might as well be a charming smile. He reached out and reverently 
touched the steel, forgetting about the microfilters, the modulation integrators, the 
polymers and fibric lifters, the lens flares and the feedback dampeners, the tiny joints 
and the gyroscoptics. 

 “I am Narcissus,” whispered Stark, “and you are my mirror.” He took a deep 
breath. “Almost time. Almost.” 



 

92 

 The lights flickered and went out. A moment later, dim red backups glowed to life. 

 Emergency power cast Anthony Stark in a whole different light. 

 “Now,” he breathed. He snapped the main restraint on the armor to the off 
position. “Now, my darling.” 

 Stark suited up. 

* 

 Garrett snarled to himself as his eyes rolled back. His arm was wide open, wires 
leading from his wrist to the wall socket where he had torn the panel off to get at the 
fiberoptic access. His consciousness was moving with obscene speed, parts of his skull 
chatting with the Stark International security system. 

 “Security grid beta, off. Security grid alpha, off. External alarm, disengaged.” 
Garrett slapped back into his body and staggered, raising his good hand to his head. 

 “Ow,” he muttered. He flexed, and the wires retracted into his arm, the flesh 
snapping shut. He stumbled into the hallway. 

 Tymaz Nine. Not far now. Almost there. He smiled. 

 The lights were dull red. He heard guards running down the corridor towards him. 
He pressed himself against the wall by the corner. Two guards ran into view, and he 
loomed over them. 

 Before they could react he was moving; his palms shot out and smacked into their 
helmets. Their heads snapped back and they were airborne, but their spines held. 

 Garrett bent down over them and took a radio as well as both machine guns. 

 Headed deeper in. 

* 

 “Hiya babe,” Creed leered through the bars. 

 “Creed,” Mystique said, suddenly breathless. “Are you here to kill me? Or get me 
out?” 

 “I‟m on leave,” Creed replied with a grin. “I‟m here on my own recognizance. I 
think that‟s the word they used.” 

 “Ah,” Mystique said. “Say no more.” 

 “So do I just rip this thingy off?” he asked, gesturing at the electronic panel  next to 
the high tech cell. 

 “No,” Mystique said quickly. “No, don‟t touch that. They‟re trapped.” 

 The power suddenly stuttered and died. After a moment of pitch darkness, the 
emergency power flickered on, and red lights glowed to life. 

 The cell‟s energy grid snapped off. 

 “Now rip the thingy off,” Mystique said. 

 “You got it,” Creed said, and he promptly tore the panel out of the wall. 
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 A moment later they were together in the hallway. Mystique gave Creed a quick 
hug. “Now,” she said with a smile that made her teeth gleam red in the emergency 
lighting, “Let‟s pick up Tymaz Nine on the way out.” 

 “Uh,” Creed said, shifting uneasily. “I just came for you.” 

 “And we‟re on our way out,” she said quickly, putting a hand on his arm. “We‟ll 
just swing through the lab. We‟re in Beta Zone, and Tymaz Nine is in the Alpha Zone, 
just one level down.” 

 “No way,” Creed said, shaking his head and gesturing. “We‟re going. Now.” 

 “You‟re saying „no‟ to me?” she said, settling to one side, aiming a sultry look at the 
giant. 

 “Uh,” he said. “Uh, let‟s swing through the lab on the way out.” 

 She dazzled him with a smile. “That‟s the Creed I remember.” 

 They wasted no more time. 

* 

 Peter clung to the ceiling looking at the blast door. “Yeah, that‟s magnetically 
sealed,” he muttered to himself. “Well, looks like the end of the line. I gave it a shot, 
and I‟ll just be on my way.” 

 The lights flickered and went out. With a dull click, something gave in the 
bulkhead. Then dull red lights glowed on. 

 Experimentally, without really wanting to know, Peter pushed gently on the 
bulkhead. 

 It swung open. 

 “Who am I to defy fate,” he muttered, and with that he scooted through the portal 
and deeper into the complex. 

* 

 Trespasser glanced over the glowing bank of screens. He saw the Alpha Omega 
camera; the end in the beginning. Alpha level, Omega clearance. He smiled. 

 Then he disappeared in a muffled crack and a billowing haze of brimstone. 

 Kurt stood in the circle of light, looking at the laboratory table adapted to showcase 
a cylinder, a round tube the size of a film canister. Down one side it read “Stark 
International” and down the other it read “Tymaz Nine”. 

 Trespasser smiled, revealing small even white teeth and pointed canines. He pulled 
a small sphere out of his belt and tossed it. 

 The sphere detonated with a brilliant flash, and the electric systems around the 
table flared and died. The pulse grenade cleared the way. Trespasser moved to claim his 
prize. 

 “Drop it, fuzzball,” growled a voice from the doorway, fifty feet away. Trespasser 
turned to see a hulking brute and a refined woman. 

 He faced them. “The Project had their shot at Tymaz Nine,” he said in his 
hypnotizing Romany German accent. “Your claim is over.” 
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 “Touch that canister and your claim is gonna be over,” Creed growled. He moved 
forward, fast and low. 

 Trespasser smiled at them curiously, then plucked the canister from its cradle. A 
muffled crack— 

 Trespasser screamed, dropping on his back, twitching. Creed pulled up short, and 
Mystique moved to the shadows. 

 “What the hell?” Creed said. 

 “Simple,” came a voice from the shadows, flowing towards Creed from every 
direction. “The pulse-shielded mass displacement system detected a potential rapid mass shift and 
unleashed enough volts to singe his hair and knock him cold.” 

 “Yeah, I‟m pretty sure I don‟t like you,” Creed said, crouching for battle. “Come on 
out and we‟ll see if I‟m right.” 

 “Cover me,” Mystique said softly. She glanced around and catfooted up to the 
canister where it had rolled from Trespasser‟s senseless fingers. With a smile she knelt 
to pick it up— 

 The low frequency pulse was strong enough to vibrate in Creed‟s teeth. Mystique 
thrashed over to her back and writhed, making a peculiar squalling. The pulse ended, 
and she lay unmoving. 

 “Oho,” Creed muttered. “Dirty pool.” 

 “Controlled molecular instability can be a two edged sword,” the voice said, amused. 

 “Yeah, my molecules are stable, and my mass aint goin anywhere I don‟t want it 
to,” Creed said, stepping forward, his boots thudding on the floor. He crouched over 
the canister and glanced into the shadows. The whole damn place smelled like a factory 
showroom floor. “Whatcha got for me?” 

 A gleaming armored figure stepped out of the shadows, not twenty feet away. 

 “Raw force.” 

 Creed‟s face twisted into a smile. 

 “Now we‟re talkin the same language,” he said. “Bring it.” 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Peter slowly shook his head. From his perch on the ceiling, he watched the huge 
hulking man stalk towards the armored figure. The armor was sleek and elaborate, not a 
baroque curl anywhere. The upper arms and legs had peculiar suggestions of muscle, 
while the greaves and bracers, boots, gauntlets, chest plate, plastron, and helmet were all 
one shaped suggestion of vision and style. Dark eye slits revealed nothing. The knight 
awaited the beast‟s approach. 

 “No sword?” Creed grinned. “This where you call for backup, or are you a dirty 
spy too?” 

 “I am not a spy,” the suit said. “Pretend I am the Grail‟s guardian.” 
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 “Not so good at make believe,” Creed said. “Let‟s pretend you‟re just so much 
scrap and smear. Yeah, I can see that. Any minute now.” 

 “Yap yap yap,” the armor said. “They use you for infiltration?” 

 Creed sprang, and the armor‟s hands snapped up. Peter gasped as a shock of light 
erupted, and a crack like a sonic boom rolled through the floor. Creed was airborne, 
sailing back. He flew a good fifteen feet before he crashed to the ground and slid 
another ten feet, sprawling and breathless. 

 “Ow,” grunted Creed. 

 “Neat,” the armor said, looking down at its smoking palms. Each one had a disc, an 
energy conduit.  

 “Les,” Creed drooled, trying to roll to his feet, “les try dat „gain.” 

 “Fair enough,” shrugged the armor. Twin lances of energy zipped out and snapped 
into Creed‟s smoking body, lifting him up and hurling him all the way back to the 
doorway this time. The repulsor beams cracked louder than a gunshot, and Peter began 
working his way to a different position. Just in case. That was a mean personal arsenal. 

 Creed managed a drunken retreat, wobbling along the wall, blood pouring off his 
punctured skin. “Ow!” he grunted. Then he leaped up, coordination returning to him, 
and caught a pillar. He scuttled up the pillar like a massive lethal monkey, and he looked 
down. 

 “Can you climb in that thing?” he hollered down. 

 The armor shrugged. “The world may never know,” it said, and it took two steps and 
leaped into the air. Discs the size of dimes flared all over the soles of the armor‟s boots. 
The subtle, flat backpack let out a high pitched whine as it fired up into the air towards 
Creed. 

 Creed leaped out at him; the armor opened up its wide beam close range blasts and 
flayed the skin off his face and chest; skull gleamed. Then Creed smashed into the 
armor, momentum reduced but not eliminated. 

 The armor fired its jets, the backpack jets firing too. Creed clung to the armor, 
squeezing, and the armor rammed its palms into his ribs and opened up with a full 
power blast. 

 Creed could not scream; the blast might have killed him, but the power wasn‟t 
there. The jets sputtered out, and they dropped. 

 Creed twisted so they landed with the armor on the bottom. A muffled clang 
resounded through the room. Creed dragged himself up, his blood sluicing down his 
legs and spattering across the armor. He could not speak. 

 His muscles still worked. 

 Bending down, he picked up the suddenly tractable armor. He cranked back and 
threw the armor as hard as he could at close range into the pillar. A resounding gong 
sounded, and the armor clattered to the floor. 

 “Howzabout I rips er fath off,” Creed managed. He reached down and gripped the 
head. “Tuth to muv th no power. Hevy, innit.” 



 

96 

 “It speaks! Rolls over! Plays dead!” echoed a voice from the shadows. “But is it 
housebroken?” 

 “Not gin,” Creed managed. 

 Then the foot covered in deceptively sleek mesh rammed into Creed‟s exposed 
facial bones with the power of a sledgehammer. Creed staggered back, but Peter landed 
right in front of him and lashed out. 

 Peter didn‟t give him a chance. He kicked his knee, hard, then crushed a blow in to 
his exposed ribs. A satisfying meaty crunch there. Crushed his heel into his throat, and 
spun with a punch to the torso that knocked Creed sailing, gore arcing after him. 

 Peter spun, leaping, as the bullets zipped through space after him. He ended behind 
a pillar. 

 “Whoah,” he said, glancing around his cover. “I‟m one of the good guys!” 

 “Bully for you,” purred a smooth voice. “I‟m not. Creed?” 

 “Guth,” he managed. “Guth n mnt.” 

 “He‟ll be fine,” Peter reassured her. “Although he hasn‟t looked this bad since the 
time he chased that bulldozer; whooeee, he picked the wrong one to catch up to.” 

 “Har har,” grunted the blood-smeared cripple. “Laf whil yu can.” 

 “Okay, lady,” Peter said. “I‟m gonna take your gun now.” 

 There was a clattering slide, and the gun ended up at Peter‟s feet. He glanced 
around the pillar. 

 “I‟ll keep him busy for you, Creed,” Mystique said softly. “Get well soon.” She 
relaxed. 

 Peter strolled out. “C‟mon, you‟re making me feel guilty about this. You couldn‟t 
possibly know, after all. I‟m out of your league, lady. Even if you are blue. I‟m fast, and 
fast trumps blue.” 

 “Well then,” she purred, “why don‟t you come to me.” 

 He sprang, but she took the smallest step to the side, just out of his reach. He 
whipped around in midair and landed turning, so the wicked blade she drew out of 
nowhere skimmed his back instead of plunging through his ribs. With a twitch he was 
to the side and facing her, but a sidestep moved her enough to slice a thrust at his face. 
He easily caught her wrist, but he did not sense her foot lashing down until it drove 
painfully between the bones of his foot, mashing his instep. 

 A lesser man would have been crippled, and his grip loosened. She whirled with 
almost lazy grace, whipping her elbow into the side of his head. He spun free as she 
slung around low, her leg sweep catching his ankle as he darted back. He landed 
unsteadily. She was there in a fluid recovery from the sweep, her blade flicking towards 
his thigh. He slapped it away in time to catch her distended knuckle in the back of his 
elbow, right in the nerve cluster. 

 He lashed out with a strike, but she moved just slightly and his fist slashed through 
her hair as her shin locked with his, her instep against his heel. He was knocked off 
balance, and he fell and rolled with superhuman speed, popping up in time to deflect 
her slash. 
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 He knocked it to the side and would have been wide open for the spinning kick 
that went with it, but his reflexes dropped him under that too, and he zipped web into 
the ankle she stood on and hopped back, tugging. 

 She gasped as her ankle whipped out from under her, but she slapped the ground 
as she landed, channeling the force of the impact away. A quick twist and the lethal 
knife slid through the thin web strand and she did a kip up, landing in a spring. 

 “Did I say fast trumps blue?” Peter said, catching his breath. “I meant fast trumps 
blue and sexy.” 

 She smiled. “Charming.” 

 Wrong Wrong Wrong 

 Peter‟s senses lit up, alarmed! He whirled as Creed‟s fist smashed into his back, 
sending him flying at Mystique. She neatly sidestepped with everything but her leg, so he 
tumbled over it and sprawled, sliding, on the floor. 

 Creed, feeling much friskier, pounced. Peter came up with everything he had, 
landing a blow square in Creed‟s chest. Bones snapped, flesh tore, and Creed lifted up 
off the ground and smashed down on his back. 

 “Oh look,” Mystique said coolly, inspecting the gun in her hand. “We‟re back to 
this.” 

 Peter was moving, the bullets lashing in his wake. Then his web zipped out, 
snagged the gun. 

 “I told you I was gonna hafta take your gun,” Peter said, shaking his head as he 
tugged it out of her hand. 

 “Yow,” he yelped as Creed loomed over him again. “Bad dog! Obedience school 
wasn‟t worth the paper you trained on.” 

 Peter leaped back out of Creed‟s slashing range. “Bad dog!” he shouted, bounding 
in. “Down!” He punched him in the eye. “Stay down!” He slapped his ear with a 
cupped palm, rupturing the eardrum. Creed grunted. “Play dead, dammit!” Peter said, 
driving a two fisted blow into his upper leg. 

 Creed connected with a backhand that sent Peter skidding across the floor, but it 
didn‟t have Creed‟s usual power behind it. 

 “Heh,” Peter managed, struggling to rise, “gettn tired, ol man?” 

 The gun barked, and a bullet slammed into Peter‟s leg. He screamed as the impact 
spun him around; he clutched his leg and scrabbled back in one unwieldy thrash of 
limbs. 

 Creed was still fast. Peter got one shot in before Creed gripped him. 

 “Now,” Creed said. “Now we done.” 

 Then everyone in the room froze to the slow lethal sound of distending 
adamantium claws. 

 “Not nice,” Logan said, slowly shaking his head. “That‟s just not nice.” 

 “hep,” Peter said in a small strangled voice. 
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 Logan nodded. “You got it.” 

 “Damn,” Mystique murmured, swiftly reloading the gun. “This is not good.” 

 Peter whipped both his legs up and crushed a kick into Creed‟s upper chest. 
Collarbones snapped and Creed let go. Peter twirled and landed on his feet, favoring 
one leg. Creed let him go, turning to face Logan. 

 Logan walked down the short flight of steps from one of the doors that had been 
sealed. His wild mane of fierce dark hair swept up behind him. His short, hard body was 
dressed in canvas pants and an undershirt. His claws gleamed in the dim light of the 
shadowed room. He squared off with Creed. 

 “Let‟s dance,” he growled, his eyes dark and smoldering with fury. 

 Creed lowered his head for a moment, and his shoulders sagged. He gathered his 
strength. Then he looked up, and there was death in his eyes. Logan slowly smiled. This 
time, Creed got to drop the hammer first. 

 “You know what, lady?” Peter said, squinting at her. “You are a cool customer. I‟ve 
enjoyed our little tango. Thanks for playing.” 

 “You think I‟m done?” she said, arching an eyebrow. 

 “Yep. That‟s pretty much the size of it,” Peter said. Then he was moving. 

 Web plopped across the barrel of the gun, wet and sloppy. As Mystique spun to 
remove the gun from Peter‟s line of fire, she felt web snap into her hair. Before she 
could react, she was jerked off her feet. She hit the floor and web slopped into her 
shoulder. She rolled as fast as she could, but after one roll she stuck to the floor. 
Another strand, and another. Webs piled on her as Peter used his devastatingly precise 
aim to slow her down, then disable her. 

 “On second thought,” he said, “I guess you can keep the gun.” Then another layer 
hissed out at her. 

 Logan walked towards Creed, shaking his head. “Creed, Creed, as much fun as this 
little reunion is, what are you doin here? Don‟t you know better? How the hell did you 
get away from the Swordbearer?” 

 “Aint here ta talk,” Creed managed. 

 Logan shrugged. “Come get some.” 

 Creed sprang, and Logan sidestepped, whirling low. Adamantium claws snagged in 
the muscle mass above Creed‟s knee and tugged his foot off balance while tearing a 
chunk of flesh out. Creed staggered and Logan pounded claws through the back of his 
knee. He ripped free and darted back before Creed‟s backhand arrived. Then he was 
moving; one set of claws rammed through Creed‟s elbow and the other through neck 
muscles, then Logan spun and tucked his back against Creed as he leaned forward, 
hurling. Claws slashed free of Creed with a disturbing spray of blood, but the behemoth 
flipped over Logan and smashed down on all fours. His knees cracked. 

 Logan lashed out, his claws going through Creed‟s shoulder muscles. Then Logan 
jumped back, his claws bright red, blood trailing in the air behind him. 

 Creed struggled to rise, but his heart wasn‟t in it. He was racked with agony; so 
much pain. Too much pain. He wasn‟t psyched for Logan. The incinerator, then the 
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repulsor blasts and the beating from Peter had worn him down too far. He had not 
gotten a chance to recover. 

 “Yeah,” Logan said, his voice soft and full of pity. “I guess that‟s it.” He moved to 
the side, and raised his claws to bring them down on Creed‟s exposed neck. 

 “What are you doing?” Peter demanded.  

 “Just look the other way, kid,” Logan said, and his claws lashed down. 

 Web snagged his fist and yanked him off balance. His forearm thudded down hard 
onto Creed‟s neck. 

 Logan twisted his wrist and the webs sheared through like tissue paper. For just a 
moment he stared at Peter. 

 Peter stared back, unmoving. Logan‟s eyes narrowed. 

 “I got involved to stop a cold blooded murder,” Peter said quietly, gesturing at the 
armor. “I can‟t just stand here and let anybody get killed.” 

 Logan let Creed slump to the ground. “If you decide to keep Creed alive, you 
murder a lot of people, kid. This may be the only chance we get.” 

 “Then we‟ll have to miss it. There has to be another way.” 

 “Stupid!” Logan growled. “Dance a round or two with him and you‟ll change yer 
mind. I‟m doing this, even if I have to go through you ta do it. I‟ve sacrificed too much, 
kid, I‟m sorry.” 

 Peter nodded. “I took a beating from him, but that doesn‟t change my mind. I‟m 
sorry it has to be this way.” 

 Logan flexed. “Your call. Let‟s dance.” 

 Peter darted in, favoring his wounded leg, and cut loose with a punch. It slammed 
into Logan‟s head, a meaty ringing sound, and Logan took it. Before Peter could recover, 
claws flung themselves into his face— 

 Retracted at the last instant; a metallic thud as Logan‟s fist smashed into Peter‟s 
forehead. Peter‟s head snapped back, and he stumbled; Logan was a lot stronger than he 
looked, especially with his adamantium knuckles. Peter reached out and caught Logan‟s 
retreating fist with his fingertips. 

 Calling on all his adhesion, he stuck to the fist and spun. Power flowed through his 
body and Logan was yanked off the ground and sent sailing through the air. 

 The short man spun and slammed feet first onto the pillar, then flipped down and 
landed upright. Peter had caught up to him by then. 

 Logan popped his claws and slashed, and Peter leaped up backwards, the claws 
hissing under him. 

 “Hey Moe!” Peter yelped, conking the top of Logan‟s head with his fist as he sailed 
past. 

 “Hey Moe?” Logan grunted, trying not to laugh. Then he stopped, and his 
shoulders shook. He threw back his head and started laughing. 
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 Peter stumbled on his bad leg then leaned back on the pillar and started laughing 
too. They both stood there and laughed, until their sides hurt, until they couldn‟t 
breathe. 

 Logan stopped laughing and stared hard at the door a moment before Peter‟s 
senses kicked into high gear— 

 Logan plowed into Peter as the spray of bullets slammed across where they had 
been. Peter‟s acute senses felt every thudding impact of the bullets that smashed into 
Logan‟s back as they tumbled. They landed rolling and ended up behind a pillar. 

 Garrett moved in, low and fast, submachine guns smoking. “Creed, get up,” he 
said, low and urgent. He dropped a rifle and picked up Tymaz Nine where it lay on the 
floor. 

 Creed roused himself and crawled over to Mystique. 

 “Leave her,” Garrett said without emotion. 

 “No,” snarled Creed. “She can imitate Stark, be our hostage.” 

 Garrett scowled, picking up the submachine gun he had dropped. “Be quick.” 

 Creed tore at the webbing around Mystique. “When we get that thing out it‟s gonna 
transmit,” he said. 

 “I‟ll swallow it if it does,” Garrett shrugged. “Then it will be shielded.” 

 Creed ripped Mystique free of the web. She reared up, gasping. Creed scooped her 
up in his arms. “You okay, Misty?” 

 “Don‟t call me that,” she gasped. 

 Creed grinned. “She‟s okay. Just like old times.” 

 “Oaf,” she managed. 

 Mystique shifted to a very battered and abused Anthony Stark. The trio headed for 
the exit, slipping away. The door slid shut behind them. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 “Are you okay?” Peter asked, rolling Logan over. 

 “Fine,” Logan said, pulling out a cigar. “Just gimmie a minute to let the sting wear 
off. Better check on the armor.” 

 Peter gently slapped his forehead. “I forgot about him!” He limped over to where 
the armor lie in a crumpled heap. 

 For a moment he let his hyper-alert senses play over the armor, then he reached 
down and gently undid several clasps. The faceplate slid off easily enough, 
demagnetized and disengaged. 

 A handsome aristocratic face was revealed. The injured man was still breathing, 
barely. 

 Peter heard Logan walk up behind him. “Stark, you alive?” 

 The man‟s eyelids fluttered, then slowly drifted apart. “Logan?” 
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 “I‟m here, Mister Stark,” Logan said, bending down. 

 “Dija trip the exit alarms?” Stark slurred. 

 “You bet,” Logan nodded. 

 Stark relaxed. “Take me to the control room.” 

 “I don‟t think so,” Peter said. “You‟re in no shape to move.” 

 “Who are you?” Stark asked, his face pale but his eyes shining. 

 “This,” Logan said, putting his arm over Peter‟s shoulder, “is a friend of mine from 
way back. He saved your bacon while I was tryin ta get out of the security suite. I 
damaged some assets on my way over.” 

 “Forgiven,” Stark breathed. “You a spy?” he asked Peter. 

 “No,” Peter said, glancing at Logan. “I was invited to this party.” Logan grinned. 

 “I… I don‟t feel so good,” Stark said. 

 “Give me a hand, kid,” Logan muttered. 

 “I still don‟t think we should move him,” Peter grumbled as he helped pick up the 
fallen armor-clad warrior. 

* 

 Creed leaned against the wall, Mystique propped up behind him. Garrett was 
dispassionately reloading. 

 “Gonna be a lotta bodies gettn outa this one,” Creed mumbled, trying to find the 
strength to go on. 

 “Yes,” Garrett said softly, cocking the rifle. 

 Then there was a muffled crack and a plume of brimstone. Garrett spun firing, but 
Trespasser was too quick for him. He bounded up in the air, snatched the canister, 
bounced off the rifle barrel, and clung to the ceiling. Then he smiled, and the smile 
seemed to linger as he teleported out, leaving a white afterglow in the blast of 
brimstone. 

 “Gone,” Garrett mumbled, staring at the slowly swirling smoke. “The whole 
reason… gone… just like that…” he quivered on the edge of being pushed too far. 

 “I got what I came for,” Creed said softly, and he felt Mystique rub against him. 

 “We aren‟t out yet,” she said crisply. “I‟ve been after this thing twice. Third time‟s a 
charm.” 

 “Gone,” Garrett mumbled… 

* 

 “Please don‟t,” Logan said softly as Stark flicked the cover off the trigger. 

 “He stole from me,” Stark said patiently. 

 “He stole the dummy,” Logan said. “An he‟s a friend of mine.” 

 “What are you two talking about?” Peter asked. 
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 Stark looked at him. “The Tymaz Nine canister they all want. It‟s a decoy, a fake. In 
fact, it‟s a bomb. I push this button and a microburst blows away everything within 
fifteen feet.” 

 Peter felt cold. “Yikes.” 

 “Don‟t,” Logan repeated. 

 Stark sighed. “I owe you gentlemen my life,” he said after a brief pause. He flicked 
the cover back down. 

 “What about them?” Peter asked, nodding at the screen. Three generations of the 
Project‟s finest were cornered; Mystique, oldest and most enigmatic, next to Creed, the 
largest and most savage, and in the lead the newest and most technological marvel, 
Garrett. 

 “I want to see if they can get out,” Stark said, his eyes gleaming. “I want to see if 
they are as good as they are supposed to be.” 

 “Mistake,” Logan said, lighting a cigar. “Corner them and they‟ll surprise you. So 
far there‟s been no killin.” 

 Stark looked at Logan long and hard. 

 Garrett snapped. He came around the corner, through the tear gas. He was among 
the security guards. His hands and legs darted out with vicious strength. He was an 
awkward whirligig of death. He leaped into the masses and yanked off heads, punched 
through armor, tore out throats. They were too close, too slow for the killing machine 
he had become. Stark watched in slack jawed awe as Garrett punched through fifteen 
troops in as many seconds, arming himself with the gun they had been setting up in an 
emplacement. 

 “My God,” he whispered. 

 Then Garrett was on the surface. He moved fast, and low, and he didn‟t miss. The 
two barricades went down, then the satchel charge took out a segment of fence. The 
three escaped into the night. 

 Stark sat stunned. 

 Logan sighed, and put a hand on Stark‟s shoulder. “That‟s about thirty dead,” he 
said. He took a deep drag on his cigar. “No class, that new guy. No respect for life.” 

 “My God,” Stark whispered. 

 Then it was over. The radio crackled. “Mr. Stark?” said the captain of security. “Do 
we pursue?” 

 “No,” Stark said. “No, let them go. Inform the police.” 

 “Yes sir.” 

 Stark turned off the monitor, and the three of them were alone. 

 “Are you… okay?” Peter asked. 

 Stark winced. “I‟ve recharged the suit,” he said, gesturing at the cables plugged into 
the shoulder vents. “I don‟t know what shape I‟ll be in outside it. We‟ll just have to see. 
Creed… he‟s very strong.” 
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 “Yeah,” Logan said, rubbing his jaw. 

 “Speaking of which,” Peter segued, “what the hell are you doing here, Logan?” 

 “Oh yeah,” Logan said. “Dija like my note?” 

 “It was great, why did you drag me into this?” 
 “Well,” Logan said, puffing on his cigar, “Stark tracked me down and invited me. 
See, I‟m what you‟d call an expert on Tymaz Nine.” 

 “What is Tymaz Nine?” Peter asked, frustrated. 

 “Classified,” Logan and Stark said in unison. “Anyway,” Logan continued, “When 
Mystique grabbed Tymaz Nine the first time, she ditched it in your car when she made 
her getaway. Pure accident, but when I saw your picture in Stark‟s file I knew you‟d 
want to get in on this little shindig. I missed ya,” he said, reaching out to ruffle Peter‟s 
hair; Peter reflexively moved without thinking. 

 “Yeah, but who was the furry blue guy?” 

 “Another friend of mine from way, way back,” Logan said. “He wasn‟t here for me, 
though. His bosses want Tymaz Nine pretty bad.” 

 “So if that was the decoy, where is the real one?” Peter asked, frustration rising. 

 “I destroyed it,” Stark said softly. “I developed a temporary suppressant to counter 
its symptoms, then I destroyed the samples of the weapon itself.” 

 “That‟s a nasty joke,” Peter said with a grin. 

 “But not the best punchline of the night,” Stark replied enigmatically. “I thank you 

for your help. How can I reward you?” 

 “Three things,” Peter said. “Forget about me and erase all evidence I was involved 
in this mess.” 

 “Done,” Stark said. “And?” 

 “You owe me a camera,” Peter muttered. 

 Stark laughed. 

* 

 Peter and Logan stood outside the front gate to Stark International. 

 “Thanks, kid,” Logan said. “For everything.” 

 “I think we‟re even,” Peter replied. “You‟ve saved my life more than once tonight.” 

 Logan shrugged. “Friends don‟t keep score, kid.” 

 “Peter,” the young man sighed. “Name‟s Peter.” 

 “Yer so cute,” Logan grinned. 

 “I wish people would quit calling me that,” Peter grumbled. 

 “Well, ya got a good shooter.” 
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 Peter looked down at his new camera and smiled. “Yeah. I have a stop to make 
before I go home, so I‟d better get moving.” 

 He started to leave, hesitated. “What are you going to do now?” 

 “Life‟s big, kid,” Logan said. “Maybe the merchant marine. Always wanted to see 
the East. Maybe somebody will make me a better offer.” 

 “Stay in touch,” Peter said slowly. Logan grinned. 

 “Git outa here. We‟ll meet again „fore you know it. Get in some deep trouble and 
I‟ll be bound to show up.” 

 Peter smiled, turned and started walking. Logan watched him go, but he didn‟t go 
back inside immediately. 

 He looked up into the stars, lost in thought. “Take care, kid.” 

* 

 Amy answered the door. “Parker!” she said. “Any idea what time it is?” 

 “Hey, we‟re in college, right? I saw lights,” Peter said, blowing on his hands. “Mind 
if I come in?” 

 “Come on in,” Amy said. “MJ, it‟s the pit crew.” 

 “Ow,” Peter said softly. Amy smiled at him and went back in the living room. Mary 
Jane came out. 

 “What‟s up, tiger?” she asked. 

 “Aunt May wanted me to get pictures of our first date,” Peter said with a shrug. 
“Our camera, well, you know what happened. So, uh, say cheese.” 

 “You‟re kidding, right?” she said, her eyebrows raised. 

 Snap. 

 “Aw c‟mon, smile,” Peter said. She did. Snap. 

 “I‟m in my sweats,” she protested. 

 “I‟ll scan the pics into Photoshop and dress you as best I can,” Peter said with a 
grin. 

 “I don‟t like where that could go,” Mary Jane noted archly. 

 “Take one of me?” he asked, handing her the camera. 

 “Amy, why don‟t you get one of us together?” Mary Jane asked. 

 “You know, it doesn‟t matter,” Peter said as Amy trudged in. Peter looked into her 
eyes. “No matter what, you‟re the most beautiful woman I‟ve ever seen.” 

 “Good lovey look,” Amy said, too bored to sneer. “Very moon eyed.” She snapped 
the shutter. “Can I go?” 

 “Thanks a million,” Peter said quickly. He took the camera, glanced at Mary Jane, 
and left. 

 “Loser,” Amy muttered, heading back into the living room. 

 Mary Jane looked after him, and smiled faintly. “Wow,” she said. 
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* 

 “So you have plans after this?” Stark asked casually when Logan returned. 

 “Merchant Marine?” Logan suggested. “I‟ve always wanted to see the East.” 

 “And if I made you a better offer? I could use a man of your caliber.” 

 They exchanged a long look. 

 Logan grinned. 

* 

 Fury was waiting for them, the chopper set down in the park. By the time they 
reached him, none of them needed to limp. 

 “So?” Fury said, a cigar clenched in his teeth. “Did you get it?” 

 “No,” Creed said shortly. “The blue teleporter got it.” 

 “Yet you got the turncoat,” Fury said, his voice cold. 

 “We never woulda made it out without her,” Creed said fiercely. 

 “This true?” Fury asked Garrett. 

 “No,” Garrett grunted. 

 “I see,” Fury said. “Mystique, you served under Bryant. Didn‟t get along. You want 
another shot under me?” 

 She nodded. 

 “Then you have it. Probationary. I‟ve read your file. I‟m sure I‟ll be satisfied.” 

 She smiled. 

 “Okay, Garrett,” Fury said. “Let‟s go.” 

 They piled into the helicopter, and once they were in the air, Fury nodded to the 
tech that had been waiting for them inside. “Let‟s see what kind of parts you got from 
Stark. At least one phase of the mission went the way it was supposed to.” 

 The tech popped Garrett‟s forearm open. “This arm was replaced, right?” 

 “Right,” Garrett said.  

 The tech hesitated. “You mean your other arm, right?” 

 “No, this one.” 

 “What‟s this?” Fury asked, leaning over. 

 The parts all bore the insignia of the Project next to Stark International. 

 “What?” Fury said, his face growing white and his eye flashing with rage. “Stark 
already took our plans?” 

 The tech glanced over at him. “We didn‟t manufacture these, but it‟s our 
technology, sir. It‟s hardly possible, but… he might have figured out how to reverse 
engineer and replicate these technologies from Garrett‟s remaining parts when he 
arrived.” 
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 Creed started to laugh, and he laughed almost loud enough to cover Fury‟s 
passionate cursing. 

* 

 Somewhere miles behind, Stark and Logan raised a glass of wine to toast the 
Project. 
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Hole Breach 

Wednesday, February 6, 2002 

 She was humming a lilting tune as she strolled through the front door. She closed it 
behind herself, noting that the house was dark. She shrugged her coat and backpack off, 
tossed the jacket on the coat rack and slung the pack onto the bakers rack. 

 Dusk was gathering outside, and from the paneled hallway she could see into the 
kitchen, and see the door to the den, and the stairs up to the upper floor. All dark. No 
one had turned on lights yet. 

 “Strange?” inquired softly. “You home?” 

 “Yes,” he replied from the top of the stairs. One small step brought him into view, 
but not entirely free of the shadows that were always sifting through the house as 
though they were waves in an astral tide. “You are late.” 

 Her brow furrowed. “Yes, doctor, I suppose I am. I was tutoring for Advanced 
Calculus at Empire University, and my study group took me out for pizza afterward.” 

 His spare, almost gaunt face was inscrutable. His eyes were deep in shadow. 
“Valeria,” he said, “allow me to be blunt. You are a tremendous force to be reckoned 
with, as you well know. But there are things here on this earth that can kill you. If that 
happens I shall mourn you and life will then move on as all things must. But. There are 
also things out there that can control you. When you are six hours late, I grow 
concerned.” 

 She smiled, unruffled. “Doctor, I agreed to stay here because I believe we have 
much to offer each other and we both have much to learn. I did not sign a waiver of my 
autonomy, however. I assisted in the operations of a small country. I think I can handle 
my time management without keeping you informed of my every movement. I am not a 
child.” 

 His expression darkened. He did not move. “I am not asking to approve your 
actions, just to be informed of them. The city is littered with telephones.” 

 Her jaw set and her eyes hardened. “Strange,” she said, “Lucky‟s Pizza is not out of 
the range of a simple astral probe, if you really were that worked up, and I will not stand 
here and be barked at for being late. Are you going to ground me, O Mystical Presence?” 

 “No,” he said, his voice tight. “I am not. I hope that events do not prove your 
cavalier approach to be folly. It‟s not just me, Valeria, and not for my sake. You need to 
be careful. Places you think are safe can be insidious traps. People you trust can be 
altered. I‟m not going to wander New York in astral form every time you‟re late.” 

 “You want me to be paranoid?” she shot back. “So I can get a big musty house and 
live by myself? So I can brood as I look up at the night sky seeing constellations that 
only I know the names of ? So the Vishanti can inform my interior decorating? Listen, 
I‟ve got psychic and mystic defenses. I‟m not the easy target you seem to think I am. 
I‟m here to live my life, not to entomb myself in a mansion. You think I should hide? 
That is what you would choose for me?” 
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 He was silent and motionless at the top of the stairs, his expression dark. He said 
nothing. 

 She sighed. “Please excuse the personal abuse, doctor. I did not expect an ambush 
when I returned to what I have been thinking of as my home. I hope this incident 
doesn‟t change things between us, but I need to get a breath of fresh air that isn‟t laden 
with mystical dust. When I come back then I‟ll have reached a decision about my 
lodgings and your request and whether or not I should relocate.” 

 He said nothing. She smiled a rueful smile at him, then opened the door and 
strolled out into the chilly evening. The door closed softly behind her. A moment later a 
shadow flitted over the roof of the house, and she was gone. 

 Strange took a deep, deep breath and then let it out again. “Damn,” he whispered 
to himself. He turned and padded down the hallway towards his sanctum. The door 
drifted open for him as he approached, and as he walked toward his reading table he 
gestured and a book floated to his hand. He put the tome down and let it fall open 
where it would; a small puff of dust drifted into the air. 

 Strange smiled ruefully, and wondered which of them was the greater fool. 

* 

 Soft and rapid tapping on the door roused Strange from his reverie. He closed his 
eyes and got his bearings; it was about ten o‟clock. Someone was standing by the street 
entrance to his mansion. Someone who, for whatever reason, did not choose to use the 
doorbell. 

 In a fluid motion the Sorcerer Supreme was on his feet. He absently extended his 
arm, and his red coat lifted from the couch and slid down his arm. He was through the 
door as he tucked his other arm through the other sleeve, and he was pleased to hear 
the staccato clicking of the protections snapping in place as his sanctum sealed behind 
him. 

 He spoke softly to the wind and it went to see who was at the door; a scrawny man 
in a baggy coat, edgy, eyes darting up and down the street as though he expected 
pursuit. Interesting. Strange wanted to see him with his eyes, to tell what he looked like. 
He reached the top of the stairs and gestured. The door creaked open. 

 “Huh-hello?” the thin man said, taking a step inside. 

 “The hour is late,” Strange said gently into the shadows. They chose their own way 
to carry his words to the man on the doorstep. “Come inside, then, if we have 
business.” 

 The man drew himself up to his full five foot eight height. “I‟m here looking for 
Doctor Stephen Strange, Chief Editor of the Planetary.” 

 “You have found him,” Strange said, stepping forward into a thin surviving patch 
of light. 

 The man took a few steps inside, then turned and closed the door.  

 “I need your help,” he said. 

 Strange looked him over. He was painfully thin, with a thatch of dull hair that 
looked unwashed. His eyes were haunted and empty except for the spark of panic that 
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had served to drive him here. He was dressed in cheap discarded clothes. But there was 
more, whispered Strange‟s Knowing. His senses touched the man‟s breath and slipped 
into his history: 

 Bruce Banner, astonishingly learnéd; degrees, numerous published papers; moved 
into the corporate sector, a man who had always been alone, liked Beethoven. The 
quick trace found a deep and immobile center of pain and secrecy, heavily shackled in 
his unconscious. Interesting. 

 “Would you like some tea?” Strange asked, reviving after only a few seconds. 

 “I didn‟t come for tea, I came for help,” Banner said quickly with an impatient 
gesture. Strange raised an eyebrow, and Banner cleared his throat. “I‟d love some tea.” 

 “And perhaps a sandwich.” 

 “Yes please,” Banner said in a small voice. 

 A minute later Strange was assembling a sandwich; he listened for a moment, then 
used ham and tomato, mustard, a fat slice of pickle, and cheddar. Glass of milk. 
Checked on the kettle. Then he put the feast before his guest and he sat down in the 
plain bright light of the kitchen. 

 Banner set to his food as though he had not eaten in days. After a quick but brutal 
encounter the sandwich did not survive, Banner looked up sideways at Strange. 

 “That was a really good sandwich,” he said. “My favorite.” 

 Strange smiled a private smile. “That‟s fortunate,” he said. “Now to business.” 

 “Business,” Banner said, clearing his throat. “That‟s a nervous word, Doctor, and I 
hope my hunch is correct. I have a medical condition, a dangerous one. It‟s not 
communicable,” he added quickly, then he paused. “Just dangerous.” 

 Strange nodded, steepling his fingertips and leaning back in his chair. 

 Banner sighed. “If I go to the medical profession, there is a group that will be 
watching for me, a powerful group, and my life wouldn‟t be worth the backside of a 
hospital gown. They would have a fate prepared for me that was worse than death. I 
want to come to grips with my… condition… or find a cure. If I go to the corporate 
sector, they‟ll try to replicate my condition or at the very least cash in on me. You are 
the most public and open minded scientist my hasty research uncovered. Will you help 
me?” 

 Strange nodded. “I will do what I can for you. Tell me more about your condition.” 
He began to probe him more invasively, his senses working at Banner, still subtle. 
Banner did not seem to notice. 

 Strange‟s probes carried him deeper, into the man‟s bones. His eyes narrowed. 
There, there; there. Banner‟s body was laced with flesh matrix strands that, in the 
pattern they wove through him, created a dimensional rift. His body had 
extraordinary… restorative properties. There was something to his story. Strange 
withdrew and checked his memory for what Banner had said. 

 “Well first of all, it‟s a little late I know, but my name is Bruce Banner. Years and 
years ago I worked for an unscrupulous group and came into contact with some really 
wild experimental stuff. Maybe I can tell you more later. After that, I became capable 
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of… a transformation. Physical, mental, emotional, I become something else. 
Something… ugly.” He shivered. “I need to be in a place where I can think this through, 
talk this through, but I can‟t do it on my own. It might come out. We are never,” he said 
with a wry smile, “at the same place at the same time.” 

 “I have a safe place,” Strange said, his face curling into a smile. “Please come with 
me.” 

* 

 “Hardly scientific,” sniffed Banner. He sat on a carved chair in the center of a 
circular pattern on the floor. Strange was lighting and placing candles, and it seemed he 
was whispering to them. Strange glanced at Banner then resumed his work. 

 “No, not really scientific at all,” Strange agreed. “If you disapprove, the door is 
open.” 

 “What are you doing exactly?” 

 Strange smiled. “We are going to take a side trip,” he said. “While we‟re gone, I 
want to make sure nothing can use our bodies.” 

 “Ah,” Banner said, nodding. “So… this prevents outside interference?” 

 “Yes, there are things out there that miss the cozy feel of a flesh body,” Strange 
observed. “Now.” He placed the last candle and settled himself on a cushion in the 
center of another of the patterns; his was actually carved into the floor. “Now we will 
go to a meeting room.” He gestured, and the lights winked out instantly. Banner felt his 
heart speed up, then he couldn‟t feel it at all. He couldn‟t feel anything. His body went 
numb. He opened his eyes. He opened his eyes again. Something peeled back, and he 
could see. 

 Strange sat facing him in a pale, empty space. 

 “Where are we?” Banner expressed, realizing he was not vocalizing. 

 “We are in the astral plane,” Strange said, nodding. “You may speak if you wish. I 
recommend it. Forming words for speech is very helpful in forming them for thought.” 
Something shifted, and Banner felt he could speak and hear. 

 “Astral plane?” he said. “Fascinating.” He looked down at his hand. “What about 
privacy? If we can move here, can others?” 

 “I have woven a screen around us,” Strange shrugged. “This is our personal 
meeting room, and you will never be safer.” 

 Banner heaved a huge airless sigh and relaxed, the borders of his body blurring. 
“This is disconcerting,” he said, looking down at his unfocused fingers. 

 “Very well,” Strange said, and the space rippled. 

 Banner heard a crackling fire, and they were seated in overstuffed chairs before a 
fireplace grate in a dim library, the doors locked and barred, the carpet an ancient 
oriental design. Banner blinked, looking around; he and Strange were dressed in 
smoking jackets. 

 “I can work with this,” he said, nodding. “Okay, I can work with this.” 

 “Well then,” Strange said, leaning back and steepling his fingers, “work.” 
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 Banner got up and began to pace. “When I was in my mid twenties I graduated a 
few years early. I went to work for a prestigious company that shall remain nameless. 
My particular assignment was to work with altered genetics. As I‟m sure one of your 
occupation knows, there are strangers among us. I don‟t know if they are aliens, or 
mimics, or altered humans, but there are those who are different. My task was to study 
what makes them different so we can benefit from our knowledge and assist them in 
adjusting.” He sighed. “I was tricked.” 

 He looked over at Strange. “It was August of 91, I was a stupid kid barely out of 
my studies, not even twenty five yet. When I found out my research was being used by a 
place called Ex-tech-ops, Project X, for military application, I became greatly disturbed. 
You see, what they were having me do was combine and recombine genetic samples 
they provided, so we could pick and choose what power we granted to embryonic 
humans. We were just beginning the process, really. Think of Mendel‟s peas, where you 
would choose whether you wanted white peas or green peas. Same notion. To begin 
with, for faster results, we were distilling drugs to simulate the effects. The Project 
planned to make super soldiers with our results.” 

 He resumed pacing. “I was distraught when I realized what they were proposing, so 
I resolved to steal the research and take it…” he gestured vaguely, “somewhere else. 
Somewhere more responsible. Or just destroy it, if the situation required desperate 
action. I packed up the case. I didn‟t know names at the time, but I do now. I had some 
elements of John Dukes, Victor Creed, a creature called Mystique, and Lila Cheney. I 
thought I could get away, but someone triggered the alarm. They were very careful to 
take me alive. I knew they must not be permitted to benefit from my research, so I 
disposed of the drugs that we had distilled from their genetics the only way I could 
think of,” he shrugged. 

“I drank them. But then, you see, then,” Banner went on, his expression 
hardening and his eyes lighting up, “they opened fire. Orders came through from the 
Project that I was a liability. So they killed me.” He shook his head. “Me, swimming in 
this stew that would probably have killed me anyway, and then I get shot dead bang 
through the chest. When I came to, I was standing in the ruins of the research station 
plastered with blood that was not mine with one hell of a headache and a dead feeling 
here,” he said, putting his fist on his heart, “where I was shot. I was never the same 
after that.” 

He sighed and settled back down in his chair. “So the Project made yet 
another monster. This monster can‟t teleport, but it can use an otherdimensional link to 
draw mass into itself, which I suspect is a combination of the Cheny and Dukes 
materials. Then it can turn that matter into muscle, courtesy of the shape changing 
element. The creature you end up with is ferocious and can heal at a disturbing rate and 
has some excellent sensory acuity. I chalk that up to Creed. Perhaps with time I could 
have adjusted, and instead of blacking out every time it comes out we could be together, 
or perhaps I could have conscious control. As it is…” He shook his head. “The mass 
bleeds off, the wounds finish healing, and I‟m just Banner again.” 

“The pills you take,” Strange said. “They destroy your emotions. Deadening 
feeling denies the creature passage through you.” 

 “Yes,” Banner said slowly, raising an eyebrow. “I was just getting to that.” 

 “Were you?” Strange asked. “I can help you, but you must be honest with me.” 
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 “Seems I don‟t need to tell you anything,” Banner said. 

 “Knowing,” Strange said, “is different from being told. It is as important for you to 
speak it as it is for me to hear it.” 

 “You have a solution in mind?” Banner asked. 

 “Perhaps,” Strange said, his expression unreadable. 

 Banner sighed. “It is difficult… difficult to trust.” His eyes widened. “Um, you do 
know that while I‟m not „home‟ Wormhole comes into being?” 

 Strange raised an eyebrow. “I see. Well, the binding should have no trouble holding 
as long as nothing riles him up. Everything will be fine.” 

 “Ah,” Banner nodded, not entirely reassured. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Valeria closed the door behind her, and glanced into the kitchen. The dishes were 
neatly done, the kitchen impeccable. She peeked into the den; it was empty. Up the 
stairs, she glanced around. Strange must be sleeping in the Sanctum, the one place in the 
house she couldn‟t see into. 

 She sighed. “I hate to wake him up,” she murmured to herself. But they needed to 
have a conversation. She stepped softly up to the sanctum and opened the door a crack. 
It opened for her, as Strange had instructed it to. 

 She saw Strange sitting serenely in lotus position, his expression peaceful, his body 
empty. She opened the door and stepped in. 

 Then she saw the other circle. The chair was knocked over, and a huge man had an 
expression of wonder on his ugly face as he probed at the barrier. Then she gasped. 

 It was not human. The creature‟s tough gray hide was loaded with soggy flesh, and 
its hair was a tangled mess, but she saw its eyes and realized it was something… else. 

 It looked over at her, and then its expression darkened. 

 “SMASH!” it said. It hunched over, and she took a step back as she saw its soggy 
flesh coil and ripple into solid muscle. Its eyes flared, and it pushed with its legs. She saw 
it was growing, becoming larger with each passing moment. 

 It filled the entire protection. The chair was crushed. It knelt and shoved up with 
all its bulk, and the binding splintered with a sharp crack, its shards vanishing before 
they hit anything, the candles whiffing out. 

 “SMASH!!!” the monster bellowed, hide laced with cuts from bursting the 
binding. Thick pale glop oozed out. 

 “Okay, big boy,” Valeria said, “we‟re taking this outside.” 

 She bounded forward, and its fist tore through the air towards her. She ducked 
easily and popped a jab into its face, almost gently. She didn‟t want to kill it or explain to 
Strange why she smashed his Sanctum. 

 Its head rocked back with the blow, then it screamed, and books fell from the 
shelves as the house was shivered to its foundations. 
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 “Enough!” Valeria shouted, and she grabbed its fist and burst up through the roof 
of the sanctum, flying up into the night sky, barely flexing as she tore Wormhole 
through the roof after her. With practiced ease she tossed him higher, then she zipped 
up into the underside of his mass. 

 This time she didn‟t pull the punch. 

 She aimed at an angle so her fist wouldn‟t be lost inside the creature, and she 
calculated the blow to land directly on bone instead of pulpier muscle. She rammed its 
shoulderblade, and realized she needn‟t have bothered; its body was hard. Hard as 
wood. Getting harder. 

 The creature sailed up into more rarefied air. Knock it into orbit, yes, Valeria 
thought. That should freeze it, end the fight. She sailed in again, quick as lightning. 

 It was faster. Tumbling through the air as though it was inert, it waited until she 
was close then snapped out an arm. Got a grip. 

 She gasped as it clenched. It was strong. Almost as strong as she was. She had no 
leverage, but she tried to wedge her hands between it‟s finger and thumb, unpry the grip 
that was squeezing her; she felt her bones flex in its grip; she focused on getting free— 

 And did not see his other fist slashing down. 

 With the force of an express train, the fist crashed down into her face and chest; 
her spine wrenched as she was bent at a steep angle, then snapped back. Something 
gave; a rib? She was startled by the sharp splash of red on its gray hide. Her nose. Please 
let it just be her nose bleeding. 

 Enough mincing. Time to fight. She felt pain; real pain. She grinned, feral, glad to 
be free of the restraint her new situation had compelled her to observe. It drew back for 
another hit. 

 She was not going to take this lying down. 

 Her fist shot out and buried itself in the monster's gripping hand, punching easily 
through hide and snapping hard into the joint where the thumb met the hand. With a 
gritty pop the joint unhinged. She twisted quickly, expertly, and was free. 

 “Can‟t fly, huh?”she gasped as it fell.  

 Free of the compression, she ached. That thing was strong. She had not met power 
like it in this world. 

 Below, the monster fell, spreadeagled, relaxed. Her eyes widened as she saw it fall 
against a backdrop of… 

 Lights. City. People. 

 It must not be allowed to land. 

 She lashed down with the speed of thought, her mind whirling with tactics and 
options.  

 Wormhole lazily turned over in midair as she darted down below him, then 
adjusted for angle. She feinted, and he went for it. Then she pulled back at the last 
possible moment, his grip hissing past, and she gave the punch everything she had. She 
heard the monster grunt, felt ribs snap and internal bleeding blossom in the monster as 



 

114 

it shot through the air away from her at desperate speed. No arc to its flight yet. It 
roared through the night air like a dark comet. Away from the city. 

 Over the ocean. 

 Valeria grinned, and then she was off like a shot, following in its turbulent wake. 

* 

 “You wanted to meet in a safe place,” Strange said. 

 “Yes. The trigger for the transformation is negative feeling; rage, depression, 
helplessness. Usually I can fight it off if I‟m conscious. If I‟m knocked out or mortally 
wounded, then the dimensional connection opens. Myself, as I recognize myself, goes 
somewhere else, and the creature comes through. Eventually it calms down and begins 
to siphon mass back to the other dimension, and then I… surface, if you will.” Banner‟s 
voice was calm, but there was a tremor in it as well. 

 “Your drugs destroy the part of your brain that processes deep emotion,” Strange 
observed. 

 “More than that,” Banner said. “The goal is to damage emotional response, and 
emotion is really a physical reaction to a mental idea. It‟s technical, but my body can‟t 
react to my feelings. The drugs go into my bones, into my heart, not just burning part of 
my brain away. Thing is,” he said, leaning forward, “the connection to Wormhole still 
exists, and those parts don‟t stay dead. So I have to keep synthesizing the drug and taking 
it.” 

 “You invented this concoction?” Strange asked. 

 “No, it was researched by Bryant, with the Project. That‟s the irony of my situation. 
In the end, the only people I could turn to who would understand were the people I 
was trying to cheat of their prize. Eight months after I escaped, Bryant made a very 
simple deal with me. He would provide me with an antidote to my condition, temporary 
as it is, and in exchange I would use the progress I already made in my studies to assist 
him at the Project directly instead of working for one of the proxy companies. So I got 
in on the big picture and all his dirty little secrets, and he controlled me with the 
chemical flow. Of course, it couldn‟t last. Under those conditions, neither of us was to 
be trusted. 

 “Really?” Strange said, a peculiar smile on his face. 

 “I discovered how to synthesize the chemical on my own. It took some doing, but 
I‟m not stupid,” Banner said. “I knew one day he‟d tell me to do something I could not 
do. The way it worked out, I just got angry and left, but it was satisfying when I 
detonated the power generators under the lab. Turned the whole Project base into a 
crater. So you see, I can‟t go back. They had their uses for me, and I had my uses for 
them. We‟ve dealt one another some considerable damage, and I‟m ready to call it 
quits.” 

 “Ready to be free of the wormhole,” Strange said. 

 “Yes.” Banner‟s face was troubled, and he looked into the fire. “Yes. I want to be 
free.” 

 “How badly?” asked Strange. 
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 “How badly?” Banner repeated incredulously, glaring at Strange. “Haven‟t you been 
listening? I was a bright kid, Strange. I believed in love and peace and justice. Science 
improved the standard of living around the globe, wealth could be distributed equitably, 
human beings were essentially worthwhile. Then when this happened, my illusions were 
destroyed, and after that I couldn‟t feel anything. Do you know what it‟s like, to be 
afraid of any depth of emotion sweeping you away? Any disruption in life, and you 
could be responsible for God only knows what? My hopes for a family, a wife and kids, 
hell, a pet were crushed.” 

 Strange was quiet for a moment. “No one can ever go back,” he said softly. “Your 
only choice is to go forward. Sometimes forward is a return trip to where you used to 
be. Sometimes it is another direction entirely. When you are wounded,” he said, his 
voice distant, “time closes the wound. But that is not the same as healing.” 

 “It‟s not a question of healing,” Banner said, shaking his head. “It‟s a question of 
what to heal.” 

 “You are correct,” Strange agreed. “Indeed, what. To bring you into the monster, 
or to sever the wormhole entirely and leave you half a man?” 

 “And of course there‟s a general cynicism,” Banner said ruefully. 

 “That you must attend to on your own,” Strange said. He licked his lips and leaned 
back. His eyes flared. “I can.. seal the wormhole.” 

 “But,” Banner said slowly, “I would be left unable to feel anything but surface 
emotion.” 

 “How badly,” Strange said, his eyes bright, “and what, do you want healed?” 

 Banner lowered his head, deep in thought. 

* 

 Valeria could still see the city, but they were some distance out to sea.  The monster 
whistled through the air, headed further offshore. Valeria swooped beneath it to knock 
it back up, and its thick leg shot out like a mighty piston. 

 The kick caught her squarely in the chest, and she heard a dull crack as pain flared 
and her breath vanished. Was it stronger than she was now? But there was no time for 
reflection. She slammed down into the heavy swells of the Atlantic, shooting into an 
angled wave and pounding deep into the dark embrace of the water. Her jaw worked as 
she adjusted, but she couldn‟t have breathed even if she had wanted to. 

 Enough of this. 

 She streaked out of the water, a plume following her fifty feet up as she soared into 
the creature. It swung around in midair, grasping, but she darted right between its hands 
and plunged a blow into its face at her most furious strength. Bones crumpled like the 
plastic of a milk jug, and she was sprayed with pale glop as her fist crushed into it. It 
was hard as stone. 

 So what. 

 It bounced up into the air, reversing its fall with the raw force of her blow. Her 
eyes flexed, shifted; refined red beams hissed up, searing into its back as it sailed up. Its 
thick hide crisped, boiled, flared, and then with a violent hiss its blood began to burn. 
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 Wormhole sailed up, and with an odd gurgle and uncrumpling sound she saw its 
face fill out like a balloon, then shift and remold. 

 Its skull was much, much thicker. It no longer looked even remotely human. 

 “SMASH!” it roared. 

 Valeria hung in the air, watching the monster spin upward. It was getting heavier. 
Each time she hit it, the monster gained mass. She realized that if she did get it into 
orbit or beyond, that was no guarantee of finishing this. She would have to send it into 
the sun. 

 Just gripping it long enough to get free of the earth‟s pull… She shook off her 
trepidation. Then that‟s what had to happen. She soared after it. Breathing was difficult; 
she was pretty sure she had at least two cracked ribs, and she could feel her pulse in her 
face. Her back hurt abominably. She would last. She would stop this thing. 

 Somehow. 

 She leaped up through the air after it. Her eyes compacted as they shifted, and the 
red beams slashed through the air and bored into Wormhole. 

 Played across its skin. 

 Traced thin dark lines on it. 

 She relaxed, the beams winking out. Right. 

Whipping up past it as fast as she could fly, she hoped it hadn‟t noticed her 
zipping past.  She punched into its shoulders and gripped muscle under its hide, 
then hauled up. Now it was over fifteen tons. She was strong enough and to spare. 
Weight wasn‟t the problem. Yet. 

 It tried to reach for her, but she wrenched and shoved on the muscles between its 
shoulders and its neck, and she weaved between the gripping paws. 

 The monster grunted, and she felt its torso contract; a moment too late she saw the 
massive bare foot slapping at her. Surprised, she was smacked in the face. Her passenger 
twisted, and snagged her ankle. It wrenched with all its strength, and the muscles she 
held tore free in her hands as it swung her around. 

 Slap. 

 Its hand was as big as her whole body now, and she slung around. She vaguely 
wondered how far the blow would have thrown her before hitting something; but it was 
still gripping her ankle between two fingers. 

 Slap. 

 Her blood spattered; she felt her teeth cut her cheek, blood sprang from her eyes. 
The world wobbled. How high now? How high? 

 She jerked her leg and tucked against its hand, and the next slap went wide. She 
gritted her teeth, ignored the pain, and twitched just so. Her foot was free. In an instant 
she would be beyond— 

 Its hand snapped around her torso once more. 

 “DOWN! Want go DOWN!” it bellowed. It squeezed, just a bit. 
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 As darkness loomed, souring the edges of her vision, and she smelled her own 
blood in her nose, she felt absurd as she faintly wondered if this is how Tinkerbell felt 
against Captain Hook. She held absolutely still. 

 “Down,” it grunted as they started to fall once more. It nodded. “Down good.” 

 The sea glittered below, and the creature smiled as they began the long, long 
descent. 

* 

 Banner got up and started pacing again. “It‟s easy to talk big,” he said. “Talk about 
walking away from it all, making this state of mine permanent. But when it comes down 
to it, that‟s a lot to sacrifice.” 

 Strange said nothing. 

 “Is there a way to… integrate us somehow?” 

 “No,” Strange said. “I cannot do that. Only you can do that.” 

 “What do you mean? How?” 

 Strange raised an eyebrow. 

 “You mean accept Wormhole?” Banner said. 

 “I don‟t know,” Strange replied. “I suspect you do.” 

 “You suspect a lot, don‟t you,” Banner said with half a grin. “Suspicious type.” 

 Strange narrowed his eyes. His smile… changed. He looked dark, and strange 
indeed, for that moment. “I‟m a magazine editor,” he said. 

 “Yeah, and I‟m a scientist,” Banner shrugged. “How can Wormhole be 
controlled?” 

 “You are not the first nor I suspect the last to wonder that,” Strange replied.  

 Banner‟s eyes narrowed. “What aren‟t you telling me?” he said. “I thought you said 
you would help.” 

 “I have helped,” Strange said. “I am helping. But I cannot do it for you.” 

 “Do what for me?” Banner said impatiently. 

 “Well,” Strange replied slowly. “When you know the question I can help you 
answer it.” 

 “Dammit!” Banner exploded. “I didn‟t come here to solve the riddle of the 
sphinx!” 

 “What did you come here for?” Strange asked. “How can I give you what you want 
if you don‟t know what you want? Frankly, I don‟t plan to give you anything at all. But I 
will help you if I can.” 

 “Let me make sure we‟re on the same page,” Banner said, struggling to regain his 
composure. “You can seal the wormhole, leaving me free of the thing on the other side, 
but destroying my emotions. Or I can look within and find another solution that I don‟t 
need you for.” 

 “Precisely,” Strange said. 
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 “And it‟s probably some hokey ridiculous bit of wisdom I could find on a gum 
wrapper,” Banner continued. He took a deep breath. 

 “As you say,” Strange said, “Probably. More likely a fortune cookie.” 

 “Don‟t toy with me, doctor,” Banner said. “You have no idea how hard it was to 
come here.” 

 “I‟m not toying with you,” Strange replied. “I‟m waiting for you.” 

 “Waiting, huh,” Banner said. 

 “Pretend, for a moment,” Strange murmured, “that this is an intellectual exercise. 
Perhaps that will be the easiest way for you to come to grips with it.” 

 “So,” Banner said, “There‟s Banner and there‟s Wormhole, and there‟s Banner‟s 
emotions and there‟s the transdimensional, oh, portal. So Wormhole and the emotions 
are on one side and Banner is on the other side. When the emotions come across the 
bridge, the Wormhole follows.” He paused. “Would it be possible to get on the cusp of 
a transformation and then seal the gap?” 

 Strange shrugged. 

 “No, you‟re right,” Banner said. “Somehow they are too closely connected. My 
fracturing idealism and my pain were peaked when I was shot, like the bullet knocked 
them out of me to this other place, where Wormhole is from. I can‟t connect with them 
until I… what, disconnect from him?” 

 “You are focused on disconnecting,” Strange said. “It is possible the solution lies in 
connecting.” 

 “What, make friends with Wormhole and then explain to him that this dimension is 
invitation only?” Banner said wryly. 

 “Just so,” Strange replied softly. Banner sobered immediately. 

 “How?” he said. “We are never in the same place at the same time. Even if we 
were, I‟m not sure it can reason.” 

 “I think this intellectual exercise may have taken us as far as the intellect can go,” 
Strange said. “It grows late.” 

 “But that‟s just it, isn‟t it,” Banner said. “That‟s as far as the intellect can go. 
Because Wormhole is a creature of passion, right? So if I can reconnect with him on an 
emotional level…” He shook his head. “It‟s crazy. I don‟t even know how to begin.” 

 “There is the other option, as well,” Strange said. “Psychic surgery would remove 
the two of you from each other. Or a closing of the dimensional rift, which is more 
along my line. It all depends on whether or not a complete life is worth the struggle.” 

 “That should be obvious,” Banner said uneasily. 

 “But it isn‟t,” Strange observed. 

 “You know,” Banner said slowly, “I just realized a possible connection. You said I 
was talking about severing and disconnection, and I keep saying that Wormhole and I 
can‟t be in the same place at the same time.” 

 “Yes,” Strange said. 
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 “So I have to face what I cannot face?” 

 “That is quite possible,” Strange agreed. “It is more difficult to face what is inside 
than it is to face what is outside.” 

 “Maybe that‟s it,” Banner mused. “I have run from emotion for so long, 
suppressed it and buried it and feared it because it is Wormhole‟s way to reach me.” His 
eyes lit up. “Bridges go two ways.” 

 “Yes,” Strange observed. “They usually do. I believe this one does.” 

 “So if Wormhole reaches me through anger and fear…” Banner said, “the other 
direction in that spectrum…” Banner looked up, a new thought dawning. “This is a 
unique opportunity,” he said. “I know that, right now, I could re-enter Wormhole, fully 
conscious. Maybe… meet him.” 

 Strange smiled. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 They crashed through the surface of the water together; Valeria wondered if she 
had ever fallen so far in her life. The creature let go and started to swim away, 
discarding and ignoring her. She floated in the water for a few seconds, feeling its 
cradling embrace, feeling herself expand now that she was freed. She looked after the 
monster and saw him steadily plowing through the water. His obscene strength was 
sufficient to propel his tremendous weight. 

 Must… not… allow… she thought. Must not allow it… to get away. 

 She streaked through the water, under the monster, and came up in front of it. In 
the dark, under the water, she could feel its displacement, feel the water shoved away 
from its bulk. Maybe, maybe it couldn‟t see her. She darted in, speeding through the 
water, exerting little more effort than she used speeding through air. She felt the 
powerful well of pressure shoved away as it swam through the darkness. 

 She let the current of the monster‟s wake tug her close to it, and she cut loose with 
a backhand stroke that bashed in its forehead. She followed that with a kick; she gave it 
everything she had, and she was yanked after the monster as it sluiced through the water 
backwards, its whining grunt reverberating. Fish died with the force of the shockwave 
the blow sent rippling out from its point of impact. 

 The creature roared, and the water danced far above. Spread-eagled, the creature 
slowed itself, then in a single powerful sweep it brought its hands together in a massive 
stroke; it clapped. The shock caught Valeria by surprise and sent her spinning in the 
water. She couldn‟t hear, couldn‟t feel; for a moment she was numb. That moment was 
all it took for the monster to reach her. 

 “Deeper!” it shouted. It tugged her close into its arms, folded into a ball, and sank 
much like a stone. 

 Yes, deeper, Valeria thought. To the very bottom. Crank up the pressure. But not 
like this. 
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 She flexed, then punched her straightened fingers into its arm, one hand above and 
one below where the bicep would be. Her tough hands dug right through its incredibly 
dense mass, and she felt her fingertips touch bone as the monster screamed. 

 With her hands dug in the monster‟s flesh well past her wrists, she flexed her hands 
into claws and tore; a massive slab of muscle ripped loose. The creature roared, and she 
used the distraction to whip free of it. 

 As she slid through the cloud of its ichorous gore, she hoped sharks wouldn‟t 
identify the scent as blood. Then she dove, dove deeper. 

 Down through the depths the two raced, she staying ahead and it pushing after her. 
The pressure was condensing it, refining it; muscles were tight and hard, compacted by 
the unreal pressure. Its pulse throbbed in a network of veins and arteries pushed to the 
surface by the unrelenting crush. 

 Still it grew bigger. 

 Valeria felt the squeeze of the ocean depth; she gave herself a moment to adjust to 
it. The pressure upped the stakes, but she was ready to show this creature what it was 
tangling with. 

 It roared, and her damaged hearing registered that well enough. She moved to the 
side as its fist thudded down into the sand and mud only feet from where she had been. 
Then it stretched, and snapped down with the force of its whole body, rupturing the 
ocean floor. A shockwave trembled and rolled outward; above, a tremendous wave 
began to build. 

 Valeria pushed down through the pressure, and crashed into the creature from 
above, ramming it straight down into its own impact crater. It was punched into the silt 
and rock, then it clambered loose.  

 A tremor rumbled through the water, then the earth buckled, and a gout of brilliant 
orange gusted from the stone. Valeria stroked back through the water as a small fissure 
tore open in the crater. 

 Oops. 

 At least now there was light. 

 As the temperature shot up towards boiling, Valeria squared off with the monster. 

 It was huge. Now it towered, even in this crushing pressure, at over twenty five feet 
tall, and she wasn‟t sure what its armspan would be. As she watched, more muscle piled 
on. 

 Was it without limits? 

* 

 “Do you wish to return?” Strange asked. “I can restrain Wormhole gently so you 
will have a chance to work it out, just between the two of you. He will be in a docile 
state. I don‟t imagine that has ever happened before. You have never tried to activate 
the wormhole, have you.” 

 “Not once,” Banner shrugged. 

 “If you want to stay with me, for a time, until you get it sorted out, you would be 
welcome,” Strange said. 
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 “I appreciate that,” Banner replied. “I just might take you up on it. Would that 
really be alright?” 

 “I am pleased simply to have the power to assist those in need,” Strange said, 
gesturing. “Think nothing of it. And now it really is late, and we should be getting back. 
Just wait here for a moment.” 

 He went to the door of the study and opened it; Banner saw the shifting energies 
and emptiness of the Astral Plane, and he shivered. 

 “This is a chance,” Banner said. “I could walk through that door and down into 
Wormhole. I could begin to work this out for the first time in too many years.” 

 Strange nodded. “That is possible.” 

 Banner squared his shoulders and approached the door. “One small step for a 
scientist…” 

 Strange graciously allowed him to leave first. 

* 

 Difficult to use martial arts; the creature was just too massive for the usual holds or 
pressure points to work. She whirled in close, feeling wary. The feeling was not one she 
was familiar with. Her hand punched into one monstrous wrist and gripped a tendon 
that was only three times as thick as a normal wrist. Spinning, she pounded a blow to its 
abdomen to get the momentum going right, and whipped it around. Wormhole 
ponderously plowed through the deep crush of the ocean and crashed down in the 
molten lava boiling out onto the sea floor. 

 She had not thrown it gently, and for a moment it was mostly submerged in melted 
rock. Then it roared out, shrieking, flesh melting with a horrific sound. It tore the 
molten lava off of itself, its hands flayed to the bone, gore clouding the waters; great, 
again with no visibility. 

 Valeria darted in and snapped a hard blow into its back, feeling the sting of rapidly 
cooling lava on her fist as she sank it into the monster‟s guts. It flew forward, and she 
sailed after it, blow after blow trying to overcome the brutal compression of water that 
slowed its rush through the sea, pushing to keep it flying forward until she found a 
handy rock face to beat it into. 

 Maybe she could whip it after all. Lava tended to take the fight out of anybody. Or 
anything. 

 Pop to the ear, roundhouse to the thigh, jab to the spine, kick— 

 The creature snatched her leg. 

 “NO MORE HIT!” it growled, and it gripped her shin and her upper leg and 
flexed— 

* 

 As Strange descended towards his body, he easily passed Banner in the ether. Then, 
he saw the room in disarray, the burst binding, the shattered chair, the hole in the 
ceiling. It took only an instant for him to realize that Wormhole was free and roaming.  

 Thinking fast, he tossed a binding back at Banner, suspending him. No time for 
reassurances. This could be bad indeed. 
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 Faster than thought, he asked the air where Valeria had gone; it told him, and he 
skimmed instantly across the vast space looking for her. What he found were towering 
waves inexorably roaring towards the city harbor. 

 “Oh dear,” he murmured, and he asked the water where Valeria was. Then he was 
down through the sea, searching. The plume of superheated rock caught his eye, deep 
below. 

 He touched Valeria‟s mind, and she became aware of him a moment before the 
monster‟s muscles flexed. 

 “Busy,” she grunted, and she twisted in its grip and exerted every ounce of will and 
strength she had to fly away. Lava-stripped muscles in Wormhole‟s hands contracted, 
and her leg tore loose of what was left, rasping against bone as she slid free of his grip. 
As she turned to look back, she saw Wormhole‟s hide creeping back over his wounds, 
and already raw pulsing muscle was flowing over his violated frame. 

 Strange gathered his power to make contact from the Astral plane. “Take him to 
the surface,” he managed. “Stop the waves.”  

 Valeria nodded. She could not see Strange, but she felt him, and she knew his 
mind. No words had come through, but his intentions were clear enough. She eyed the 
monster and saw that it was almost intact; an understatement indeed. It bore few visible 
signs of weakening from their battle so far. 

 She hurt. 

 Not enough, though. She sliced through the water around the creature, then bore 
into its lower back, pushing with all her strength, arcing the creature up. It allowed itself 
to be propelled toward the surface; indeed, it seemed to be getting lighter. She couldn‟t 
be bothered by the possibility it would get the bends. After what seemed like an eternity, 
the monster punched through the surface. Valeria took it up with her, above the 
surface. It was getting lighter, it wasn‟t her imagination. She streaked towards the city. 

 No time, no time. She was pretty sure Strange was speaking into her mind, but she 
ignored him for the moment. She darted over the towering waves, then all the way to 
the docks. She dumped the rapidly-shrinking gray creature onto a dock and she tore 
back out to sea. 

 Back and forth, back and forth, skimming the waves, confounding their energy, 
disrupting their path. She still couldn‟t hear; the battle under the water had denied her 
that for a time. She got busy, knocking the waves down. She hoped Strange could 
handle the monster. 

* 

 Banner lay on his back on the dock, freezing, watching his breath mist up above 
him. 

 “Are you all right?” Strange asked, leaning against a piling, half shadowed. 

 “One hell of a headache,” Banner shrugged. “Sick to my stomach. Nothing 
unexpected. I seem to have missed Wormhole.” 

 “I am truly sorry,” Strange said. “I underestimated Wormhole.” 
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 Banner shrugged. “Hard to overestimate it. I think its strength is limitless.” He 
grimaced. “It must have gotten truly huge. I feel like a half-frozen sponge.” 

 “Let‟s get you back,” Strange said. 

 “I didn‟t see your car,” Banner noted, glancing around with a grin. 

 “Taxis. Much faster.” Strange‟s smile was positively unsettling. 

 A short time later they were back in the kitchen in Strange‟s mansion. 

 “Did you get what you came for?” Strange asked gently. 

 Banner leaned forward, putting his face in his hands. “I think so. I don‟t know. As 
you pointed out, I don‟t know exactly what I want.” 

 “But to learn it,” Strange said, “to have a desire before you. That is, in a way, the 
greatest gift you could ever desire. Without meaning life is a cold, lonely place.” 

 “Are you an authority on that?” Banner asked, half kidding. 

 “I was once,” Strange said. “Now, if you would like somewhere to sleep, take the 
second room on the left upstairs. It would be wise not to… explore.” 

 Banner nodded. “Fair enough.” 

 “Oh, there does happen to be something you could do for me,” Strange said, 
pulling the kettle from the stove and pouring the tea. 

 “Yes?” 

 “I‟m always looking for contributions for my magazine. Perhaps you could do a 
paper for me with speculation on mass transfer between dimensions.” 

 Banner sighed, and smiled. “I suppose you think I‟m an authority.” 

 “Something like that,” Strange replied easily. 

 The door opened, and Valeria limped in and took a seat. 

 “Hello,” Strange said. “How are you feeling?” 

 “Squashed,” Valeria muttered. “Hello, my name is Valeria,” she said to Banner. 

 “Bruce Banner,” he offered with a smile. His expression clouded. “Have… we 
met?” 

 “What?” she said, squinting. 

“Have you met?” Strange said directly to her in a way she did not need to hear. 

“No,” she said slowly, eyeing Banner. “No, I don‟t believe so.” 

 Strange smiled. “Good night, Doctor Banner.” 

 “Good night,” he said, standing and stretching some of the stiffness out of his 
joints. “Ugh, I feel terrible.” 

 He left, and Valeria and Strange were alone. 

 “I… can barely hear,” Valeria said apologetically. Moments later, she felt the tatters 
of her hearing amplified. She nodded. “Thank you. Things got a little tense for a while 
there.” She glanced at the clock. “It‟s almost one thirty,” she observed. “Kind of late, 
don‟t you think?” 
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 “It is late,” Strange said. 

 She set her jaw. “You didn‟t tell me we had company, doctor,” she said. “You 
didn‟t so much as leave me a note to give me an idea of what was going on. If I had not 
come when I did, there could have been tremendous damage. I had a right to know 
what was going on.” 

 “Your assistance was invaluable,” Strange said. 

 “Because I knew how to think on my feet and handle the situation,” she pointed 

out. “I‟m afraid if we are going to be partners, you are going to have to trust me.” She 

paused. “Just as I trust you.” 

 A smile grew across his face. “Your point is gently put and well taken,” he said. 
“Doctor Banner will be staying with us for maybe as much as a few weeks. He has some 
issues to sort out that I believe I can help him with. Also, he is going to write a paper 
for the magazine.” 

 “Him and everyone else you know,” she sighed. 

 “That reminds me,” Strange said. “About that paper on potential reactions between 
solar radiation and altered mass?” 

 She was grinning as she shook her head. “So much for compassion. Well, doctor, 
would you like to at least make an effort to patch me up after my heroic battle, or are 
you going to badger me for my homework?” 

 “Within your heart,” he said sagely, nodding his head, “you know the answer.” 

 The laughter was worth the pain in her ribs. 
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Primal Shift 
 

Friday, February 8, 2002 

 Peter sat quietly, his eyes crossing and re-crossing the ceiling tile. Two hundred 
thirty small holes in that panel. Two hundred and eighty in the next. Fifty tiles across 
the room. One hundred and eight tiles spanning the length of the room. That would be 
how many dots? 

 He let his eyes drift shut as his mind told him and he ignored it. His eyes seeped 
open and settled on the lecturer again. Considering the money he was paying for this 
course, he really should try to get something out of it. Dr. Connors was considered one 
of the best guest lecturers the college had managed to acquire in years. 

 “—which is why death is such a mystery,” the professor was saying. “Since most of 
the cells in our bodies are replaced every seven years, the question arises. At what point 
do our cells forget how to remake themselves? Why do the chemicals we are made of 
shift so we become old, brittle, and forgetful? That is why research into cellular level 
memory, RNA, and related venues is currently enjoying a resurgence. Perhaps we can 
even discover the secret to regeneration,” he said, gesturing to his empty sleeve, pinned 
up at his shoulder.  

 “The fountain of youth might be within each of us waiting only the proper key to 
unlock it,” he continued. “If we could teach our cells, our bodies, our autonomous 
functions to replicate themselves indefinitely, only our more permanent cells would 
need to be rejuvenated. We could possibly go on forever, unlike this lecture,” he said 
with a smile. “For next week, chapters four and five. Dismissed.” 

The students got up and shuffled to the door, chatter rippling through their 
ranks. Here and there a student laughed. They were moving to the door immediately; 
almost every student had packed up books and notes ten minutes before the lecture 
ended. 

As Peter walked out into the hallway, he saw several people waiting for friends. 
He headed past them, his head down, mapping out his weekend. It was Friday, which 
was good, but he had some nasty tests on Monday. Plus, his lab with Connors was 
Monday, and those were pure torture if you got behind in class. 

“Peter Parker?” came a hesitant voice. He stopped and turned, coming face to 
face with a pretty young woman with bright blue eyes. 

“Yeah, that‟s me,” he said with half a grin. 

She smiled, and her cheeks turned a bit pink. Blonde. Cute. 

Really cute. 

“Well, Mr. Parker,” she said, half teasing, “I was wondering if you had plans 
for tomorrow night. I had a date and it turns out he‟s had something come up, so I was 
wondering if you‟d like to do dinner and a movie.” 

Peter glanced to the right and the left. “Me?” he said with a grin. “Well, sure, I 
guess. Did you have a particular movie in mind?” 
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“Oh, we can figure that out over dinner,” she said with a shrug. “How about 
Golden‟s?” 

“Sure,” Peter nodded, mentally reviewing the sit-down-cafeteria-type 
restaurant and quickly working through the menu price range. “That would actually be 
fine. I didn‟t catch your name, though.” 

She laughed silently to herself for a moment, then she held out her hand. 
“Gwen. Gwen Stacy.” 

He took her hand and before he could think it through he kissed the back of it 
in a single swift burst of gallantry. “Well, Gwen Stacy, I‟ll look forward to Saturday. 
Shall I pick you up?” 

“Sure,” she said. “I‟ll meet you in the Student Center at five.” 

“Five is good for me,” he nodded. 

“Plus,” she said with a shrug. “Golden‟s is in walking distance.” She flashed 
him a smile and lost herself in the crowd. Peter looked after her, wondering what had 
just happened. 

Someone jostled him. He turned to see a bright, grinning face. 

“Yo Pete.” The young man facing him had a tight mat of curly and 
immaculately trimmed auburn hair, an ironed shirt, dockers. He looked suave and 
relaxed and a bit elfin and mischievous. 

“How‟s it going, Harry,” Peter said. “You got the lab results ready for 
Monday?” 

“Transposition from my notebook is cake,” Harry said, confident. “I have real 
news for you, Mister Bookworm. You know how you were always kow-towing at my 
feet and acknowledging my studliness?” 

“Uh, that‟s not quite how I remember it,” Peter said, rubbing the back of his 
neck and arching an eyebrow at his lab partner. 

“Well it‟s time to start. Guess who I have a date with tonight.” 

“The Dean‟s wife?” 

“Ouch,” Harry said, still grinning. “No sir, tonight is all class.” He shifted his 
bag and made a Hitchcock camera view with his fingers. “‟Tonight: Harry and Mary 
Jane.‟ Has a nice ring to it, doesn‟t it, tiger?” 

“Yeah, that‟s great,” Peter said, suddenly confused by his emotions jumping 
two directions at once. He slapped his lab partner on the shoulder. “Just great, Harry. 
You show her a good time now.” 

“You got it, pit crew,” Harry said, his grin insufferable. “Gotta jet.” He slipped 
back into the crowd before Peter could think of something witty and fun yet absolutely 
crushing. The moment was lost; he stood in the hallway, his brain still groping around 
for something clever to say. 

“Better not wake me up at two this morning with a good comeback,” he 
muttered to himself, and he trudged down the hallway. Then he thought some more. 
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“What the hell,” he said. “I have a date too.” He smiled and picked up the 
pace. 

Saturday, February 9, 2002 

 “So how‟s the schoolwork,” Doctor Connors asked as he looked out the window at 
the afternoon sun slanting across the campus. Working on Saturday was easier 
somehow, with no classes in the building. 

 “Good as yours,” said the impudent young voice on the other end of the line. 
Connors smiled. 

 “Keep it that way,” he said. “Now I‟ve got a stack of papers to grade that‟s as big 
as you are, so why don‟t you give me back to your mother.” 

 “Kay,” the boy said. “You comin home soon, dad?” 

 “Soon,” Connors replied. “Just two more weeks here.” 

 “Here‟s mom.” The phone bumped and rattled, then he heard his wife clear her 
throat. “Hello,” she said. 

 “How‟s the homestead,” he asked. 

 “We‟re making do,” she smiled. “Billy‟s fine. He‟s aced his report card.” 

 “I think I‟ve aced mine too,” Connors said, watching students walk along the brick 
sidewalks, talking and laughing. “I think I‟m close to a breakthrough.” 

 There was a hesitation on the other end. “Curt,” she said, “don‟t be gone too long. 
We want you back. I wish you wouldn‟t work on the weekends.” 

 “I‟ll be back,” he said with a smile. “This tour has been good for me. And good for 
my research.” 
 “Just… be careful, okay?” she said, trying hard to conceal the worry in her voice. 

 “I will be careful,” he assured her patiently. “I‟m a scientist, not a corporate worker 
drone. I take careful consideration before each step.” 

 “Okay,” she said. “Well… we look forward to seeing you in two weeks.” 

 “Keep Florida together for me,” he smiled. “This is Doctor Curt Connors, signing 
off.” 

 “Be safe,” she almost whispered into the phone. He hung up. 

 The room suddenly seemed silent and dim. 

 He stood and walked over to the lab table. He reached out with his one arm and 
flicked on the Bunsen burner; his eyes caught the pale ropy white scars on his wrist as 
he did so. His expression darkened. 

 “I have my work,” he whispered to himself. “I have my work.” He straddled the 
stool and glanced over at the cages that lined the wall. “You lot could make yourselves 
useful,” he said with a rueful grin. “Don‟t suppose you‟d fetch my notes for me, Kaa?” 

 The massive ball python flicked its tongue in and out once, but remained quiescent 
in its massive coils. Connors sighed, and bent over the microscope. 
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 His one hand flicked to the adjustment knob, then to the slide, then to the knob. 
Frustration was never too deep in him; he sat back at once and rubbed his eyes. “Can‟t 
focus,” he muttered. The room was growing dimmer, it seemed. Clouds over the sun. 
He leaned forward again. 

 He lost all touch with the passage of time until he had finished the concoction in 
the tube. Looking at it, he blinked. The liquid was pale and yellow, and it looked quite 
innocuous. He tried to remember what he had done to make it, but he felt clouded, 
almost compelled. He shook his head, shook off the odd feeling. He walked across the 
room. 

 A rat looked at him out of the cage. It was missing a leg. Connors put the tube in a 
rack. He had to think through the process more carefully than most people, since he 
could only do one thing at a time. He opened the top of the cage, then picked up the 
syringe, then loaded it from the tube. He lowered the syringe towards the suspicious rat. 

 “Let‟s see if we can grow you a leg,” he whispered, his eyes bright. 

 The rat squealed and leaped away; startled, Connors pulled back. Then his eyes 
grew cold. He jabbed with the syringe, caught the rat, and injected. The rat squealed. 
Connors pulled the syringe out of the cage, tossed the syringe aside, and dragged the 
top back over the cage. 

 Then he settled himself on his stool once again, struggling with the dark feelings 
that never seemed far from overwhelming him. 

 “Let‟s see,” he murmured. “Let‟s see if we can make a whole rat of you.” 

 The rat squeaked piteously; almost mewled.  Connors felt the darkness sweep over 
him; like despair, only more active. 

 In the back of his mind, a thought flashed: too long away from family, too long 
alone. Then he was lost to it. 

 “I don‟t see what the big deal is,” he said, scooping up a large syringe and jamming 
it into the pale liquid. He drained it all into the needle and regarded it for a moment. “I 
really don‟t.” 

 Then he jammed the needle into his leg and squeezed. 

 All the sound that escaped him was the hoarse cough of a brief scream. Then he 
was overwhelmed by the darkness. He fell to the floor and knew no more. 

* 

 “There has got to be a way,” Peter muttered as he walked across the campus. “I 
need to find a way to take all the time I‟m early and put it into all the time I‟m late.” He 
glanced at the clock tower and saw it was four thirty. “Thirty minutes,” he muttered. 
“Might as well check my email.” He headed towards the library. Then he slapped his 
forehead. “Gotta get my camera from my lab locker,” he muttered. “If I go on another 
date without taking pictures, I might never live it down. Stuck on campus on a weekend. 
I gotta be damaged.” 

 He headed into the science building. Then stopped. Something was wrong. 
Something out of place. His senses kicked into overdrive, his expression intent and 
searching. 
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 A dragging sound, an odd smell. 

 Peter slowly walked into the hallway. He glanced down; he was wearing his best 
corduroy academia jacket, khakis, even decent loafers. He was in no condition to get 
mixed up in anything. He was reassured by the mesh mat stuck to the small of his back. 
Don‟t leave home without it. 

 He glanced down the hall and was startled to see the ball python slowly and 
leisurely pushing his way back and forth, headed towards the chemistry lab. 

 “I don‟t think you‟re supposed to be out,” he muttered. Then his senses kicked into 
red alert. 

 Something breathed, not too far away. And it was like no breathing Peter had ever 
heard. That‟s what his senses seized on; strange, sibilant breathing, slow and deep.  

 He headed further into the science building. First get the camera. He passed the 
snake, leaving it alone for the moment. He dashed to the back of the chemistry lab and 
whipped his locker open, grabbed the camera bag, then was headed out to find the 
source of his unease. 

 When he reached the advanced studies lab, where the animals were kept, he knew 
he was close. The strange breathing had stilled, as though it detected his approach. 

 “Hello?” he called out, not sure what else to say. An iguana scuttled under one of 
the chair desks; the room was otherwise eerily silent. “Anybody back there?” 

 He cautiously made his way towards the laboratory that abutted the back of the 
classroom. “Doctor Connors?” he said. “Uh, Doc? I have some questions about 
Monday.” 

 He reached the doorway, and smelled a peculiar thick and musty smell; reptilian, 
ancient. “Is everything okay?” he asked in a small voice. 

 Movement. 

 As he threw himself forward in a roll and popped up, lethal claws slashed through 
the air less than an inch above his head. Peter‟s blood ran cold when he saw the 
powerful reptilian thing clinging to the ceiling above the doorway. 

 “Yikes,” he whispered. Then it launched at him before a normal man would have 
seen that it was there. 

 He slid to the side and lashed out with his foot, catching the creature in the side of 
the neck. The creature struck, tearing up the tiles on the floor before Peter‟s kick sent it 
smashing through a table. Empty cages shattered and snapped. 

 Peter sprang up, as did the lizard thing. Peter‟s senses read the monstrous creature 
in a glance; its face was almost humanoid, but with a savage jaw like a crocodile. Its eyes 
glittered with almost-human intellect. Its skin was tough, armored, and brutal. Knotted 
ropy muscle bound the creature together under the hide, and it lashed its prehensile tail. 

 Then Peter whirled to the side as it slashed after him. He was clear of the claws 
when the tail snapped into his lower back; he was airborne. He slapped into the wall, 
but his shoes scrabbled. He kicked them off and sprang up to the ceiling. The lizard 
thing glared at him, then bounded up from the floor, flipping midair, digging its claws 
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into the tile. For just a moment they regarded each other, almost face to face, on the 
ceiling. 

 “Stealing my shtick,” Peter said, bounding to the wall and down to the floor. “Bad 
lizard.” He slid out of his jacket as the lizard dropped and sprang. Peter whirled his 
jacket at the lizard. The beast wasn‟t quick enough, and for a moment the jacket flapped 
around its face. 

 “Night,” Peter said, slamming his fist into the back of its head. Its momentum 
carried it forward, and it crashed through the wall and toppled into the lab next door, 
spraying shattered glass and mangled equipment in all directions as it slammed into a 
heavy tile-topped table and knocked it over. 

 Peter started dusting off his shirt. “I guess I‟ll look okay without the jacket—” 

 Then a rasp of scales on drywall; he looked up in time to catch a heavy backhand 
across the face, sending him sprawling. No time to spin, so he crushed into the wall 
between the lab and the classroom, bursting through it like a wrecking ball and 
shattering a chair desk as he slammed to the ground. 

 “Ow,” he muttered, shaking his spinning head to clear it. 

 The lizard was already airborne, and Peter lashed out with his feet. He felt and 
heard the air knocked out of the heavy creature as he slammed into its shoulders, 
absorbing the impact of its spring and kicking it back. The lizard stumbled, shreds of lab 
coat sloughing off, arms and legs and tail flailing. Peter sprang and came down with a 
knockout blow, snapping into the lizard‟s head between eye and snout. Something gave, 
and the creature almost flipped as it slammed to the ground. 

 A split second later it popped back up, its snout catching Peter in the chin. He 
sailed back through the air and his head plowed through the drop-tile ceiling, ringing off 
a rafter, dropping him back down onto the desk chairs and scattering them in a jumble. 

 “Wanna play it hard, huh,” he mumbled as he dragged himself to his feet, tossing a 
desk chair aside. “Okay then.” 

 His sleeves were already shredded. His forearms itched. The creature hesitated. 

 “Let‟s go,” Peter said, settling his stance. 

 It sprang, and Peter launched himself to the side, over the ranks of chairs. With a 
splintering clatter, the lizard crashed down among the chairs, then spun and hopped up. 
This time it caught the drop-tile ceiling, which could not hold its weight. The tiles tore 
loose and the scrabbling lizard dropped. 

 Peter snagged his camera bag and rooted in it for a moment as the creature righted 
itself. It was fast, but not as fast as Peter. He hoped. 

 It sprang again, and this time he spun in time to dart straight up, catching the 
ceiling as the lizard blundered past under him, crushing into the wall. It pulled free, 
mashed drywall sifting down from its now-pale form. 

 Peter dropped in front of it, and it snatched his throat with one hideously fast 
hand, then the other. 

 Peter felt his neck squeezed, and he knew he had less than a second before he 
choked or broke; his hand whipped up and he pushed the button. 
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 The flash popped, and the lizard wheezed a squeal. It dropped him, spun, and 
darted back into the dim lab. 

 For just a moment, Peter hesitated. Then he pictured the college rent-a-cops 
against this thing, saw their bodies sprawled on the ground. 

 No one else was fast enough. 

 So he went in after the lizard. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 He cleared the doorway in time to see it dart through the hole it had made into the 
next lab, then it scuttled up the wall. 

 With a sinking feeling, Peter realized he knew where it was going. He moved with a 
burst of inhuman speed and bounded up, just missing the lizard‟s tail as it sprang up 
above the ceiling. He was right behind. 

 Upside down, they raced through the gap between the drop tile ceiling and the 
concrete ceiling, dodging supports and wiring and plumbing and insulation. The lizard 
reached a supporting wall, tore out the braces in the way, and slid up behind the walls to 
the floor above. 

 “For this I stand up my date?” Peter muttered to himself. It took all his spread 
adhesion and small size to wriggle and dart through the tangled infrastructure of the 
science building, but he didn‟t lose the lizard as it moved like lightning amid the tangled 
and confused wiring and piping behind the walls. The building was old and huge; as 
musty and stifling as this space was, there was enough room for the agile opponents to 
move through between walls, between ceilings and floors. 

 After almost two minutes of the chase, Peter clung to the side of an air duct, his 
back to the water pipes, and caught his breath. His head was still throbbing from the 
lizard‟s hit; a good clean hit, had him dead to rights on that one. Peter was panting, for 
the air was dust laden up here, and worse; he was so filthy and cobwebbed he almost 
looked like he was wearing his mesh. 

 Not far ahead, his fingers told him, the lizard was clinging to a pipe and catching its 
breath. A thousand questions seemed to spin through Peter‟s mind about what it was, 
and where it came from, and what it wanted. Then he felt the lizard moving again, and 
he squirmed to catch up. 

 Peter‟s eyes widened in alarm as he saw the lizard scrabbling, tearing, and battering 
the wall. He pulled a final burst of speed out of his flagging muscles in time to almost 
catch up to the lizard as it tore through the wall of the science building and sprang clear, 
falling two stories to the greening grass. 

 Peter reached the hole. He fired out a webline that caught the creature‟s tail, but it 
was quicker than he expected, and it jerked reflexively away from the line. Peter was 
tugged out of the hole and sent tumbling through the air. 

 He shot out another webline and caught the building‟s edge, swinging up to it and 
slapping against the brick. His chest heaved and his muscles quivered with the 
prolonged, unusual demands he had placed on them. The lizard, now entirely devoid of 
clothing, hopped into the lake and swiftly swam towards the storm drain. 
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 “Damn,” Peter whispered. “Don‟t dare chase it into water.” 

 He caught his breath on the side of the building for a moment. Something felt very 
wrong. He checked his internal timekeeper. 

 Precisely five o‟clock. 

 He gasped. “Gwen!” he said. “Oh no!” He looked down at himself. 

 His shirt was entirely gone, his pants shredded and hanging from him in ribbons. 
He had some of one sock, and part of his belt. Head to toe, he was thickly coated in 
filth from scrabbling behind the walls, and his face was bloody from battering. 

 He wasted no more time. Springing off the wall, he landed rolling in the grass then 
popped up, running as he had never run before. Reaching the edge of the campus, he 
fired his webs and whipped up into the trees, springing and diving and web spinning as 
fast as he could go. 

 Shower. Fresh clothes. Shoes. Yes. Then to date. Yes. Then return and try to get 
camera back. Again. Dammit. And maybe his shoes. 

 Wind whistled and tore at him as he slung through the air, taking daring and 
desperate chances with the thinnest lines, over traffic. Height of rush hour. Dammit 
dammit dammit. 

 As he sailed through the air, upside down, his mind calculating his next webline‟s 
angle, he vaguely wondered if MJ and Harry were having a good time. 

* 

 Peter was thoroughly out of breath when he spun into Golden‟s. After a quick 
glance around, he didn‟t spot her. He did see Amy, MJ‟s room mate. 

 “Amy,” he said quickly, “have you seen Gwen Stacy?” 

 Amy slowly raised her eyebrows. “She was waiting for you, huh. Figures. She left 
about ten minutes ago.” 

 “Ten minutes,” Peter said, glancing at the clock. Five forty. “Ten minutes. 
Thanks.” 

 As he moved out the door, he managed a pained smile. She waited half an hour. 
She must really like him. 

 As he jogged around the corner into the alley, he shot a webline up to the edge of 
the roof and sprang off the sidewalk. From the rooftop, he surveyed his surroundings. 
Okay.  

 Plan. 

 His mind whipped through options and narrowed his choices down very rapidly. 
He nodded to himself and leaped from the roof of Golden‟s to the parking lot. From 
there it was a quick two blocks to get to the florist. 

* 

 Peter knocked, cleared his throat, and waited as he practiced a sorry smile. 
Knocked again. 
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 The door opened, and a heavyset young woman with shifty eyes answered the 
door. “Yes?” 

 “Uh, yes,” Peter said. He cleared his throat. “Is Gwen in?” 

 “You must be Peter Parker,” the woman said, pronouncing his name like it was a 
disease. 

 He tried to be charming. “Yes.” 

 “Yeah. Gwen would be here. But she bumped into MJ and Harry. They were going 
out clubbing, and took her along to cheer her up.” 

 “Ah,” Peter said. 

 “Yeah, „ah‟.” 

 “Well,” Peter said, “uh, if you could give her these flowers, and this chocolate…” 
he trailed off. 

 “You bet,” the roomie said. “Sure thing, Parker. Car break down? I mean, I 
thought Gwen planned it out to be a pedestrian date.” 

 “Have a nice night,” Peter said, heading down the hallway, waving. 

 The door slammed behind him. 

* 

Peter lay in bed. His fingers were laced behind his head as his mind picked at 
him, thinking and not sleeping. 

 Maybe he was meant to be alone. Yeah. Maybe his power meant he had to be a 
solitary figure. Or maybe he was trying to blame fate for his screw-ups. Maybe he was 
just a loser. 

 “Maybe I should get some sleep,” he said aloud. 

 He glanced at the clock. Ten thirty. Probably would be getting out of the movie 
about now. Damn. 

 He looked back up at the ceiling. First MJ, then Gwen. And what was MJ playing 
at? Did she still like him or not? Had she ever liked him? Or was he just a shiny toy in 
her box of boy toys? And was that a bad thing? And since when did this Stacy girl know 
he walked the face of the earth? 

 “You,” he muttered to his brain, “need a hobby.” 

 What was a relationship worth to him? Would he really trade all his abilities to be 
normal? He thought for a moment of the wind whipping through the trees after him as 
he bounded from branch to trunk to empty space. Was that really better than women, 
better than a normal life? 

 “Oh yeah,” he whispered to himself, and he grinned in the dark. “But I want to 
have my cake and eat it too. And I want to go to sleep. So shut up already.” 

 Voices in your head, Parker, they‟ll lock you up. And what about that lizard thing? Who 
was it? Or what was it? It had been in Connors‟ lab. Peter couldn‟t help but like 
Connors. Good sense of humor, modest, brilliant, well adjusted to missing an arm. 
Peter wondered what he would be like as a friend. 
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 “Wonder what it‟s like to go to sleep before midnight.” 

 You would. Let‟s go for a swing. Tomorrow‟s Saturday, won‟t have to get up, and besides, Harry 
will be sleeping in after a hot night on the town with both the girls you‟re trying to date. 

 “Oh shut up,” Peter grumbled, rolling over and sticking his head under the pillow. 

 Four hours a night. Just four hours. All you need. And by tomorrow you’ll never 

get your shoes and camera back. Unless we break into the police station, and 

interesting as that idea is… 
 “Fine,” Peter said, his voice muffled under the pillow. “Fine, let‟s go.” 

 A minute later he was wrapped in his mesh suit and out the window. 

 A fine night for flying. 

* 

 No police tape over the hole in the wall. The back wall of the science building 
faced the lake, and it was entirely possible that no one had noticed it yet. Peter slipped 
inside, and worked his way through the guts of the building until he had returned to the 
hole over the lab. Silently, he proceeded through the ceiling. Voices ahead. 

 “—thugs, I guess,” one voice was saying. 

 “Some pretty pissed off thugs, you ask me,” said another voice, more skeptical. 
“They‟d have to be hopped up on PCP or something to get through this wall.” 

 “It‟s just sheetrock,” shrugged the other voice. “No big thing. I could push you 
through it.” 

 “Yeah, well, let‟s not find out. These chairs are sturdier than they look, too. And it 
took four guys to stand that table up; those things have stone tops.” 

 “If they got Connor, he‟s in some trouble, anyway,” the first voice said. Peter gently 
adhered to one of the drop tiles and lifted it. 

 A security guard and a policeman were idly talking in the classroom. The place 
looked like it was waiting for a forensics team. Peter saw his shoes in a corner, 
unnoticed so far. He grinned and stealthed over that way, upside down above the 
ceiling. 

 “Think guns would stop somebody that mad?” 

 “Oh yeah,” the cop said. “Thirty eight special magnum load will stop anything. You 
knock a hole in it, boom, it goes down. End of story.” 

 “What about vests?” 

 “Still knock you down,” the cop said, confident. “Break your ribs. Catch two of 
them and your vest won't be worth much any more.” 

 “Ever shot anybody?” 

 “Never had to,” said the cop as Peter silently lowered a web line, stuck it to one 
shoe, the other, reeled them in. The shoes drifted up through the air, unnoticed by the 
guards. Good loafers weren‟t cheap, and Peter found these to be quite comfortable. 

 “So whaddya think the doc was working on?” asked the security guard. 

 “Who knows. Smelled nasty, whatever it was.” 
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 Peter stopped, thinking. The doctor was working on something in the lab… then 
he disappeared… the lizard appeared… lab coat shredded… Peter couldn‟t help but 
wonder. He worked his way back over the lab, down into the one next to it, and 
through the hole in the wall. 

 The doctor‟s computer and monitor were untouched, to the side out of the way of 
their fight. Peter grinned. He put the tower case against the front of the monitor and 
quickly webbed it in place, put the keyboard on top and gobbed it in place, quickly 
gathered up all the cords and secured them. Then he lifted the assembly easily with the 
fingertips of one hand. He glanced out at the guards. 

 “I figure either he wasn‟t here or we‟ll get a note by tomorrow,” said the campus 
guard. 

 “I don‟t know,” the cop said, shaking his head. “Kids these days…” 

 Peter was through the unguarded door, moving lightly down the hallway gripping 
the ceiling with three limbs, holding the computer bundle lightly out to the side with the 
other. 

 Clean night air. He breathed deep. 

 “Oh no,” he muttered, glancing back. “Forgot my camera…” 

 Just then the forensics van pulled up. Two techs started unloading their kits from 
the back. 

 Peter was gone, only the night breeze watching now. 

* 

 An hour after he left, Peter dropped back in through the window and set up the 
computer on his meticulously clean homework-free desk. No password protections, 
nothing. Peter grinned. “Let‟s see what you‟ve been working on, doc,” he said to 
himself. 

 He started checking through the files; there was a folder for Connors. Good. 
Shared computer. Probably nothing vital on here, though. 

 Formulas, class notes, presentations, yeah, et cetera… journal. 

 For a long moment, Peter stared at the file. Journal. As in, private, personal, and 
none of your business. 

 He opened it.  

 Dropped down to the end. Looked like several months were recorded in here. 
Peter started a few days back. 

 

 February 8. Classes going well here, and I have hope for the next 

generation of scholars. Even if I cannot solve this puzzle, perhaps my work will give 

them the tools they need to solve it. As it is, the despair is sometimes overwhelming. 

This is the time I am the loneliest, I think, absorbed in my work with no one else that 

understands. But if they did, then ethics would enter in to the equation, and what I do 

alone in the lab is immune to questions of ethics. Or so I tell myself. And then I think 

back to those dark days in Green Acres, and I remember what can happen if you step 
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far enough away from the beliefs of the world. You are a genius or you are mad, and 

too often they walk hand in hand. I should attend to my studies, my teaching, and 

leave my research in the hands of others. 
 

 Peter hesitated, and saw that there was more. This journal could contain clues that 
would save Doc Connors life. At the same time, Peter could not imagine Connors being 
pleased by one of his students reading his personal journal. Peter glanced at the time. 
Oh, sure, only one o‟clock. He read on. 

 

 February 9. Success. I have amputated a leg off of one of the rats, 

and I found a concoction that did indeed regenerate most of the leg and several toes. 

The rat survived for two days and then developed a fast, lethal cancer and died. Is 

cancer the price of instability? The chaplain at Green Acres told me that suffering is 

so prevalent in the world because it is through suffering and accepting our 

limitations that we become stronger and more wise. I cannot accept that. If everyone 

did, scientific advance would become heresy. Besides, I am reaching a point where I 

am willing to accept cancer, if only I could be a whole man again. Adjusted, they call 

me. I do not choose to adjust. There must be a way. I will find it if it kills me two 

days later. Still I have a little patience. Refine, refine. Smelt the impurities of the 

science, not the man, and you will find wisdom. 
 

 “Wacko,” Peter muttered to himself. “Maybe,” he added uncertainly. He looked 
into the screen. A rather unpleasant idea was forming in his head. 

 

 February 10. At last, Friday. I don’t know what I was thinking, to 

try to abandon my research. My family is safe in Florida, and now, out here, I have a 

chance to finally try out my newest attempt. I promised the doctors that I would leave 

off research and use my mind and skills and knowledge to train the next generation, 

but patience has faded since then, and I do long to be whole. I will do anything to 

become once again the man I was. Today may hold the secret. I have a feeling that 

I’m close to a breakthrough. 
 

 The journal ended. The cursor blinked idly and rhythmically at the base of the 
screen. Peter stared, absently, absorbing the implications. This was more than science. 
This was… what? Spooky. 

 “Doc Connors,” Peter said to the screen, “I‟ll find you, and see what we can do 
about this. And if you are that lizard, then we‟ll just have to find a way to bring you 
back.” He shook his head and shut the computer down. “Or we could let the swat 
teams kill you.” 

 He slept uneasily. 

Sunday, February 10, 2002 

 The cash register sang it‟s song, and Peter smiled uneasily at the clerk. Then he hit 
the street. In the bag under his arm he had three packages of powerful barbiturates. 
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 “No good to catch you if I can‟t keep you,” he muttered, and he crossed the street. 
“Okay,” he said, “warm wet dark. Warm wet dark. If I was a lizard, I would go 
somewhere warm, wet, and dark.” He glanced down the sidewalk and started walking. 
“Movie theaters, the zoo, the aquarium… Looks like a long day.” 

 Long day, short on cash. Between the flowers, chocolate, and drugs, Peter had 
precious little disposable income left. Looked like a day on foot. 

 He got started. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Peter came through the front door and closed it quietly behind him. He saw a 
message blinking on the answering machine, and he punched the play button. 

 “Peter,” said Mary Jane‟s voice, “You‟d better remember how to use the phone 
pronto. Gwen got let down pretty hard when you dumped her last night, and the ninny 
even feels guilty that she wasn‟t there for you to give her flowers. Don‟t know what 
you‟re thinking, champ, but this is not cool.” Beep. 

 “Thanks, MJ,” Peter muttered. 

 “Oh, Peter, you‟re back,” came a wavering voice from the kitchen. Aunt May came 
out, wiping her thin hands on a dishcloth. “Some girl called for you three times.” 

 “Mary Jane?” asked Peter. 

 “I don‟t remember,” Aunt May said thoughtfully. “She didn‟t leave her number.” 

 “So you don‟t know who it was and I can‟t call her back,” Peter said patiently. 

 “Sorry, Peter,” Aunt May shrugged. “Girls are so forward these days. I hear some 
even ask boys out on dates.” 

 “Shocking,” Peter said, utterly dejected. “Am I too late to help with dinner?” 

 “You can set the table,” Aunt May nodded. “I just finished a casserole.” 

 Peter followed her into the kitchen, where the afternoon sun slanted in through the 
windows. A small television burbled quietly to itself on the counter. 

 “In other news,” the announcer said, “a bizarre tragedy. An escaped crocodile 
broke into the kennel, „Paws of Love‟, and ate four dogs before escaping.” 

 “Four dogs?” the other announcer said. “That is bizarre.” 

 “Police are on the case, but as of this report they have not captured the animal. 
Those in the neighborhood are advised to lock up their pets—” 

 “Peter?” Aunt May said, looking around. He wasn‟t in the kitchen. She peered into 
the living room. “Peter?” 

* 

 Of course, the lizard had to eat. Peter lay flat on his back on the bus, watching the 
light poles go by. Should have just watched the news. Saved himself some precious 
admission fees that were ultimately dead ends. A kennel, just brilliant. 
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 “My stop,” he muttered, bounding off the bus and scrambling up a power pole. He 
hopped to the building twenty feet away, over the top of the next, and he saw the 
kennel. 

 “Now,” he murmured, “warm wet dark.” He slowly scanned the area. 

 “Perfect,” he said, smiling. 

 He swung off. 

* 

 Light slanted through the thick water at an angle, lighting up amber shafts in the 
deep pool. The lizard floated, motionless, eyes and nostrils above the surface. Sun 
warmed the metal room. Aside from the hole the lizard had made to get in, the water 
tower was a contained area. 

 The lizard tensed, nictitating membranes slipping up. It sniffed. Danger was near. 

 Peter silently scrambled up the support of the water tower. Yes. The lizard was 
inside. The water tower used to service an industrial plant that went out of business, so 
it was probably abandoned. So no one would notice the hole torn in its wall near the 
top, the hole just big enough for the lithe shape of the lizard. 

 Peter reached the top and peered into the dim gloom of the tower‟s interior. A few 
thin beams of light poked through the steel where rivets had rusted away. Peter sniffed, 
and the heavy stench of the lizard was strong; musty, ancient, reptilian. 

 He poked his head in. Wrong move. 

 A powerful leg snapped into the back of his head, and he tucked his chin to take 
the hit on the lip of the hole, instead of slamming his throat down on the edge. He felt 
his jaw wrench, and he tried to drag his head out. Too late. 

 The tail whipped around his neck, and in a flash he was jerked into the tower. 
Through the explosion of pain through his neck, Peter got an impression of his foe; 
dark, strong. Peter lashed out and caught the creature on the shoulder. They spun apart 
and crashed down into the thick water. 

 Peter caught a flash of nightmarish teeth and eyes as the lizard swirled through the 
water at him, and his fist shot out of its own accord, knocking teeth down the lizard‟s 
throat. It banked to the side, and he caught its shoulder with one adhesive hand, jerking 
it up out of the water enough to punch it square in the chest once, twice, before it 
twisted and tore at his ribs with its savage feet. He clanged hard against the side of the 
rocking tower, and they spun apart in the sloshing wake of the assault. 

 He was up the side and moving, diving down like a bird of prey, his fists crashing 
through the thin layer of water and thudding deep between the lizard‟s shoulder blades. 
It gasped as its air was knocked loose, and as it tumbled for position Peter sprang clear 
and clung to the ceiling in the tower. The tower‟s rocking registered in his senses, and 
he realized the position they would be in if it fell. 

 Acting with the speed of thought, he tore at the ceiling, and made a rent in the 
metal big enough to slip through. He was almost clear when that horrid grip snagged his 
ankle; the metal was torn up, and if he was tugged down on it, metal would shear deep 
into his leg. He braced and yanked with all his strength. With a deep gong, the lizard 
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slammed into the ceiling of the tower and was shaken loose. Peter controlled his fall 
from the tower with a webline, then waited for a moment. 

 The lizard was not ready to let him go. All right then. 

 Peter felt his blood ooze out of the gashes in his side. Not good. 

 The lizard dropped down from the tower and stood looking at him, breathing 
heavily. 

 For what seemed like forever they just stared into each other‟s eyes. Then the lizard 
turned and darted away on all fours, slithering under a fence. Peter sprinted after him. 

 Peter came over the fence in time to catch an uppercut with all the lizard‟s coiled 
strength behind it. The blow crushed into his gut and lifted him through the air, 
tumbling further above the broken industrial park than he cared to believe, unable to 
draw breath, unable to think, unable to roll, wondering if he was hemorrhaging. 

 He thudded to the ground after flying forever, and he lay crumpled in a heap, trying 
to force his body to breathe. Some part of his mind knew that the lizard had gone, and 
it also knew that the docks were near, and he did not want to follow it into the water. 
Most of his energy was devoted to breathing and not throwing up. 

 He tore at the mesh, clearing his face, then he threw up. 

* 

 Night. 

 He rolled off the bus and shot a webline to the trees lining the street, swooping up 
into an elm. Dizzy from the exertion, he lay in the tree trying to breathe for a short 
time. Pain. Fire in his guts. 

 Not far to his house from here. Springing and leaping were beyond him, and the 
houses had never seemed so far apart as they did now. 

 Patience, Peter. Just be patient. One tree at a time. He stopped to rest in a tree 
across from his house. Then one more concentrated effort took him across the 
darkened street, up on his roof, and down into his bedroom. He stripped off the mesh. 
Away from his skin, it started to dissolve. He tossed it towards the trash can, and it 
draped over the side. For a moment it looked very much like the skin cast off of a 
molting lizard. He shuddered, and went into the bathroom, where he stayed for quite 
some time. He took a shower. Brushed and counted his teeth. Swabbed his cuts. 

 The gashes in his side were nasty. He spun some web and taped them shut; better 
than stitches. He stretched. He stood looking at his bed, aching in every joint, his 
stomach pulsing with his heartbeat. 

 Oh yeah, he hadn‟t eaten dinner. He felt faintly ill at the thought of eating, but he 
knew what would happen if he didn‟t. Hunger made him… grumpy. Grumpy and weak, 
too, and that was something he could not afford. The lizard was still out there. Maybe 
molting. What a disturbing thought. 

 “I should go to bed,” he said aimlessly. 

 But while he was tired and broken, he wanted food. The thought of rummaging for 
leftovers briefly crossed his mind, and it left the way it came. He needed grease, fat, 
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cholesterol, starch, food that was horrible for sedentary people. Food that his system 
reveled in. 

 Hey look, cash. 

 Peter sighed and picked up his wallet, then quickly dressed. “Need to get more 
clothes,” he muttered glancing at his depleting wardrobe. He shrugged. “First things 
first.” 

 He left through the front door. 

 Peter walked down the street, head down, a bit unsteady, wondering what people 
would think if they knew that he had stopped enough velocity to crush a car and he was 
out for an evening stroll. 

 Peter walked past Lucky‟s Pizza, breathing in the fresh pizza smell. He pulled the 
dogeared five dollar bill out of his pocket and sighed. He kept walking, headed for the 
golden arches. “I gotta jack up my price range,” he muttered. 

 He felt a peculiar sensation, a warning sensation. He became alert, glancing from 
side to side. There; that laugh, that perfume. 

 Oh no. 

 Harry and Mary Jane came strolling out of the pizzaria. They swung around and 
casually strolled down the sidewalk towards where he was parked. They had the 
sidewalk to themselves. Harry opened Mary Jane‟s car door for her, then walked around 
to his side. Then with a flaring engine roar, they were off. 

 Peter watched through the glass windows of the gas station next door. He sighed, 
and felt a deep and empty moment. 

 “Altered States,” said a headline from the rack between him and the window. He 
looked more closely. A magazine, had two silhouettes of faces with brains behind them. 
Peter pulled the magazine out of the rack. 

 “The Planetary,” he muttered to himself, reading the cover. “Altered States: 
Another World of Communication” the subheading read. He quickly flipped it open 
and glanced at the table of contents. Odd stuff. Wacky even. On the back page it had a 
picture of the editor; Stephen Strange. Form echoes content, he thought, smiling. He 
read the last text box; it was curious… 

If you have encountered something peculiar and thought provoking enough for the open minds 
of the editors at the Planetary, please feel free to contact us by our toll free number. Insane people have 
great ideas and encounters just like the rest of us, so be assured we will take your initial inquiry 
seriously. Confidentiality assured, a fair hearing likely, and esoteric problems made simple. Our policy 
on hoaxes and pranks; make them interesting or don‟t bother. 

Dr. Stephen Strange 
Editor in Chief 

 Peter smiled at that last bit. Then his smile faded. 

 “Hey,” the cashier said. “You gonna buy that? We ain‟t a library, pal.” 

 “Yeah,” Peter said, shrugging. He put down the magazine and his five dollar bill. 
Moments later he was the proud owner of the February issue of the Planetary. 

 He got precious little change back. 
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* 

 Once again in his room, Peter picked up the phone and curled the magazine cover 
back. He punched in the number. The phone rang twice and picked up: 

 “You have reached the office number for the Planetary. This is Doctor Stephen Strange. Please 
leave a message with your name, number, address. If the planets are aligned properly, you never know: 
we might get back to you.” BEEP 

 “Hi,” Peter said, feeling supremely stupid. “My name is not important, but I hope 
you get back to me anyway and, uh, don‟t have caller i.d.” He closed his eyes and cursed 
himself for a moment, but it was too late now. “I have a college professor who I think 
got somehow turned into a giant lizard, and even if he‟s brought into custody I don‟t 
know if the cops or the doctors can help him. I saw your magazine and I thought maybe 
you could shine some light on my esoteric problem. Make it simple, like it says in the ad. 
Anyway, if I could maybe get him to come in, could you help? Uh, I guess that‟s it. 
Look forward to hearing back. Uh, thanks.” He hung up quickly. 

  He looked over his desk and sighed. Then groaned and lowered his head to his 
hands. 

 Tomorrow. Monday. Tests. Damn. 

 “I suppose now you want to sleep,” he said to the mirror. 

 Ten minutes later he was gently snoring in the chair. 

Monday, February 11, 2002 

 Phone. Ringing. 

 Peter jerked awake, answering the phone before his eyes were really open. Sunlight. 
Phone. Noise. Ack. 

 “Peter Parker speaking,” his voice said crisply as he struggled to wake up. 

 “Yes, this is Doctor Strange,” the cultured voice with an unplaceable accent said on 
the other end of the line. “I was intrigued by your call.” 

 “Yes,” Peter said, sitting up straight and clearing his throat. “It is a fascinating case. 
If the lizard could be delivered to you, could you, as your magazine says, take a look at it 
confidentially?” 

 “If nothing else, you can trust my discretion,” the doctor said. 

 “Great. What‟s the address?” 

 Strange relayed it as Peter scribbled it down. “When were you thinking of stopping 
by?” the doctor asked. 

 “Do I need an appointment?” Peter said, shifting uncomfortably. “I can‟t guarantee 
timeline.” 

 “No,” Strange replied. “So there is an element of uncertainty remaining.” 

 “Yes, basically,” Peter said cautiously. “I‟ll do my best to wrap it up as fast as I 
can.” 

 “Then I will await your contact,” Strange murmured. 
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 “Thanks,” said Peter. “I wanted to be sure you‟d help before bringing him to you. 
He will, uh, need restraint.” 

 “I have the best that are available. Our guest will not misbehave,” the doctor said. 
“Until we meet, then.” 

 “Yeah,” Peter nodded. “Later.” He hung up and blinked properly. Glanced at the 
clock. 

 Ten twenty seven. 

 Halfway through his science lab. 

 “Dammit!” he said, snatching at his coat and stumbling towards the door. “Harry‟s 
gonna kill me…” 

* 

 “I‟m gonna kill him,” Harry muttered through his teeth as he walked out of the lab. 
“He dogs me to get the lab results prepared for today and then he can‟t be bothered to 
show.” 

 “Yeah,” Gwen sighed. Peter came limping towards them. 

 “Hey, Parker,” Harry said. “Glad you could make it.” 

 “Whad I miss?” Peter said, out of breath. 

 “Lab,” Harry replied, a touch of coldness in his voice. “We had a sub and they 
moved the class, so nobody took roll and noticed that a certain deadbeat didn‟t make 
it.” 

 “Sorry, Harry,” Peter said. “Wild night last night. Had to get caught up on my 
reading. Slept in.” 

 “All caught up then?” Gwen asked coolly. 

 “Uh,” Peter said, scratching the back of his head. “Uh, I‟m really sorry about 
Saturday, Gwen.” 

 “I‟ll leave you to it,” Harry smiled, and he walked by Peter. 

 “Yeah,” Peter said, looking after him. 

 “Nice flowers,” Gwen noted. “Somebody die?” 

 “Ooh,” Peter winced. “Actually those were my apology. Something came up; 
something unexpected. When Aunt May sees a pest in the house I just can‟t leave until 
she‟s satisfied that it‟s dealt with. She‟s scared to death of little animals.” He smiled 
ruefully. 

 “That sounds like a very sweet fabrication,” Gwen murmured. 

 “Fabrication?” Peter said innocently. 

 “Lie,” Gwen clarified. “I‟ll let it slide, Parker. I hope you have your essay done for 
English.” 

 “Oh, yeah, that thing,” he said with a wave and a smile as his heart sank. All 
weekend to do it, all the time in the world. Damn. 
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 She hesitated, then turned back to him. “Hey Parker,” she said. “You can make it 
up to me if you want. We could go to a movie this afternoon. I‟m all caught up in 
English, and you‟re hopelessly behind in there anyway. Want to go to a movie?” 

 He brightened immediately. “A movie? Sure!” he said. Right before he remembered 
he was flat broke. Well, he could write a check for it; buy a day or two to get money in 
his account. “Let me drop this off in the lab.” 

 “Better not leave me standing here,” she said archly. 

 “Wouldn‟t dare,” he replied with a grin. He moved like he had a purpose, resisting 
the urge to speed things up by using the ceiling. 

 He dumped the books, slammed the locker, and was headed out the front door of 
the science building when his pace slowed, and an unnatural awareness settled on him. 
Something wrong. Something out of place. 

 A woman‟s voice, alarmed: “Muffy? Muffy, here girl! Muffy?” 

 He heard the slosh of the water, the sharp desperate yip. Oh no. 

 The lizard returned to familiar ground. To a nearby lair? 

 Peter was torn for a moment, undecided. 

 Gwen. Peter steeled himself then walked up to her. 

 “Gwen?” he said. “I‟ve found out about a project I forgot about that I need to do 
this afternoon, I promised, and I can‟t get out of it. I would be delighted to go to a movie 
with you, and I swear I will this week. I need to do this first, though. If I can get 
through it in good time, I‟ll call you, okay?” He was already backing away. 

 “Oh, Peter,” she sighed. “Should I bother giving you my phone number?” 

 “I have it, but thanks,” he said with a grateful smile. 

 “You sure?” she said softly. She waved goodbye, and headed for her English class, 
head down. 

 “Peter Parker,” he muttered, “you are a class A-1 jerk and a half. Either you have 
commitment issues or you‟re stark raving mad or maybe blind. Need to give up this 
gallivanting about in silk pajamas and get a haircut and a real job and meaningful 
relationship. And floss once a day.” He sighed, moving down towards the lake. 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 He immediately spotted the lizard, half in the water by the bank. It saw him at the 
same moment, and propelled itself out of the water with one lash of its tail, moving fast 
and low towards the science building once more. Peter set his aching jaw, feeling the 
thud of his pulse in his guts, the ringing of his ears, the ache of his head. Once more 
into the breach. And he was moving. 

 Peter was right behind it as it scuttled up the side of the building and wormed with 
disturbing swiftness into the hole it had clawed to get out. Then through the interior, 
Peter stripping as he went; today he had worn the mesh beneath his clothes. 
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 The lizard ducked through a side grate and into an open space. Peter hesitated and 
sensed out into the room for a moment before following, having been taught the hard 
way that too rapid a pursuit could be deadly. 

 Large open room. Pitch black. Dome? 

 Great. Peter breathed out slowly. 

 The observatory. 

 Peter shot out of the grate and rolled to his feet, his senses flaring all around him. 
He was paranoid, blind. He waited, patient, his heart thrumming, his muscles tight. 
Another outfit gone. He was almost out of khakis. Must remember to strip before 
crawling around in tunnels. 

 Movement. He didn‟t think, his body reacted. He spun, lashing out with a kick, and 
he landed a glancing blow on the lizard‟s shoulder. Even a glancing blow had serious 
power, and the lizard was slung onto its back as it slid away. Then it bounced 
effortlessly to its feet. It resumed silent running, and Peter relaxed. He let his senses 
make decisions for him. 

 From above. 

 He whipped to the side, lashing out with a two fisted strike that slapped home into 
the creature‟s hip; the lizard slid awkwardly, then bounded up to the wall. 

 On the metal. Peter shot strands out, feeling them tug into metal or stone; then one 
jerked in response, and he hauled swiftly. Felt the lizard hissing through the air towards 
him. Let a punch go with everything he had. It hit something solid that still had give to 
it. The lizard grunted as he smashed into it, then it clanged against the wall. 

 “Need light,” Peter muttered. 

 Then it was on top of him again; in the pitch dark, his razor sharp senses screamed 
as his mind went blank and he deflected an unreal series of slashes and kicks, bites and 
tail lashes, driven back but almost untouched by the creature‟s barrage of feral slashing 
blows. It hissed, and he felt its chill breath, its hate for all things that breathed out warm 
air. 

 He reflexively slung a webline up to the dome and bounded out of the lizard‟s 
reach for a moment. Slapping against the metal dome, he found a seam in the metal. He 
applied his strength. 

 The dome creaked open a fraction, enough for him to slide out. The lizard did not 
give him time to escape; before he squeezed out, it crashed into him and propelled them 
both into the air, thrashing and without leverage. 

 They crashed into the top of a tree, then bounded out and hit the slope that led 
down to the lake. 

 The lake. 

 The lizard was moving. 

 “Not this time,” Peter gritted out. And he let go. 

 The spider sprang at the lizard, crashing into its lithe back, feeling it twist. Fight, he 
willed it. Fight your best. Show me. Show me what you have. 
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 It spun with its claws. His fist slashed into its incoming wrist. Bone splintered. The 
lizard snarled and snapped at his face, and rather than ducking he put a calculated blow 
across its nostrils, jerking its head painfully to the side. They rolled, and he threw out a 
leg to stop them. The lizard clawed at him, and his rage swelled. He attacked with a cold 
calculated burst of speed. 

 He lashed his knuckles into the soft flesh under its jawbone, and as its head 
whipped up he cracked his head into its collarbones. Snapping his knee into its ribs, he 
hurled it up and spun so his leg arced above him, slashing into it. It clawed at his leg as 
it was crushed with a kick that bounced it off the tree. It gagged and made an odd 
chirping noise, but his fist was already hissing through the air, slamming between its 
eyes. He jumped up and kicked straight down into its gut, bouncing it off the ground, 
he dropped with his elbows on its chest. The lizard vocalized desperate clicks and 
scrabbled feebly to escape; he smashed a blow home to the back of its head, grabbed 
the loose skin of its neck and swung its head into the tree hard. 

 The lizard lay motionless. 

 “Not in the water,” Peter said in a voice he did not recognize. “I don‟t like the 
water.” 

 He came to his senses as every muscle in his body screamed with abuse. 

 “Ow,” he said softly. “You,” he growled, pointing at the inert form. “You are 
boots, luggage, a belt, and a wallet. I mean, damn,” he said. “Lots of mean, action 
packed hide on you.” 

 Shame swept him for a moment, and he fell to his knees and felt for the lizard‟s 
pulse. 

 He found one. It was thready, dim, uncertain.  

 “Okay, big guy,” Peter said, his voice shaky. “Don‟t die. I‟ll take you to the doctor.” 

* 

 The door creaked open. “Hello?” Peter said, steadying himself on the door frame. 

 “You must be Peter Parker,” came the cool voice from inside. 

 “You must be Strange,” Peter said. “I mean, you must be Doctor Strange. I‟m not 
saying you‟re strange, or that you‟re not, just your name, it‟s unusual—” 

 “Are you alone?” Strange gently interrupted. 

 “Oh, ah, no,” Peter said. “I, uh, have him wrapped in a tarp in the trunk. I would 
have gotten him by now but it‟s hard to walk with a foot in my mouth.” 

 “Please get him. You will not be observed,” Strange said. 

 Peter shrugged. “You‟re the boss.” He walked down the steps to his car and 
opened the trunk, then he hauled out the heavy tarp. The lizard shifted feebly, and Peter 
felt cold, hoping he had not permanently crippled the beast. He hefted the lizard, and 
entered Strange‟s mansion. 

 The door shut behind him. 

 “I know this sounds weird,” Peter said as he carried the body up the stairs, 
following the doctor, “but I hope the lizard is okay. I mean, I know we had our 
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differences, but it was just doing what it does. Me, I should know better,” he said. He 
glanced around at the heavy dark paneling and tasteful, if grim, décor. The doctor was 
dressed simply in a tasteful expensive suit. “He‟s, uh, sticky, doc. You might want to get 
some scrubs.” 

 “Please do not concern yourself, Mr. Parker,” the doctor said. “I have things well in 
hand. Now, if you will please put him down on this bench I will take him from here.” 

 “You have a gurney or something?” Peter asked. 

 The doctor smiled. “And how did you restrain the lizard?” 

 “Oh,” Peter said, rubbing the back of his aching head. “I borrowed a friend‟s car 
and ran over him a couple times. It‟s a really big car. But I forgot to wear a seatbelt.” He 
gestured at his puffy face. “Damned steering wheel.” 

 “As you wish,” the doctor said, suppressing a smile. “You may either wait in this 
study, or in the kitchen, whichever is more comfortable.” 

 “I think I need some ice for this,” Peter said, gesturing vaguely at his face. Strange 
nodded, and easily picked up the heavy bulk of the lizard, moving into the depths of the 
house. 

 Peter watched him go for a moment, toying with the idea of following him. Then 
he decided that ice sounded pretty good right about now. 

 He lounged in the spacious kitchen. Glancing at the clock, he sighed. English 
would be finishing up right now. He and Gwen could be cuddling together in a dark 
theater at this point. He leaned his head back and lowered the ice pack over his aching 
face. Yeah. He could also be scratching the foil off the winning lottery ticket, or 
lounging on the beach watching dolphins play in the tropical waters. 

 “At least nobody‟s called me a hero lately,” he muttered to himself. 

 The sun sank in the sky, shining between the buildings on the skyline. Peter had 
made himself some hot chocolate, filled out a crossword puzzle that was handy, called 
Aunt May to let her know he would be missing supper again, tried to remember Gwen‟s 
number and failed, and tried to remember what he had due for tomorrow‟s classes. He 
even had a bad patch where he couldn‟t remember what classes he had tomorrow. 

 “I wonder if all my college learning is being knocked out of my head a piece at a 
time,” he muttered, gently rubbing his aching jaw. 

* 

 “Where am I?” Connors asked. All was dark. 

 “That is not important,” came a smooth and peculiar voice. “Do not open your 
eyes yet. Do not open your senses.” 

 Connors relaxed. “What happened? I remember… I don‟t know what I 
remember.” 

 “You may never sort it out,” the voice said gently. 

 “Am I dead?” 

 “No,” the voice replied, with perhaps a touch of regret. “There is to be no release 
for you yet. You have been granted a respite.” 
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 “A respite?” 

 “From the darkness,” the hypnotic voice said. “From the rage.” 

 “The rage,” Connors echoed, his thoughts throbbing. “I remember… the lab… 
and then…” 

 “The damage that was done has been contained,” the voice said, emotionless. “You 
are now more whole than you were then.” 

 “My arm?” 

 “Your arm is still gone,” the voice said. “Your spirit has been given a chance to 
heal.” 

 “Can I open my eyes now?” Connors asked. 

 “Yes,” the voice replied. 

 Connors opened his eyes, and he saw a thin man sitting on a chair not far from 
him. The man had hawkish features, and burning eyes. His dark hair was swept away 
from his face, white streaks fading back from his temples. He sported a mustache and 
small goatee; dark, but peppered with white hair. Incense trailed its smoke up from a 
brazier behind the thin man. 

 “Who are you?” asked Connors, noticing that his voice had grown hoarse. 

 “I am a doctor, in many ways like you,” the man said softly. “You may call me 
Doctor Stephen Strange.” 

 “Well, Doctor, thank you,” Connors said, feeling the strain in his throat. A 
thudding pain woke in his head. 

 The thin doctor smiled. “You are welcome,” he murmured. “The pain in your chest 
will fade in a few days.” 

 Connors looked down and saw a brilliant black and red design, a peculiar eye-
tugging knot pattern woven on the flesh of his right pectoral. “What in God‟s name is 
that?” 

 “That,” Strange said, “is a tattoo.” 

 “I signed no consent forms,” Connors said, anger growing in him. 

 Strange smiled gently. “That is true. You may sue me if you wish. But the demon 
that has haunted you has been stymied in that pattern. As long as it is not disrupted, you 
are free of the darkness, for while it cannot be taken from you it can yet be bound 
within you.” 

 “Demon? Within me?” 

 Strange inclined his head. “There are many ways of viewing the same issue from 
different angles, doctor. Let us say that the impulses, the uncontrollable darkness, the 
rage, and the temptation have been reduced to levels that you will be able to contend 
with. Your family… they will be delighted. I would pull the demon from you entirely, 
but you have… given it a home. Willingly and freely given it a place within yourself. 
Given it a form, as well.” 

 “I don‟t follow.” 
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 “It is not necessary for you to understand,” Strange said simply. “You may resume 
your normal life now. As for your arm,” Strange added, looking out the window, “there 
are worse parts to lose.” 

 Connors nodded slowly. “I remember a young man,” he said. “He was… he figures 
prominently, my memories,” he said, halting. 

 “Yes,” Strange nodded. 

 “Can I go?” Connors asked. “What is today?” 

 “Monday, February twelfth,” Strange answered. 

 “Days,” Connors said softly. “I‟ve lost days.” 

 Strange steepled his fingers. “Perhaps it‟s time you were getting back.” 

* 

 “You know my address, should you ever need anything,” echoed the voice from 
the upstairs hallway. Peter was awake in a moment. 

 “This guy has a knack for waking me up,” he muttered, standing and moving to the 
hallway. Strange was coming down the stairs, Connors behind him. 

 “Doc!” Peter said. “Doctor Connors. Good to see you. Are you okay?” 

 “I… I will be,” Connors said slowly. “Parker. You know Dr. Strange?” 

 “I do now,” Peter shrugged. Strange moved discreetly to the side for a moment. 

 “I… remember… you,” Connors said slowly, looking at Peter sideways. In a 
sudden move he stepped to him and put one arm around him, pulling him into a 
surprisingly strong hug. “I will remember that you saved me,” he said quietly. 

 Peter patted him awkwardly on the back, not sure what else to do. Then Connors 
released him and looked into his eyes for a moment. 

 A car horn tooted outside. 

 “Your cab,” Strange said. 

 “Thanks, doctor,” Connors said, extending a hand. Strange met his grip. Then 
Connors was out the front door and down to where the yellow cab waited. Strange and 
Peter made eye contact, waiting for the car door to slam, the cab to drive off. 

 “Your friends car. A big one,” Strange repeated. 

 “Uh,” Peter said. 

 Strange nodded to himself. “Peter Parker,” he mused. “I‟ve seen your work.” 

 “You have?” Peter asked, genuinely shocked. 

 Strange nodded. “I take an interest in photographers and photography. Reliable 
ones are so hard to find in my line of work.” 

 “You gotta be kidding,” Peter said reproachfully. “Where did you see my work?” 

 Strange smiled a peculiar secret smile, strolling into the kitchen and filling a kettle 
with water. “Last year, the art department‟s photography exhibit. You submitted a 
fascinating collection of spider web photos. You are regularly represented in the 
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yearbook the last two years, since you were their staff photographer, and I have also had 
the opportunity to see some of your work for your photography classes, since Mr. 
Freeburg is a friend of mine.” 

 “Wow,” Peter said, struck by something between awe and paranoia, suddenly 
feeling very small and vulnerable. “You sure do know a lot about me.” 

 “There‟s a trick to it,” Strange smiled.  

 “So… why me?” 

 “Well,” Strange said, putting the kettle on the stove. “For one, you have the knack 
for being in the right place at the right time to experience the most… fascinating subject 
matter, if you could keep your wits about you. For another, you have an absolute talent 
for then being able to walk away from these situations. Taken together with your 
contacts in the world that my magazine happens to be about, the world within and 
beyond this one, and your… particular other talents, I‟d say you were worth the 
investment.” 

 “Just one hitch,” Peter said ruefully, hoping he wasn‟t talking himself out of a job. 
“I tend to leave my camera behind.” 

 “That,” Strange said with a gesture, “can be remedied.” Peter looked where Strange 
pointed, and he saw a bag on the counter. He walked over to it, unzipped it; his camera! 

 “Oh man,” he said with a delighted grin. “Oh wow!” 

 Strange smiled to himself and said nothing further on the camera‟s mysterious 
presence. “I‟ll be in touch,” he said. 

 “Do you need my number or address or anything?” Peter asked. 

 Strange‟s small secret smile turned positively saturnine. “I have caller i.d.” he 
explained. 

* 

 It was close to eleven when Peter finally returned to his room. He sighed. “I‟ve 
been going all day,” he said to himself. “When they say Doc Connors gives a mean final, 
they have no idea.” 

 He flopped down on the bed and pulled out the camera Strange had returned to 
him. “Neat,” he said to himself. He popped it open to load film. 

 Tightly rolled into the interior of the camera were a number of bills. Peter‟s eyes 
shot wide open as he pulled the money out and unrolled the rubber band that kept it 
tight. 

 A short sentence was scrawled on the back bill in silvery flowing script: Consider it 
an advance. 

 “Must be two hundred bucks here, easy,” Peter whispered, freeing the bills.  He 
slowly smiled as a plan began to form in his mind. 
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Wednesday, February 13, 2002 

 At least he wasn‟t late. Peter sat in the lecture hall across the building from the 
normal advanced lab; the usual classroom was closed for remodeling. He sat waiting, 
and keeping a sharp lookout, because she was always early too. 

 Sure enough, Gwen came in and took her customary seat on the front row. Peter 
sidled up behind her. 

 “Hi Gwen,” he said. “Mind if I sit?” 

 “Is that the only trick you do?” she asked, looking away. 

 “I‟m good at „heel‟,” Peter said. He sat. “Look, Gwen, I‟m really sorry about 
yesterday. I know there‟s no point in going into my reasons, but they aren‟t about you. 
This is.” 

 She looked down as he put a small necklace on her desk, a necklace with a heart 
locket. 

 “Now,” he said, “there‟s no picture of me in there or anything. I didn‟t know who 
you might want pictures of. You might want, you know, your folks or something. 
Anyway,” he rushed on, “I have these two tickets to the movies tonight, and I‟ve made 
dinner arrangements at Constantine‟s for eight. These tickets are yours, so if you had 
somebody else in mind you wanted to take, that‟s cool too. I just wanted you to have a 
happy Valentines Day.” 

 She looked at him, genuinely surprised. “Peter,” she said. “I‟m not sure what to 
say.” 

 “Wanna invite me on a date again? Since you have one all set up?” he asked, 
arching an eyebrow. 

 She shook her head. “I guess so. Peter, you busy tonight?” 

 “I sure hope so,” he said. “With you I mean. I‟ve taken care of everything else. Just 
you and me.” 

 She snapped the locket open and looked at it. “I think I won‟t put any pictures in 
it,” she said, her tone a bit arch. “Then I can look in here and think of all our times 
together.” 

 “Ow,” he said. “Easy!” 

 She looked at him and smiled, a real smile. 

 She might just like me, Peter thought. He smiled back. 

 Doctor Connors walked in, and the class settled down. 

 “Hello, class,” Connors said. He looked haunted, but much better than he had the 
last time Parker saw him. “I‟ve had the flu bug, it laid me low for a few days. I 
understand the lab was vandalized while I was gone, but we‟re re-convening here. Now, 
I see what the substitute covered in the lecture Monday, and I must say that I think we 
need to start again, from the top.” His eyes moved over Parker. “Shall we begin?” 

 “Indeed,” Peter murmured with a glance at Gwen. 

 They started over. 
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Lay Down With Demons 

Thursday, February 21, 2002 

 Strange lay the paper down on the table and gazed out the window. Behind him, 
Valeria polished the last of the dishes and put them in the cupboard. She closed it, 
tossed the towel on the dish drainer, and turned to face his back. 

 “Well?” she said. 

 “Good job,” he mused. “Fascinating material. Your explanation of the 
condensation of skin and muscle tissue at a molecular level is intriguing.” He shook his 
head. “Normal flesh acting like chain mail. As pliable as mere mortals, but incredibly 
damage resistant. The notion of microfiber muscular composition affected by solar 
radiation opens up new avenues of thought. Which leaves an important question,” he 
said, turning to face her. “You‟ve laid out what the power is, but not how it works. Also, 
this doesn‟t address your myriad other abilities.” 

 “For one, my good doctor, I don‟t know how it works. And for another,” she said, 
arching her eyebrow, “I don‟t want to know. If I knew, and if others knew, then it would 
lead them to attempt to duplicate the effects. Is that not the aim of good science?” 

 “I see your point,” he conceded with a nod. “Verification of the principles you put 
forth in this article would lead to other, for lack of a better term, super people. Those 
driven to find results like this are seldom altruistic,” he said, tapping the paper. “I think 
you have chosen a wise course. This is plenty of grist for our readers‟ mills in one go.” 

 “Besides,” she said a bit archly, “it would be a shame if I wrote all the material into 
one article. This way there‟s more of the story to be told, a bit at a time.” 

 “You wound me,” he said with a winning smile. “You make my endless search for 
the enlightenment of the human soul sound like a moneygrubbing enterprise playing on 
cheap sensationalism.” 

 “Expensive sensationalism more like,” she said, walking to the window and looking 
out. “After all, this is America, and you are not without bills.” 

 “Indeed,” he said, a smile arching his face. “I do in fact have some accounting to 
do.” He rose from the table, and tapped her stack of papers into order. “I‟ll take this 
with me and send it to our copy editor.” 

 “Let me know if he finds a mistake,” she said with a smile. 

 “I won‟t hold my breath,” Strange murmured fondly as he left the kitchen. 

 Valeria watched the sunset with an imperceptible sigh. 

* 

 Hours later, Doctor Stephen Strange leaned back in his chair and gently squeezed 
the bridge of his nose, closing his eyes. Bills to pay, indeed. But his magazine, The 
Planetary, was increasing in circulation and in scope as his network of contacts 
broadened and deepened. 
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 He hesitated. The door to his Sanctum Sanctorum down the hall was touched, but 
not by Valeria. He waited, listening. It was touched again. Words were spoken. 

 It opened. 

 He stood, intrigued. So, a trespasser, and one who was familiar with the Art. With a 
gesture he called his red coat through the air and slipped it on, then he stepped out into 
the hallway and looked at the bolted double door at the end of the hall. 

 Interesting. 

 The Sanctum no longer held as many critically important articles as it once had, for 
he had outgrown the crutches of mortal wizards. He was Sorcerer Supreme, and he had 
redefined the role. However, many useful tomes and divination devices and so on still 
resided within those armored walls. Things that could be troublesome if released. He 
stealthily approached the closed door and listened through it with more than his ears. 

 Someone inside moved, quickly scanning the shelves. Reached for a book. 

 The door boomed open at the command of its master, the Sorcerer Supreme, 
whose power was unveiled for just a moment. The interloper spun, startled. 

 “May I help you?” he asked mildly, his eyes flaring. 

 The trespasser was a shapely young woman with straight blond hair and an 
attractive face. Her beauty was marred by cruelty. Her tail whipped around in surprise, 
and Strange saw that she had goat-like legs ending in cloven hooves. 

 “I have come to partake of your knowledge, wizard,” she said, her voice soft and 
low. “Partake I will, whether you like it or not. We can do this the easy way, or the hard 
way.” 

 “By all means,” Strange said with a small smile, “I prefer the hard way.” 

 “As you wish,” she growled, extending stiff fingers towards him. 

 He chose not to be moved. Her eyes widened. 

 At that moment Valeria cleared the top of the stairs, her incredible hearing alerting 
her to the intrusion. Strange half turned. 

 A disc of weird light, pale and dark and wreathed in flame, spun up from the floor 
and swept over Valeria. In less than a heartbeat she was gone. 

 “She is in my power,” the interloper said. “You must do as I say if you wish to see 
her again.” 

 When Strange turned to face her, the mildness was gone from his face. His features 
looked as though they were carved from stone. 

 “You have miscalculated,” he said, his voice even and restrained. He gestured, and 
bands of wilder magics sprang from the ether and snarled around the trespasser, then 
snapped into her. She tried to scream as eldritch energies swathed her and constricted 
until she was almost crushed. She felt her bones shift in the grip of the binding. 

 “Crush me if you dare,” the interloper hissed. “You will never find your woman 
again without me, for I am the sole ruler of the realm where she is now kept. If I do not 
return she will die.” 
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 Silence. “I see,” Strange said. He gestured, and she was snapped upright to slowly 
spin in mid air. “Relax and this won‟t hurt a bit.” 

 She didn‟t relax. 

 It hurt a great deal. 

 Strange let his mystic probe fade. “You have… so little… formed magic 
knowledge,” he said. 

 “I have a lot of potential,” she gasped, her breath heaving in and out. “My teacher. 
He failed me. I have… no technique.” 

 “Hence your visit,” Strange said. She nodded. “How did you find me?” 

 “Scrying,” she gasped. 

 “I see,” he murmured. “Yet I did not feel your observation.” 

 “I am not a fool,” she said, gathering her composure and her breath. “I learned of 
your existence from others, then I observed you when you were in the midst of 
distraction. I can have a very light touch.” 

 “Impressive,” he said, unimpressed. “I find nothing in your extremely limited 
arcane knowledge about how you travel back and forth to this other realm.” 

 “It isn‟t magic,” she hissed. “It is… natural talent, if you will. Only I can travel to 
and from this place, though others can move near it, near enough for me to catch them. 
I am the key. Damage me and you will never see the woman again. Free me and give me 
a few books and you can have the woman back.” 

 “No,” he said, shaking his head. “I do not deal with thieves or terrorists.” 

 “Nasty words,” she said, narrowing her eyes. “Would you like to know what is 
happening to your sweet little woman right now?” 

* 

 Valeria crushed the demon with a slap to its chest, but others came, ranks and 
ranks of them. She took to the skies, but demons with wings lifted from the mass that 
clamored below her. She was weakening. She threw a flurry of punches and kicks 
around her, but the demons piled on oblivious to death and dismemberment. They 
packed on her, clawing and gouging. Her superhuman toughness resisted the damage, 
but she felt her strength draining. She looked up at the sky and gasped. 

 The sky was a slowly roiling sheet of dark flame. No night on Earth had ever 
looked like this. There were no demons like this on Earth. 

 Even at night, the planet Earth soaked up the outpoured generosity of the Sun 
somewhere, and Valeria could feel the Sun‟s energies carried through the atmosphere, 
protecting and nurturing the life of the world, protecting and nurturing her power. 

 The sky here was empty. Empty and dark, an eternal twilight. 

 Her strength faded. 

 “Strange!” she shouted as she began to sink through the unnatural air under the 
weight of the demons. 
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 The sky was silent. The carpet of demons below gibbered and shrieked as she 
drifted closer to their reach. 

 She scowled, and lashed out in all directions. Demons and bits of demon sprayed 
through the air before her wrath, but this did not feel like killing. This was different, and 
life was not sacred here. She was not even certain that the demons were possessed of 
life. She killed and killed, her martial arts training kicking into high gear. Slashing, 
parrying, hurling demons from her, she fought desperately. 

 Her strength was going fast. She punched holes in the demons, pulling out all the 
stops. They no longer flew apart at her touch. 

 “STRANGE!” she shouted. “Can you hear me?” 

 The hissing and squealing of demons was her answer, and she had no breath left 
for talk. 

* 

 “I may be ignorant,” the interloper snarled, “but I am not powerless. Nor am I a 
fool.” 

 “Then surrender the woman to me,” Strange said, his voice hard, “and I will be 
lenient. I would prefer to discuss this. We can find another solution. You still have a 
chance to accomplish through negotiation what will get you killed if you continue with 
coercion.” 

 “Killed?” she said, her lips curling back in a derisive smile, revealing sharp little 
teeth. “How final.” 

 “There are,” Strange said, his face taking a peculiar and disturbing cast, “worse 
fates at my disposal.” 

 “It‟s been a joy,” the interloper snapped, jerking in the binding, “but I must go.” 
Suddenly a sheath of silver armor slid up her forearm and flowed over her body. For a 
moment she was mystically frictionless, and she squirmed free of the binding, into a 
flaring disc ringed in unhallowed flame. Strange lashed after her, but she was beyond his 
reach a fraction of an instant before he reached her. 

 “I think not,” he said, his face dead white. “I think not.” His lips compressed to a 
thin determined line of fury, and he lay into his bookshelf and whipped out several 
tomes. “Not in my house.” 

 He began to hunt. 

* 

 The demons suddenly withdrew. Valeria stood drenched in their gore, her chest 
heaving, her clothes in ribbons. She wasn‟t sure, but she suspected her blood was 
intermingled with the demon ichor. She turned to face the direction the demons were 
facing. 

 A woman stood regarding her from a rise in the tortured rock. Valeria took a good 
long look at the cloven hooves, goat legs, and shapely torso, her gaze traveling up to the 
cruel eyes in the pretty face. The woman held a long, glittering sword sheathed in 
sparkling runes, a weapon of deep magic. 

 “Hello,” the woman smirked. “I am the Swordbearer. Who are you?” 
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 “I am Valeria von Doom,” Valeria replied. 

 “Impressive,” the Swordbearer said, nodding at the piles of demons. Already, small 
imps swarmed on the carrion, wolfing it down. 

 “Release me at once,” Valeria demanded. 

 “Do I bind you?” asked the Swordbearer, amused. “I see no shackles.” 

 “Return me to Earth,” Valeria said, struggling to keep her temper. 

 “Hm,” The Swordbearer said, tapping her lips with one finger. She shrugged. 
“No.” She smiled. 

 “Then face me in single combat. If I win, you send me home. If you win, I‟ll stop 
crushing these demons. They are yours, aren‟t they.” 
 “Yes, they are,” the Swordbearer said. She beckoned a hulking mass of bone and 
meat, and she petted its head between its horns. Its eyes rolled back and it gurgled 
something like a purr, its tongue lolling out. “Each time you slay one, it is reformed in 
the heart of my realm. You simply cannot win,” she said with a smile. “But your offer 
intrigues me. Very well. Let us fight.” 

 She settled into a ready stance, her sword poised. 

 “Hardly fair,” Valeria said, eyeing the sword. 

 The Swordbearer shrugged. “I don‟t intend to lose,” she grinned. 

 “Alright,” Valeria said, wiping her nose with the back of her hand. It came away 
sticky. “Let‟s do this.” She trudged up the broken cliff until she was level with the 
Swordbearer, who shifted and lashed her tail in anticipation. 

 Valeria sprang, calculated to come up short of her target. The Swordbearer 
extended the blade to impale her on her own momentum, and Valeria spun, knocking 
the blade to the side with the flat of one hand and gripping its crosspiece with the other. 
A simple jerk and the weapon was hers as her foot lashed out and caught the 
Swordbearer on the hip, knocking her away. Valeria rammed the sword into the stone; it 
sank in with a ringing clang and slowly swayed. 

 The Swordbearer faced her, jaw slack with amazement. “That was cool,” she said. 
She smiled and gestured. The sword sank into the rock and sprang free in a jet of gravel 
at her side. She scooped it up. “Do that again!” 

 Valeria got a sinking feeling, but she squared off. Those countless hours of training 
under red sunlight were paying off. Sore muscles, patterns of tiny fang and claw marks, 
and pulled muscles went away as her disciplined mind locked into combat readiness. 
“This time,” Valeria murmured, “you come to me.” 

 A single wicked grin was all she got by way of answer, then the Swordbearer 
sprang, uncomfortably quick on her cloven hooves. Valeria smiled; the Swordbearer 
charged her directly. So many ways to end the rush. 

 And no reason to be gentle. 

 A quick sidestep carried her just past the blade‟s path, and her hand snagged the 
Swordbearer‟s wrist. Startled, the Swordbearer had no time to react as Valeria swung her 
around with her own momentum; the Swordbearer was airborne, then she smashed 
down flat on her back on the rock. Valeria had not surrendered her wrist; she slammed 
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the Swordbearer‟s elbow down on the rock next to her knee and she twisted the wrist at 
an angle it was not meant to twist. With a tearing sound, the tendons in her arm gave 
and her forearm cracked as her elbow just shattered. The Swordbearer screamed, her 
sword clattering to the stone. Her eyes flared with rage and agony. Valeria sprang up 
and back as the Swordbearer kicked at her with her sharp cloven hooves. 

Valeria stood breathing hard as the Swordbearer rolled over and slowly rose, 
cradling her shattered arm. “That,” the Swordbearer said, “was wicked cool.” She shook 
her arm out, and it reformed itself. The very air and stone around her dimmed, then she 
was whole again. She grinned. “Bet you can‟t do that again.” 

 “If you want to learn how to do that throw, there are simpler ways than unpleasant 
experience,” Valeria said, her voice level. “I could show you how to do that particular 
trick. It isn‟t hard, once you know the secret.” 

 “Really?” the Swordbearer said, trying to sound superior instead of curious. 

 “Really,” Valeria smiled, blood trickling down her face. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Doctor Strange could have been a statue. He sat focused, his face a study in 
determination. After what seemed an eternity, he relaxed. 

 “So,” he murmured to himself. “Wherever you took her, neither of you are still on 
Prime.” He stood, his legs trembling slightly with his weight. Even in Astral form, 
asking every spirit on the way, covering the Earth in a search for a familiar face was 
deeply draining. 

 He wiped his face on a towel and took a deep drink of water. Waited for his mind 
to clear. 

 “At least it happened here,” he murmured to himself. He touched the wall in the 
corner, and his consciousness scattered through the many layers of protection in the 
walls and air. Runes and protections that could track a careless teleporter who escaped 
the space. None could enter, but leaving… that was permitted unless he forbade it, and 
the direction and distance were remembered by the walls and air. 

 Strange bent his will to the cipher, burying his intellect in the puzzle, reading the 
riddle. He got a sense of a distant layer of reality. His brow furrowed. 

 The trail got close but escaped the range of his senses. He would have to search 
more… personally. But the planes, that far out… to even scan them sometimes 
fractured and split them, they could be so unstable. He had taken so long already. 

 No surrender. He thought of Valeria. 

 Then he began to split hairs. 

* 

 Valeria rose out of the pool, feeling oily and slick. At least she was no longer 
slathered with gore. A fresh change of clothes lay on the rock, and she quickly put on 
the jeans and the sweater. She was still barefoot. 

 “Good,” the Swordbearer said from her throne. “You‟re almost the same size as 
me.” The sweater bulged uncomfortably; they were not exactly the same shape. The 
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jeans were quite tight. But the fit was better than the gluey ribbons Valeria had stripped 
off, thinking incongruously of papier mâché… 

 “My legs are a bit different.” Valeria strolled into the throne room, noting the 
massive throne and the scrying pool before it. Demons hovered in the shadows, paying 
court to their young queen. 

 “Your legs are different at the moment, I‟ll grant,” the Swordbearer said. “But not 
always.” Her legs shifted; she developed human knees before her calves swept down 
into dainty fetlocks over her cloven hooves. “This is my land, Valeria, and I appear as I 
choose to appear.” 

 Valeria let that go. “We had best work out what we‟re going to do when Strange 
arrives,” she said. 

 “When?” the Swordbearer scoffed. “I think you mean if.” 

 “No,” Valeria shook her head. “Doctor Strange may be peculiar, but he will not 
forgive a slight to his privacy, not with a kidnapping on top. He will find you, and when 
he does, he will kill you.” 

 “Really?” the Swordbearer said smugly. Valeria heard the doubt in her voice. 

 “What do you think?” Valeria asked. “What would you do?” 

 “I escaped him once,” the Swordbearer said airily, waving her hand. “This is my 
realm, and I am invulnerable here.” 

 Valeria shrugged. “That is your chance to take. Strange is a man whose power I 
have not tested to its limits. I would not dare.” 

 “Hamming it up a bit, aren‟t you,” the Swordbearer said, her anger sparked by fear. 

 For a long moment, Valeria gazed into her eyes. “Maybe it‟s better this way,” she 
said finally. 

 “What do you mean?” the Swordbearer asked suspiciously. 

 Valeria gestured around. “This place is very dangerous for you, Swordbearer,” she 
said quietly. 

 The Swordbearer blinked once, gripping the arms on her throne. “Have you not 
been paying attention?” she said rapidly. “I am the absolute ruler of this place!” 

 “I did not mean you are vulnerable to attack,” Valeria clarified, looking around in 
the shadows, feeling the unpleasant grip of gravity. “I meant you are vulnerable to… 
weakness.” 
 “Weakness?” 

 “Yes,” Valeria said, nodding. “How do you know?” 
 “How do I know what?” the Swordbearer asked, exasperated. 

 “How do you know what to do with your power?” Valeria asked simply, shrugging. 
“If you simply sit here and rule the demons, over time you will grow to be more and 
more like them. Doesn‟t some part of you long for the open sky? For sunshine, and 
grass, and beauty?” 

 “I can make all that and more here.” 



 

158 

 “Can you?” Valeria asked simply. “Would you force that upon your demons? Or 
transform them too?” 

 “What‟s your point?” the Swordbearer hissed, eyes narrowed. 

 “Part of you is of this world,” Valeria continued. “But part of you… part of you is 
connected to the Earth. You are able to move back and forth between them, and I think 
they both have claim to you.” 

 The Swordbearer waited, glaring at Valeria. 

 “When I came to the Earth, to Prime, I was alone and wounded and afraid,” 
Valeria said quietly. “He gave me a place and the information I needed to get started 
here. He gave me a gentler way in to the world than raw experience, which is always a 
harsh teacher.” 
 “Strange?” the Swordbearer spat. “I would not kneel before him!” 

 “Nor would I,” Valeria said. “But neither would I steal from him. He can be savage 
when roused.” 

 “You must be his press agent,” the Swordbearer sneered. 

 “As you wish,” Valeria shrugged. “Believe what you want to believe. There is a way 
you can see for yourself.” She gestured at the scrying pool. 

 “Wouldn‟t that be neat,” the Swordbearer said contemptuously. “You think he 
wouldn‟t notice?” 

 “What does it matter?” Valeria shrugged. “You‟re unbeatable here, right?” 

 The Swordbearer looked sideways at the pool. 

 “Think of it,” Valeria said. “If you returned to Earth, then for a time you could 
surrender the heavy burden of rulership of this land.” She looked intently at the 
Swordbearer. “Haven‟t you missed conversation? Laughter of friends? Is that not why 
you stopped your fight with me? Because you have heard the voices of demons day in 
and day out, except for the pale and distant reflections in your pool?” 

 “Enough!” the Swordbearer shouted, springing lightly up to stand in the seat of her 
throne. “Enough, already! There is no place for me on Earth! Earth has only betrayal 
and pain! Here there is no one to betray me but my demons, and no pain that is not 
more power.” 

 “What if you‟re wrong?” Valeria whispered. “What if Earth has more to offer? 
What if you don‟t discover that until it‟s too late and you can no longer bring yourself to 
leave this place? What if I have found something on Earth that you have not?” 

 “Shut up!” screamed the Swordbearer. “Shut your damnéd mouth! Not another 
word! Not another Word!” and the Binding swirled up in a creaking rush of stone. 

 Valeria was silent, barely able to breathe. 

 The Swordbearer slumped in her throne, gnawing at her knuckle, staring at the 
scrying pool. 

 “Not another word,” she murmured. 

* 
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 Strange sat motionless, blood slowly trickling out of his nose and losing itself in his 
mustache. So much to cover. Regions of the dimensional reality that no sane wizard 

dared to tread, and he was skimming too fast, looking for something he wasn‟t sure he‟d 
recognize. 

 The lightest touch ghosted through his Sanctum‟s defenses, and he instantly 
dropped his search and flashed his consciousness back up the path of the scrying. 
Slinging through the emptiness of Astral space he followed the desperately retreating 
touch; it was faster than thought, but his skills and the power of his will shot him 
through insane thickets of Astral protections between himself and the region he sought. 

 There. The flat black barrier between the Astral Space and this paltry little 
dimension. Close to the underspace, a shade of limbo. Fine. She wished to hide here. 

 Strange could not permit it. 

 His thought drifted back to the red coat wrapped around his body. 

 “Come to me,” he soothed in a language long forgotten by intelligent races. “Bring 
my body to me.” 

 An unimaginable distance away, his body folded into itself and left reality for the 
far reaches of madness, where the body‟s master awaited. 

* 

 The Swordbearer clutched her chest and trembled. She knew. He was outside. She 
knew it. She touched the hilt of the sword that was embedded in the stone of this place, 
and sent a message to all her demons. 

 Come. Come ready for war. 

 She trembled. 

 Faint noise came from the stone pillar around Valeria. The Swordbearer relaxed the 
stone enough for Valeria‟s head to be exposed, and for her to draw more than tiny sips 
of breath. 

 “He‟s coming,” Valeria said. “Release me. I can speak for you. You can still survive 
this.” 

 “Shut up!” the Swordbearer snarled. “I will defeat him! You will watch!” 

 “I will watch,” Valeria said. 

 The sky began to twitch.  

 “No!” shouted the Swordbearer, whipping her blade up. 

 The sky tore and fell. 

 An intolerable moment later, the ground was on fire, the sky was cracked, and 
Doctor Stephen Strange, Sorcerer Supreme, stood before them with mist streaming 
from his coat and fury smoldering in his eyes. 

 The Swordbearer whipped her blade up, but she could not think of anything to say. 

 “This is your last chance,” Strange ground out, his voice tight with rage. 

 “Come thrust your heart on my blade, wizard! My demons will feast on you!” the 
Swordbearer said, but her voice was thin and she was unsteady on her feet. 
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 No more words. 

 Strange‟s arm lashed out, and pure twisting flame tore at her, knocking her off her 
feet. She flew back through the air, keeping her sword between her and the flame. 
Armor whipped around her, sheathing her in gleaming eldritch steel. 

 She darted in at Strange, and he let her come. Springing into the air, she came down 
with a two handed slash that he easily sidestepped; two of his fingers flexed and the 
joints snapped; a concussive force whacked across her whole body, hurling her away as 
though she had been hit by a truck. 

 He shucked his coat and stood in his shirt sleeves, waiting.  

 She stood, weaving, drawing on the power of her ruptured realm to fight him. 
“What are you?” she gasped. 

 “Your biggest mistake,” he said softly. 

 She roared, a horrible high sound, and leaped at him again. This time his coat 
whipped up off the ground and slithered around her sword as Strange gestured again, 
searing flame slashing her sword arm off. Her roar became a scream and she stumbled 
and fell. Strange grasped the coat. 

 “You cannot free your sword from my artifact until I choose to allow you to,” 
Strange said. “I am no longer in a lenient mood.” 

 She hissed, a deep and inhuman sound. A new arm bulged and tore out of her 
stump, and she crouched, ready to rise again. In a minute. 

 “Strange!” Valeria called weakly. He turned, and gestured. His magic tore the 
column of stone that bound her to gravel. 

 “Are you alright?” he asked, tucking the coat and sword under his arm and kneeling 
by her side. 

 “No power… here…” she managed. “I feel… so mortal…” 

 He quickly scanned her. “You will be fine, back on Earth,” he said. “Just one more 
minute to attend to our host.” His voice was cold. 

 “No, Strange,” Valeria murmured, gripping his arm. “Wait. She‟s lost. She‟s lost in 
this world and can‟t find her way back on Prime. She‟s hiding here, ruling in Hell 
because she fears serving in Heaven. You can help her, Stephen. You helped me.” 

 “You were different,” he said in a low voice. “You were a hero. Still are. I fear she 
has given in, lost a battle to her inhuman side that she did not dare to begin to fight.” 
 “If I‟m wrong,” Valeria said, her grip tightening on his arm, “you can defeat her. 
But what if I‟m right?” 

 For a long, silent moment he gazed into her eyes. 

 “What if I‟m right?” Valeria whispered. 

 Many factors were weighed in the Sorcerer Supreme‟s mind in that moment, and 
many weights tested on his heart and soul. Responsibility. Humanity. Foresight. 
Hindsight. 
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 He sighed deeply. “It seems I must accept another responsibility,” he murmured to 
himself. “Very well. I accept it.” He lay Valeria down and stood, facing the 
Swordbearer. 

 “Valeria has pleaded your case,” he said. “You first came to my domain seeking 
knowledge. Do you still seek it?” 

 A demon army ringed them in, but Strange ignored them. 

 “Can you teach me the power… the power you showed getting in?” she asked in a 
small voice. 

 “Yes,” he nodded. “I can, on one condition.” 

 “Condition?” 

 Strange nodded. “I can teach you this power, but you will then be responsible to 
me for how you use it.” 

 “Do I have to give up my realm?” she asked, her voice trembling. 

 “I‟m not sure you can,” Strange replied. “You may keep your realm.” 

 The Swordbearer was quiet for a moment, thinking hard. Valeria stood unsteadily. 

 “Swordbearer,” Valeria said, “this is the chance you have been waiting for your 
whole life. This is your chance to find your place in the world. You will never find… 
better friends… than those who stand before you.” 

 Strange glanced at her sideways, then looked back at the Swordbearer and said 
nothing. 

 In that deeply painful moment, for the first time, the Swordbearer dared to hope. 

 “My name is Illyana,” she said, her voice trembling. “Please… take me with you.” 

 For a moment Strange‟s shoulders bowed, as though under a great weight, then he 
straightened. “Follow me to my Sanctum.” He was silent for a moment. “You know the 
way, I believe.” 

 Valeria smiled. 

 Then they were gone. 

 Illyana stood alone, shaking, unable to stop shaking… 

Friday, February 22, 2002 

 The next morning. 

 Strange walked into the kitchen. Valeria and Illyana sat at the table. Illyana was bent 
over her knees. 

 Putting on shoes. 

 Strange noticed it was an… unfamiliar task. 

 “Good morning, ladies,” he said. 

 “Morning,” they said. He noticed Illyana was in her early twenties; this was the first 
he had seen of her when she looked human. 
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 “We‟re going out today,” Valeria said. “Find Illyana an apartment, set her up with 
the beginning of a life here.” 

 “Excellent,” Strange said. A moment alone? he thought to Valeria. 

 “Go on, I‟ll be out in a minute,” Valeria said to Illyana. The young woman smiled 
at them and left the kitchen. 

 “I have my reservations,” Strange said quietly to Valeria. 

 “Let me do this,” Valeria said earnestly. “You brought me in, made me feel 
welcome in this world. Let me be that for her.” 

 Strange was silent. Then he slowly nodded. Valeria flashed him a quick smile, then 
headed for the hallway.  

 She hesitated in the doorway, turning back. “Would you? Would you have killed 
her?” 

 “No,” Strange said. He paused. “Did you think I would?” 

 “How could I be sure?” she asked softly. 

 Strange slowly sighed. “I guess… I guess you can‟t know. About anyone.” 

 She smiled at him uncertainly, then sighed. She moved out the front door. 

 “Come on,” she said. “Daylight‟s burning.” 

 “Indeed,” Strange murmured as he watched them through the window. Slowly he 
turned and mounted the stairs, headed for his Sanctum. 

 First order of business for the day. Triple protections on the Sanctum. Beef them 
up to where they used to be. Do some research on his guest, see what he could find out 
about her past. And then? He moved into his Sanctum. 

 He looked at the floor and saw the print of a cloven hoof. His face darkened. 

 And then… he would deal with “then” when it arrived. 

 Strange looked out at the sky through his skylight and contemplated the future. 

 Not far away, Illyana laughed. 
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Unusual Alliances 
by Kyle Monroe 

Wednesday, February 27, 2002 

 “How you like my tie, petite?” Remy tugged at the bow tie that felt like it was 
cutting off the blood flow to his head. He was not accustomed to the rigors of formal 
wear. 

 “It‟s fine, sugah.” The tall woman at Remy‟s side smiled brilliantly. “You look 
great.” She frowned for a moment. “But must you wear the sunglasses?” 

 Remy pushed the shades down his nose to reveal his red irises surrounded entirely 
by black. “But de sunglasses make de outfit, mademoiselle.” He winked at her slowly 
before pushing his glasses back into place. 

 The lady rolled her eyes at him and shook her head. “Whatevah. Let‟s just get to 
the party, okay darlin?” Her smile was dazzling. 

 Remy returned her smile with a rakish grin. His eyes hungrily followed the curves 
of her body. She was tightly wrapped in a luxurious scarlet gown that swirled about her 
feet and buttoned close beneath her chin. Matching gloves extended up the length of 
her arms and meshed with the sleeves of her dress.  Her dark hair spilled across her 
satin-sheathed shoulders, offset by the streak of brilliant white down the center. 

 “Shall we, ma chere?” Remy extended his arm with a flourish. 

 His lady placed her gloved hand on his extended arm. She allowed Remy to guide 
her up the steps to the grand archway and its glossy oaken doors. They paused at the 
entrance while Remy pulled a small envelope from his jacket pocket and presented it to 
the white clad doorman. The somber man examined the note closely before bowing 
slightly. “Welcome to the Hellfire Club, Mr. LeBeau. I hope you and your companion 
have a delightful evening.” 

 “How on earth did you get an invitation to the most exclusive club in New York, 
Remy?” the lady asked as they passed through the immense entryway and into the grand 
ballroom beyond. 

 Remy‟s eyes twinkled over the top of his sunglasses. “I have my ways, chere.”  He 
took her hand and bowed gracefully as they stepped onto the polished hardwood dance 
floor. “Shall we dance?” 

 The pair swirled across the dance floor to the majestic music that floated down 
from the orchestra on the balcony above. 

 “So, petite, what name am I to call you by tonight?” Remy twirled her out along the 
length of his arm before reeling her back in, tight against his side. 

 She smiled at him, allowed him to drop her into a graceful dip. “Nice try Remy. 
You‟re not going to wheedle it out of me.” 

 Remy casually spun her across the dance floor. “Perhaps I should make up a name 
for you, then. Let‟s see… What do you think about „Marie?‟ Does that suit you, chere?” 



 

   165 

 “Call me whatevah you want, sugah.” The beautiful woman gave him a dazzling 
smile. “It won‟t make it my real name. The closest you‟re gonna get is Rogue.” 

 Remy sighed as he guided Rogue off the dance floor. “Some day, ma cherie, you 
are going to slip.” He gave her a wicked grin. “And I intend to be there when you do.” 

 As they searched for an available table, Remy pulled a long black pouch from his 
jacket pocket. He produced a glittering diamond studded necklace from a different 
pocket, along with matching earrings, several shining gold bracelets, and various rings 
encrusted with rare jewels. He slipped them all into the pouch and replaced it in its 
original pocket, right over his heart. 

 “Remy!” Rogue stared at him, shocked. “You didn‟t dare!” 

 Remy raised his eyebrows. “Dare what, petite? Unburden a few of the social elite of 
the worries of looking after such extravagant trinkets? Don worry, ma chere. I din 
relieve them of anyting dey can‟t replace.” Rogue‟s disapproving glare did not alter. 
Remy shook his head. “Dis is what I do, chere. It‟s my job. I‟m a thief. What can I say?” 
He shrugged. “I have to obey my nature.” 

 Remy deposited Rogue at a table and straightened his tux jacket. “I‟ll be just a 
moment, petite. I have someting to take care of in the gentleman‟s room.” 

 Rogue watched him suspiciously. “Should I be prepared to run when you come 
back?” 

 Remy grinned. “It may not be a bad idea, cherie.” 

 He left her sitting at the table and crossed to the door discreetly hidden down a 
side hallway. He pushed through the door marked with a stylized male figure and 
nodded casually to the attendant within before crossing the marble tiles and finding the 
correct stall. Remy latched the door behind him and glanced up at the ceiling. The stall 
he had chosen was situated directly beneath an air vent. Remy stepped lightly up onto 
the toilet and glanced across the top of the stall for other occupants. Seeing no one 
other than the old attendant nodding away in the corner, Remy turned his attention to 
the grate above. His delicate fingers grasped one of the screws holding the grate tight. 
He felt the potential in the screw, felt its capacity for motion, and urged a tiny amount 
from potential to reality. The screw twisted beneath his grasp and quickly worked its 
way out. He repeated the process with the rest of the screws and eased the grate up into 
the shaft above. Remy grasped the sides of the opening, and with a deft tug and flip he 
joined the grate in the airshaft. 

* 

 Shaw ground out the butt of his cigar in the heavy ashtray atop the mahogany desk. 
He looked up and nodded as his compatriots entered the well-furnished office. Emma 
Frost glided imperiously across the room in her white satin gown, which exposed ample 
amounts of her pale creamy flesh.  Magnus entered behind her. His sharp black suit 
offset his pure white hair. Finally, Wyngarde strolled in, stroking his sideburns. Snatches 
of music drifted in from the ballroom below before the door shut behind them. 

 “Geraint has arrived, Sebastian. He‟ll be joining us in a moment.” Magnus‟ voice 
carried none of the wavering weakness that would normally accompany his age. 

  “Has he brought the test subject?” Shaw asked. 



 

166 

 Magnus nodded. 

 Emma‟s eyes gleamed maliciously. “I‟m fascinated to see what he‟s done with her. 
If successful, this research could be quite useful.” 

 “Don‟t get too eager, Frost.” Shaw reprimanded. “The Council will decide how and 
when to implement the results of P.S.I‟s tests.”  

 Emma scowled at his back. “Are you ready to do your part, Jason?” She turned her 
attention to the weasely man across the room. 

 Wyngarde lounged idly in an overstuffed chair. He pulled a thin cigarillo out of his 
coat pocket and lit it. “Have no worries about me, my dear. Everything is going 
according to plan. The Council,” he gave a mocking half bow to the room‟s other 
occupants without leaving his seat, “will not be disappointed.” 

 “Are all the variables accounted for?” Magnus frowned at the man‟s flippant 
attitude. 

 Wyngarde glanced covertly at the air duct in the ceiling before answering. Finally, 
he waved his hand idly; smoke trailed thickly from the cigarillo dangling between his 
fingers. “Everything is in place. We‟re ready to go.” 

 “Very well,” Shaw said. He pushed a button on his desk. “Show Mr. Geraint and 
his guest in please, Ms. Walker.”  

 A moment later, a snippet of music floated into the office as the door opened. A 
steel haired man in a dark suit entered. He nodded to the room‟s occupants. He 
escorted a dark haired beauty, dressed in a shining blue-black gown. Her face modeled 
the delicate features of a British aristocrat. The cuffs gripping her wrists held her 
securely despite their delicate appearance. The man shut the door behind them. 

 “Geraint.” Shaw addressed the new arrival. “Glad you could make it.” 

 Geraint smiled, but his eyes did not. “The Inner Council summoned,” he nodded 
to Shaw, Magnus and Frost. “It is wise to obey.” 

 “Indeed,” Shaw replied. He took another cigar from a box on the desk. “We are 
eager to see your progress. The Hellfire Club would hate to think that its investment 
was not going to pay off.” Subtle malice seethed from his words. 

 Geraint was not fazed.  “I think you‟ll find P.S.I.‟s progress quite pleasing, Mr. 
Shaw.” He gestured towards the woman at his side. “I have brought along the most 
recent prototype of our program for your approval.” 

 Shaw pulled a gold plated rectangle from one of the desk drawers, and used it to 
clip the end off his cigar. “Ms. Frost, would you do the honors?” He glanced up at the 
platinum blonde at his side. 

 Emma‟s smile was filled with malicious glee. “I would be delighted.” She crossed 
swiftly to the other woman and grasped the captive‟s head firmly between her hands. 
The other woman did not resist.  

Emma‟s eyes fluttered closed for a moment. Time ticked past and the men 
watched with anticipation while Frost remained in deep concentration. Finally, her eyes 
snapped open and her hands dropped to her sides. “Fascinating, Mr. Geraint. 
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Fascinating indeed.”  She returned to her place at Shaw‟s side.  “It appears you have 
made amazing strides.” 

 “Why don‟t you enlighten the rest of us as to Mr. Geraint‟s progress,” Magnus 
rumbled. 

 Emma graced the older man with a sneer. “For the unenlightened, Mr. Geraint has 
managed to completely dominate Ms. Braddock. All traces of her former life are 
repressed, completely inaccessible. However, her abilities have been greatly enhanced. 
Truly an exceptional accomplishment, as Ms. Braddock was quite powerful to begin 
with.” 

 Geraint produced his cold smile again. “Thank you. We have worked hard to come 
this far.” He put a hand on the captive woman‟s shoulder, glanced into her vacant, 
staring eyes. “With her mind a clean slate, she should be easily reprogrammed. She is 
scheduled to enter training immediately, and when completed, she will be ready for the 
Council to deploy as they see fit.” 

 Emma leaned eagerly across the desk. “And are you able to reproduce these 
results?” 

 Geraint nodded. “As a matter of fact, we have several candidates in mind to bring 
into the program. As soon as this prototype has completed the training and we can 
evaluate our results, we will begin the next phase of the project.” 

 “Excellent.” Shaw lit his cigar and took a swift pull before continuing. “We will 
continue as planned, then.” He released the heavy smoke in a thick stream. “Continue 
your research, with the full backing of the Hellfire Club. We will convene at your facility 
in upstate New York to reevaluate when you have completed the next phase.” 

 Geraint nodded. “P.S.I. appreciates the Council‟s continued support. Good 
evening.” With a quick nod to the Council, he guided his charge out the door and was 
gone. 

 Silently, a shadow shifted in the airshaft above and disappeared. 

 Once the door shut behind Geraint, Shaw turned to Wyngarde. “Was the ruse 
successful?” 

 Jason smiled his thin-lipped sneer. “Our visitor saw what the rest of you saw.” He 
flicked ash off the tip of his cigarillo. “As far as our uninvited guest was concerned, Ms. 
Braddock stood here, bound and submissive. Only myself and Emma could tell that in 
reality she was nothing more than that waif of a maid you keep on staff.” Wyngarde 
shook his head. “I must say, I still don‟t understand the point of this silly charade.” 

 Shaw glared sternly at the other man. “It was important that Ms. Braddock 
appeared as she was prior to her recent… modifications. For the bait to be taken, she 
had to look familiar to our uninvited guest.” He glanced at the other occupants of the 
room. “You all know what to do. Follow the plan and everything will work out nicely.” 
His smile was that of a wolf sizing up its prey. 

* 

 Remy cut swiftly across the ballroom to where Rogue sat, twirling her wine glass 
distractedly. 
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 “Come, petite, it‟s time for us to go.” He grasped her arm and guided her to her 
feet with gentle and insistent pressure. 

 Rogue glowered at him, but allowed herself to be guided towards the doors. 
“Remy, you disappear on me and now that you‟re back, you want to leave? I thought we 
came here to dance!” 

 “But of course, cherie,” Remy muttered distractedly without slowing down. 
“Unfortunately, someting has come up.” He stopped. With a swift tug, Rogue was 
pressed against him, his arms about her tightly. “I‟ll have to take a rain check on another 
dance. But don‟t worry, cheri, Remy LeBeau always honors his debts.”  

 Rogue pushed away from him. “Whatevah, sugah. I‟ll believe it when I see it.” She 
grabbed at her flowing skirts and strode swiftly towards the door. “If we‟re goin‟, let‟s 
go.” 

 Remy sighed. After admiring her retreating posterior for a moment, he followed 
her out of the club. 

Friday, March 1, 2002 

 Logan grunted as he cracked the ax through the log. Clear, place, strike. He clung 
to the clean simplicity of the task. 

 Whack! 

 The physical labor wasn‟t enough to tire him, but it stretched his muscles and 
cleared his often-chaotic thoughts. 

 Whack! 

 Eventually, Logan realized he‟d reached the end of the woodpile. He gave the ax 
one last swing and left it protruding from the stump that served as a chopping block. 
After stacking the chopped wood neatly, he grabbed an armful and headed back to the 
rough log cabin across the clearing.  

Halfway back, he stopped. His nostrils flared as they tasted the scents that floated 
to him on the afternoon breeze. After a moment, he continued his trek to the cabin.  
Logan placed is armload of firewood in the bin out front and pushed though the door 
into the shelter‟s dark interior. He was not surprised to find someone waiting for him. 

“What is it you need?” he growled at the tall, thin visitor. 

Remy gave Logan one of his most winning smiles. It didn‟t have any effect on the 
shorter man‟s stern expression. “I‟m hurt, mon ami. You ever tink dat maybe I just stop 
by to say hello?” 

Logan snorted. He opened an old, yellowed box sitting atop the rough hewn table 
that dominated the cabin‟s one room. He withdrew a thick cigar. “Since when do you 
make social calls?” 

Remy dropped his casual façade. “I need your help, Logan.” 

Logan ripped off the end of the cigar with his teeth and lit up. “You? Need help? I 
thought you always played it solo.” 

Remy shrugged. “Dat‟s my nature, mon ami. Dis is different. You ever heard of a 
place called P.S.I.?” 
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Logan nodded. “„Parapsychological Studies Institute.‟ Had a couple a run ins with 
them in the past.” He eased himself into a chair at the table and tilted back on two chair 
legs. His boots crossed on the edge of the table. “Why?” 

Remy watched Logan for a moment before he replied. “They‟ve got Braddock,” he 
said quietly. 

“Last I heard, she was workin for em,” Logan shrugged. “Somethin about a 
research project. None a my business, so I left her to it.”  His stiff tone implied that he 
did not approve. 

Remy shook his head. “She‟s no working for them, Logan. They have her captive.” 

Logan‟s eyes narrowed suspiciously. He waited for the Remy to elaborate. 

“I tink they brainwash her or someting like dat.” Remy tapped his own head for 
emphasis. “It din sound like she was a willing participant to me.” 

Logan shook his head. “No. Betsy wouldn‟t let anyone go messin‟ around in her 
head. You‟re sure about this, Cajun?” 

Remy crossed himself. “I swear to God, mon ami. It‟s truth.” 

“What did you have in mind?” Logan pulled deeply on his cigar, certain he knew 
the other man‟s answer. He was not disappointed. 

Saturday, March 2, 2002 

 “Yer late,” Logan said as soon as Remy‟s motorcycle engine died.  

 “Bonjour to you, too, mon ami,” Remy said, dismounting. “I had some last minute 
tings to take care of.” 

 Logan slid off the hood of his truck, dropped his cigar, and crushed out the last 
glowing ash with his toe. “While I was waitin, I did a little recon. The facility is the other 
side a the hill.” He pointed through the surrounding woods to the distant mound of 
earth to the south. “Electrified fencing all the way around, topped with barbed wire. 
Guard patrols, video cameras, the whole bit.” 

 Remy grinned as he shrugged out of his leather jacket. “Piece of cake, non?” 
Beneath his jacket he wore a tight, matte black bodysuit that highlighted his trim 
muscular form. He shoved his clothes into the saddlebags of the bike and pulled out a 
stiff, flexible armor vest. It form-fitted to his torso as he shrugged it on. 

 Logan eyed him with curiosity. “Looks like yer preparin ta fight an army.” 

 “Never hurts to be prepared, non? I don‟t have the benefit of accelerated healing to 
keep me alive.” Remy glanced pointedly at Logan‟s own outfit. Dirt caked boots poked 
out from beneath well-worn jeans, which were topped by a flannel shirt. A cowboy hat 
dismally failed to restrain his wild mane of dark hair.  

Logan shrugged. “Point for you. Sure you can handle this?” 

Remy pulled another object from the opposite saddlebag. He snapped the staff to 
full extension and gave it a practiced twirl. “Noting I haven‟t tangled wit before, mon 
ami. Besides.” He slipped a pack of playing cards from a pouch at his waist. He shuffled 
the stack from one hand to the other with practiced ease. Pulling the bottom card from 
the deck, he flipped it over for Logan to see. The Ace of Spades. “I‟ve got an Ace up 
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my sleeve.” The card disappeared beneath his palm. The rest of the cards quickly 
followed. 

Logan grunted. “Let‟s get this thing started.” 

They slipped into the woods and separated. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

“What have we here.” 

 The man peered intently through his light enhancing binoculars.  He knelt back 
among the foliage of the surrounding forest, his vision focused on the two forms 
sneaking closer to the compound in the clearing. He watched silently as one approached 
the nearby fence while the other continued moving around to the far side of the facility. 

Without pulling his gaze from the binoculars, he slipped a headset on and flipped 
the activation switch. 

“Status report, Forge,” he muttered. 

“What happened to radio silence, boss-man?” the radio squawked in his ear. 

“Never mind that. How soon will you be ready for extraction?” He moved the 
binoculars to follow the figure that lurked close to the fence on the near side of the 
facility. 

“I‟m almost to the control room. What‟s up, Cable?” the com chattered. 

 Cable turned his binoculars as new movement caught his eye. Through the thick 
tangle of woods, he could make out headlights approaching on the distant road. As they 
moved closer, the lights resolved into a limousine approaching the front gate of the 
compound. 

“Looks like we‟ve got some new visitors,” Cable said to the radio. 

“This just gets better and better,” the voice whispered back. 

Cable watched the vehicle pass through the gates and out of view beyond the 
buildings surrounding the courtyard on the far side.  

“Just stick to the plan,” Cable muttered to his partner. “And hurry up about it. 
Let‟s get this done before things get messy.” 

He switched his gaze back to the infiltrator he could still see. The sullen glow from 
Cable‟s left eye cast eerie shadows across his craggy features. 

“Got it boss. I‟m on it. Forge out.” The static died. 

Cable cut the radio and returned to his silent vigil. 

* 

Geraint stepped into the dark office and waited patiently. The tall chair behind the 
desk was turned with its back to the door. Its occupant gazed out the vast bay window 
that formed the back wall of the office. The window gave a spectacular view of the 
nearby woods, only slightly marred by the security measures about the perimeter. Silvery 
light from the night sky was the only interruption of the inky shadows that coiled about 
the heavy desk and lay thick across the carpeted floor. 
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“Yes, Geraint?” A soft voice came from behind the chair. 

“Your contact from the Inner Circle has arrived, sir,” Geraint said to the back of 
the chair. 

“Yes… I know.” The voice was just loud enough to be heard. “Inform him that 
my presence is not required for the demonstration. Tell him I have been unavoidably 
detained. I will speak with him later.” 

“Of course, sir. I will handle the demonstration personally.” Geraint nodded curtly 
to the seat back.  “We have not received word of the… other visitors as of yet. I will 
inform you as soon as we have sign of their arrival.” 

“Don‟t bother,” the man in the chair said. Geraint could see one hand gesture idly 
at the scene through the window.  “They have already arrived. They will be making their 
presence known any moment. Prepare the demonstration. I will be along later.” 

Geraint did not question. “Yes sir.” He left his master to his thoughts. 

* 

Logan slipped up alongside the fence. This close, he could smell the current 
charging the air. Ambient static crackled in his unruly hair. 

He examined the fence closely. His mind noted the transformers attached to the 
chain link fence at regular intervals, the concertina wire wrapped densely across the top. 
The whole length of fence was charged, but there were no alarms attached to detect a 
disruption in the current. 

Snikt. 

His claws extended with a thought. Logan gritted his teeth at what he knew came 
next. The standard grade metal of the fence parted easily beneath the force of his 
adamantium claws. Power surged down the blades, through the meat of his hand. It 
vibrated along his metal-laced skeleton for just a moment. Electricity seared its course 
through his flesh. The shock reverberated off his bones and radiated out every follicle 
of every hair. His entire body was alive with energy and frying from the inside out.  

After a moment, the pain subsided to a bearable level. He carefully crept through 
the slit fence. 

He smelled them before they arrived. Twin Dobermans howled their fury at an 
interloper on their turf. They charged across the yard at Logan, teeth bared in feral 
snarls. Logan met them with his own snarl. He flashed his canines and let the growl 
rumble up from deep within his chest. The ferocious dogs shuddered to an abrupt halt 
before Logan. The three circled each other warily, sniffing carefully at each other‟s scent 
to take measure of the opposition. Finally, the dark dogs bowed their heads with a 
submissive whine, and pushed up against Logan‟s outstretched hands. With an 
affectionate, pat he sent the pair scurrying back across the yard.  

A heartbeat later, Logan joined the shadows stretching across the grass perimeter. 
He worked his way along the wall of the building until he reached the northeast corner 
of the facility. From his position of relative safety in a shadowed juncture between two 
buildings, he surveyed the field. Above him, a security camera whined quietly as it arced 
back and forth. 
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Dead center in its field of vision, a tall guard tower stood at the northeast corner 
of the fence. Logan counted three figures in the cupola perched atop the sturdy wooden 
struts. The three focused most of their attention on the other side of the fence, 
expecting any trouble to come from outside rather than within. Logan smiled. 

“Time for a good old fashioned distraction,” he muttered to himself. Logan 
launched himself with ferocious speed across the intervening space to the tower 
supports.  

Yellow sodium light glinted off Logan‟s razor sharp claws as they snapped out of 
their housings. He released a guttural howl before launching himself at the nearest 
support. Within moments, the thick pole ripped to splinters beneath his onslaught. The 
structure above shuddered. Cries of surprise echoed down. Red dots sprang to life 
across the ground and tracked their way to Logan‟s broad back. He paid them no heed 
as he slashed at the connecting beam between the shorn pillar and the next support. 
Rifles stuttered to life above and dirt sprayed about Logan‟s feet, but he quickly sprinted 
beneath the structure where the guns of the guards above could not shoot him. 

He listened for a moment to the cracking groan of over-stressed wood. One more 
beam ought to do it. A quick double fisted slash, and another pillar erupted into 
splinters. The entire tower shuddered once, then released a terrible groan and began to 
topple inward. Logan leaped and rolled as the remaining columns snapped beneath the 
weight of the cupola and toppled the whole tower to earth.  

As the shattered bones of the ruined tower settled, Logan leaped onto the lopsided 
roof of the cupola and loped up to the side, which now formed its sagging top. He was 
dimly aware of the wail of alarms in the distance, but his senses focused on the cries of 
the guards within the rubble. One lay pinned beneath a ruptured support, unable to free 
himself from its immense weight. Another whimpered piteously from beneath a heap of 
collapsed roofing. Logan noted that one leg bent at a sharp, unnatural angle. He judged 
that the guard would live, if not walk normally again. The third guard was nowhere to 
be seen. Logan sniffed experimentally, scenting for him. 

Twin blooms of pain erupted in his lower back. Logan growled in rage and twirled 
towards the source of the staccato gunfire. The remaining guard pushed broken slats 
away and lurched free of the wreckage. Blood streamed down the left side of his face, 
but the soldier ignored it and kept his assault rifle trained on Logan. 

“That‟s low, bub. Shootin a man in the back,” Logan growled. He could already 
feel his body forcing the hot lead slugs from his flesh. “Still, you don‟t have to die. Put 
the gun down and you can walk away.” 

He leaped as the guard‟s finger squeezed the trigger. Logan‟s claws sliced through 
the barrel of the gun. The weapon fell to pieces at the guard‟s feet. He didn‟t notice, his 
attention preoccupied with the claws slashing through his body armor and deep into his 
chest. A look of shock registered on the soldier‟s face as he slipped free of the claws and 
slumped to the ground. 

Logan leaped free of the rubble and sprinted towards the nearest wall of the 
facility. 

“Better get a move on, Remy. I hope all this ain‟t fer nothin.” Logan launched 
himself up the side of the building. 
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Unseen, dark shapes separated from the shadowed recesses of the building and 
circled around behind him. 

* 

Remy waited patiently atop a rise overlooking the southern perimeter fence. He 
bided his time by watching the patterns of the guards as they passed along the inside of 
the electrified barrier.  

Soon, a horrendous wrenching rumble from the north rewarded his patience. 
Guards lurched to a halt and muttered into their radios before they scurried across the 
campus towards the disturbance. 

“As good as you promised, mon ami,” Remy muttered with a smile. He reassured 
himself that the guards had all taken flight, then he hurtled down the rise towards the 
fence. Scant feet before he crashed headlong into the electrified chain link, Remy thrust 
his staff into the hard earth and vaulted high above the razor sharp wire. He executed a 
tight flip in the air and landed softly on his feet. A quick glance around assured that his 
maneuver had gone unnoticed, and he continued across the field to the high walls of the 
facility beyond. 

Remy ignored the outbuildings and made straight for the central structure. With 
practiced ease, he avoided the security cameras and the few guards who remained at 
their posts. Prowling around the building‟s base, he finally found the object of his 
search. Steam rose lazily through the slats of the heating duct vent.  

Remy smiled. “Easy as pie.” 

In moments, the grate was free. He slipped into the darkness beyond. 

* 

Logan gripped the edge of the building and muscled his body onto the flat roof 
above. He trotted past the modern day crenelations of air conditioning units and power 
generators that studded the rooftop.  

The hair prickled tightly across his back, and his senses flared. Logan lurched to a 
stop. 

Black shapes materialized from behind the roof‟s many obstructions. They formed 
a loose circle around him. 

“Ninja?” Logan grunted. “Must be protectin somethin mighty important.” The 
dark clad warriors slowly closed in. Ninjato slid free of their sheaths, and paired sais 
twirled in anticipation. 

“Looks like you fellas mean business.” Logan eyed his silent adversaries. “Alright 
then, let‟s get this over with.” 

Snikt. 

Claws slipped free once again from their housings as Logan hurled himself at the 
ninja unfortunate enough to be closest at hand. The warrior raised his sword to ward 
off the attack, but Logan‟s backhanded slash shattered the blade into metallic splinters. 
His claws slid easily beneath the ninja‟s ribcage, then Logan tore him open. 
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He tasted the hot salty blood spattered across his face and smiled. There was 
nothing of humanity in that fierce grin, only the pure visceral joy of the kill. Another 
ninja leaped at him, his sword slicing through the air towards Logan‟s head. The feral 
beast watched in slow motion as the gleaming arc of metal descended in a shuddering 
crash across the top of his skull. Metal rasped against metal as the ninja withdrew the 
blade. Logan followed the retreating motion of the blade with the advancing motion of 
his claws. He impaled the warrior with two fistfuls of adamantium. 

Blood gushed from the slash across Logan‟s scalp and turned his vision red. He 
gave himself to the fury that boiled from his veins. 

He leaped between the next pair of attackers, his claws rending first metal, then 
cloth, then flesh. The two toppled away and Logan whirled towards the next threat. 
Another black clad shape stood calm before him, sword leveled at Logan‟s throat. He 
batted the sword away with a backhanded strike, driving his claws towards the ninja‟s 
abdomen. 

Logan lurched in surprise; his left arm was caught. A black cord wrapped around 
his forearm, held by one of the ninja. Another cord lashed out and coiled around his 
right forearm with a snap. The ninja on the other end pulled the line taught; Logan 
growled as his arms threatened to pop out of joint. 

 Logan twisted his torso sharply, pulling both arms close to his chest and hauling 
the ninja off balance. Swiveling, he lashed out with both arms. With a deft twist of his 
wrists, his claws severed the bindings with a snap. The two ninja lurched back, and 
Logan leaped past them towards higher ground. He scrabbled his way up the sloping 
roof of the central building. At its pinnacle, a long panel of glass formed a sunroof to a 
spacious chamber below. Logan eyed the dirty glass warily, then smiled. 

The ninja were swift to follow. They surrounded Logan once again. Black cords 
lashed at him. Logan reached out and deliberately grabbed hold of each line as it snaked 
towards him. Two, then three, then four lines wound tightly around his arms and torso. 
He twisted his arms around each cord, pulling in as much slack as he could before the 
ninja at the other end pulled the cord taught. The fifth cord found its mark, and then 
the sixth. Satisfied that they had him restrained, the ninja began pulling sharply at each 
cord, squeezing him, trying to pull him apart.  

Logan released the slack he had gathered in the lines as he leaped. His claws led 
the way. The glass pane of the sunroof shattered, and he plummeted to the floor several 
stories below. Unprepared for his jump and his weight, the ninja were yanked off the 
roof by their cables, following Logan through the skylight. 

Logan hit the floor. Hard. Flesh collided sharply with concrete. His skull clanged 
dully as it smacked against the unyielding surface. Ninja rained down with sickening 
crunches. Logan‟s adamantium laced bones didn‟t shatter with the impact. The ninja 
were not so lucky.  Logan stood, wiped the blood from his face, and quickly shed the 
lines binding him to the twisted corpses.  

He froze, every muscle suddenly tense. His olfactory sense revved into overdrive. 
The scent that drifted to his nose was achingly familiar; the crispness of newly turned 
pages, a gentle cleansing shampoo, the scent of herbal tea. Yet there was another layer 
atop the familiar, smothering out the scents that hinted at hidden memories. The 
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intoxicating smell of exotic spices, the acrid burn of sweat. And death. Death permeated 
the entire mixture and sent cold shivers down Logan‟s spine. 

He turned towards the source of the scent. Standing amidst the fallen bodies of the 
ninja was a tall Asian woman. Her long black hair was swept away from her sharp, 
delicate features. It cascaded down her back. Her lithe form, taut with muscle, was 
wrapped in the black garb of the ninja. Her black eyes pierced Logan and seemed to 
burrow deep into his soul.  

The woman did not look familiar to him, but a flash of recognition hit him as 
Logan recalled the familiar root of the scent. 

“Betsy? Is… is it you?” he mumbled, stunned. His hands dropped to his side. 

The woman ninja pivoted and snapped a savage kick into Logan‟s neck. Black 
spots swarmed across Logan‟s vision. 

She followed up with a swift barrage of punches. Her knee snapped up and 
rammed into his groin, and Logan collapsed to the ground in shocked agony.  The last 
thing he saw before the darkness overwhelmed him was her foot descending towards 
his face. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

Huge incandescent light fixtures flickered to life high above, nestled among the 
pipes, wires and heating ducts that crisscrossed the chamber‟s lofty ceiling. 

“Well done, Ms. Braddock. Well done.” Magnus stepped out towards the black 
clad woman in the center of the room, Geraint at his side. Geraint waved to a squad of 
attendants. They rushed an elaborate gurney across the floor, lifting Logan‟s short and 
bulky form and strapping him to it. They locked down each deadly hand with metal 
bands across the wrists. 

“You‟ve changed quite a bit since the last time I saw you,” Magnus observed, 
watching Braddock.  

She nodded, flushed with the excitement of combat.  

“The question that remains for me,” Magnus added, “is how your psionic talents 
dovetail with ninja training. I want to see how that works.” 

Geraint smiled. “You will have ample opportunity to witness the extent of Ms. 
Braddock‟s abilities. This was simply a demonstration of the combat training we have 
been able to instill in the subject using the rigorous techniques of the ninja clan.” 
Geraint walked over to the gurney and checked each restraint to ensure Logan was as 
secure as possible. “This fellow is a fugitive, actually. He‟s had some mental tampering 
done to him, and he‟s cunning enough to elude one of our rivals for years. He will serve 
as a test subject so you can see how Braddock‟s mental interrogation techniques work. 
By the time she‟s done with him, he‟ll tell us everything he knows about his former 
masters.” 

“And what will become of him once the demonstration is complete?” Magnus 
asked. 
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 Geraint suppressed a chuckle. “We sell him back to our rivals,” he said. He glanced 
sharply upward, his eyebrows contracting. Magnus turned, eyes searching, some other 
less obvious sense probing. 

 He nodded, and reached out his hand. Energy throbbed through the air about him. 
Magnus closed his hand to a fist, and a section of the metal heating duct wrenched free 
and floated down to the floor. The tube landed with a clang, and Magnus flexed his 
hand. The tube squeezed tight in the middle and both ends ripped free to reveal Remy 
bound tight within the rent metal duct. 

“I see I am just in time for the party,” Remy said with a ready smile. 

 Braddock was at his side in a moment. She knelt by his head and pulled sharply on 
his long brown hair. Remy winced but would not cry out. “Apologize,” she murmured. 

 “My most humble apologies, monsieurs,” Remy quickly spat out as Braddock 
wrenched on his hair again. “An I apologize in advance for any damages my friends and 
I may cause when we bust out of dis place.” 

 “Silence him,” Geraint sighed. 

 Braddock‟s fist cracked into his temple, and Remy‟s skull rebounded from the hard 
floor. Consciousness fled. 

* 

Forge crouched in the corner of the dim room. The terminals, monitors and 
control panels that encrusted the wall cast their own fitful illumination on the cold 
metal floor. The display lights flitted across Forge‟s Native American features as he 
woke the machines from their lethargy. Once the central processor hummed to life, 
Forge sat before the main terminal and got to work.  

 He pulled the glove off his left hand. He flexed the plastic and metal replacement 
for his lost appendage, then pulled two filaments from a compartment built into the 
back of the hand. He snapped the filaments into jacks on the control panel and data 
began to flash past on the monitor at an incredible pace.   

While the computer whirred and electronic data flowed from the main databanks into 
Forge‟s memory storage, he looked up at the camera in the ceiling. Its one-eyed gaze 
fixed directly on him. Forge pulled a flat metal pad from his belt pouch and lit up the 
display. Camera feeds from all over the facility registered on the small pad, and Forge 
reassured himself that the cloaking device that hid him from the security systems was 
still in effect. 

The computer beeped, alerting him that the download was complete. 

Forge snapped to attention as boots echoed down the hall to his left. 

“Just in time,” he muttered to himself. He pulled his filaments out of the main 
terminal. The marching feet grew louder as they progressed down the corridor. Forge 
swore to himself. He left the computers running and dodged into the opposite corridor. 
Away from his extraction point. 

* 

Logan awoke to nothingness. 
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He sniffed cautiously to gather clues about his location. Nothing. 

He opened his eyes. Again, nothing. 

His ears were silent, and the chill that should have prickled the hairs of his body 
did not.  

There was only thought. 

Only Logan. 

His thoughts formed into a vision of himself, floating in the nothingness, alone. 
No, not alone. Something prowled through the void. Something visceral and lethal, 
something all too familiar. The thing materialized. Logan stared at himself, at a dark 
shadow of himself. Huge, muscled, weirdly alien and familiar. 

The thing leaped, canines bared in a silent howl. Claws burst from its hands as it 
crashed into Logan. He fought back with adamantium; the shafts of metal rammed 
through his chest. The beast grinned, feral, as the claws lanced through Logan‟s heart 
and his lifeblood gushed over both of them. 

Finally, a sensation. Pain. Unimaginable pain. 

His scream went unvoiced. 

* 

Remy felt pain. Not the throbbing sting in the back of his head, or the ache of his 
swollen cheek. Those were inconsequential.  No, this was a new pain, sharp and 
insistent. It pulled at his wrists and radiated down through the muscles of his arms.  

Remy looked up. He hung from a chain that looped under his handcuffs, 
suspending him by his wrists. His feet dangled several feet off the floor.  

He appeared to be in a storage area. The center of the room had been cleared 
away; the boxes, crates and miscellaneous equipment had all been stacked along the 
walls and in the corners to ensure that Remy could gain no foothold. 

He smiled. No problem. 

A key turned in the locked door. His body went limp. He allowed his head to loll 
across his chest, but he listened intently. 

The door squealed as it opened. Heavy boots clunked across the concrete slab 
floor.  A burst of static, then the guard said, “Check. The prisoner is secure.” The voice 
was very close. “I‟m going to continue my patrol, over.” The radio clicked off and Remy 
heard the boots twist in an about face. His eyes snapped open. The guard stood 
immediately before him, headed for the door.  

Remy‟s muscles tensed and flexed. He whipped his legs up and wrapped them 
around the guard‟s neck. Startled, the man grabbed futilely at Remy‟s legs, now locked 
tight in a chokehold. Remy squeezed; the guard‟s hands went limp. 

Remy let the guard slump to the floor, unconscious. Then he swung his legs 
forward, swaying. He whipped them back, building his momentum. His wrists screamed 
at the abuse, but Remy pulled hard on the chain and swung his legs up to rest on the 
girder above. Remy sighed with the release of pressure on his throbbing wrists. He 
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rested a moment, dangling by his legs from the beam. Blood rushed to his head, fueling 
his already surly headache. 

Remy pinched one link of the chain that had suspended him. He felt the energy 
lying patiently in the metal, just waiting for him to release it. 

He did. The link burst apart in a violent flash of light. 

Remy let his legs slip free of the girder. He tucked into a tight roll and landed 
lightly on his feet. He quickly found the manacle keys on the guards belt. Moments later 
he was free and out the door. 

* 

“How are we doing?” Geraint asked. He stared out past the lab technicians where 
they sat at their consoles. The control room was separated from the containment 
chamber by a thick pane of protective glass. 

The containment chamber featured a coffin-like cylinder that was wired to the 
instrumentation that the technicians monitored. Sitting motionless atop the cylinder was 
Braddock, lost in meditation. 

The technician checked readings before replying. “We were late starting.” The tech 
frowned at his screen. “Seems to be a lot of traffic on the system, so we decided to 
reboot the instruments so we could get a good picture of both brains as she cracks 
him.” 

Geraint nodded. “What about Logan? How is he holding up in there?” 

The tech turned from his diagnostic routines and pulled up another display.  “The 
subject is putting up an impressive amount of resistance, sir. She hasn‟t been able to 
make much headway yet.” 

Geraint sighed. “Ms. Braddock‟s increased powers may be impressive, but Logan 
may be one tough nut to crack. This should be a good test for her.” 

Geraint watched with curiosity as Logan bucked and writhed in his confinement. 
Sweat rolled down Braddock‟s face. 

 Geraint smiled. “Take my advice, Logan,” he muttered under his breath. “Let Ms. 
Braddock break you. If she can‟t crack you, the Boss will take care of your conditioning 
personally. You may be able to block her, but not even you will be able to resist him.” A 
small shiver prickled involuntarily down his back. 

* 

Logan clenched his eyes shut tighter than his fists, focusing. He knew he would be 
dead if the rage that roared and tore at him was real. He focused, centering as best he 
could, not fighting. Not allowing himself to be hurt. Ignoring the monster. 

But the pain was real, and he felt the ripping blows tearing him to shreds. Yet he 
did not die. And he focused hard, digging, trying to find something real in the assault. 

A shadow flickered in the echo of his rage. 
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Logan wasted no time. In an instant he was atop the beast, his hands plunged into 
its chest. He growled in fury at the thing beneath him. He could feel the windpipe and 
cartilage of the shadow that hid in the rage as it bent inward under his grip. He twisted, 
and something snapped. 

“Lo—gan—” Logan froze. He knew that voice, even choked as it was. Lisa. 
Beneath his crushing grip, the blonde girl stared at him in wide-eyed terror as the 
monstrous illusion that had hidden her fell away. Immediately he released her and 
stumbled back. Large black and purple marks marred her crooked neck.  

“Lisa,” he gasped. “I… I didn‟t know…” 

She stared at him. Her throat worked, but it was too broken to breathe or speak. 
She stood before him, drowning, her eyes resonant with horror as she clutched at her 
broken neck. 

Logan trembled in shock.  

Her throat twisted again, popped loudly. Horns sprouted from her forehead, her 
legs twisted into recurves goat legs, and she hissed as her eyes flared red. Lifting a 
sword, she gurgled gleefully. 

“Nope,” he said, crossing his arms over his chest and frowning. “Not goin for it. 
You startled me but good. An that‟s as far as this‟ll get ya. That you, Betsy?” 

Lisa shimmered and fell away. Braddock stood, calm, watching him. 

“It‟s only a matter of time,” she said. “They want to know everything you do. If 
you don‟t surrender to me, then it‟s the chemicals. And then it gets unpleasant.” Her 
low, thrilling voice had the charming clip of an aristocratic British accent, belying the 
ugliness of her words. 

“The tricks are just to soften me up, right?” he asked. She nodded. He sighed. 
“Cut to the chase. Here we are, just the two of us. Come on. I won‟t resist. Hit me with 
your best shot. Let‟s see if you can open me up for everybody to have a look.” He 
stood, impassive, arms crossed over his chest. 

She hesitated, wary. 

“I got no secrets worth this ta keep,” he clarified. “You just stick your brain in 
mine. An when yer done, let me walk outta here. And we‟ll see about round two.” 

She nodded, her eyes slightly curious. A long rippling dagger of mental energy 
coalesced about her fist. She sank the dagger into Logan‟s skull. Mental energy seared 
through him. It raged through every corner of his mind. Pain flared through every 
synapse of his overloaded brain. 

They both screamed. 

Nothing turned to something. 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

“What the devil is happening?” Geraint demanded. Braddock‟s scream still echoed 
in his ears. 
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The technicians scrambled to interpret the readouts that redlined across their 
monitors. 

“I‟m not sure, sir,” the senior tech managed. “Seems like some kind of psionic 
mine!” 

“Pull her out!” Geraint demanded. He stared, riveted, as Braddock shuddered and 
went rigid. Her muscles writhed beneath her skin, spasming out of control. 

“She could die!” the tech blurted. He worked feverishly at the console, adjusting 
her intravenous feed. 

“I said get her out!” Geraint shouted. “Now!” 

“Somebody seem too tense,” drawled an accented voice from behind him. 

Geraint whirled about.  

Remy hung from a gap in the ceiling, a playing card in his hand. 

“Security! Get him!” Geraint bellowed. 

“I don tink I‟ll let you capture me dis time,” Remy said. 

He flicked the card. It blazed to life and left a searing arc of light across Geraint‟s 
vision. The card slammed into the array of consoles and unleashed its pent-up energy in 
a spectacular explosion. Shattered plastic and steel erupted through the room. 

Geraint dove for cover beneath a table as debris pelted his back. Technicians 
scrambled to get free of the burning remains of the equipment. 

Remy flipped to the ground, another card at the ready. He took quick measure of 
the room. Two large hallways led off from the control room. 

Alerted by the explosion, security troops began to stream down each of the long 
corridors towards Remy. Bullets whizzed through the air, dangerously close to his head. 

“Dese guys don waste no time.” Remy muttered. He quickly converted the card 
and flicked it towards the control panel of the one entryway. It struck with explosive 
fury. Alarms erupted and blast shielding snapped across the opening, sealing out the 
approaching troops. 

“Now for your friends.” Remy whirled on the guards advancing down the opposite 
corridor. 

In time to catch a bullet in his thigh. 

Remy‟s leg buckled. He winced in pain and dropped the card he had palmed. He 
grabbed at his throbbing leg and tried to stifle the blood flow with his hand. When he 
looked up, the guards had reached him. 

Remy laughed nervously. “I tink dere has been a small misunderstanding, 
monsieurs.” He looked up at dark barrels aimed very carefully at his head. 

Glass shattered. Logan burst through the window to the containment chamber. 
His face was contorted in a frenzied rage. He was a force of nature as he tore into the 
guards. Braddock leaped through the window behind him. Her body moved in an 
elaborate dance of death. Her feet splintered bone and her fists ruptured organs. Her 
smile was almost more terrifying than Logan‟s feral snarl. Remy thrust out his good leg 
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to trip an unwary guard, then swiftly realized that if he did not move he would soon be 
in the direct path of the twin berserkers. Remy decided to move. 

As he slid beneath an out-of-the-way table, a barrel pressed hard into his temple. 

“We meet again, Mr. LeBeau.” Geraint smiled. He cocked the hammer. His finger 
tensed on the trigger. 

A look of shock froze on Geraint‟s face as a tip of purplish energy pulsed through 
his skull and protruded from his forehead. He dropped the gun and went limp. 
Braddock released him, letting him slump to the floor. She allowed the psionic dagger 
to dissipate. Her eyes found Remy‟s and held them. 

“Nice work, ninja lady.” Remy said. He wiped sweat off his brow. “You‟re not 
planning on hitting me again are you?” 

Braddock‟s eyes searched his face. “You don‟t recognize me.” She sighed. Her 
head dropped. “I don‟t blame you. Look at what I‟ve become.” She stared at her hands 
as if they belonged to someone else. “It‟s me, Remy. Elizabeth Braddock.” 

Remy stared at her. “You don‟ look like de Braddock I know.” 

“It‟s her.” Logan stepped up behind Braddock, having run out of opponents. 
Blood coated his arms, his chest. The many wounds that crisscrossed his body slowly 
began to seal. “It‟s Betsy.” 

“How can you be sure, mon ami?” Remy kept his eyes warily on the Asian woman 
who claimed to be a British born lady. 

Logan tapped his nose. “Always believe the nose.” 

Remy didn‟t move.  

Logan sighed. “Look. You don‟t have to believe it, but we gotta get out of here.” 

Remy finally tore his eyes away from Braddock and eyed Logan carefully. Logan 
stared steadily back. Remy nodded, rising to his feet.  

Logan glanced at the blood flowing between Remy‟s fingers where they pressed 
against the bullet wound in his leg. “You gonna be okay?” 

Remy slowly got to his feet, favoring his right leg. He pulled a strip of cloth from a 
pouch at his belt and bound the wound tightly. He flexed his leg experimentally. “Don 
worry bout me. Dis little ting won‟t be enough to slow me down.” 

Logan nodded. “How do we get outta here, Bets?” 

“Follow me.” Braddock ran down the now empty corridor, Logan at her heels, and 
Remy limping behind. 

The trio reached the entrance to the large main chamber and halted. 

Dark shapes separated from shadow and crept about the perimeter of the room. 
Swords scraped across their sheaths as they were drawn. The ninja converged on the 
three escapees, flanking them on three sides.  

Remy and Betsy shuffled back a couple steps into the mouth of the corridor. 
Logan squatted down before them, lowering his center of gravity. His claws snapped 
out, ready. 
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“Come get me,” he snarled. 

“I think this has gone far enough,” a deep, smooth voice resonated. A man 
stepped out on the gantry above the open floor of the chamber. He was tall, 
distinguished in his dark suit. His shocking white hair belied his vitality. He smiled 
faintly at the battered escapees. 

“I‟ve not been formally introduced. You may call me Magnus.” He tilted his head 
towards them. “Come quietly. Now.” He shrugged. “Or you will find a more painful 
path to submission.” 

The ninja tightened in a half-circle around their opponents. The metal walls of the 
corridor twisted shut behind the fugitives, trapping them. Both sides faced off warily, 
waiting for the first strike to be thrown. 

“Logan,” Braddock whispered to the tense bundle of muscle and metal at her side. 
“Cut a path to the platform and I‟ll handle Magnus.” 

Logan yelped as he lifted off the ground several feet, awkwardly drifting. Magnus 
smiled, then nodded. “Disarm them. Take Braddock alive.” 

The northern wall erupted in a searing ball of flame. Chunks of concrete blasted 
through the startled ninja, scattering them across the room. The whole structure shook 
violently with the force of the explosion. Fire and thick black smoke billowed through 
the room. Magnus focused on deflecting the shrapnel that whistled at him from the 
broken wall. 

Logan dropped to the floor and sprinted for the gap along with the others. A slim 
figure dropped from the rafters, swinging towards the new hole on a grapple line.  

“Get your sorry hides out of there!” A huge man stepped up to the lip of the 
rubble strewn hole. His arms wrapped around a huge silver assault rifle. He let off a 
burst into the front ranks of the scattered ninja. 

“Thanks for the assist, boss!” The slim man ducked low to avoid the field of fire as 
he scrambled up the pile of rubble towards his partner. He turned and gestured for the 
others to follow. “Looks like you‟d best come with us for the moment,” he shouted 
over the suppressing fire of the huge gun. He dodged past the bigger man and headed 
out across the field towards the distant woods. 

The others quickly dodged past the heavily armed man and followed Forge. 

Cable sprayed the rest of his clip into the black clad shapes. He swiftly pumped the 
grip on the barrel of the rifle and fired.  

Foomp. 

 The grenade detonated in a brilliant explosion. The loud groan of metal and 
cracking concrete filled the air as the roof high above began to collapse under its own 
weight. Ninja fled, all thoughts of battle gone. 

Cable smiled grimly to himself. He shouldered the rifle and ran to catch up with the 
others. Behind him, the roof shuddered once more and finally collapsed to the ground 
with a deafening roar and a vast cloud of dust. 

* 
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The escapees jogged or hobbled through the light woods as the alarms wailed too 
close behind them. They veered over to the shelter of a dense thicket of young trees. 

“Watch for roadblocks,” the slim man said to Logan. “Keep to the woods for at 
least ten miles. Good luck finding your way out. I‟d invite you to hitch a ride on our 
chopper, but the policy is no riders,” he said with a wide smile on his narrow features. 

“Who the hell are you people?” Logan growled, unsettled. 

“Is there a problem here?” The man with the huge assault rifle walked up behind 
Logan.  

“No, no problem.” Forge said. “I was just introducing myself to our fellow 
escapees. You can call me Forge.” He extended his hand towards Logan. Logan stared 
at him. 

“Doesn‟t matter who we are,” Cable said gruffly. “You never saw us, right?” 

“Right,” Logan nodded. “Right. Thanks for the rescue,” he added, unsure. 

“Tell me, monsieurs,” Remy interrupted, eyeing the silvered rifle. “Who exactly are 
you working for?” 

“Good luck with the rest of your escape,” Cable said sharply. He pushed at Forge, 
and the two men turned and jogged on into the forest. Forge glanced back once, then 
they were gone. 

“Okay,” Logan grunted. “They got the right idea.” 

Moments later, the copse of trees was deserted. 

* 

 Geraint rubbed his throbbing temples with both hands before stepping into the 
office. Once through the door, he stood at attention. He worked very hard to ignore the 
aftermath of Braddock‟s attack on his scrambled brain. 

“Sir, there have been some… complications.” 

“Yes. I know,” the man behind the chair murmured. The office‟s windowed wall 
was thick with dust. Thin crack lines were apparent on a couple of the panes. 

Geraint waited for the verdict to fall. 

“All goes according to plan,” the soothing voice said. 

Geraint blinked, startled. “But, sir,” he stammered. “We lost not only both 
prisoners, but also Ms. Braddock, our most recent prototype.” 

“Your grasp of current events is accurate, if incomplete,” the man agreed. 
“Besides,” he murmured. “Why do you think we lost Ms. Braddock? She is exactly 
where she needs to be. She will be quite useful amongst her current companions.” 

The man beckoned for Geraint to move closer. “Come. It is time we had a chat 
with Magnus. He might misinterpret what happened tonight.” 

“Yes, sir.” Geraint walked around the large desk and stepped up behind the high 
backed chair. He snapped paired handles into place along the back. He gently turned the 
wheelchair about and steered for the door. 
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The man in the chair rearranged the dark blanket draped across his useless legs and 
ran one hand across his bare scalp. 

“Soon, Geraint.” He rubbed his hands together as the other man guided the chair 
down the hall. “Soon Magnus‟s funding will get him what he wants and us what we 
want. When all the pieces fall into place, P.S.I. will be firmly in control of its own 
destiny.” The man‟s smile was sharp and cruel. 

“We all eagerly await that day, Dr. Xavier.” Geraint replied. 

Moments later they entered the den. Magnus stood waiting. Wisps of smoke still 
rose from his charred suit. He shrugged the tatters of his coat off his bulky shoulders 
and brushed futilely at the concrete dust that clung tenaciously to his shirt. 

“We need to talk, Charles.” His face was a thundercloud. 

“Of course, old friend,” Xavier nodded calmly. “We remain on schedule.” 

Magnus pinned the man in the chair with his steely gaze. “You anticipated this 
outcome?” 

Xavier‟s smile did not reach his eyes. “Of course. Trust me, Magnus. The situation 
is under control. Consider this a field test of our new technologies.” 

“It would have been appropriate for you to appraise me of your plan,” Magnus 
growled. Flecks of dust continued to sift out of his white hair. “Be wary, Charles. I‟ve 
known you for a long time, and have learned to allow you your secrets. The other 
members of the Inner Council may not be as forgiving as I am.” 

 “Don‟t worry about that, my friend.” Xavier‟s cold smile returned. “ I know just 
how to handle them.” 

* 

Braddock sat atop the sloped roof of the motel, staring listlessly into the night sky.  
Her taut, well honed muscles trembled with the release of tension after the night‟s 
events. The night air beckoned her. 

 “Got somethin‟ on yer mind, Bets?” Logan moved up silently behind her. 

 She remained silent for a while. She watched the night sky, watched the moon slide 
along its arc, its silvery eye ever vigilant. 

 “How did you know, Logan?” she whispered. 

 “Know what?” He knelt at her side. 

 “How did you know that mess in your skull would snap me out of it?” She turned 
from the stars to look at him. 

 Logan shrugged. “I didn‟t. It was a calculated risk. I figured all that noise I live in 
ought to be enough to throw anyone for a loop. And I figgered there‟d be something of 
the Betsy I knew that would be looking for any opening to break out.” 

 Braddock dropped her head. She stared at her hands clasped in her lap. They 
looked to her like the hands of a stranger.  “I don‟t know who I am anymore. They‟ve 
completely destroyed who I was, Logan. The old Elizabeth Braddock is gone, and 
instead they‟ve replaced her with a deadly killing machine. How am I supposed to know 
who I am?” 
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 Logan watched her for a moment before he replied. “What you see ain‟t always 
what you get.” He looked down at the three small scars on the backs of both his hands. 
“Lisa taught me that. You‟ll have to learn it for yourself.” 

 Logan moved to stand up, but stopped as Braddock placed a cool hand on his arm. 

 “How do you know you can trust me, Logan?” Her eyes pleaded with him for 
answers. 

 Logan held her gaze, unflinching. “Trust ain‟t about what you know, Bets, but what 
you feel.” He gently removed her hand from his arm and turned away. “The one thing 
I‟ve learned running from the Project all these years is to trust my instinct.” He looked 
at her over his shoulder. “It tells me you‟re okay, and I‟ll stick to that „till it tells me 
otherwise.” 

 He left, and she listened to his footsteps recede down the side of the roof. 

 “How do I know if I can trust myself?” she whispered to the wind. 
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Safety in Isolation 
 

Tuesday, March 5, 2002 

 Logan stood with his eyes closed and shirt off, his hand in the air, feeling a little 
foolish. 

 “Can you feel it?” Braddock asked. 

 “Uh,” Logan stalled. 

 “Open your eyes,” she said with a smile. He did. 

 She stood opposite him, her hand in the air as well, just an inch from his, palms 
facing each other. “Now for God‟s sake, Logan, relax,” she said. 

 “I am relaxed, darlin.” 

 “One step at a time,” she murmured, more to herself than him. “Now, keep your 
hand opposite mine; be my mirror reflection.” She moved her hand slowly to the left, 
and he moved his like her mirror reflection. Then she moved it to the right. He 
followed. She picked up a little speed, moving in a slow circular pattern. He copied the 
move. She snapped right, and he kept up, if a fraction late. She stopped, her hand in the 
middle. 

 “Now you,” she said, amusement sparking in her eyes. 

 “Great,” he muttered. “Ninja pattycake.” But he moved his hand nonetheless, and 
she followed.  

They stood in a forest glade, the empty spring sky above them, the coniferous 
trees around them changing scent as they awoke after a drowsy winter. Nearby, a stream 
played across the low point of the clearing on its way down to wider waters. The air was 
a bit chilly, but that did not hamper the two who moved together over the uneven earth. 

After a minute or so of switching back and forth, she stepped back. 

 “Do you feel it?” she asked. “The connection?” 

 “I simply do not get it,” he muttered, eyeing her blackly. “I hate feelin stupid.” 

 She raised an eyebrow. “Relax, Logan. It is always awkward to admit ignorance. 
Once you have, then you can get past it and learn.” 

 He winced. “This‟d be easier if you‟d tell me the point, you know?” 

 She nodded. “Here is the point. Touch me.” 

 His expression cleared. “Finally, somethin that makes sense.” He reached out, and 
she was not there. 

 He looked puzzled for a moment, looking at where she stood beside him, lips 
pursed with suppressed laughter, mirth in her eyes. He reached again, and she was 
behind him. Stepped back with a grab, and she was next to him. A ferocious grin spread 
across his features. “Here we go,” he said, clapping his hands together and rubbing 
them. He crouched, and sprang. 



 

   187 

 She was out of the way of his spring, and behind him. He spun low with a kick but 
she had simply stepped to the side; at no time was she more than three feet away. Never 
out of arm‟s reach. 

 He played tag with her for a few minutes, then stopped, his muscled chest heaving 
with exertion, eyeing her sharply. She was cool and collected and… untouched. 

 “I take it back,” he grunted. “Still don‟t make sense. I sure as hell aint slow.” 

 “No,” she agreed. “You are very quick, superhumanly fast. But you move on your 
muscles.” 

 “We aint all psychic,” he scowled. She shook her head. 

 “That‟s not what I meant. The purpose of my training was to teach my body to 
obey thought. The body is trained to rely on the goals of the mind and to accomplish 
them. An example. I learned to punch, yes, early on. But then I was taught to forget how 
to punch. I learned to simply desire an effect upon the target, and my body carries out 
my orders. The training to reach that level of focus and control is,” she shrugged, 
“unpleasant but highly effective.” 

 Logan eyed her for a moment. “Run that down my other side,” he said slowly. 
“Half my brain must not be catchin it.” 

 “While you‟re moving to punch me, there‟s a lot of wasted tension in your body,” 
she said, touching his hard arm. “Your chest is tight, your arms are already partly flexed, 
and as you move, your body tells anyone who‟s looking and sensing exactly where you‟re 
going. Contrast that with a body trained to act before the thought is even completed. 
The mind is capable of much greater feats in the subconscious than it is in the 
conscious realm, and the body can move much faster if it is freed to do so. An example: 
tennis.” She raised an eyebrow at him. “You ever play tennis?” 

 “Seen it on tv,” he said, jutting his chin out at her, his hair wildly sweeping up from 
his head. 

 “If you teach your arm to swing for you, then all you have to think about is where 
you want the ball to go, and your body gets you to it and sends it over. When you are 
focused on the game, you reach a detachment, where you are allowing your reflexes and 
training to play for you instead of thinking the swing through.” 

 “I don‟t play tennis,” he said slowly, “but I do drop the hammer and let go, let my 
body do the thinking for me. Has been known to happen.” He actually blushed. 

 She nodded. “What I’m demonstrating is how to do that while fully in control; 

rather than letting your body handle things on its own, you give it guidance and let 

your training do the rest. The training normally takes at least a decade, but at the 

end you are free to forget it all with your mind and simply become what you are, for 

you have been… transformed.” A shadow flitted across her features for a moment. 
 Logan sighed. “Enough prancin around in the meadow. Let‟s get back to the 
cabin.” He glanced at the lowering sun. “Bout a hour till dusk.” He scooped up his shirt 
and buttoned it on while Betsy looked out across the forest. 

 “I envy you, Logan,” she said quietly. 

 “I‟m sure with enough gel yer hair can do this,” he said to her back with a rakish 
smile. 
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 “The way you see the world,” she said, steadfastly looking out over the valley. “The 
sights and sounds and smells; the world must seem more… real to you than it does to 
me.” 

 “More real?” Logan said, thinking it over. “Hm. Not more real. Just… less built 
around people, if you know what I mean. More what it is and less what people think it is.” 

 The hike back to the cabin was short. Logan scooped up an armload of firewood 
and bumped the door open, dumping the split wood into the bin by the Franklin stove. 
Betsy got a match out of the box and lightly jumped up on a chair. She turned up the 
gas, struck the match on the rafter, and lit the lamp. She dropped as Logan was lighting 
the stove. 

 “Aint much,” Logan said, looking around the two room cabin, “but you knew what 
you were getting yourself into.” He grinned. 

 “Indeed,” she said, and she lowered herself into one of the deep and comfortable 
chairs backed against the wall between the cabin‟s two rooms. “You certainly have a gift 
for privacy.” 

 “Yeah,” he said, looking out the window. “I‟ve had to. Beans and franks?” 

 “Sounds delicious,” she said, leaning her head back and closing her eyes. 

 She flashed out of her mind, more reflex than anything else. Logan, by the stove, 
was a tough read, so her mind slipped past him and soared up and out, as though she 
was ground zero for a sensory explosion. Her probe sliced through the woods, and 
rippled out like a shock wave; at the limit of a mile there were no intellects but the half-
formed body thoughts of animals and the thought echoes of insect programming. She 
held at that range, then returned. Logan was oblivious. 

 Her psionics called this stretch of land empty because she and Logan were the only 
ones with sentient thought. She put her face in her hands for a moment and breathed 
deep. 

 Logan glanced over his shoulder. “You alright?” 

 “I‟ll be fine,” she said clearly, and she swept her hands back from her face to her 
hair, smoothly capturing it. She twisted it into a simple knot she had mastered during 
her training. “Need help with supper?” 

 “If we wuzn‟t packin light I‟d a brought my „Kiss the Chef‟ apron,” he said. “Don‟t 
spoil my fun. But you can set the table. Supper‟s almost done. I luv beans n franks.” In a 
rapid practiced motion he sliced up the hot dogs with a paring knife, then tossed them 
in the skillet. They hissed and a wisp of smoke curled up. “Oh, and if yer itchin for 
somethin to do, you can get water from the spring.” He gestured at two buckets upside 
down on the washing board. 

 She scooped up the buckets and headed out into the gathering dusk. 

 By the time she returned, Logan had brought the hot dogs to a sizzle and dumped 
the beans over them; he was in the middle of pouring molasses and barbecue sauce on 
them when she set the heavy buckets on the board. 

 “Just in time,” he said. “You got yer ninja secrets, but I control the perfect mix of 
spices and sauces for franks n beans,” he grinned. 
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 “The suspense,” she said dryly, “has me enthralled.” 

 “Mock if you will,” he said, nodding his head and grinning, “but I‟ll make a believer 
of ya.” 

 She dipped water out of the buckets into the big plastic mugs on the table and 
delicately seated herself on the dented folding chair. 

 “Dinner,” he said loftily, swinging the skillet off the stove and clomping over to the 
table, “is served.” 

 “Merci, Monsieur,” she said with an elegant nod. He scraped a pile of steaming 
food onto her plate, the rest onto his. He dumped the skillet in the sink and took his 
seat. 

 “Yer most welcome,” he said, grinning at her. His grin softened. “I mean that, 
Bets.” 

 She smiled, and speared some of his culinary masterpiece on her fork. She tried it 
out, a questioning line wrinkling her forehead. She slowly chewed, then nodded. 
“Interesting,” she said. 

 He grinned. “Yeah, well, you don‟t hafta down it just ta make me happy,” he said. 

 “No, I mean it,” she said. “It is… interesting. Not what I‟m used to.” 

 Logan shrugged. “I get that a lot,” he said. 

 They ate in quietness for a short time. She paused, looking at him directly. “You 
don‟t ask many questions,” she said. 

 He sighed. “I don‟t need to,” he said. “I know enough.” 

 “You don‟t want to know how I ended up… there?” she said. 

 He put down his fork and looked up at her. “What you were doing at the Institute 
is none of my business until somebody makes it my business.” He hesitated. “I trust 
you, Bets. Even if you‟d rather I didn‟t.” 

 “What makes you think I‟d rather you didn‟t?” she asked. 

 “Let‟s call it a shot in the dark and let it go,” Logan said with a shrug. “I decided a 
long time ago that you can either trust people or you can not trust people. Hell, there 
was a time when I went back and forth, back and forth, tryin ta figure out who I could 
trust. Even odds between when I was dead right and dead wrong. That‟s just too much 
work, Bets, and I am not up for it. My instincts trust you. So I will trust you. And that 
means somethin.” 

 “What does that mean?” she asked quietly. 

 He grinned, leaning back. “I got a overactive heart and a empty head, more‟n likely. 
I‟ve seen both sides of that one, and I think I got the better deal.” 

 “I think you‟re goofy,” she said primly, spearing a hot dog chunk on her fork. He 
barked a laugh.  

 “That reminds me,” Logan said, getting up. 

 “Do you ever sit still for more than ten minutes?” she asked as he headed out to the 
porch. 
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 As soon as he went out he came back in, holding a cardboard box. “I brought you 
a cabin-warmin present to welcome you proper and all, since you‟ll be out here for a 
little while.” He put it down and shuffled his boots. “Go on, open it.” He grinned. 

 “But Logan,” she said, “I didn‟t bring you anything.” She started on the box. 

 “That‟s alright,” he said. “This was too good ta pass up.” 

 She got the box open and lifted out a mass of flannel. She stood and shook it out. 

 “Flannel nightie,” Logan grinned. “Gets cold up here at night.” 

 She couldn‟t repress a smile as she looked it over; purple and red and green, with a 
buttoned neck, and it fell all the way to her ankles, with long sleeves to boot. “It‟s 
amazing, Logan,” she said, shaking her head. He laughed. 

 “Sure is. Now I‟m gonna do the dishes and then go for my night run.” 

 “Don‟t worry about the dishes,” she said, folding up the night gown. “I‟ll take care 
of that. Go get your run in.” 

 “Be back,” he said, and he was through the door and off the low porch, then he 
disappeared into the brush. 

 She sat back down at the table and let her mind follow him into the darkness. The 
Project had left some psionic noise in his adamantium-wrapped brain. His thoughts 
remained psionically garbled and difficult to sort through, whether he liked it or not. 
She found it hard to penetrate his thoughts, but simple to follow his path in the 
darkness. 

 She put some water in a pan on the stove and heated up dishwater, absently 
looking down at her hands and smiling. Wondering if the toughening exercises they had 
put her through, the ability to sink her hands into hot sand, then hot gravel, would 
protect her from dishpan hands. 

 More than likely. 

* 

 Logan cleared the rotting log with a sideways hop and jogged down the trail he was 
breaking in. The owls were starting early tonight; not ten yards away he heard a startled 
mouse scrabble for a moment with a squeak as the ghostly talons snipped it from the 
earth. The forest was sighing, letting the heat of the day release back into the night sky. 
Animals prowled. The trees shifted their weight and loads in the dim evening breeze. 
The sun‟s glory followed it down under the horizon. Stars, like the scents of evening, 
revealed themselves singly and in groups. 

 Moving through the evening, Logan found what he was looking for. A jump and a 
scrabble carried him to the top of a flat rock that stuck out of the hillside. At the base of 
the shelf was a fallen tree that had cleared just enough of a gap in the canopy for him to 
have an excellent view of the cabin. He saw Braddock‟s shadow moving inside. 

 Settling himself, he pulled out a cigar and lit it. Now, Betsy, she didn‟t like cigars, so 
he didn‟t smoke them inside when she came. One sure did taste good after dinner, 
though. Especially such an excellent dinner as beans and franks. 

 He drew on the cigar, and let the smoke drift out of his nose and mouth, losing 
itself in his wild hair. He lay on his back in the gathering chill of evening, enjoying the 
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warmth of the sunbaked rock. He counted stars, knowing where they should be but 
completely ignorant of constellations. 

 “Like freckles,” he muttered. “Like the sky has got glowing freckles.” He drew 
deeply on the cigar again. 

 Soon he would get up and finish his rounds; check the edge of the lake, climb to 
his lookout to check the road to town, go into the old stands of ancient forest, then 
back to the cabin. 

 For now, though, the flat rock overlooking the cabin was difficult to leave. 

* 

 Braddock finished her sweep of the cabin, and could find no clock. A battered 
radio was on a shelf, and it had an unopened package of batteries next to it. In case of 
emergency. 

 Logan‟s cabin might not be much, but it certainly was tidy. The blankets were 
folded and stashed, the few cooking implements and dishes were neatly stacked in the 
cupboard, and the floor was regularly swept before she came. He kept a tidy lair. She 
imagined a pile of bones outside the door of previous victims, as a warning, and 
suppressed a smile. 

 Logan‟s boots hit the boardwalk of the porch, and he swung into the cabin with an 
armload of wood. “Ya know,” he said as he dumped the wood in the bin by the stove, 
“I‟m really glad your ninja trainin overcame yer ladylike upbringin so you can use the 
outhouse.” 

 She arched an eyebrow. “The dark holds no fear for a ninja,” she said. “Nor 
anything in it.” 

 “So how come I plowed through those jokers that attacked me on the roof of the 
institute?” Logan asked as he opened the front of the stove and tossed a stick, then 
another, of firewood into the stove. 

 She sighed as she took a seat on his battered couch. “Training takes a minimum of 
ten years, and for most ninja it takes twenty. Those with any level of skill undertake field 
missions during training. They are skilled fighters, but they are not completely 
transformed yet. Skilled men and women on their way to becoming ninjas have a place 
in combat, or in spy duties. Of course they all can‟t be at the level of master ninja, 
experts. You have to start somewhere, and they think that field experience teaches 
things that are more time consuming to learn in a dojo.” 

 “Well, I guess I schooled them proper,” Logan said. 

 “The ones that survived,” Betsy shrugged. “Had it been a master, you never would 
have seen the attack coming and your skeleton and healing factor would not have saved 
you.” 

 “Are you a master?” Logan asked, closing the front of the stove. 

 She shook her head. “No. Even with a year of accelerated, technologically 
enhanced training I am only masterful, not a master. I saw things…” she trembled for a 
moment. “A ninja master is no longer human,” she said simply. And let it drop. 

 So did Logan. 
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 “I‟m tuckered out,” he said. “Why don‟t you turn in and I‟ll finish closin up shop. 
You tired?” 

 “I suppose I am,” she said with a smile. 

 He nodded at the doorway with the curtain caught up to one side. “Well, go on in 
and I‟ll finish up out here.” 

 She rose, nodded to her host, and walked into the dark room. Her senses led her to 
the match on the table. She lit it, and lit the candle by the big bed. It had no frame, just 
box springs and a mattress on the floor. She sat on the bed, kicked off her shoes, and 
started brushing her hair. She paused, got up, slipped out of her clothes and pulled on 
the flannel night gown. She smiled. 

 Logan climbed up on the chair, turned off the overhead light, and puttered around 
in the dimness from the stove for a few minutes. Then he shucked off his shirt and lay 
down on the couch, pulling a blanket over his shoulders. 

 “Night Bets,” he said. 

 “Good night, Logan,” she replied. 

 She didn‟t go to sleep right away. By the time she had read a chapter in the novel 
she had bought at the airport, he was softly snoring. 

 That was the best lullaby she could have asked for. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

Wednesday, March 6, 2002 

 After a quick breakfast of oatmeal, they pushed back from the table. 

 “I‟m going to go take a bath,” she said. 

 “I showed you where the crick is, you remember, right?” Logan said. 

 She smiled. “I can memorize complex blueprints with a glance, navigate a maze in 
the dark by smell, and you want to know if I can find a place not a mile from here you 
showed me three days ago.” 

 “No need to get all smug,” he muttered. “I saw something suspicious on the north 
ridge last night, I‟m gonna go check it out.” 

 “If you didn‟t find anything suspicious, I suspect you would get bored,” Betsy said. 

 “That I might,” he grinned. Then he plucked his hat off the coat rack and was gone 
out the door, across the clearing, into the woods. 

 Braddock stretched luxuriously, then stood and collected her shampoo and towel 
and soap and headed out the door herself. 

 Logan moved through the woods low and at good speed, staying in practice. In 
twenty minutes he had reached the area that had sparked suspicion last night. He 
examined it more closely. 
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 At the base of the tree, an odd smell but a familiar one. He sniffed, sniffed the 
bark, where scents sometimes caught in the striated wood, away from the breeze. Yep. 
Unmistakable. 

 Brimstone. 

 He glanced at the tree, his fingers running lightly over its bark. There, there, there. 
Someone climbed this tree in a hurry. Someone agile. 

 Bet he jumped down. 

 Logan walked around to the other side, and looked at the ground. 

 Two toes and a dewclaw toe. Yes, he had company. Probably startled him in the 
dark last night. 

 He looked around the woods, then started off down the trail left by the three toed 
interloper. 

* 

 She pulled her clothes back on, her body loose and tight from the biting cold water 
of the spring. She twisted her hair, just so, to get most of the water out of it. Then she 
twirled and twisted it for a few seconds, and it was in a serviceable bun that would stay 
put. She mused that advanced hair care was not something she had expected to learn 
from ninja conditioning, but she didn‟t complain. 

 Her fourth day at the cabin, she reflected as she walked back up the narrow trail. 
Four days and it already felt kind of like home. She let her mind out to sift the 
surroundings, out of habit. Irritation ahead, and not far from the track. She picked up 
the pace. 

 Logan squatted, looking down at the path. 

 “Not peeking, I hope,” she said dryly. 

 “Nope,” he said. 

 “What are you following?” she asked. 

 “Deer,” he lied. He stood and smiled. “Let‟s head back. I found a rabbit warren not 
far from here, so I figure we‟ll have stewed coneys for supper.” 

 “Coneys?” 

 “Bunny rabbits,” Logan grinned. “Good eatin.” 

 “You should work for Disney,” she sighed with a smile. “Logan, thank you for 
inviting me up here. The woods are really quite beautiful.” 

 “Yer welcome,” he said. “I feel lucky to have this place. I‟ve only been up here a 
couple weeks myself, I‟m learnin the place.” 

 “Really?” she said, surprised. “You fit in so well I thought you must have lived here 
for years.” 

 “Nah,” he said, gesturing. They started up the trail. “I lived in a tiny apartment in 
New York.” 

 “Really?” she said, genuinely surprised. “I wouldn‟t have guessed.” 
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 “I didn‟t say I liked it,” he said. “But it was necessary.” He was abruptly quiet. Then 
he sighed. “Anyway, I got one week left before I gotta get back to work.” 

 “What do you do?” she asked. “For work.” 

 “I‟m a Security Specialist,” he said with a lopsided grin, “at Stark International.” 

 “What does that mean?” she asked. 

 “Not sure yet,” he shrugged. “And even if I was, it‟d be classified. I could tell you, 
but then I‟d have to whack not only you but all the people you telepathically linked with 
before maximum checkout.” He grinned. 

 “Stark sounds paranoid,” Braddock said. “What is he hiding?” 

 “Like I‟d know,” Logan said. “But enough about me. I mean it. I like this place,” 
he said, gesturing around, “because there‟s no questions, no thinkin, no time besides day 
and night. I can just be, and let it be.” 

 She was quiet for a moment, and their feet crunched along the path. “That‟s 
profound,” she said. 

 He shrugged. “Don‟t know about that. It‟s true.” 

 She looked away over the trees. “Privacy is so hard to get,” she said. “Even the 
people who say they want to honor it walk on eggshells so they don‟t offend you, but 
find it hard to get around their questions to deal with you when no answers are 
forthcoming. The only other people who don‟t ask don‟t care; about the answers or 
about you.” 

 He looked at her sideways, and her delicate Asian features were almost sad. 

 “I do care,” he said, and he looked for the words to explain. 

 “I know,” she said. She quickly looked away from him. “This is a wonderful place, 
Logan.” 

 He felt suddenly awkward and didn‟t know why. He wasn‟t sure whether to thank 
her or apologize. So he swallowed his puzzlement and let it go, wondering if everything 
was alright.  

 They got back to the cabin. “Well,” Logan said, “I‟ve got some trackin ta do. I 
think a bear came onto the premises, and I‟m gonna find it an make sure it‟s laired right, 
so it don‟t come down here. The dump‟s a good mile away, so we should be out of 
harm‟s way.” 

 “I‟ll amuse myself,” she said. He nodded curtly and headed off into the brush. 

 She went inside and puttered until he was well and truly out of earshot. Then she 
unzipped her black bag. She pulled out a pair of butterfly swords, their blades wide and 
short, sheer purple and black scarves on their pommels. She walked out into the 
clearing. 

 Set her stance. 

 Slowly at first, she began working through the iterations of the sword kata. Then 
faster. As she moved faster, her mind was freed as her reflexes took over; her body 
knew the routine better than she did. Conditioning. Her mind expanded as her body 
moved. 
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 Twirling and spinning and slashing, blocking, parrying, thrusting, kicking, she 
moved around and around. Finally she reached the end of the kata and stopped, still 
breathing lightly, and her consciousness was sharpened. 

 Thought. 

 She spun and faced the cabin, her psionics sharply focused. There; through layers 
of defense, a mind. A mind that had been there for some time. 

 She heard a muffled tearing crack on the other side of the cabin, then another on 
the far side of the clearing. She spun to see a crouched figure. 

 He was blue, swathed in drifting fumes. 

 Beyond that, he had pale yellow eyes, and the hands he extended as if to ward her 
off each had two fingers and a thumb, same as his feet. He was dressed in dark leathers, 
and aside from a thin blade in a sheath at his waist he seemed unarmed. 

 Seemed. 

 “Explain yourself,” she said, her voice tight with anger. 

 “Greetings and good morning,” he said quickly. “I came to speak with you.” 

 “Took your sweet time showing yourself,” she said sharply. 

 “I did not wish to interrupt,” he explained. “I wanted to choose a time that would 
not startle you. I come bearing news.” 

 “How did you evade my probes?” she asked. 

 He sighed. “If you must know, it‟s a bit of technology designed against your 
particular talent, but I can tell you no more about it. Please, I have news you must hear.” 

 “Go on,” she said. She sensed Logan coming, fast and quiet. Tracking a bear, 
indeed. 

 “Concerning the ninja clan, the Hand,” he said. “Because of your break with the 
Institute, they have broken their ties as well. Since you are an outsider, you must be 
killed to protect their secrets. They will hunt you…” he said, glancing around, “to the 
ends of the earth.” 

 “Don‟t take kindly,” Logan said from behind the newcomer, “ta trespassers.” 

 “Logan,” the fuzzy blue man said, “we must talk as well.” 

 “By all means, finish with the lady,” Logan said. “Don‟t be in a hurry ta talk ta me. 
You might not like it.” 

 Elizabeth Braddock had been thinking. “You are right,” she said to the furry blue 
man. “I can‟t stay here. I must return and face them.” 

 “I‟ll go with ya,” Logan said. 

 “No,” she replied, shaking her head slowly. “This I must do alone.” 

 “I‟m good at causing distractions,” Logan said, stepping out of the brush. “And I 
aint a mac truck when I‟m tryin ta be quiet, either.” 

 “I don‟t doubt your skill or your friendship, Logan,” she said. She turned to the 
trespasser. “Why did you bring this news to me?” she asked. 
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 “My employers do not wish you to be killed,” he said simply. He flashed a bright 
white smile. “Goodbye.” 

 A dull muffled crack resounded, and he was gone, leaving only swirling hazy smoke 
and the stench of brimstone behind. 

 Braddock sighed. 

 “Smoke „em if you got „em,” she said, waving the smoke away from her face. 

 “Fair enough,” Logan shrugged, pulling out a cigar. “You know, one of these days 
I‟m gonna throttle the identity of his employers out of him.” 

* 

 They sat quietly on the porch in the warmth of the afternoon. Logan‟s cigar trailed 
a lazy drift of smoke. His boots were propped up on the railing. Betsy sat with her legs 
primly crossed, a glass of tea forgotten on the small table beside her. 

 “I‟m leaving at dusk,” she said quietly. He nodded. 

 The afternoon unwound around them. 

 “The spy isn‟t gone,” she said. 

 “I know,” Logan replied. “Him an me got business still.” 

 “Should I leave sooner?” Braddock asked. 

 “Nope,” Logan said. He put the cigar to his lips and breathed in through it; the tip 
flared. He puffed the smoke out and lowered the cigar again. Ash fell to the floor 
unheeded. 

 Braddock bit her lip, looking out over the clearing and into the forest. “Logan,” she 
said, “I‟m not sure how to say this.” 

 “Say what?” he asked. 

 “I‟m not available, Logan. I have… too many questions. Too much to sort 
through.” 

 He barked a laugh. “Bets, even if you were available, I wouldn‟t make the move,” 
he said. He looked directly at her. “I got few enough friends in this world without 
screwin up with one of the best.” He looked back over the yard. “You always got a 
place to run to, long as I got or can make a place,” he said, his tone final. “Always.” 

 She found herself unable to speak for a moment. 

 “That work for you?” he asked softly. 

 She nodded. “That works for me,” she said, and she couldn‟t help but smile. 

* 

 Dusk. 

 She left, supper still warm in her stomach. 

 He watched her go. 

 The trespasser returned. 
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 “What do you want, Kurt,” Logan said, looking into the deepening gloom. “Make it 
snappy.” 

 “First of all to thank you,” Kurt said. “Stark does not make defective explosives.” 

 “Yer welcome. Now to the point.” He did not turn. 

 Kurt chuckled. “I don‟t suppose you‟d believe that was the point?” 

 “Not a chance in heaven or hell.” 

 Kurt sighed. “My employers have not given up on Tymaz Nine.” 

 Logan faced him. “Stark doesn‟t have it any more,” Logan said. “He destroyed the 
sample when he manufactured the countermeasure to the disease.” 

 Kurt raised an eyebrow. “And you believe Stark?” 

 “Yep.” 

 Kurt sighed. “Don‟t. It‟s a sure bet he still has a sample.” 

 “I won‟t save you again, Kurt.” 
 “If you find out he still has a sample,” Kurt said slowly, “perhaps you would feel 
differently. Perhaps you would consider making a deal?” 

 “Kurt,” Logan said, choosing his words, “no. Not a chance.” 

 “Then,” Kurt said, “it seems we have nothing further to discuss.” 

 “How about the weather?” Logan said, looking up into the deep star-splashed 
expanse. 

 He was alone. 

* 

 She waited. Right on time, he prowled under her tree, along the trail she had left. 
Then it ended; not in a stream or over a wall or on a slab of stone; right there in the 
loam the tracks just stopped. He looked around, puzzled, then realization dawned on 
him. 

 “Bets,” he sighed, “yer better than I am in the woods now. Will the travesties never 
cease? You gonna start makin better franks n beans than me next?” 

 Logan‟s words echoed in the empty woods. 

 He looked down at his boots and shuffled a little. “Okay, so I broke my word. I‟m 
comin after ya. Bang ya got me.” He looked around in the canopy, sniffed. 

 Her ninja training was too comprehensive for him to detect her so simply. 

 “You aint gone,” he muttered. “Not yet. Might as well be, though.” He sighed. 
“Thanks fer comin. If you ever need to come out here when I aint around, place is 
yours. And if you ever need anythin, just look up Stark. He‟ll know how to reach me, 
even if I‟m unreachable. Guess that‟s all there is to say.” He turned and trudged back 
the way he came. 

 Silent, elegant, invisible, she raised her hand to bid him farewell. Then she was 
gone, and the trees rustled with the night breeze. 
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Achieving Failure 

by Kyle Monroe 

Tuesday, March 5, 2002 

 “Dammit!” Fury slammed his fist against the table. His face was flushed red, and 
veins bulged in his forehead. “You had Logan, and you let him walk!” 

 “With all due respect, sir,” Forge interjected. His mechanical hand tapped restlessly 
against his knee. “We had no way of knowing who Logan was or his value to the 
Project. We didn‟t even know it was him until the mission debriefing, when you saw the 
footage from Cable‟s eye.” Cable, seated beside Forge at the table, glowered at the wall 
just past Fury‟s head. He was as impassive as the steel that comprised half his body. 

 Fury glared at the two operatives. “He‟s the most wanted ex-operative of the 
Project. He has evaded capture for almost twenty years, and you can‟t recognize his ugly 
mug?” 

“His file is classified, sir,” Cable growled deep in his throat. 

Fury leaned across the table towards Cable, who did not look away. “Watch it, 
soldier.” Fury leaned back in his chair. He rubbed absently at his left eye. His traditional 
eyepatch was gone, replaced by a metallic orb in his maimed eye socket. The skin 
around the new addition was slightly red from his agitated rubbing.  

“No more screw-ups, gentlemen.” He glared at Forge, who watched him coolly. 

Fury grabbed a laptop from beside the table and snapped it open. “Time for the 
two of you to receive your next assignment.” He tapped a couple commands into the 
laptop, and information readouts filled the screen. 

“The one good thing you two managed to pull out of this disaster was the data you 
retrieved from P.S.I.‟s computer.” Fury pushed a key on the laptop, and the flatscreen 
monitor on the wall behind him glowed to life. “As you can see, the files provided us 
with the location P.S.I. is using to build their psionic operatives.” Maps flashed past on 
the screen behind him. “Extechops has determined that P.S.I.‟s continued existence is a 
threat to our objectives. However, their research could prove quite useful.” He glanced 
up from the laptop at the two men across the table. “Your mission will be to eliminate 
these psi-active operatives so the Project will be free to move in and assume control of 
the rest of the organization.” 

“Operative Forge,” he continued, “successful accomplishment of your mission 
objectives will depend on the new technologies you were instructed to develop. 
Report.” 

“Of course, sir.” Forge pulled a datapad from his belt. “Once I completed your 
new eye,” he began, glancing at the metallic orb glaring at him from Fury‟s eye socket, 
“I began work on the psi sensors per your instructions.” Forge pulled up the sensor‟s 
specifications on the pad and passed it across the table to Fury. “As you can see, its 
capabilities are still not quite up to detecting mere psi capability in an individual. It can 
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only detect the active use of psionic abilities, whether receiving psionic impressions or 
transmitting them. With a couple more weeks of work I can probably—” 

“We can‟t wait that long,” Fury interrupted. He glanced swiftly at the specifications 
on the pad, then slid it back across the table. “We need to move on this now, before our 
intelligence is obsolete.”  

Forge sighed. “In that case, we‟ll have to create some sort of massive psionic 
disruption which would impact all of their operatives so they will show up on the 
sensors. Then we plug the sensor adapter into their own motion-sensitive detection 
network, adapting its receptors so that the cameras can cross-reference and upload 
portraits of sensitives. Then we can discriminate in an attack.” Forge rubbed absently at 
the metal housing of his synthetic left leg. 

Fury nodded towards Cable. “Operative Cable, the Project took you in and fixed 
you up after P.S.I. discarded you.  Now‟s your chance to repay that debt.” 

Cable‟s head swiveled slowly towards Fury. “I always make good on my debts.” 

Fury nodded curtly. He turned back to Forge. “Cable will handle the creation of 
the disturbance you‟ll need to locate the psychers. I‟ve got something else I need you on 
ASAP. Considering the mess you two made of your last mission, this time you get 
babysitters. Forge, I want you to wrap up development on your remote operative 
tracking system. I want to be able to watch every move the two of you make. And you‟d 
better make damned sure the transmission is undetectable. If the enemy picks up the 
signal and traces it back to our new base, you‟d best get real good at hiding real fast, 
because once the dust settles a strike team will be on your asses like white on rice. Am I 
understood?” 

“Yes, sir!” Forge said stiffly. 

“Dismissed!” Fury barked at him. 

Forge saluted, and when the gesture was returned, he made good his exit. 

“Jackass,” he mumbled once out of the debriefing room. Forge hurried through 
the tight halls of Extechops‟ freshly completed base towards his cramped lab. He‟d had 
a hand in the development of the base, yet he still felt uncomfortable in its 
claustrophobic hallways. He was used to the wide-open land of the reservation he‟d 
grown up on. The windowless metal corridors and the black rubber matting underfoot 
fit the needs of the underwater facility, but provided precious little comfort for the soul. 
Somehow, that was entirely fitting for the organization he‟d designed it for. 

Still, there was plenty to keep him busy here. A ventilation problem was endemic 
to the whole base. Fresh air was at a premium on the bottom of Lake Superior. The 
base‟s atmosphere moved sluggishly, if at all. It was heavy with ambient moisture and 
the acrid tang of polluted water. Security personnel and researchers alike grumbled 
about feeling like canned tuna. 

Yet, despite its flaws, the base was unparalleled in its technological achievements. 
It drew oxygen directly from its surroundings by pushing lake water through enormous 
synthetic gills. These gills also served to purify a portion of its intake for drinking water. 
The massive fusion generator at the core of the facility would power the seemingly 
endless array of computer banks and experimental equipment continuously for decades, 
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in addition to providing for the headquarters‟ basic operations. All in all, it was an 
amazing triumph, despite the discomfort of the crew. 

The door to his lab slid open after verifying a fingerprint scan of his remaining 
biological hand. The long narrow room inside was packed with gleaming machinery, 
tangled cables and wires, and buzzing computers. Forge dropped himself into a 
comfortable chair in front of a bulky computer array. The arc of oversized monitors 
snapped to life as Forge activated the mainframe.  

He removed the tip of the index finger of his left hand and aimed the infrared 
beam it emitted at a detector on the console. The center two monitors lit up with 
images at his remote command. The left monitor displayed a camera image of Fury, still 
in the debriefing room, talking rapidly. Forge left the sound on mute and the computer 
automatically compensated by displaying Fury‟s overheard words along the bottom of 
the screen.  

The right monitor displayed the opposite side of the debriefing room. Cable sat 
staring impassively towards the camera. Occasionally the big man would nod, or ask a 
quick question. No sound input arrived from this feed, so Forge set a computer 
algorithm to interpret Cable‟s lip movements and the resulting text fed across the 
bottom of the right screen. Forge took in the twin displays which, when put together, 
provided him a complete view of the debriefing room. 

He smiled to himself. “Yes, those replacement eyes are working out nicely for all 
of us.” Forge scratched idly at his metallic leg as he tweaked the images on the screen to 
bring them into sharper focus. “And perhaps I‟m a bit further along on that 
undetectable surveillance equipment than I let on.” Satisfied with the remote feed‟s 
settings, he sat back to read the conversation between Fury and Cable.  

Forge‟s eyes widened as the briefing continued. He leaned in close to the monitors, 
not believing what the words scrolling along their bottom edges were telling him. As 
Fury wrapped up the briefing, Forge snapped off the monitors and leaned back in his 
chair, deep in thought. 

“Crap,” he muttered to himself. “I can‟t let them do this.” 

After a few moments of silent contemplation, Forge sat upright again and began 
feeding commands into the computer. “I‟m afraid you‟ve gone too far this time, Nick.” 
He gained a perverse pleasure from using his superior‟s given name. “This mission is 
going to have to fail, and I know just the person to make sure it does.” 

Wednesday, March 6, 2002 

 “You sure got yourself into a heap a trouble this time didn‟t you?” Rogue scowled 
at the man sprawled nonchalantly beside her on the vast canopied bed. 

Remy grinned unrepentantly. “Nothin I couldn‟t handle, cherie.” He folded his 
hands behind his head and nestled in the bed‟s feather down pillows. His grin grew 
wider as he watched her try to hide her covert glances at his bare, well-muscled chest. 

“Apparently that‟s not quite true, darlin,” Rogue chided him. “Now let me check 
that wound.” She pulled back the sheets, careful to reveal only his leg, leaving the rest of 
him decently covered. 
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A large reddish brown stain discolored the white bandages about his thigh. Rogue‟s 
delicate fingers picked apart the wrapping and laid bare the wound beneath. She had 
withdrawn the bullet and stitched shut the hole where it had entered his leg, but the 
surrounding skin was still red and swollen. Rogue shook her head in disapproval. 

“This is getting better, Remy, but you still shouldn‟t be walkin around like you do. 
You‟ve got to let it heal.” She glared at him sternly. 

Remy‟s grin did not budge. “Did I ever tell you how beautiful you are, petite?” 

Rogue rolled her eyes and swiftly suppressed the shy smile that threatened to 
disrupt her stern nurse-frown. 

“You can‟t get off that easy, Remy.” She shook her finger at him. His eyes 
continued to roam her face, then drifted down her neck to her shoulders. Goosebumps 
sprang to life across her skin beneath her tall turtleneck. Rogue tried valiantly to ignore 
his daring gaze and keep her attention on the subject at hand.  

“How did you get this?” She gestured at his wound. “I did what you asked and 
didn‟t take you to the hospital, but you‟ve gotta tell me how you ended up with a bullet 
in your thigh!” 

“Rogue, darlin,” Remy sat up in the bed. Rogue fought to keep her eyes firmly on 
his face as the sheets struggled to conceal him. “Dere are just some tings about me 
you‟ll never know.” 

 “Why? Why do you have to be so secretive?” she pleaded with him. “If we‟re ever 
gonna have a chance together, don‟t I deserve to know?” 

“Chere, it‟s not you.” He reached out to brush his fingers across her cheek, but she 
pulled back, so he settled for placing them on her forearms. There, her long sleeves 
protected her bare skin from his. “It‟s for your own safety. Besides,” his eyes twinkled, 
“you don really want to know everyting bout me. My mystery is my secret appeal. It‟s 
what attracts de ladies.” 

Rogue pulled away from him. Her head dropped and she stared at her gloved 
hands. She looked back up at Remy, searched for some clue in his face. 

His red and black eyes revealed nothing. 

“I could touch you and see for mah self,” she said quietly. 

Remy grasped her arms again, and with a swift tug pulled her against his chest as 
he dropped backwards onto the bed. “Go ahead, chere. Touch me. Maybe you‟ll like it, 
non?” He continued to pull her against him, his mouth only a whisper‟s breadth away 
from her full lips. Rogue‟s hair cascaded about them as he drew her ever closer. He 
stared intently into her eyes, felt her tremble in his grasp. 

Rogue‟s heart pounded in her chest. She yearned for this; to be close to him, to 
touch him without the protective layer of cloth that she wore like armor. Yet, she could 
not silence the terrified shudder that passed through her at the thought of what would 
happen should she actually touch him with her bare skin. 

Rogue finally gathered the strength to push him away. She got up from the bed 
and turned her back to him, knowing she didn‟t have the strength to resist a second 
time. 
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“You know Ah can‟t,” she said hoarsely. Tears rolled from her eyes. 

Remy let the sheet drop and stepped up behind her. His leg throbbed 
uncomfortably, but he accepted the pain, then dismissed it. 

“How do you know, petite?” he whispered, his lips inches from her ear. His hand 
grasped a lock of her dark hair and let it slide through his fingers. “You never know 
what might happen. Perhaps you‟re right, and you‟d suck the life from me. Then 
again…” he grasped her shoulders and turned her around to face him. She reluctantly 
met his gaze. “Maybe you won‟t.” His breath was hot against her skin. “Dere‟s only one 
way to find out.” He moved his lips towards hers.  

Rogue closed her eyes expectantly, all thoughts of resisting gone. 

There was a knock at the door. 

Her eyes popped open and she abruptly pushed away from Remy. “Ah‟d better get 
that,” Rogue mumbled. She quickly disappeared from the room. 

Remy swore. He retreated to the bed and rebandaged his wound before he pulled 
on a pair of worn jeans. Voices drifted up through the floorboards from the first floor. 
Soon there were footsteps creaking on the stairs.  

Remy fished through the bureau drawers until he found a pack of cigarettes. He 
put one in his mouth and lit up while he waited. 

A moment later, Rogue poked her head through the door. Seeing that he was 
decent, she stepped into the room. “There‟s a man here that says he knows you. He 
wants to talk to you somethin fierce. Says it‟s important.” 

Remy sighed. “Does dis man have a name?” He tapped his cigarette in the ashtray 
beside the bed. 

The door swung open behind Rogue, who stared disapprovingly at the man who 
entered. “Ah told you to wait downstairs,” she snapped at him. 

Remy‟s eyebrows rose as he took note of the new arrival. “It‟s okay, Rogue. I 
know dis man. Can you give us a minute?” He looked at Rogue apologetically. She 
returned his look with a scowl and shut the door a little too hard behind her. 

“Wasn‟t expectin to see you again, Forge.” Remy took another pull from the 
cigarette. He lounged back on the bed, and gestured for the other man to take a seat in 
one of the several chairs that furnished the room. 

“Nor I you, Mr. LeBeau,” Forge replied. “I guess you never know what the Great 
Spirit has planned for you.”  

Remy shrugged. “As you say. What can I do for you, mon ami? And how exactly 
did you find me? An how de hell you know who I am?” He frowned. 

Forge slid an antique desk chair across the room towards the bed and straddled it, 
his arms resting on the high wooden back.  

“My employers have quite a few resources at their disposal. They reamed us pretty 
good for letting you and Logan get away, once they figured out what happened.” He 
shrugged. “Once I knew what I was looking for, I figured out some ways to use their 
computers that they haven‟t figured out yet.” He smiled at Remy, who did not return 
the sentiment.  “Which brings me to why I‟m here. I‟ve got a favor to ask of you.” 
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“Why don you just come out an say you work for Extechop,” Remy said coolly, his 
eyes hard and mean. He was tense, ready to fight or flee. 

“I work for Extechop,” Forge replied simply. “And I‟m risking my life to slip out 
and go AWOL for twelve hours or so before my assignment. Because this next 
mission… it has to be stopped, LeBeau. And you‟re the only one who can help me stop 
it.” 

Remy watched idly as the smoke from his cigarette drifted lazily up towards the 
cracked ceiling. “I‟m listening.” 

“My partner and I retrieved several data files from the P.S.I. facility in the raid you 
and your friends stumbled onto.” Forge said. “One of those files contained information 
on a holding facility for the Institute‟s psionically active operatives. Know where it‟s 
located?” 

Remy listened curiously “I tink I‟m about to find out.” 

“Yep.” Forge pointed downwards with one finger. “Right here. New Orleans. 
They‟ve got an underground facility on the outskirts of the city. Must be difficult to 
maintain in the swamp.” Forge‟s eyes unfocused as his mind toyed with the technical 
details that would be necessary for such a setup. 

Remy cleared his throat and Forge‟s attention snapped back.  

“Sorry.” He grinned sheepishly. “Anyway, Cable and I have received orders to 
locate these psi operatives and neutralize them. The problem is, we can‟t detect who is a 
psycher and who‟s not unless they are actively using their powers.” 

Remy‟s brow furrowed. “Why bother?” he asked. “If they‟re all in dis facility, as 
you say, den why not take out de whole facility and leave the sortin to God?” 

Forge shook his head. “Can‟t. Our employers want the facility and any non-psionic 
personnel intact so they can appropriate the Institute‟s operations once the psions are 
out of the way.” 

Remy nodded. “So what do you need from me?” 

“I‟ll get to that in a minute.” Forge waved the smoke from Remy‟s cigarette away 
from his face. “According to the plan, I‟ll sneak into the facility and be ready to identify 
the psychers. To make them register on my sensors, Cable is going to stay in the city 
and create a large enough psionic disturbance to forcibly activate their powers.” 

Remy‟s eyes narrowed. “An‟ how‟s he goin to do that?” 

Forge paused. He held Remy‟s gaze firmly in his own. “Midnight tonight, he‟s 
going to detonate explosives along the length of a central gas main that runs through 
the heart of the French Quarter.” 

Remy stared at Forge slack jawed. The cigarette dropped from his fingers, 
forgotten.  

“It‟s Fat Tuesday,” he said, shocked. “He‟s gonna blow up N‟awlins in de middle 
of Mardi Gras!” 

Forge nodded grimly. “The massive death count will create such a backlash of 
psychic energy that any psion within fifty miles will be lit up by its intensity.” 



 

204 

“And you want me to make sure he don‟t succeed.” Remy remembered his 
cigarette in time to save the sheets from catching fire. He shoved the butt into the 
ashtray and returned his attention to Forge.  

The other man nodded. “I would stop him myself, but…” 

“You‟d blow your cover and den your own butt‟d be on de line,” Remy finished 
for him. 

Forge smiled. “Something like that, yes. Will you help?” 

Remy sat in silence for a moment. Finally he stood and crossed the room to the 
bureau. He grabbed a white tee shirt and pulled it over his head. He scooped up a black 
bag from the corner, and his leather jacket from the bed post. 

“Let‟s go, mon ami. We‟ve got a madman to stop.” 

The two men left the room and headed downstairs. Rogue was waiting in the 
foyer. She gave Remy a cold stare and crossed her arms beneath her breasts. 

“Ahem,” Forge muttered. “I‟ll just wait outside.” He stepped out the front door. 

“Where do you think you‟re goin, sugah?” Rogue demanded. 

Remy moved up close to her, a smile on his lips. Rogue‟s icy demeanor did not 
shift. He sighed. 

“Remember I told you dat there are some tings about me you‟d never know?” 

Rogue glared at him, but nodded. 

Remy dropped his smile. “Dis be one of dose things.” He reached out to squeeze 
her shoulder, but she pulled away from him sharply. He shook his head, then smiled at 
her again. “I‟ll be back tomorrow if all goes well, and I may need more of your stitchin 
handiwork.” 

“You put more holes in yourself, Remy LeBeau,” she said sternly, “and you can 
sew them up yourself.” She turned her back on him and retreated up the stairs. 

Remy shrugged and went out to meet Forge on the porch. “Women,” he muttered. 

Forge nodded, grinning. They both headed towards the somewhat distant two lane 
road where Forge left his car. 

Upstairs, Rogue stepped out onto the balcony that overlooked the front of the old 
house. She leaned on the wrought iron balustrade and watched the two figures 
disappear across the overgrown lawn dappled with shade from the vast, moss draped 
willows.  

“Don‟t think you can get away with leavin me behind,” Rogue whispered fiercely. 
“Ah have no intention of lettin you out of mah sight again, Remy. None at all.” 

* 

 “Here’s the sewer entrance.” Forge pointed at the grate beneath his 

feet. He and Remy had ducked into an unused alley along the main thoroughfare 

where the chaos of color, motion and sound that was Mardi Gras raged past in a 

torrent of sordid humanity. 
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Remy knelt by the grate and grunted as he shifted it aside. He peeked into the 
darkness below. He sniffed experimentally and immediately regretted it. His nose 
wrinkled in disgust.  “Dis is the foulest smellin mission I‟ve ever been on,” he muttered. 

Forge handed Remy a small folded piece of paper. “Here‟s a map of the sewer 
system and all the points where Cable has set up the explosives. You‟ll need to stay out 
of his way and deactivate each of the stations once he‟s left for the next area.” 

Remy glanced at the other man. “I take it you won‟t be joining me?” 

Forge shook his head. “I‟ve got to breach the P.S.I. facility.” 

Remy scratched his head, confused. “But, if dere‟s no explosion, what‟s de point in 
infiltrating the Institute‟s hideout?” 

“I have to maintain my cover,” Forge explained. “Even though I won‟t be killing 
any psions, I‟ve got to breach at least the first layer of defenses to make this look real.” 

Remy shook his head. “You‟re one paranoid man, mon ami. Good luck to you.” 

With that, he pried up the grate and disappeared into the stench-choked darkness 
beneath the city streets. 

“And,” Forge added quietly, “you might not succeed.” He turned, vanishing into 
the shadows. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Cable finished the last touches on the complicated setup of explosives. The bomb 
was strapped to the huge pipe that passed through the center of the small brick room. 
The cramped chamber was part of New Orleans‟ subterranean sewer system and was 
designed as a junction access for the many gas, phone, and other utility lines that also 
made use of the miles of tunnels that carried the city‟s wastes out into Lake 
Pontchartrain. 

He checked the small detonator, and was reassured that the frequency was 
properly set. With one push of the remote detonator‟s button, the explosives set in this 
chamber would detonate, along with those in similar junctions throughout the maze of 
tunnels, causing the gas main to erupt in explosive fury. The crowd of revelers 
celebrating Mardi Gras in the streets above would be caught in the conflagration. 
Thousands would die in the initial explosion, and more would follow as the surrounding 
buildings exploded in chain reaction. The flames would overtake the entire quarter 
before the fire department would be able to get the blaze under control.  

Cable checked the bomb‟s wiring one last time, and headed back into the 
labyrinthine sewer system. His electronic eye glowed in the murky darkness, bright 
enough to provide him with decent sight. Cable pulled up a detailed map of the sewers 
on the mini screen attached to his wrist. He still had time for one last check at each 
explosive cluster before he would need to retreat to safety. 

As he sloshed through the thick filth that flowed past his ankles, Cable activated 
his headset. “Forge, this is Cable. Report in.” 

Static crackled in his ear for a moment before his partner replied. 
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“I‟m about to breach the facility.” Forge‟s voice sounded tinny and small. 
“Remember, once I‟m inside, their defenses may scramble my signal. You‟ll just have to 
do whatever it is you‟re going to do to attract the attention of the psions and leave the 
rest to me.” 

Cable nodded, though he knew his partner couldn‟t see him. “Acknowledged. 
Cable out.” He continued to splash his way through the reeking corridors towards the 
next junction box. As he navigated the last turn and came into view of the chamber, he 
halted. 

His enhanced vision made out a man in a black stealth outfit crouched in the 
darkness of the junction room. Cable gently eased his heavy pistol out of the holster at 
his belt. He cocked the action and flipped off the safety as he crept into the entrance 
behind the intruder, dimming his eye. 

“I wouldn‟t do that if I were you, monsieur.” Remy turned from where he had 
been disconnecting the bomb‟s wiring to face Cable down the barrel of the gun. “You 
fire dat thing into a room full of explosives and we‟re both history.” 

“What are you doing here, LeBeau?” Cable growled through gritted teeth. His 
weapon remained steadily aimed at the Cajun‟s head. 

Remy shrugged. “I just happened to be taking an evenin jaunt trough the sewers 
when I foun dis huge pile o C-4. Figured it might not be wise to just leave it lyin around, 
non?” 

Cable activated the laser sight on his pistol. He didn‟t need it at this range, but the 
red light on Remy‟s forehead was grimly amusing. “How did you find out about my 
mission?” His voice was steel on steel. 

Remy smiled nonchalantly at the huge man. “I‟ve got my sources.” He leaned back 
against the brick wall. “Now you tell me somethin.  Why are you so eager to go blowin 
up a bunch of innocent partiers? Don seem quite right to me.” 

Cable glared at the other man. “I don‟t owe you an explanation.” 

Remy shook his head. “Put dat gun away before you get trigger happy and blow us 
all up.” 

Cable watched the other man for a moment, then replaced the gun in its holster. 
“If I can‟t shoot you, I‟ll just have to take care of you the old fashioned way.” 

His metallic fist sailed through the air towards Remy‟s head. The Cajun easily 
stepped aside, and Cable‟s blow smashed into the brick wall between two bundles of 
explosives.  

Remy blurred into action. He twisted around behind the large man and lashed out 
with a kick into the back of Cable‟s knee. As his opponent lurched off balance, Remy 
planted both fists sharply into Cable‟s lower back, sending shockwaves into the man‟s 
kidneys. 

Cable grunted in pain. He twisted at his waist and used his steel arm like a piston 
to lash out at his opponent.  His fist slammed into Remy‟s jaw. The Cajun twisted 
around from the impact of the blow and found himself face first in the muck that 
covered the bottom of the small chamber. He instantly rolled aside, barely dodging 
Cable‟s foot as it smashed into the slime where his head had been a moment before. 
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Remy scuttled backwards across the floor, maneuvering to gain some space 
between them. Still on his back, he whipped out a card, and it glowed with its desire to 
be released.  

“Toss that card and it‟ll be worse than shooting a gun in here,” Cable huffed. His 
smile was not reassuring. 

Remy swore silently. He crumpled the card in his hand, allowed its pent-up energy 
to gradually dissipate. 

Cable lunged for the prone man and seized him by the neck of his thick torso 
armor. Cable urged as much strength as possible from his mechanical arm and slammed 
Remy into the wall of the tunnel. A sharp crack echoed as bone snapped and Remy 
cried out in pain. 

“I tink you just busted one of my ribs.” Remy panted hard from the pain 
throbbing in his side. 

Cable kept the man pinned against the wall and leaned in close to his opponent‟s 
face. “Broken bones are the least of your worries at the moment.” He scowled at the 
annoyance he was about to crush. “Last chance, Remy. Tell me how you found out 
about my mission and I‟ll kill you quick.” He snapped his fingers in Remy‟s ear to 
emphasize his point. 

Remy gave him a crooked smile. One hand reached out and grasped the dog tags 
that dangled about Cable‟s neck. Cable jerked back quickly, but he was too late. The dog 
tags blasted upwards into the soldier‟s face as Remy released them. Their energy erupted 
in a miniature explosion as the twin bits of metal disintegrated upon impact on Cable‟s 
head.  

Cable howled in pain and dropped his hold on Remy to claw at his seared face. 

Remy coughed on the stench of burnt flesh as he scrabbled to his feet. He glanced 
at the small room packed with explosives, then lurched down the tunnel in the opposite 
direction. He reached an intersection and slid to a halt. His breath came in short ragged 
gasps. Pain lanced through his side with every inhalation, and his wounded leg throbbed 
in time with the mad beating of his heart. 

“I know you‟re not down and out yet,” Remy called out. He stared expectantly 
down the tunnel. “Come get me, Cable.” 

“I don‟t need to.” Cable‟s voice echoed raggedly from the dark corridor. Remy 
could make out the dull glow from his eye at the far end. “All I have to do is detonate 
the explosives. My cybernetic systems will probably withstand the blast, and my 
employers will piece the rest back together. I don‟t think you‟ll be quite so lucky.” 

“Ah,” Remy smiled, then winced. “But to do dat, you‟ll be needin this, non?” The 
remote detonator appeared in his hand. 

Cable‟s curses echoed down the tunnel. “You thieving little—” 

“Tut tut!” Remy interrupted, waving a finger in admonition. “It pays to be nice to 
the man wit de detonator.” 

Remy watched the glow from Cable‟s eye move down the tunnel in his direction. 
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“You should have stayed in the junction chamber, runt,” Cable grumbled. A red 
light winked to life in the darkness and glared in Remy‟s eyes. “Now I can just shoot 
you.” 

Remy dove to the side. Bullets slammed into the wall around him, sending 
splintered shards of brick cascading into the muck. Water spat fitfully from the new 
holes in the wall. 

Remy rolled along his shoulder, the slime parting before him, and he was back on 
his feet and running. He chose the closest branch and dashed along it at top speed. 
Filthy water sprayed up from beneath his feet as he barreled headlong down the dark 
corridor. He could hear Cable‟s heavier bootfalls behind him, and they were getting 
nearer. Thunder clapped through the tunnel and Remy reflexively threw himself to the 
ground. Something slammed into his shoulder as he went down, and the force of the 
impact sent him sliding through the sewer slush. Without pause, Remy popped up to his 
hands and feet and scrabbled his way along the bottom of the tunnel.  His shoulder 
ached, but his torso armor had taken the brunt of the blast. 

Ahead, Remy could see lighter shades of darkness. He plunged forward, not daring 
to glance backward. Starry night sky formed a circle at the end of the tunnel, not far 
away. Once the brick shaft broke free of the dark earth, it opened onto the wide muddy 
bank of the lake, where the sewage swirled into fetid cesspools of sludge. Some distance 
out from the pipe, the rank puddles where the city‟s wastes gathered eventually gave 
way to murky lake water shot through by reeds and the first hints of swamp life. 

To Remy, it looked like heaven.  

He cried out as a fist slammed into his throbbing shoulder. Steel fingers pushed 
bone against bone and flung him away from the tunnel mouth. His head cracked hard 
against the wall. Remy blinked to clear the blazing spots from his vision, but could not 
compensate in time to prevent Cable‟s metal fist from encircling his throat. The large 
man‟s grip tightened painfully as he pressed the Cajun against the tunnel wall. 

“Give me the detonator.” Cable‟s voice grated. 

Remy‟s eyes widened as he saw Cable‟s face bathed in the light of his cybernetic 
eye. The left side of the man‟s face had been flayed away by Remy‟s earlier assault, and 
steel gleamed beneath the charred remains of flesh.  

Remy‟s hand reached down to his belt and pulled a fist sized sphere free. “When I 
nab de detonator, “ his voice was a rasped past the vice grip on his throat, “I pick up a 
little someting else too.”  

Cable snarled, bashing his muscular right arm into Remy‟s wrist. The Cajun bit off 
a cry of pain as bone flexed almost to the breaking point. The grenade flew out of his 
grasp and out the end of the tunnel. 

Cable smiled with the half of his face that still could. “I‟ll give you one chance, 
Remy.” He flexed his metal arm and hurled the smaller man out of the tunnel. Remy 
slid through the layers of mud and into one of the foul pools.  

“Go ahead. Try and find the grenade before I blow your head off.” Cable took his 
time as he pulled his Desert Eagle from the holster strapped to his leg.   
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Remy felt the mud squelch about him as he sank further into its grasp. His hands 
failed to support his weight. He slid deeper through the malleable earth until finally, one 
hand struck a firm, angular object buried beneath the layers of filth. 

Cable stepped into the mouth of the tunnel, still on the firm ground of the passage 
but with a clear arc of fire should the Cajun foolishly decide to run. Cable‟s flesh eye 
glinted almost as fiercely as its cybernetic counterpart as he leveled the gun‟s barrel at 
Remy. 

“Ah think that‟s far enough, big guy.” The new voice came from 
somewhere…above? 

Cable glanced up at the new threat, but was too late. 

Rogue stood atop the narrow upper lip of the tunnel, directly above Cable. She 
steadied herself against the recoil of the pump action shotgun she wielded as she pulled 
the trigger. Sparks flew off Cable‟s skull as the blast slammed him to the ground.  

Cable coaxed his metal appendage to slowly push himself off the bottom of the 
tunnel. He could feel the crackle of electricity as it arced from the exposed wires in the 
back of his head. He blinked to clear the skipping image from his damaged eye.  

Meanwhile Rogue pumped another round into the barrel, took quick aim at what 
she could see of his upper torso, and fired again. The second shot ripped into his 
shoulder and neck. Servos in his arm failed and he slumped prone again.  

Rogue rested the shotgun against her shoulder and slid off the top of the tunnel 
down the embankment to the morass below. She made her way slowly yet steadily to 
where Remy lurched free of his muddy prison. 

Metal rasped against brick, and a dim yellow light flickered back to life in the dark 
mouth of the tunnel. 

Remy lurched to his feet at Rogue‟s side, a chunk of brick in his hand. He focused 
on the tight bundle of energy within the brick fragment, bending it to his flagging will. 
The chunk of rubble began to glow in his hand. 

 “I don need your grenade, mon ami. I can make my own.” He let go of the brick. It 
leaped from his hand and blazed an arc of light across the night sky until it blossomed 
explosively into a ball of flame that hammered at the decrepit tunnel walls. The groan 
and shudder of abused mortar quickly gave way to a deafening rumble as brick and 
stone collapsed atop the battered agent and sealed the mouth of the tunnel. 

* 

Forge‟s relieved face was lit by the twin screens he peered into. He was crouched 
in a tiny closet space well out of the way of wandering patrols. The first layer of security 
about the P.S.I. facility had not been difficult to breach, his sensor was plugged into the 
network. He didn‟t plan to go any further.  

The twin screens on his wrist-comp displayed nothing but static. The screen on the 
left showed the feed he was transmitting to HQ. The excuse that P.S.I.‟s shielding was 
disrupting his signal was handy, if not completely accurate. His signal dampers were 
holding, and Fury would read nothing but static until Forge was ready for him to see 
something more.  
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The screen on the right also showed nothing but static. Up until a moment ago, it 
had displayed the feed from Cable‟s cybereye, which was then transmitted back to Fury 
on a ten second delay; enough time for Forge to judiciously apply disruption to the 
signal as necessary. The feed had abruptly cut off only a second ago. 

Forge snapped the screens shut and slipped out of the small closet.  

* 

“You‟d better thank me that Ah didn‟t listen when you told me to leave well 
enough alone, sugah.” Rogue planted her fists on her hips and glared down at Remy 
reproachfully.  The Cajun had collapsed, exhausted, to the muddy ground at her feet. “If 
Ah hadn‟t followed you, you‟d have gotten yourself killed by that… that thang.” 

Remy smiled weakly. “You ave my eternal gratitude, ma chere.” He reached for 
her. “Help me up. I‟ll be sure to tank you proper like when we get back to de house.” 

Rogue deftly sidestepped his outstretched hand. “Not so fast, mista.” She kept well 
out of his reach. “Promise me you‟ll tell me what‟s goin‟ on, or I‟ll leave you in this 
muck where you belong.” 

 Remy settled back into his mud puddle. He tried to push up to his 

feet under his own power, but his body screamed in protest. He sighed and looked 

back up at Rogue. “Fine, chere. I’ll tell you what I can. Now will you help me up?” 

* 

 Forge took a moment to adjust to the stench as he dropped into the 

sewer. He snapped up a screen on his wrist-comp and punched in a couple 

commands. The computer quickly picked up a signal and displayed heading and 

distance to the target. Forge slogged through the twisting corridors, following the 

readout on his wrist. 

Soon, the bleeping computer told him he‟d arrived. 

At a dead end.  

The mouth of the tunnel had collapsed in a huge heap of blackened rubble. 
Amidst the mound of gravel, slag and crumbled brick, Forge spotted a patch of 
gleaming metal. He sifted carefully through the outer layers of the rubble until he had 
finally cleared enough away to reveal Cable‟s crushed form. A dull gleam still shone 
from the cybernetic eye. 

Forge shook his head. “You sure got your butt handed to you this time, Nate.”  

He pressed his fingers against the flesh side of Cable‟s neck. A pulse. Thready and 
weak, but it was there.  

“You were lucky,” he mumbled, mostly to himself. “Looks like the cave-in 
protected you from most of the blast.”  

He slid twin cords from his mechanical hand and wired them in to an access hatch 
in Cable‟s skull. “Let‟s run a couple diagnostics on you, buddy.” Forge watched as data 
poured across the screen of his wrist-comp. He shook his head.  

“You never cease to amaze me, Nathan. If I can haul you back to base, it looks like 
I should be able to salvage your cybernetic systems.” Forge coiled the data cords back 
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into his hand. He pushed his fingers into the flesh portion of Cable‟s throat and 
frowned. 

“What‟s left of your natural body is another story.” Forge shook his head. “You‟ll 
live, my friend, but I don‟t know at what cost.” 

He tapped a couple buttons on his wrist comp and opened a channel back to base. 

“You seeing this, HQ?” He adjusted the transceiver that was hooked up to the 
throat microphone he wore. “Operatives Forge and Cable in need of immediate evac. 
Send an extraction team to these coordinates.” Forge pulled up the location of the 
nearest sewer grate and transmitted the telemetry across the line. 

“Acknowledged,” a tinny voice echoed in his earpiece. “Extraction team in route.” 

Forge shut down the comm line. With a sigh, he started carefully digging Cable‟s 
broken body loose. 

“Everything is gonna be fine,” he murmured. As he looked at his burned and 
broken friend, he hoped he wasn‟t lying. 
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Silent Spiral 
 

Friday, March 8, 2002 

 The street was lit up in unearthly translucence. She didn‟t see it; she knew it better 
than if she saw it. What she searched for was control; minds focused enough to control 
their breathing, control their posture, minds that were focused enough to blur the line 
between being and doing. 

 Not the commuter. Not the street cop. Not the bag lady. There. Operating the 

news stand. He was the one. He was watching for her. 
 She pulled back before he could feel her. She left behind only the gentlest touch, a 
breath in the ether, but they were sensitive, strong, alert. No. No, he had not felt her 
touch. She was better than that. 

 She was better than he was. 

 The world was again blocky and heavy and solid, and she was back in her mind. 
Lock dropped from the roof, her fingers trailing along the filthy brick of the wall, 
slowing her; she narrowed her eyes and shifted the air, shifted herself, shifted the wall. 
Then she silently landed in the alley, crouched, beyond noiseless. 

 Seek the darkness and be silent. The Fourth Rule. 

 She moved swiftly and easily through the alleyways, headed for the docks. When 
she came to a place under a street lamp, she drew the small scroll from the band at her 
waist and read it once more. 

 Tomorrow night. 

 Dock 482. 

 Duel. 

 That was all. That was all she needed. The Hand waited for her. Waited for her to 
come and be silenced. She did not have to go. But she had no better chance of survival 
than to meet them where they were prepared. If she did not, they would find her when 
she was not prepared. 

 No sense sitting still for it. 

 She drifted up the side of a building, her fingers slipping into invisible crevices; she 
was light, as light as air, needing only to guide her ascent. She crossed the roof and 
glanced over the edge to see a crouched figure swathed in dark clothes, on the fire 
escape, motionless. Thunder rolled in the near distance. 

 She almost heard the Jonin in the back of her mind, with the First Rule. Leave no one 
living. Only the living seek revenge and spread the deadly net of knowledge. 

 In a single expert motion she flicked the thin cable from her belt and readied it. 

Tossed it. The ninja sensed its approach and spun, but her aim was good, and the 

cable dropped around his neck as he glanced up— 
 She tugged, an expert practiced motion, and the cord slid close around his neck. He 
twisted awkwardly; a dull crack, and he slumped. She dropped with no noise, and made 
certain his death was real with a quick stab of her fingers. 
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 She dug the cord free of the flesh with a skilled twist and quickly relieved the sentry 
of his weapons; a blowgun, six shuriken, some pellets. She nodded. Ah. A short sword. 

 Excellent. 

 Danger; she spun out of the way as a shuriken rang off the metal of the fire escape. 
She slid off the edge and swung down towards the ground, moving with fluid ease, 
feeling her muscles work. A fine night. A fine night for a duel. 

 She hit the street and spun around the side of the building; the ninja did not 
pursue. Others were coming. She felt them. Time to move to the warehouse, where at 
least she would be granted a duel. In a protracted street battle, it was only a matter of 
time, for she was one and they were many. She moved. 

 A silent figure dropped to the ground at the end of the alley and unsheathed a 
straight sword. 

 Lock smiled. 

 Another figure dropped at the other end of the alley, and she sensed the ones on 
the roof, waiting their turns. 

 How considerate. 

 In the middle of the alley a fifty gallon drum sullenly glowed with embers of a fire; 
the spring nights were still chilly. She glanced quickly around. Yes. And there. A water 
pipe. 

 The Third Rule. The old ways and the elements. These are your allies. 

 The ninja sprang. Not at her, which was suicide, but at the wall. Spinning along it, 
he was suddenly before her as she turned away from him. She was ready. Feeling her 
ribs and spine shift, she adjusted herself. The silent Shout was simple if you knew the 
secret. The concussion snapped into him and carried him off the ground, away from the 
wall, where he could not avert his fate. He clanged into the barrel, and they both 
toppled; with a cloud of sparks the embers scattered across the filthy alley. 

 Fire. 

 She spun and caught the noose that whipped down at her, tugging. The ninja let 
himself be yanked off the roof; he fell a short way, bounced off the opposite wall, then 
kicked off the other wall to land on other roof. 

 Blades whickered around her as she sprang back, the two ninja coming through the 
fire and lashing out. One had paired fist knives that sliced towards her, she touched his 
forearms and he did not reach her. There were two ways he could kill her as her 
defenses opened. 

 He chose the wrong one. His heel drove in but she was under it, and suddenly the 
short sword was in her hand, and in his ankle, and his force carried it further up his leg. 
He could not scream, not when she was suddenly at his side and the sword had 
flickered through his neck. His head smacked into the wall as his body lurched forward, 
and the weighted chain hissed as she bounded over it. More ninja coming. Not good 
odds. 

 The ninja gripped the handle with its curved blade, and he lashed out with the 
weighted chain again, trying to ensnare her. He was good; the weight punched through 
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her hair where her head had been a moment before, and she spun with the short sword. 
Her will was keener; the chain was severed before it reached its length, and the weight 
hissed on into the night. 

 The elements are your allies. 

 Three more ninja sprang over the fire; she whipped her sword to the side, then up 
along the pipe. It shattered on one side, water gushing out, catching the leaping ninja, 
obscuring sight, pounding sensation. She vanished, down the alley, across the street. 
The net of her enemies moved with her. She would not escape this night. 

 The warehouse. Not far. After that, no need to escape. One way or the other, she 
would make her peace with the Hand. 

 Back to the rooftops. She saw the glitter of water at the end of the street when she 
heard the whisper of feet on gravel. She was spinning, her shuriken out and flashing 
through the air as the bamboo pole tipped with a serrated knife zipped through the 
space her torso had occupied a fraction of a second before. 

 Her flying shuriken caught the surprised ninja in the forehead; no real damage, but 
blood would flow into his eyes if she didn‟t finish the fight in the next few seconds. The 
pole whipped around, and she arched her feet and her back, dropping backwards, her 
shoulder blades touching the roofing as the blade hissed scant inches over her stomach. 
Then she was up and moving, catching his forearm as he struck at her, his pole still 
moving away. One blow, her thumb punching into his eye. She levered to the side, and 
his spine cracked as his head cranked around at an intolerable angle. Slipping her hand 
free she kicked, knocking the flailing body from her. 

 Let them come. 

 For all their silent technique, the ninja could not silence the hissing of the shuriken 
through the air. Lock dropped and rolled as the shuriken skipped off the brick and 
roofing around her; she ended behind a chimney and listened to the staccato cracking as 
the shuriken punched into brick. No, a trap— 

 A ninja had moved to the chimney. His blow shattered it around her, and for a 
moment she was surrounded by shattered chips flying all directions, scattering her 
senses. She sprang away, too late. 

 A net. Quaint. But she flew right into it, and the control cord zipped it closed, and 
she stumbled and fell. No time, no time, and she saw one come over the shattered 
chimney, airborne, his trident slashing down. 

 She needed no weapon; she touched the fabric of the net; simple, stupid fabric. She 
twisted. The trident came down, thrusting into the bunched net. Stupid man, should 
never leap at an opponent; then the net fell away and she was standing. 

 The shortsword left her hand as he passed her with his momentum. It punched 
through his spine, the force carrying him forward. He pitched over the edge of the roof 
and vanished. She did not hear him land. There were more, then. 

 The one who held the cord for the shredded net dropped it and whipped out his 
blowgun, swiftly backpedaling. She willed it, and a shuriken flew at him, splintering the 
end of the blowgun and lodging in the tube. He tossed the ruined weapon aside and 
tugged out nunchaku. 
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 She smiled. 

 Lock moved in low, and as he lashed out she was twisting. He looked stupidly 
down at the nunchaku to see that the chain was splintered and one of the bars had 
skittered into shadow. He blinked; saw her stand, facing him, heard the snik her 
wakazashi clicking into its sheath; then he realized he was dead, and he collapsed with 
blood streaming from the deep thrusting cut under his chin that had punched into his 
brain. 

 Enough of this. Mustn‟t wear out before the main event. 

 She was moving. Over the side of the building, down the block, across, down, 
moving in a pattern oblique to the warehouse. They were good, these ninja that ghosted 
through the streets before her, behind her, to the sides, above. But she was not in their 
league. 

 She closed her eyes and reached out, misdirecting, finding their minds and easing 
herself out of their view. They saw her move, down the street, under it, into the sewers. 
They tracked her, then she vanished. 

 Lock waited, silent, under a pile of newspapers. They searched for her, frantic, but 
she would not be found. No. She would make the final approach unharried. Like a true 
artist, she stopped before she ruined everything. They were good, they were trained, 
they could trace her if she continued to bend their minds. 

 Time passed, the moon rose, they spread thin across the area. She stood, and 
moved. 

 In the dim reek of the alley, she saw the sentry. He was warming his hands at a 
barrel that glowed with embers inside, dressed as a homeless man, unnoticeable. She 
noticed him. 

 She fingered the shuriken out of her belt. A tool, more than a weapon. It was 
designed to deliver poison, or distract, or send a message. There were six points on the 
body you could hit a man with it to kill him. 

 One of them was silent. 

 The glittering star flashed through the night air. 

 The man reared back, fumbling at the bright metal that punctured above the 
cartilage sleeve in his throat. He pitched backwards as he began to drown in his own 
blood. Very, very quietly. 

 She moved past him. 

 She scanned the warehouse. 

 Inside, nothing lived. 

 Her eyes narrowed, and she looked closer. No thoughts, nothing alive. She sensed 
for heartbeats. Nothing. 

 Well then. Caution was in order. 

 She approached the warehouse, and reached it without further interference. She 
glanced around. Here of all places she should be facing the Hand‟s massed force. The 
night was still, empty, dead. She swiftly scaled the side of the warehouse and moved 
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across the roof. She felt tension build in her, slowing her, and she breathed deeply to 
quiet her fear. She moved to the skylight and looked down. 

 Gasped. 

 Along the rafter, six ninja hung, the ropes that held them creaking as they gently 
swayed back and forth. 

 Lock opened the skylight. Nothing exploded. She dropped into the warehouse, 
shaken. One of the concrete columns that supported the roof had a ninja pinned to it 
ten feet off the ground, face to the pillar, short sword through his back and in to the 
hilt. On the floor, a collection of four that looked as though they were all in combat and 
were dropped in a single devastating moment; none had tried to run, and the battle had 
not had time to move. The stink of death was pervasive. Only one light was on, and 
under it on the floor Lock saw a scroll identical to hers. 

 Her blood ran cold. 

 Duel. 

 You and I, we do not need weapons. Lock blinked, realizing that thought was not her 
own. Her hands trembled. She was not alone. 

 In the darkness, a heart beat once. 

 A Master. Lock had come to fight a Master. 

 Where are you? she thought. 

 The Fourth Rule. Seek the darkness, and be silent. 

 Lock dropped to the floor and moved out into the light. “We need no weapons,” 
she said, dropping the blow gun. “Let us begin this.” 

 Somewhere in the near darkness, she heard another heartbeat, and another. The 
Master was rousing from a meditation that was deep enough to dispense with the 
beating of the heart. Are you afraid of me? Lock thought. 

 You violate the Fourth Rule, she heard, an alien voice echoing in her mind as though 
the thought was hers. Perhaps you will violate the Fifth as well. 

 Fifth Rule, Lock thought. Feel no pain. 

 Oh dear. 

 Like a ripple on a dark lake, a submerged mind put up enough motion to catch the 
light of Lock‟s scan. She spun and dove, and a lethal hand whipped through the space 
her beating heart had filled. Lock was on her feet, ready to fight, and she saw a woman 
facing her. 

 The woman was lean, tough, haunted, and in spite of her pale skin she was dark in 
a way that could only be tasted and felt, not seen. Her black hair hung lank around her 
face, but her eyes were shining and held the secrets of the earth‟s deep places, of death 
in life and life in death. She was ninja. She was a Master. 

 I am Silent, Lock heard her think. Foolish, to come here to duel with me. You cannot survive. 

 Lock shifted her position and readied herself. She realized that Silent, if that‟s what 
the woman called herself, was still meditating deep enough to conceal her mind. She 
shivered. 
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 At least her heart was beating again, however slowly. 

 There is a reason the First Rule is Leave nothing living. 

 Then she moved in, her hand whipping at Lock‟s face. Lock sprang back, but Silent 
stayed with her, and reached; Lock felt her, felt her understanding as a palpable force, 
saw herself as a collection of frail parts that needed only to be touched here, there, and 
she would disintegrate. With all her skill, she was slapped in the face with her frailty. 

 Silent touched her. 

 She broke the Fifth Rule. 

 Lock spun away silently gasping, her shoulder on fire with agony that seemed to 
spread. Silent stood still. Her hand was clean; it had penetrated to bone and withdrawn 
so fast that it had not been bloodied. 

 They trained you, Lock thought with another‟s mind. You have learned well. You have 
taken the training, but you have not accepted the Six Rules. 

 No, Lock thought, I cannot do that. I cannot take that step. I can use them, but I cannot be 
them. 

 That is why I will kill you. Because you are still a trained woman. I am death. 

 Lock was sprinting along the rafters, and she lost sight of Silent, but her mind was 
reverberating with the silent speech they shared. 

 Do you not know the basic tenet? Lock felt the thought. Turn from us, we will kill you. Turn 
from the code, you will kill yourself. 

 “I never joined the Hand,” Lock said, her voice rough. She cleared her throat, 
standing in the middle of the rafters, wildly probing all directions. “I did not choose 
this.” 

 No? 

 Lock whirled, and Silent stood ten feet away, balanced easily on the six inch beam. 
For a moment, they watched each other and did not move. 

 Do not speak, Lock felt in her mind. Did they not train you to whisper, to whisper so softly 
that the candle before your lips did not waver in its flame, until your whisper was made by your bones 
and flesh and not by simple air? 

 There was no need, Lock thought. She swept her thought together into a penetrating 
beam and touched Silent. 

 Meditation; Silent had chosen her path a week before. Lock felt chilled as she 

realized the magnitude of what she felt. Just as the mind had to allow the body to 

free its reflexes so it could move faster, this Master had then freed her mind through 

deep meditation; she had chosen a goal, and she was virtually absent as her body 

accomplished it… 
 Too deep to grip; too deep to probe. Even Lock could not get far into her mind. 
She had to choose between her psionics and her self-defense. 

 The Sixth Rule. Protect the body. It is your weapon. 

 Silent approached. 

 You are not of the Hand, the thought crossed between them simultaneously. 
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 Silent reached for Lock; Lock did not stop her. Silent gently gripped her face. 
Connection sprang between Lock‟s bone and Silent‟s hand— 

 The training. 

 The escape. 

 The duel. 

 Lock saw too; 

 She saw things she did not wish to see. 

 Then Silent let go, her eyes flashing and dark with amusement. They have tricked us, 
she thought. They wish us to slay each other, for they are too weak to do so, and too afraid to commit 
their Masters. They are clever. 

 Lock closed her eyes and focused, feeling the blood trickle from her shoulder. She 
slowed it, the body moved blood through other ways. There. Not so light headed. She 
looked back at Silent. 

 Silent took a swift step forward, touched the back of her neck ever so gently, and 
leaned in close. Before Lock realized what was happening, she felt Silent‟s mouth 
against hers, then her tongue; a kiss, swift and deep. She pushed back, but Silent was 
already in motion, dropping out of sight. 

 Lock still felt her. Not in her mouth, although that tingled with an odd taste; she 
felt her in her mind.  

 We are not finished, Silent thought. Until this is through, you and I will share. We will meet 
again, and soon, and then we will bring an end to this. 

 Silent was gone. 

 Choose a direction, and I will clear a path. 

 You are not of the Hand. What happened? thought Lock. 

 No answer, but she still felt Silent in her mind, and she realized she would for some 
time to come. 

 I turned from them, but they could not kill me. One by one, the Six Rules unwind. I have left 
something living. 

 I will not spread the deadly net of knowledge, nor allow them their revenge, Lock thought. I live 
by different Rules. 

 We shall see… and there was quiet for a time. Then Lock felt death; not Silent‟s 
death. 

 Death as Silent created it, blossoming around her, as they became aware that she 
was present. So swift. So beautiful. Then ended. 

 Lock moved through the city as the Hand sent their agents to collect the bodies 
before they were found. No spies had seen her passage. The Hand would have to begin 
again to try to find her. 

 She would not take it laying down. She had a place to start looking for them. 

 Somewhere far away, Silent smiled. 
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Flesh and Steel 
By Kyle Monroe 

 

Saturday, March 9, 2002 

Beep. Beep. Beep. 

Fury stared through the window into the cramped medical bay. The room beyond 
the glass was filled with mechanical devices; for a chilly moment, they seemed to be 
scavangers that thrived off the wounded and dying. Nestled among the tubes, wires and 
lights was Cable‟s barely recognizable form. The left side of his body was all mangled 
steel and plastic, while the right was swathed in gauze bandages and medical tape. 

“What‟s his status, Forge?”  Fury asked. 

Forge shook his head. “Not good, sir.” 

He stood beside Fury and listened to the incessant beeping of the medical 
machines, doling out his friend‟s life in measured doses. He glanced at a nearby monitor 
that displayed the most recent diagnostics on the steel half of Cable‟s body. “The 
damage he sustained to his cybernetic systems was severe, but not irreparable.”  

He sighed as he looked to the next monitor, which displayed the test results on 
Cable‟s human systems. “Unfortunately, his remaining biological half is faring badly.” 

Fury nodded. “What odds are the doctors giving him for pulling through?” His 
gaze did not waver from Cable‟s still form. 

Forge shook his head. “In a normal hospital, even in a cutting edge facility, he 
would already be dead. The Project‟s medical advances have made it possible for us to 
keep him in stasis.”  

He paused, considering his words carefully. “Unless Cable gets some kind of 
radical treatment that works a miracle, he will most likely remain in this comatose state 
indefinitely.”  

Fury reached for a cigar, then glanced up at the „no smoking‟ signs posted in the 
medical bay. Instead of lighting up, he crossed his arms over his chest. “Would he 
survive a full cybernetic conversion?” 

Forge looked down at the floor. He flexed his mechanical hand in his pocket. 
“Physically speaking, he would survive. We have all the technology necessary to remove 
the last vestiges of his flesh body and replace it with a fully cybernetic shell. The brain 
would be all that remained of Cable, encased in a construct of steel and plastic. He‟s 
probably stable enough for that, and it worked for Agent Garrett.”  

Fury turned from staring at Cable‟s inert form to look at Forge. “I hear a „but‟ 
coming.” 

Forge nodded. “But I don‟t think that he would handle the conversion well. I‟m no 
psychologist, but I know Nathan. He despises the metal half of himself. If we were to… 
If I were to…” Forge shut his eyes. He could not make himself look at Cable.  
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“When I was undercover with P.S.I., I converted half his body to a machine. I 
thought I was helping him.” He looked again at his own hand, his leg. “I was wrong.” 
Forge glanced at his superior. “When I saved him from mortal wounds last time, he 
thought I took half his life away. Please don‟t take the other half.” Forge‟s expression 
was as hard as the steel that comprised Cable‟s damaged arm and torso. 

Fury rubbed a finger absently beneath his own cybernetic eye. The metal orb 
glinted coldly in the harsh white light. He nodded sharply and turned his back to the bay 
window. 

“Right, then.” His brow crinkled in a frown. “I think it is time you went back to 
work.” 

Forge blinked at the change in subject. 

“You‟ve been wasting too much of your time down here, Forge. There‟s nothing 
else you can do for him at the moment and I have other projects that require your 
attention.”   

“But, sir, I…” 

“Stow it, mister,” Fury snapped, cutting him off. “I didn‟t ask for your opinion.” 
He waited for Forge‟s resigned nod, then he continued. “Dr. McTaggert is having some 
difficulties with her research in Bio Lab C.  I know your specialties lie in other fields, 
but I believe you may be able to provide valuable assistance to her efforts.” 

Forge‟s eyebrows raised in surprise. “The regeneration project?” 

“Yes,” Fury nodded. He turned back to the window and watched the lab 
technicians swathed in sterilized robes enter Cable‟s med bay and begin their regular 
round of diagnostics. 

“You are being reassigned to her team until further notice. I want fully 
reproducible results and I want them yesterday. Am I clear?” He continued to absently 
run a finger around the flesh surrounding his cybernetic eye as he stared fixedly at the 
patient through the window. 

Forge grinned. “Yes sir. I‟ll see what I can do.” 

“I can‟t make any promises,” Fury said quietly. Forge paused on his way out, 
turned back to his superior. 

Fury‟s gaze did not waver from the medical bay. “I can‟t make any promises, but I 
will do whatever I can for Cable. I don‟t like losing anyone on my watch.” He finally 
turned from the window and stared hard at Forge. “Anyone.” 

* 

  “Great Maker!” Forge gasped. His arrival in Bio Lab C had been greeted by a 
piercing scream.  A mass of medics flocked about a man thrashing wildly on the bay‟s 
central gurney. The patient howled in agony and lashed out at the men who surrounded 
him. 

“Hold him down!” one of the doctors shouted.  The medics struggled to fasten 
restraints onto the patient‟s flailing limbs. An arm slipped free of a hastily fastened strap 
and slammed into an unsuspecting man‟s chest. The doctor flew back and stumbled to 
the floor. Blood was smeared across his surgical smock where the fist had landed. 
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Forge shrugged into a lab coat and hurried to help the fallen man to his feet. The 
medic nodded his thanks and rushed back to help the others. Forge moved up alongside 
him and peered over his shoulder as they fought with the struggling patient.  

Forge‟s eyes widened in shock. 

The man on the gurney was naked, having shredded the hospital gown in his 
convulsions. His skin writhed as something slithered and bulged hideously beneath it.  
The man‟s renewed screaming emphasized a sickening tearing noise as the skin along 
each arm ripped away to reveal the rippling, overgrown muscle beneath.  

Blood gushed from the wounds and soaked the medics as they buckled the arm 
down to the gurney as tight as the restraint would allow. The muscle in the patient‟s arm 
pulsed and expanded through the rent in his flesh. The overgrown tissue tensed, then 
flexed. The reinforced band strapped around his wrist squealed in protest, then snapped 
free of the metal gurney with a pop.  

Three medics leaped to grab the freed arm, but found it difficult to gain a hold on 
the blood-slicked limb. As the patient continued to convulse, the skin of his chest and 
legs stretched and pulled taut, ready to burst from the strain of containing the massive 
muscle growth. His screams choked into a strained gurgling whine as his neck thickened 
with ropes of flesh, almost crushing the man‟s windpipe. 

Forge pulled himself away from the spectacle and rushed to the monitoring station 
in the corner of the small research bay. A red-haired woman in a lab coat stared at the 
readouts on her monitors. Forge grabbed the woman by the shoulder. 

“Dr. McTaggert?”  

The woman blinked, then nodded. 

“You‟ve got to do something or that man is going to die.” Forge pointed at the 
continuing struggle in the middle of the bay. 

“I—I—” The woman stammered. “I dinnae know how to stop it.” She gasped as a 
thrashing limb flung another medic to the floor. 

“He needs to be sedated. Those medics will never get him under control.” Forge 
moved to the drug locker on the wall and began pulling out vials of liquid.  

Dr. McTaggert shook her head. “I dinnae know what that would do to him. 
Sedation might calm him, but it might make his condition worse, too.” 

Forge paused as he uncapped a syringe. “You‟re using the regeneration matrix 
culled from Agent Creed, correct?” 

McTaggert nodded.  

Forge‟s brow furrowed. “The research on Creed seems to point to an emotional 
trigger to his healing factor.” He began filling the syringe with a sedative. “His body‟s 
regenerative capabilities kick into overdrive when he‟s excited. If this guy‟s emotions 
accelerate growth, sedation should at least slow down the mass increase. Hopefully that 
will buy us the time we need to find out what went wrong.” 

Dr. McTaggert watched silently as Forge finished filling the syringe and rushed 
over to the struggling medics. 



 

222 

“Get me an arm!” he shouted as he entered the fray, carefully holding the syringe 
out of harm‟s way. 

Three men snatched the flailing limb, and Forge plunged the large-bore needle into 
writhing flesh and depressed the plunger.  He yanked the syringe clear and tossed it over 
his shoulder. Forge grabbed hold of the arm he‟d injected and threw all his weight into 
assisting the other medics in pinning the man down. Soon the struggling slowed, then 
ceased. 

Forge watched the bloody wreck of a man for a moment as the other medics 
swiftly replaced and reinforced the bindings holding the patient to the gurney. The thick 
slabs of muscle pulsed along with the man‟s slowed heart rate, but their growth seemed 
to have significantly slowed. 

 Forge gestured at one of the medics. “You. Get this man intubated, stat. He‟s going 
to have trouble breathing past all that tissue. And you,” he pointed to another medic, 
“get those wounds bandaged up and start him on a blood transfusion. Bandage him up, 
we‟ve got to stop that heavy blood loss.” The medics scurried about their duties and 
Forge rejoined Dr. McTaggert at the monitoring station. 

“I can nae thank you enough for your help,” the doctor smiled weakly. 

Forge nodded, and patted her shoulder reassuringly with his flesh hand. “We‟ve 
got him stabilized for the moment, but we‟re not out of this yet, Dr. McTaggert.” Forge 
took a seat beside the doctor at the array of monitoring equipment. 

“Please, call me Moira.” She pushed a stray lock of hair behind her ear. “And ye 
must be Forge.” He nodded. Her smile was a bit stronger this time. “Director Fury said 
he was going to assign you to our team. Welcome aboard.” 

Forge returned her smile. “Why don‟t you fill me in on your test subject and how 
we got into this mess.” He looked down at the blood spattered on his white coat. 
“Literally.” 

Moira nodded. “The patient‟s name is Wade Wilson. I believe he was a special 
forces soldier before entering the program.” 

Forge frowned. “Did he volunteer to be a lab rat, or was he volunteered?” 

The doctor shrugged uncomfortably. “I‟ve learned that sometimes it‟s nae a good 
idea to ask too many questions.” 

Forge nodded with a scowl. “Right. You might not like the answers, so it‟s easier 
not to ask.” 

McTaggert stared hard at the monitors before her. Her lips tightened to a thin line. 

Forge sighed. “I‟m sorry, Moira. I shouldn‟t have said that.” 

She said nothing. After a moment of awkward silence, she pulled up her patient‟s 
medical files on the display.  

“As ye kin see, we isolated the genetic tags that we think are responsible for 
Creed‟s regeneration. Inserting them in a replicating genetic virus, we hoped to alter 
Wilson‟s DNA without killin him.”  
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She glanced over the top of the array of monitors to where the medics continued 
to work on the patient. “We had high hopes that this would provide him with the same 
regenerative capabilities demonstrated by Creed.”  

She nibbled at her lip in thought as she stared at the display. “We must have 
missed something, but what?” 

They both stared at the data file on Wilson for several moments. 

“I‟ve got a hunch.” Forge muttered. “Pull up Wilson‟s original scans.” 

Moira did as requested. A full body scan of Wilson glowed to life on the display. 

“Now let‟s run another scan and compare the new results with the originals.” 

Moira nodded and ordered the medics to prep Wilson for the scan. They hesitantly 
moved up alongside Wilson. They quickly rotated the gurney, lining it up with the 
scanner that was built into the wall. Moira pressed a switch on her control panel, and a 
round hatch opened with a hiss. The medics slid Wilson‟s unconscious form onto the 
conveyor belt that extended from the hatch. The conveyor retracted and the hatch 
sealed the patient from view. Moira ran a series of commands through the computer, 
and ominous churning and grinding noises soon filled the cramped research bay. A 
moment later, the new scan appeared alongside the old. 

“Fascinating.” Forge stared at the new results. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

“Aye, that it is.” McTaggert pointed at the original scan. “This shows Wilson‟s 
original genetic structure. I‟ll have the computer overlay this information onto the new 
scan. His original flesh will show as black, the new growth as red.” She input the 
commands and soon the two pictures merged.  

Both stared aghast at the compiled data. Red pulsed livid and angry throughout the 
scan. It lay thick about his limbs, and tendrils of it invaded the rest of his body. The new 
flesh penetrated deep into the remaining black portions, tearing the old tissue apart and 
replacing it with the new, cumbersome growth. 

Forge considered the readout for a moment. “You said that you spliced in whole 
sections of Creed‟s DNA?” 

“Aye,” Dr. McTaggert nodded. “Go on. I think I see where yuir going with this.” 

Forge tapped his chin absently with one metallic finger. “An individual‟s DNA 
serves as a blueprint for their entire body. We could take one cell from a person‟s elbow 
and know exactly the genetic predisposition for the size of their heart, how tall they are, 
et cetera.” 

Moira leaned back in her chair. “So ye‟re thinking that the healing factor is still 
reading Creed‟s DNA?” 

Forge nodded. “It looks as if it is trying to regenerate Creed, not Wilson. It‟s 
destroying the tissue it sees as foreign, which is Wilson‟s flesh, and replacing it with 
tissue according to its source material; Creed.” 

“So it‟s remaking him in Creed‟s image.” McTaggert shook her head. “Wilson can 
nae live through that. Once his brain begins to change…”  
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“We‟ll find a way,” Forge said grimly. He tapped up more files on the observation 
monitors. “According to your experiment logs, it looks as if the wounds you induced in 
Mr. Wilson as a test for the healing factor regenerated nicely.” 

Moira nodded. “Aye. It was only after they healed that the regeneration went out 
of control.” 

“So the trick is to let the healing factor repair the physical damage, then shut it off 
before it goes haywire.” Forge stared absently at the figures on the screen. “And we‟ve 
already found a way of doing that.” 

McTaggert frowned. “We can‟t just leave him sedated. He won‟t be much good to 
the Project if he has to be doped up every time his healing factor goes into overdrive.” 

Forge snapped his fingers. “I have just the thing!” He cleared the data from the 
screen and tapped in the commands to bring up the station‟s main computer. 

“Yuir logging onto the confidential mainframe?” Moira‟s eyes widened. “Ye have 
that kind of clearance?” 

Forge grinned as his fingers danced his way through layer upon layer of security. 
“Not exactly.  There are a few perks to being one of the Project‟s top technical 
designers, however. I‟ve put in a few back doors just in case. Ah…” his fingers slowed. 
“Here we go. Take a look at this.” 

Moira leaned over his shoulder to get a closer look at the screen. Forge tried not to 
think about the herbal scents of her hair, or the proximity of her smooth, pale cheek. 

“Looks like ye‟ve pulled up a file on a Dr. Bruce Banner.” McTaggert frowned. 
“Dinnae he used to be one of Projects top researchers?” 

“Good memory, Doc. He‟s worked with our illustrious employer twice. You could 
say he and the Project didn‟t part under the best of terms.” 

Moira‟s brow furrowed. “I‟m afraid I dinnae understand. If he caused such 
difficulties the first time he left, why would the Project take him back? And how does all 
this relate to Wilson?” 

Forge scanned deeper into Banner‟s file. “I‟ll get to the second part of your 
question in a moment. As to the first part, the Project took him back because he was 
damned good at what he did. And Banner was willing to return because the Project had 
something he wanted.” 

“I‟m still not seeing the connection.” McTaggert crossed her arms beneath her 
breasts. One finger tapped against her arm impatiently. 

“Here‟s the good part.” Forge leaned back in his chair and turned towards Moira. 
“Amidst the turmoil of Banner‟s first break from Extechops, he apparently became 
subjected to some of the very same experiments he had been conducting. The files are 
vague,” he said, gesturing towards the nearby screen, “but by all reports, Dr. Banner 
became the nexus point for some sort of wormhole into an alternate plane.” 

Dr. McTaggert looked at Forge across the top of her glasses. “Ye expect me to 
believe that?” 

Forge smiled at her slyly. “I make cyborgs, you make regenerating soldiers, and you 
want to quibble over wormholes?”  
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She sighed, a slight smile at the corner of her lips. “I guess I don‟t have much 
room to argue. Go on.” 

 “Now, when this wormhole was triggered, Dr. Banner would disappear into this 
other plane and some sort of creature that resides on that alternate plane would take his 
place. Sort of a bizarre twist on conservation of matter, I suppose.” 

Moira continued to watch him skeptically. 

Forge sped along. “This thing that took his place was hideous and extremely 
dangerous, so naturally Dr. Banner tried desperately to find a way of preventing the 
transformation.” 

“And the Project had just what he was looking for,” Moira interjected. 

“Exactly!” Forge beamed. “That‟s the answer to your first question. Now for the 
answer to your second question. Guess what the trigger was that set off Dr. Banner‟s 
transformation?” 

Moira‟s eyebrow‟s scrunched together above her glasses. “If I‟m to believe this 
wild story has a connection with our current predicament, I‟d have to guess that the 
trigger was emotional trauma.” 

“Right again.” Forge returned to the display and pulled up what appeared to be a 
complex chemical formula. “Whenever Dr. Banner experienced emotional trauma—
anger, depression, whatever—the wormhole would open and the thing would come 
through and wreak havoc. The Project offered Banner this formula in return for his 
continued services.” Forge tapped the screen. 

“So what does it do?”  Moira pushed her glasses up to the bridge of her nose. 

Forge‟s smile dropped. He glanced across the bay to where the medics were 
retrieving Wilson‟s unconscious form from the scanning chamber and returning him to 
the central gurney platform. 

“It kills your soul.” 

“It what?” Moira asked, startled. 

Forge rubbed his hand across his synthetic leg uncomfortably. “Technically 
speaking, it is a poison that kills the body‟s response to certain stimuli. It wipes out parts 
of the brain and body which allow a person to experience emotions. In Dr. Banner‟s 
case, he had to have a constant supply of the drug; some residue of his accident kept his 
brain cells kept growing back.” 

“Yuir suggesting we use this poison on Wilson?” Moira stared at him, shocked. 

Forge shook his head. “Not in its current form. We would have to modify it, make 
it less potent. We should be able to tailor the drug to specifically affect only the body‟s 
reactions to anger and fear, effectively turning off his „fight or flight‟ instinct. This 
should block the trigger for Wilson‟s healing factor. It won‟t turn it off completely, but 
should restrain the uncontrolled growth. He‟ll most likely need a constant supply as 
Banner did, since even the lower levels of his regeneration will most likely heal the 
damage from the poison over time.” 

Moira watched him for a moment, then stared at the formula on the screen. 
Slowly, she nodded her head. “It seems plausible.” She sighed and pushed her glasses 
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up atop her head. Forge finally noticed the dark circles beneath her eyes as she rubbed 
them with her fingers.  “I only hope it will be enough to satisfy him.” 

Forge frowned. “What do you mean? Enough to satisfy who?” 

Moira looked at him. “Did Fury not tell you? He said that if we didn‟t achieve a 
clear, reproducible, and unequivocal success, he was going to pull the plug on the 
regeneration project.” She looked at Forge, confused. “I thought that‟s why he assigned 
you here. To ensure results.” 

Forge sat back, deep in thought. He sighed. “Perhaps in the long run stopping this 
kind of research would be for the best.” 

“What?” Dr. McTaggert gaped. “Ye can nae believe that. Wilson is just the first 
step. If we can continue to refine the process, think of the lives this research could 
save!” 

Forge stared intently into her green eyes. “Even if we succeed in creating a healing 
factor we can implant in anyone we choose, do you really believe that this technology is 
going to end up in hospitals? That it will be used for people paralyzed in skiing 
accidents or crushed in car crashes?”  

Moira looked away from his penetrating gaze.  

“You and I both know that won‟t happen,” Forge whispered. 

Silence stretched between them, broken only by the measured bleep of Wilson‟s 
heartbeat. 

Moira bowed her head. “I‟ve been lying to myself. I‟ve been telling myself that I 
am working on the greatest medical advancement that the world has ever known. That 
my work could save thousands of lives.” She looked across the bay at Wilson. The 
bandages did nothing to conceal the awkward bulges of the grotesquely oversized 
muscle that deformed his body. “Meanwhile I subject a man to unimaginable torment, 
put him on the brink of death. All in the name of science.” 

Without thinking, Forge put a reassuring hand on her shoulder. His cybernetic 
hand. He sighed, and let his hand drop. 

“Who am I to judge?” He looked away. “When I lost my hand and leg in Desert 
Storm, I threw myself into researching cybernetics. I was convinced that I would create 
new prosthetic technology that would make the world a better place.”  

He tapped his metallic leg. “The public has never seen my advances and probably 
never will. Instead, a friend of mine is close to dying—or worse, losing his soul—
because I saved his life with cybernetics.”  

Forge flexed his mechanical hand. “At least your research has the potential to leave 
your subjects the same as they were before, more or less. My cybernetic advancements 
have a way of leaving their recipients half dead.” 

Moira watched him intently. “I dinnae think that Mr. Wilson would agree with you 
on that.” 

Forge smiled weakly. “No, I guess not. Whether steel or flesh, it looks as if both 
our solutions are flawed.”  

* 
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“Has there been any change in his status?” Forge asked the medic. 

The man glanced at Forge, then through the bay window to where Cable remained 
the nexus point for a cluster of life support machines. 

“Not much, sir.” The medic shook his head. “The techs are busy repairing or 
replacing his cybernetic systems, but otherwise he‟s still comatose. His life signs are 
weak, but steady.” 

 Forge eyed the technicians as they removed the crumpled steel of Cable‟s left side. 
As one pair pulled free the twisted wreck of Cable‟s arm, another wheeled over a shiny 
new replacement and began the process of reworking the connections. Forge frowned 
as he watched. 

“They‟ve brought in extra machinery.” He pointed to the far corner of the med 
bay where a massive device sat dormant. “What for?” He was afraid that he already 
knew the answer. 

The medic ran a hand through his hair uncomfortably. “Uh… well, Director Fury 
ordered the process for full cyborg conversion readied and set on standby.” 

Forge‟s jaw tightened. “He‟s given the go ahead on the conversion?” 

“No, not yet. He just wants the process ready to begin the moment he gives the 
order.” 

“I see. Thanks for the update.” Forge left the bay and moved swiftly through the 
base‟s cramped, rubber floored passages.  

“I think it‟s time to check up on our illustrious leader,” he muttered to himself. 

Forge slid down the steep stairs between levels and made his way deeper into the 
heart of the sub-aquatic complex. In an out-of-the-way corner of one of the base‟s 
lower levels, he reached the set of rooms he had built specifically for his personal lab.  A 
brief retinal scan unlocked the door, and a moment later he was settled in front of his 
computer array. 

“Let‟s see what you‟re up to, Nicholas.” 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

Forge accessed the remote video feed from the cybernetic eye he had designed for 
Fury. The image settled onto the main screen in a haze of static, and Forge tapped in 
keyboard commands to sharpen the resolution. 

As the picture cleared, Forge turned his head sideways. The monitor showed Fury, 
but tilted at an odd angle.  He recognized the room behind the Director to be Fury‟s 
private quarters. Fury had his old eyepatch covering his left eyesocket again, and Forge 
realized he must have removed the cybernetic eye for cleaning.  

Fury frowned tightly and spoke towards something just past the eye‟s field of 
vision. Forge keyed up the computer‟s lip reading algorithms, and the text of Fury‟s 
words began to scroll across the bottom of the monitor. 

“…only begun it‟s first full testing run. It is much too early to determine success or 
failure at this point.” 
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Fury paused, listening. He sighed. 

“Marginally. Again, more testing will be required before we can tell its full value to 
the Project.” 

Fury tensed as he listened to the response. 

“This is ridiculous!” he spat. “I have a man‟s life on the line here. He needs that 
regeneration research. What if we could re-constitute a cyborg completely?” 

The Director lit up a cigar, listening to the other side of the conversation. 

“Yes, he would survive the procedure,” Fury growled; the algorithm was elaborate 
enough to still make out words. “I just don‟t think he‟s stable enough. There‟s a lot 
invested in him, I don‟t want to throw it away if he snaps. Regeneration is lower risk, 
and it could benefit research at the same time.” 

Fury sucked on the cigar, clearly not liking what he was hearing. Forge flipped on a 
specialized ventilation system and lit up a cigarette of his own as he settled in to watch 
the interchange with Fury‟s unseen superior. 

Fury‟s face suddenly turned red and veins bulged in his forehead. “I know damn 
well what my job is.” He slammed a fist on the table, and the image wobbled for a 
moment.  

 “When you put me in charge of this outfit,” he continued, appearing a bit calmer, 
“you gave me full discretionary powers. This is micromanagement, sir. If you want me 
to do this job, you gotta let me do it.” 

Forge‟s eyebrows raised. He leaned closer to the monitor, already thinking about 
what he would have to do to add microphones to Fury‟s next eye. 

“That‟s great for Stark, that he‟s figured out all the microtech,” Fury retorted. 
“You want Stark in charge of Extechops, then go get him. I don‟t want to suck hind tit 
trying to reverse engineer his discarded prototypes. We‟re in this to make agents better; 
well, he‟s got great tech for that. But he‟s not going to cooperate.” 

Forge could almost hear Fury‟s teeth grating together as the unseen party talked. 

Fury lurched closer, his image looming across the eye‟s field of vision. “You‟re not 
listening to me.” Fury‟s finger stabbed the air towards the off screen presence to 
emphasize his point. “We can make toys and weapons. But we need to broaden our 
research base. Narrowing it down to cybernetics means we start out practically obsolete, 
and stay that way.” 

Forge put out his cigarette and stood with a sigh. He knew a losing fight when he 
saw one. He gathered a few items off nearby shelves and thrust them into a shoulder 
bag as he continued to watch the conversation out of the corner of his eye. 

There was a long pause, and Fury‟s expression darkened. 

“Crystal,” Fury finally spat out. “The regeneration studies will be dropped and all 
our resources will be buried in cybernetics research. Is that all?” 

Fury extinguished his cigar in a nearby tray. Several levels below, Forge slung the 
now-full pack over his shoulder. 
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“Fine,” Fury grated. “This conversation is over.” He tapped a button on the 
keyboard by the floating eye and leaned back in his seat, still scowling at the monitor 
just out of sight. 

Forge hit a similar button on his own console, and the monitors went dark. He 
stared sadly at the empty screens where Fury‟s picture had hovered a moment before. 

“I‟m sorry it had to come down to this, Fury.” With one more glance at his 
laboratory, he flicked the power off and sealed the door behind him on his way out. 

* 

Fury scowled at the monitor of his com station through the haze of smoke that 
hung thick in his cramped quarters. Finally, he sighed. “I‟d better update Forge,” he 
muttered to himself. 

The Director leaned to the console and pressed the intercom button. “Bio Lab C,” 
he grumbled at the receiver. 

The central computer made the connection, and a moment later came the tinny 
response: “Bio Lab C here.” 

“Dr. McTaggert,” Fury said sharply. 

“Yes, sir,” her Irish accent replied. “How kin I help ye?” 

“I‟ll be down in a moment. I need to speak with Forge, and then I have some bad 
news for you.” 

“I‟m afraid Forge left some time ago, sir,” said her disembodied voice. 

Fury‟s scowl deepened. “Indeed. Thank you Dr. McTaggert. I‟ll be down to see 
you as soon as I can.” He cut the connection, and opened a new one. 

“Central Ops, where the hell is Operative Forge?” 

“We last show him logging into the med lab, sir.”  

Fury shut down the com link and stood. He snatched up the cybernetic orb where 
it lay in its protective cushion on his desk, then he disappeared into the narrow confines 
of his lavatory. He reappeared a moment later with the eye patch gone and the 
replacement eye firmly in place.  

The Director pulled on his uniform jacket and stepped out into the corridor. A lift 
ride and a short dash through the narrow winding passages of the facility‟s upper levels, 
and he arrived at the med lab. 

The main bay was empty, save for technicians cleaning and packing away the 
various medical devices that had once filled the room. 

Fury marched into the observation room. “You!” he shouted at a startled medic. 
“What‟s going on here? Where‟s the patient? Where‟s Forge?” 

“I‟m sorry sir, you‟re just a few moments too late,” the medic stammered, a twitchy 
rabbit in the headlights of Fury‟s glare. “Cable suffered a massive cardiac arrest and we 
weren‟t able to revive him.” 

Fury‟s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “And Forge? Where is he?” 
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The medic shrank beneath Fury‟s continued scrutiny. “H—h—he took the body to 
the cybernetics lab to salvage what he could of Cable‟s mechanical systems.” 

“Dismissed.”  

The medic scurried away gratefully. 

Fury stood for a moment watching the last efficient removal of all traces of Cable‟s 
presence. He stared at the bulkhead as if his cybernetic eye could pierce the layers of 
steel and answer all his questions.  A moment later, he snapped into motion and left the 
med lab behind. 

* 

Forge pushed the last load of equipment up the ramp. He stashed the supplies in 
the crowded cargo bay of the small transport sub. A large cylindrical stasis chamber 
strapped in the middle of the bay took up most of the space, but Forge had managed to 
pack quite a lot of other necessary goods into the storage bins along each wall and 
beneath the flooring grates. 

He secured his load in place and checked the display on the stasis chamber. Cable‟s 
life signs were still steady. Forge nodded, satisfied, then exited the craft down the ramp 
to the submarine launching chamber. He‟d picked the secondary launching bay as it was 
less used and it would therefore be less likely for him to be questioned. 

The two small submarines in the chamber hung suspended by bulky crane arms 
over the large moon pool that provided access to the secondary pressure lock. Beyond 
that lock waited the depths of Lake Superior. 

Forge jogged along the catwalk that separated the two suspended submarines. He 
stepped up to the control panel and sent the command to retract the ramp and seal the 
cargo bay of the loaded sub. The whining of servos and struts responded to his order. 
The clang of steel on steel told him the task was complete and he began the sequence 
for releasing the sub. The crane arm hummed to life and with the whirring of pistons 
eased the craft onto the surface of the pool. The arm released its grasp on the sub, 
which sloshed a few feet deeper into the water before it settled. Forge retracted the 
crane climbed down the ladder to the main floor, where he could easily jump to the sub. 

Fury waited for him. Blocking the way to the submarine. 

The two men stared at each other in silence. Forge moved to step around the other 
man to where he could jump atop the flat roof of the craft, but Fury deftly blocked his 
path. 

“I can‟t let you go, Forge. Losing one of my agents is beyond my control at this 
point, but I will not lose two.” Fury glared at his operative. “Not like this.” 

“I can‟t do it, Nick, “ Forge sighed. His shoulders sagged as if under a great 
weight. “I can‟t stay here and let what‟s left of Nathan‟s humanity be ripped away.” 

Fury folded his arms across his chest. “And I told you I couldn‟t make any 
promises. I did what I could, Forge. As much as I disagree with them, I have orders to 
follow too.” 

“Orders,” Forge muttered. “We both know what it‟s like to sacrifice a part of 
ourselves because of our orders.” He raised his left hand and flexed its steel fingers. “We 
tell ourselves we do it for our country, or we do it for the greater good. We delude 
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ourselves with whatever lie it takes to convince ourselves that everything is okay, to 
allow us to live with the fact that we are letting our own spirit be cut away piece by 
piece, replaced by soulless machines.”  

He dropped his hand and looked pointedly at Fury‟s cybernetic eye. “You know as 
well as I the pang of that loss. Nathan has already lost more of his soul than any person 
has the right to ask of another, no matter what prized ideal lies at stake.”  

Forge‟s eyes pleaded with Fury‟s. “I can‟t give him back what I‟ve taken, but I can 
preserve what little he has left. Please. Let me do that much.” 

Fury glared at him. One eye flared with the spark of anger, the other was cold, 
lifeless. “You wanna go? You gotta go through me.” He stood motionless, menacing. 

Forge frowned, then darted by Fury. The Director‟s fist lashed out and smashed 
into Forge‟s jaw.  The Native American‟s legs buckled and he toppled to the rubber 
coated deck plating. 

Forge touched his throbbing jaw gingerly and got to his feet. Fury stood waiting 
for him, his fists clenched. 

“When you come to,” Forge said, his eyes hard as blood oozed from his nose, “I 
want you to understand that you forced my hand.” A panel flipped up on his cybernetic 
arm, and he pushed the innocuous black button the panel revealed. 

Fury howled in pain and clutched his head. He dropped to his knees as agony 
flared in his skull. A sharp pop and sizzle of electricity flared from his synthetic eye.  
Fury‟s flesh eye rolled back until only white showed; finally, he collapsed to the deck, 
unconscious. His cybereye continued to smoke and crackle in his left eyesocket. 

Forge shook his head, feeling oddly disquieted. “There‟s your cybernetic 
improvement,” he said, his voice hard. “Welcome to the technology curve.” 

Forge stepped over Fury‟s limp form.  

He clambered atop the sub and down through the hatch, sealing it tight behind 
him. He strapped into the cockpit and keyed the craft to submerge. The turbines 
thrummed to life at his command, and moments later they were approaching the 
pressure lock. Forge bypassed the layers of security blocking their way. The sub cruised 
away into the murky depths.  

* 

Forge let the sub drift through the waters near the bottom of the lake for a long 
while as he stared out the porthole. Beyond, the icy, impenetrable darkness surrounded 
them, squeezed them in its unforgiving grip.  

Uncomfortable with his solitude, he activated the sub‟s spotlights. Illumination 
sheared out into the depths, but the implacable waters quickly stymied the light, bent its 
rays again and again until it diffused back into darkness. The only things the light 
managed to catch before it faltered were piles of waste, heaps of refuse which had 
found their way to the bottom of the lake. 

Forge felt somehow akin to the lonely depths. The cold, pollution-choked waters 
were a reflection of the guilt and darkness of his own soul. He felt as if he, too, was 
about  to buckle beneath the resolute pressure of the unforgiving lake.  
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Motion startled him. A small shape drifted past the view port. The fish hovered for 
a moment as if staring back at Forge, then darted away. 

Life. Even amongst the layers of human filth, it thrived.   

Forge smiled. He felt the small bud of something growing within his own 
darkness. 

Hope. 
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Deep Thought 
 

Tuesday, March 12, 2002 

 Snow twirled down out of the sky, each flake blazing an aimless trail down towards 
the earth. Together, they formed a shifting, glittering curtain. Enough individual and 
seemingly random movements made a single, monolithic impression. The man watching 
out the window smiled to himself. 

 “Lovely weather,” he murmured. His assistant waited outside the door, so he 
whispered a thought to him; enter, wait. As always, his very thought was obeyed. Report. 

 “All is in readiness, sir,” Geraint said. “We have the three restraint chambers 
crafted to your specifications.” 

 “Excellent,” Xavier said. He relaxed, and closed his eyes. He listened, as few other 
mortals could listen. “They will not be long now,” he said, a smile lingering on his 
features. “Perfect weather for the Ides of March, don‟t you think?” he chuckled. 

 Geraint had nothing to say to that. 

* 

 “You know about the Chateau?” the man asked, his voice shaky, his eyes haunted. 
The beautiful Asian woman seated next to him at the shadowed end of the bar nodded 
once. The man looked down into his beer, watched the surface tremble as he touched it 
with his hands; hands that never stopped shaking. 

 “Where is the Chateau?” she asked softly. 

 “I don‟t know how you found me,” the man muttered. “I‟m one of maybe five 
pilots that take supplies from here to there. Just a handful of bush pilots contract with 
the Chateau. We got a rotating schedule. A truck with supplies shows up once a month, 
and one of us flies it out. There‟s no road up to the place, just a small airstrip. I think 
they got a chopper or two, but we always fly in, they never fly out.” 

 “Sounds reasonable enough,” the beautiful woman said. He looked at her sideways, 
then downed his beer in a long draught. He slapped down the empty mug and dragged 
the back of his hand across his loose mouth. 

 The woman nodded at the barkeep, who drew another mug of beer and slid it 
down. The woman passed it on, and the pilot flashed her a brief smile. 

 “Hardly creepy,” she added. 

 “I guess not,” he shrugged, unconvinced. “I guess that‟s not so creepy. See, we can 
never remember where the site is, no matter how many times we fly up there. We make 
up excuses. But we never make any notes or check our readings to get a fix on the place. 
See, when we get close, the Heads Up Display flickers on, and guides us the rest of the 
way in.” He stopped. 

 “But?” she prompted. 

 His staring eyes bored into her. “I checked the plane,” he said softly. “They don‟t 
have HUD in „em.” 
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 He looked back down into his beer. “Too scared to quit,” he said. “I got no proof 
of nothin, and there‟s no news story, far as I know nothin illegal goin on up there. But it 
scares the bejeezus out of me all the same. Once we set down, these long haired 
eurotrash types with real tight mouths direct some guys in jumpsuits to unload the 
cargo, then the money shows up in our accounts the next day. Slick operation.” 

 She nodded, and then looked deep into his eyes. “Henry,” she said, “where is the 
airstrip the supply planes use to head out?” 

 “What are you thinking of doing?” he asked slowly, unblinking, his voice small. 

 “Don‟t you agree it‟s better,” she said, her smile flashing teeth in the dim light, “if 
you don‟t know?” 

* 

 Logan snapped the cap off the child proof bottle of pills. One by one, he placed 
the pills on the pen tray of the easel. Little pink pills. He sighed to himself. “Thank you, 
Stark,” he murmured. The door chime to his room sounded. 

 Quickly, he grabbed the sheets of newsprint curled over the back of the easel and 
tugged them down over the sheet with writing. He tossed the bottle on his bed and 
squinted at the door.  

 “Ontray Vew,” he said. 

 The door slid open, and an attractive woman with dark hair and large glasses smiled 
at Logan. “Evening, Logan,” she said. “That‟s almost French.” 

 “Evening, Ms. Potts,” he grinned back. “Stark said the French were almost 
civilized. Somethin I shoot for. I forget to check out again?” 

 “No, no, nothing like that,” she said. “May I come in?” 

 “Sure,” he said with a gesture. “I‟m off duty at the moment. Mind if I smoke?” 

 “Not at all,” she said, and she stepped into his rooms. Logan walked over to the 
wall and flicked a switch. A ventilation system whined to life, and he sat down in a 
battered but comfortable chair right under the vent. He lit up his cigar and grinned, then 
gestured at another chair. 

 “No thanks,” Potts said. “I‟m working through my to-do list before I get off duty. 
Just had a few questions.” 

 “Fulla answers,” he grinned, and he puffed. The smoke trailed up quickly and 
vanished into the wall. 

 “Are you satisfied with your housing?” she asked, gesturing. He glanced around the 
open living room with the television and game system and kitchenette, the couch, the 
comfy chair with a vent; a hallway to a bathroom and his bedroom. 

 “Couldn‟t be happier,” he grinned. “Stark‟s a prince. I got no windows, but he said 
I got the run a the place, so I can go outside anytime I want. This deal‟s workin out just 
fine.” 

 “A prince, huh,” she said. She hesitated for a moment, then rushed on. “What do 
you think of him as a person?” 
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 “Well,” Logan said, grinning, “he‟s rich, so he‟s wacko. I don‟t know we‟ll ever be 
buds, but he‟s done a stand up job by me and I trust him. An he‟s sharp as a whip, I 
mean real smart. I‟ll never figure him out, but long as he does right by me I don‟t need 
to. He‟s given me everything I asked for, and I‟m much obliged.” 

 “So you‟re satisfied?” she said. 

 “Yep,” he nodded, and he dragged on his cigar again. “Even premium smokes.” 

 “Is there a situation with a significant other that we may need to compensate for?” 

 Logan barked a laugh. “No, fraid not. Been nineteen years since I had a „significant 
other‟ and it just aint worth the bother. Thanks fer askin, though.” 

 She shrugged. “It‟s my job to fix things before they break,” she smiled. 

 “One helluva job,” Logan said, shaking his head. “Night.” 

 “See you around,” she said, and she left. The door slid shut behind her. 

 “Damn Star Trek doors,” muttered Logan, and he chuckled to himself. Then he 
got up and turned several sheets back on the easel. 

 It was working better than he had hoped. After the first week, the pills had started 
disappearing, and now ten a week vanished off the easel. More than she needed. So she 
could have some extras, in case something happened to him. He smiled, and shrugged 
out of his jumpsuit, pulling on sweats. As he headed for the door, he turned and 
regarded the bold blocky printing; 

Tymaz Nine countermeasure it read, with crude arrows pointing down to the tray. 
Take one daily. 

 “Welcome back to the real world,” he murmured. “Somewhere.  As for me,” he 
grinned, “time for my run.” He turned and opened the door; then the console chirped. 

 “Agent Logan,” came the collected voice of the complex operator. “Call for you.” 

 “What the hell,” Logan said, closing the door. “I‟ll take it.” 

Wednesday, March 13, 2002 

 The purring wound through her meditations as she floated, completely open. She 
was so open she dissolved. She was formless and without thought, invisible. 

 Her body was in a crate on a cargo plane that hefted itself high enough to pass over 
the sharp peaks, headed deep into the mountains to an isolated mansion. 

 He searched for her; at some level she felt that. But she would not be found. She 
was not there to find. She was everywhere and nowhere, she was everything and she 
was nothing. She brought with her the death of many, gently enfolded in the gossamer 
of nothingness. 

 Not yet time to unpack. 

 Vaguely she sensed a touch on the pilot‟s mind; his „HUD‟ flickered to life. Not 
long now. 

 Far from where she was dispersed, her body smiled. The ninja woman was ready. 

* 
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 “Are you sure that‟s a good idea?” Geraint murmured. Xavier waved his concerns 
away. 

 “Geraint, after all the ninja training you have observed, you should know the First 
Rule,” Xavier said. “Leave nothing living. Now order the evacuation of the base. Four 
of our ninja and four of our students will stay. You must take the others and evacuate 
the facility.” 

 “The danger,” Geraint said, shaking his head. “I can‟t accept the danger you place 
yourself in.” 

 “The guards, soldiers, all the others would not make me any safer,” Xavier 
explained patiently. “The ninja women that are coming will kill everyone between me 
and them. No matter what. So I wish to preserve life by letting them come right in.” 

 “You are awfully confident,” Geraint said, “or bored with life.” 

 Xavier‟s eyes narrowed, and Geraint felt a ripple from the incredibly powerful 
telepath. “Do you doubt me?” Xavier asked gently. 

 “No sir, I don‟t,” Geraint said as sweat beaded on his scalp. A most uncomfortable 
sensation. 

 “Then trust me,” Xavier said. “You have little time. One is coming on the supply 
plane. I cannot pinpoint her, but she is there. She must be on the plane. The other is 
coming in from the mountains. They will be here in an hour. I want you out of here 
before then.” 

 “Yes sir,” Geraint said. It seemed there was nothing else to say. He left. 

 Xavier closed his eyes and smiled to himself. Come to me, he thought, beckoning 
them. I will wait for you here. The others are of no consequence. 

 Come to me. 

 They drew near. 

* 

 Both planes had droned into the empty sky, and Lock quietly waited in the shadow 
of the house. She did not need her psionics or her ninja senses to know that the house 
was almost abandoned. So they were expected. This gave her a cold chill. They should 
not be expected. She had only spoken with one person about this mission, and he was 
not going to tell anyone because he forgot they ever talked; she had seen to that. 

 Silent would not have tipped her hand either, Lock was sure. Closing her eyes for a 
moment, she felt Silent moving through the snow, so near now… 

 Silent hunted, the cold irrelevant. Now it was light flurries, the chill too deep for the fallen 
snow to stick to the pale blanket already on the ground. Every puff and gust of wind slithered a 
knee-high mist of snow around her legs as she stalked down the side of the mountain towards the 
mansion. 

 Yes. This is a good place for an ambush. She felt their hearts, slowed by the cold. She felt 
their minds, numb and silent. They waited. They waited for her. 

 So she was not surprised when they burst up through the crust of snow. 
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 You have not yet learned, she thought to them. Your techniques are sloppy, because I can do 
this— 

 The shuriken glanced off her forearm, and she leaped into the air, her short sword whipping 
free and lashing through the ninja‟s neck. She landed behind the corpse, and the shuriken that 
fired towards her hit the dead meat with rapid thuds. Simple, she thought, you are so slow. Her 
sword whipped out of her hand and caught the other ninja square in the chest. 

 Surely you can survive that, she thought, moving towards him and touching him here, there, 
there. 

 The shattered ninja collapsed. She retrieved her sword and twirled it once; it was clean. 

 She moved on, and the snow hissed over all traces of her passing. 

 Lock let her eyes drift open, back in her body. She shivered again, wondering about 
her new ally. What Lock could have been. Then she moved to the doorway, through it, 
into the mansion. 

 No security cameras. Well, that figures, she thought. When he is home they are not 
needed, and when he isn‟t, why bother. 

 She moved into the chilled mansion, and it felt warm after the howling wind. 
Elaborate woodwork, stained glass, carpet on the floors. She slipped in and moved to 
an alcove as she sensed the approach of a guard. 

 His mind flitted ahead of him, and behind; he was Aware. His paces were slow as 
he walked down the hall, his eyes half shut, looking for her with his other senses. She 
quickly dampened down, but just from watching him move she knew he was 
accomplished in combat. The submachine gun he carried was nothing. His long hair 
obscured half his face, fanning out over his shoulders. 

 She became invisible. 

 He walked past. 

 She moved silently behind him, towards the door he had passed through. 

 Sloppy, came a thought. Leave nothing living. 

 I have passed him, she thought back. He is not a danger. 

 The First Rule, came the thought. The First Rule is more important than your judgment. 

 Then she heard the snak of steel through flesh and bone, felt the quick hot spurt of 
death. 

 Silent had entered the building. 

 It doesn‟t have to be that way, Lock thought. 

 Yes it does, came Silent‟s thought, fast and urgent. Can you not feel him, gloating and 
malignant? He must be silenced. I have sought him as he has sought me in dreams. I must still his 
laughter, his endless laughter, bring silence to his power. You have shown me the way. 

 I feel him, yes, Lock thought. He has controlled me before. 

 Then Lock turned and saw her, standing in the hallway, her blade bright. She was a 
dark thing of breathtaking beauty, death hovering around her like hair shrouds a face 
underwater, coiling with power, asleep and more alive than a mortal should be. 
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 Did you like it? Silent thought scornfully. 

 He must be stopped, Lock nodded firmly. I do not think we should kill him. 

 Silent took three steps and was out of sight. 

 Do what you must, came a thought, and Lock was not sure whose it was. 

* 

 Like moving through deep water; like a dream, where you cannot run. Lock found 
herself in a well-appointed chamber below the mansion. A window looked out from the 
cliff face. The secret room was armored and independent. She faced Xavier, as she 
could only remember doing a handful of times. Her mind was on high burn keeping the 
weight of his presence at bay. A drop of blood trickled out of her nose. 

 Then Silent was beside her, and the burden eased somewhat. 

 Now is the time for you to die, Silent thought. 

 I have long waited to bend you to my will, Xavier replied easily, his articulation and 
thought clear and sharp in their minds; Lock blinked. 

 Gasped. 

 Crushing weight slammed into the two ninja, and they bowed beneath it; Xavier 
reached into their minds. 

 But Silent was protected; she was empty; she could not move at him, but she was 
not his. Her eyes flared, her nose bled, and a smile twisted across her face. She became 
something deeper. She had prepared for this— 

 Next to her, there was a Moment of Truth. The truth was ugly. 

 Lock took a step to the side and lashed out. Silent blinked, startled. Looked at 
Lock. Silent looked into her eyes, she saw Xavier looking back. 

 The battle was quick and foregone. The psi knife was through Silent‟s forehead in a 
flash. 

 Silent lay on the floor, her breathing shallow, and Lock stood slowly swaying back 
and forth, her nose freely bleeding. 

 How, thought Lock, deeply submerged. 

 A backdoor into your mind, my dear, replied Xavier. Standard procedure for those who work 
for me. I knew you were coming, and how. I knew you would bring Silent; indeed, without her I never 
would have allowed you to leave in the first place. Your link to her was my link to her. The Hand will 
be most pleased that I have done what they could not and taken, alive no less, their rogue pupil. When 
I am finished with her, Xavier smiled, she will keep none of her secrets. And as a bonus, you have 
given me a rogue lab monkey from Extechops, this time with no property damage. 

 Damn you. Damn you. 

 Xavier gestured, and she collapsed unconscious. His breathing was calculated and 
even. 

 He steepled his fingers. “Hans,” he called. One of his scientists stepped into the 
room. “Take them to the containment chambers.” 

 “Yes sir,” Hans said. “Shall I summon the plane back?” 
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 “Not yet,” Xavier said, sweat beaded on his domed forehead. “Not yet.”  

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Franc and Hans pushed the gurneys with the ninja women on them. They 
exchanged a glance, then turned and opened fire on the door into the dining room. 

 Their guns clattered, furiously loud in the hallway, punching holes in the solid door. 
A retreating shadow left blood on the other side of the door. 

 “Dammit!” came a shout. “Fine, you wanna play it hard,” snikt “we‟ll play it hard.” 

 As the door exploded into kindling, Hans snatched at the intruder‟s mind and tried 
to halt him—got something-else—then Hans grabbed at his face as blood spurted out 
his nose and he reeled. 

 As for Franc, he just kept shooting. 

 Neither of them stopped him. 

 Loan whirled around the bullets and snapped his claws through Franc‟s face, 
tearing his head in half. “Keep yer lobes to yerself, Fabio,” he grunted to the other 
scientist, hurling Franc‟s body at him. They went down in a tangle of limbs. 

 “Didn‟t like my head?” Logan asked. “Sorry it‟s a little messy, but that‟s what ya get 
for droppin by without callin first.” Shunk. 

 The fight was over. 

 Logan snipped the restraints off Lock. Then his arms swallowed his claws again. 
“Come on, girl,” he whispered, rubbing her hand. “Let‟s get outa here. 

 She blinked, slowly, and yawned. He grinned at her. “Sight fer sore eyes, Bets,” he 
said. 

 Her hand shot out, and a finger punched into each of his eyes. His head snapped 
back, the shock of pain incredible. Her other hand shot into his sternum. Her leg 
whipped up off the table and crushed into the side of his neck, taking him off his feet. 

 “Whu” he managed before she dropped, momentum and body weight smashing 
her knee into the side of his head, cracking the floor with his skull. 

 He faintly felt her fingers jab him in three places, then he was unconscious. 

* 

 “Touching, really,” came a voice from very far away, on the other side of the pain. 

 Logan raised his head blearily, trying to blink but failing as his eyes had not grown 
in yet. 

 “Yew must be Xavier,” Logan managed. He was not tied or restrained, but he was 
kneeling on the floor. 

 “Very good,” the cold voice said. “Doggy gets a biscuit.” 

 “Yeah,” Logan said. “Like I‟ve never heard that before. You can do better‟n that, 
Mister Nancy Pansy Psychic.” 
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 “Gracious,” Xavier said under his breath. “Ms. Braddock, please take this poor 
creature and the woman ninja to the restraining chambers. I‟ll be along directly to help 
you into yours.” 

 “Yes sir,” her voice said, distant. 

 “I got somethin ta say first,” Logan growled, his voice broken with pain. 
 “Very well,” Xavier said. “Say your piece.” 

 “I just wanted to tell you I aint stupid,” Logan said. “I knew the odds and I came 
anyway. I just wanted you to know that.” 

 “Honestly,” Xavier said, his voice amused. “I don‟t care about your intellect.” 

 “Figgered you wouldn‟t. For all the experimentin people do on me, they never ask 
me what I think. So before we get back to that, or before the big check out, I want to 
tell you what I think.” 

 “This won‟t take long, will it?” Xavier said, glancing at the clock. 

 “I‟ll keep it short,” Logan said. He felt his eyes growing back in with an unbearable 
painful itch. “A wise man once told me that you aint really livin until you got something 
you‟d die for. For me, that‟s my friends. Once you make it into the circle of my friends, 
there aint much I wouldn‟t do for ya. That‟s because I got honor. Honor aint about 
winnin and losin. Honor is about where you draw the line you will not cross. Its about 
what you‟ll live for and what you‟ll die for, and without it you don‟t really live and you 
die a little every day.” Logan cleared his throat. 

 “Finished?” 

 “Almost,” Logan said. “I wanted to tell you all this in case nobody ever did. Even if 
you win today, and tomorrow, and get the whole enchilada er whatever yer fightin for, 
when it comes down to it and you‟re in the dark at three in the mornin and the doubt 
comes, and the fear comes, and the regret comes, you gotta have somethin to push em 
back with or it‟s all fer nothin.” 

 “Thank you, that was very kind. And now—“ 

 “One more thing,” Logan said, the floor coming into focus. “I got one more thing 
to say.” 

 “My patience wears thin,” Xavier said. 

 “Now,” Logan said with a grin as he finally saw the floor. 

 “Now?” Xavier echoed, puzzled. Then his eyes widened— 

 A muffled tearing crack and a gust of brimstone erupted next to Xavier‟s chair, and 
a shadowy figure darted out a hand holding a spray canister, firing a mist at Xavier. The 
powerful psycher raised his hands, but he was too late. The gas danced over his eyes 
and through his sinuses. His eyes rolled back in his head and he slumped in his chair. 

 Trespasser stepped through the curling mist of his teleportation and sprayed some 
more in Xavier‟s eyes and nose just to be sure. Then he turned to where Logan was 
standing and Lock swaying, ready to fall. 

 “Ta sum up,” Logan said with a ferocious grin. “One. I aint stupid. Two. I got 
friends. Kurt, here‟s yer tracker.” Logan took a small black device that looked like a 
pager out of his pocket and tossed it to the newcomer. “Thanks a million.” 
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 “I believe that makes us even,” Kurt said. 

 “Yeah, and you can also look around,” Logan said, gesturing. “Lotsa secrets around 
here.” 

 “You are too kind,” Kurt said, and he moved out of the armored room and down 
the hall. 

 “My head,” Lock said faintly. 

 “I know the feelin,” Logan said, rubbing his scalp. “You are a nasty woman, you 
know that?” 

 “I really am sorry,” she said earnestly. 

 “I knew what I was getting into,” he said with a shrug. “This is the way it had to go 
down. But the story aint over.” 

 Lock looked over at Xavier‟s slumped form. “No, it isn‟t over yet. And while he 
lives it won‟t be over.” She looked back at Logan. “He didn‟t see your plan in your 
mind,” she noted. 

 Logan shrugged. “Too lazy,” he grinned. “He coulda poked in, but like he said, he 
didn‟t care what I thought. An I got some noisy headspace. How‟d he get you?” 

 “He had a back door to my mind,” she said sourly. “Put it in while I was being 
trained at the Institute. Just waltzed through his personal Belgium and evaded my 
Maginot line completely.” 

 “Can he do it again?” Logan asked quietly. 

 “No,” she murmured. “No he can‟t. But there‟s only one way to be totally sure.” 

 He watched her. “So what now?” 

 “Well,” she said slowly, “the First Rule is to leave nothing living. That would 
include Xavier.” 

 Logan waited. 

 Lock‟s forehead wrinkled with thought. “He is a powerful psychic. I don‟t know if 
I‟d be able to track him down again. This could be the only opportunity to rid the world 
of his evil.” 

 Logan said nothing, patient and present. 

 She looked at him. “What do you say?” 

 He slowly shook his head. “I just don‟t know,” he replied. “I don‟t know if the 
greater crime is to let him live so he can wreck more lives, or to kill him and accept the 
responsibility of his death. I usta know more than I do now; seen too much, I got too 
many of my own questions for me to answer this for you. You gotta do what you feel is 
right, then you gotta live with it.” 

 “What about you?” she said. “If I let him live, you‟ll just walk away? After seeing 
what he can do?" 

 “It‟s about trust, Bets,” Logan said. “I trust your judgment. You‟ve been in his 
head. You decide.” 

 “What if I don‟t want to?” 
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 Logan looked at her closely. “You don‟t decide this now then you‟ll have to make 
this decision over and over the rest of your life. It‟ll ghost you, Bets. Believe me, I know 
about puttin off decisions. You gotta go head first into it and accept the consequences. 
Preferably before he wakes up.” 

 She bowed her head for a moment, then raised her chin to face the slumped figure. 
“He will live. I am not a ninja, never wanted to be a ninja. Their talents and abilities 
were forced on me, but I choose to remain human.” She faced Logan. “It is better to 
walk in the light than to be chained to shadow.” 

 He grinned, with no words to say. He gave her a quick hug. “Okay, let‟s get outa 
here,” he muttered. 

 The First Rule. Leave nothing living. Lock hesitated, her eyes widening.  

 Her link to Silent was diminished to a vestige, either by Silent‟s choice or Xavier‟s 
will or her decision to turn from the path of the ninja. Still, through it, she saw what 
Silent wished her to see— 

Xavier unconscious, so Silent slipped easily from her restraints. 

Armory. The mansion had an armory. With C4 explosives, with 

detonators—through the house—enough to— 
 “Logan!” Lock said urgently. “Now! We leave now!”  

 “What about him?” Logan asked, pointing. 

 “He‟ll be safer here,” she said quickly. “His people will return shortly, and this 
room can withstand almost anything. We are not so lucky,” she added as they sprinted 
through the halls of the Chateau. Then they were outside, running, running. 

 Kurt, run, Lock thought to him. The house. She showed him. There was a sharp crack, 
she lost him. 

 The mansion exploded, blasting into the sky, collapsing outward, shredded and 
gutted with the uncontrollable explosions that tore through it. The crashing rumble 
loosened the mountain, and an avalanche swept down to bury the remainder of the site. 

 Much further down on the slope, a hand punched out of the snow followed by a 
damp and irritated man. Lock joined him. 

 “I suppose you pranced along the snow and didn‟t fall in,” Logan muttered. 

 She suppressed a smile. “Something like that,” she agreed. 

 “Is Kurt okay?” Logan asked. 

 Her eyes unfocused, then she covered her mouth and almost giggled. “He‟s so testy 
when I find him. He‟s fine, and moving away now. Silent is clear too,” she said in a 
more subdued voice. 

 “How about baldy?” 

 “His people are on their way back even now. He‟ll live, and they‟ll dig him out.” 

 Logan grunted and managed to stand. “I swear, Somethin about me is just death to 
buildings.” He dusted himself off. “I should warn Stark that if I‟m there for long Stark 
International is gonna be a crater. He should start working on Plan B right away.” 
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 She looked at him. “When I called to you earlier, you didn‟t tell me you were 
bringing backup.”  

 He shrugged. “Figured if I did, then you‟d know. Better you not know, then you 
can‟t give it away. I didn‟t tell you I was gonna check Stark‟s satellite photos of the area 
to find the house, either. Or that I was comin in on snowmobile after you ladies had a 
head start.” 

 “Fair enough,” she shrugged. “You handled that very well,” she added. 

 “Thanks,” he said. “It‟s nuthin, though. I mean, that‟s what friends are for.” He 
grinned. 

 “So that‟s what friends are for,” she observed, unable to suppress her smile this 
time.  

 “Well,” he said, heading down the slope, “that and ever now and then, if yer lucky, 
makin you a good plate of franks n beans.” 

 Hardly feeling the cold, they left the steaming and shattered mountain slope and 
headed back towards civilization. 
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Desert Games 
By Kyle Monroe 

 

Saturday, March 16, 2002 

 “I dinnae think ye should do this.” Dr. McTaggert slapped her hand in the 

middle of the report Fury was reading. “He’s nae ready for active duty.” 
 Fury glared at the hand in his way until she removed it. He continued to scan the 
page without looking up. “You signed him out of the medical bay, correct?” 

 Moira glared down at the one eyed man seated behind the desk. “Well, yes I did, 
but—” 

 “But nothing, doctor.” The Director tossed the report on a small stack to his right, 
and picked up another from a much larger stack to his left.  “Agent Wilson is no longer 
your concern. His care is out of your hands.” 

As his eye glanced swiftly down the printed page of yet another report, he picked 
up the cigar smoldering in its ashtray and gripped it with his teeth. He flicked the button 
on the intercom at his elbow. “Ms. Murray, I thought I was very clear that this was to be 
a paperless office.” 

“Yes, sir, you were,” came the disembodied reply. 

“Then what the hell is on my desk?” 

“Well, sir, all the monitors in Alpha System are down. Water leaked into the 
control center.” 

“What‟s the hold-up?” Fury glared at the intercom speaker through a haze of 
cigar smoke. “Fix the damn thing!” 

McTaggert crossed her arms and waited impatiently. 

  The speaker crackled. “I have expressed your displeasure to technical support. 
They‟re working on it.” 

 “And how long is this supposed to take?” Fury slid a stack of release forms over 
and started peering at them, readying his pen to sign off on Extechop initiatives. 

 “Unknown, sir. Agent Forge set up most of the protocals, and without his support, 
it could take quite a while to reconfigure systems.” 

 “They have until noon. Remind them that I have a gun.” Fury cut the intercom 
connection with a muttered curse. He glanced up to see McTaggert staring down at him 
through her black-rimmed glasses. 

 “You‟re still here, doctor?” 

 “We still can‟t control Wilson‟s healing factor. There‟s no telling what will happen 
when he is thrust into a high stress situation, such as combat,” she said through her 
teeth. 
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 Fury dropped the paper on his desk and leaned back in his chair. He took a long 
measured drag of acrid cigar smoke. “Your report said his healing agent was no longer 
life threatening.” 

 “Aye, that‟s correct.” Moira pushed her glasses up her nose. “With your 
permission, we compiled what little was recovered of Bryant‟s personal lab notes from 
when he was working on a cure for Dr. Banner. Basing our chemical agent from a 
formula we found there, we were able to engineer a drug that has the effect of 
restricting the trigger that sets off Wilson‟s healing factor. He‟s on a regular regimen of 
this drug so that he will nae be killed by unrestricted tissue growth.” 

 “Then what seems to be the problem, doctor?” Fury tapped a thick head of ash 
into the tray. 

 “Well, his muscle and other tissues continue to grow and shift, so his skin will keep 
trying unsuccessfully to reseal itself. He continues to leak fluids and we dinnae think we 
can stop it.” Moira held his gaze. “Ye can nae let him go on active duty until we can 
stabilize him.” 

 Fury watched the doctor for a moment. “Are you telling me that if I send him out 
into the field he could very well die of blood loss before he even gets close to an 
enemy?” 

 McTaggert shifted uneasily. “Well, no. He‟s using a special suit designed to contain 
the leakage and maintain the integrity of his skin. His healing factor, although restrained, 
is still enough to compensate for any loss.” 

 Fury leaned across his desk towards her. “So. He is alert and mobile, and while he‟ll 
never look pretty again, he is at no risk of death from either uncontrolled muscles or 
leaking. Right?” 

 Moira flushed. “Yes, sir.” 

 He glared at her with his one eye as he thrust the stub of his cigar into the ashtray. 
“Thank you, Doctor, that will be all.” 

 “There‟s one other thing ye should know, sir,” Moira protested. 

 Fury stared at her beneath heavy brows. 

 McTaggert rushed on while she had the chance. “His pysch evaluation came 
back… abnormal. I think the drugs that are restricting his healing factor are also having 
a detrimental effect on his psyche. They block his brain‟s reaction to emotional stimuli, 
and I believe this has left him in a state of imbalance which makes him somewhat… 
unpredictable to say the least.”  

 Fury picked up the report he‟d left on his desk. He turned his attention from her 
and began scanning down the page. “Dr. McTaggert, if I were to suspend every agent of 
the Project who is psychologically imbalanced I‟d be left without a staff. Close the door 
on your way out.” 

 Moira missed the satisfying slam as his office door whispered shut behind her. 

* 

 Forge breathed in the cool, recycled air pumped out through the air conditioning 
unit. It was a welcome change of pace from the baking heat of the Arizona desert 



 

246 

outside. He flicked a switch on the wall, and hanging panels of lights flickered to life. 
The large bay, empty when he‟d arrived a few days before, was now filled with the 
equipment he‟d managed to take with him in his flight from Extechops‟ underwater 
base. 

 The center of the room was occupied with the large stasis chamber that kept Cable 
suspended on the knife‟s edge between life and death. Forge activated its display and 
watched two lines scrawl out across the screen. One measured electrical current, the 
other heart rate. For Cable, they measured the two halves of his life force. 

 “They are coming, you know. You can‟t escape them.” 

 Forge slipped a pistol from its holster at his waist as he spun. His finger applied 
light pressure against the trigger and a red dot played through the shadowed recesses of 
the curved roof, finally coming to rest on the forehead of a dark figure crouched atop a 
metal rafter.  

 Forge‟s eyes widened as the black clad creature unfurled from its resting place. It 
tucked, tumbling from the rafter. The rolling descent came to an abrupt halt as a 
cordlike tail stopped its fall; the creature hung upside down before Forge and smiled. Its 
pointed teeth gleamed white against the short dark fur of his face.  

 “They will come here, Herr Forge, and they will find you.” Its Germanic accent 
rolled off its tongue. 

 “Good.” Forge kept his pistol aimed at the intruder‟s forehead. It didn‟t seem to 
mind. “I‟m rather counting on it, actually. Who are you, and how did you get in here 
without tripping my proximity alarms?” 

 The creature hesitated before replying. “Some call me Trespasser.” It smiled again, 
and Forge took note of the sharply pointed teeth. “My employers are interested in 
retaining your services. I have been sent to make you an offer.” 

 Forge‟s eyes narrowed. “I just ended my employment with one shady outfit. I‟m in 
no rush to indenture myself again so soon.” 

 “Is there nothing I can do to persuade you to change your mind?” the dark fuzzy 
man inquired. 

 “Afraid not. I trust you can find your way out.” 

 “I‟m sorry you feel that way. Perhaps we shall meet again when you are more 
amenable to what I have to offer.” Trespasser coiled back atop the rafter, a red dot 
following him the entire way. 

 “I don‟t care much for threats.” Forge‟s face was grim. “The next time you show 
up in my lab unannounced I won‟t give you the chance for witty conversation.” 

 Forge blinked as the dark figure vanished in a muffled crack of imploding air. He 
swept the pistol back and forth, but he only saw swiftly dissipating wisps of black 
smoke. He sniffed at the stench of brimstone and ozone that hung thick in the air, then 
he slid his pistol back in its holster. 

* 
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 “What was that, soldier?” Fury shouted above the roar of the aircraft‟s engines. His 
one eye glared at the two men seated across the cargo hold of the military airlift while 
he pulled absently at the straps that held him securely in his jump seat. 

 Wilson finished pulling the grey stealth mask into place and secured it at his neck. 
“I said, what‟s my codename for this shindig?” 

 “Codename?” Fury stared at him flatly. Next to Wilson, Garrett shrugged his metal 
shoulders imperceptibly. 

 “You know, a codename.” Wilson shouted. “A handle, alias, nom de geur, AKA. 
Codename. I mean, you can‟t let the tin can here call me „Wilson‟ while we‟re out on a 
mission. Sounds like the grumpy neighbor from Dennis the Menace. It also sorta 
reminds me of that movie with the guy stuck out on the island. I think he got a little too 
friendly with that volleyball, if you know what I mean.” 

 Fury had to strain to hear Wilson‟s incessant yammering above the clamor of the 
engines that reverberated through the metal tube of the airplane‟s body.  

“No, I was thinking something like „Scar‟ would do nicely,” the masked agent 
hollered. “You know, appropriate and fearsome. Like Scarface.  I could use the „say 
hello to my little friend‟ line just before I open a can of whupass. Killer! Ooh… 
Killer…now that‟s a good idea, too…” 

 “Are you done yet?” Fury ground his teeth together. “If you really want a 
codename I‟ll have them stencil „Meatloaf‟ onto your jumpsuit. This is not a game, 
Wilson. We‟re not playing G.I. Joe here.” 

 Garrett‟s face didn‟t even show the faintest twitch of a smile. 

 “Now let‟s get on with this. We will be approaching the drop site shortly. You‟ll be 
doing a HAVLO jump, High Altitude Very Low Opening. This kind of jump is 
designed specifically for special troop types, such as yourselves. You‟ll be pulling your 
cords lower than a standard HALO jump, past the terminal point. Your chutes are 
designed to control your fall rather than to slow you down.” 

 “How low can you go?” Wilson quipped. 

 “What‟s the target?” Garrett asked. 

 “An old underground Project facility used for war games and weapons testing,” 
Fury shouted. He pulled a folder from beside his seat and passed it over to Garrett. 
Inside were large aerial reconnaissance snapshots of a system of interconnected canyons 
and gorges.  

“Bryant decided that it was not cost effective, he cut the site‟s funding,” Fury 
continued,  “All systems were deactivated and the entire site was put under lockdown. 
Yesterday, our network detected a breach in the lockdown. Basic systems have been 
brought back online.” 

“Forge?” Garrett‟s rumbled. 

Fury nodded. “He worked on the site as one of his first assignments with the 
Project. This is where he developed his skills in environmental controls that later led to 
the development of the Lake Superior base. He‟d have all the codes necessary to breach 
the facility‟s lockdown, and an intimate knowledge of its systems.” 
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The intercom system blared the voice of the pilot into the cargo bay. “Arriving at 
drop site in five minutes.” 

“Anything else that needs clarification?” Fury yelled. 

 “Can we—” 

 “I want them alive!” Fury snapped at Wilson. “Agents Forge and Cable are of no 
use to us dead.” 

 “Then why are we packing all of this ordinance?” Wilson gestured at the stacks of 
equipment strapped down in the center of the hold. “Unless Forge happens to have the 
entire National Guard tucked in his back pocket, this seems like a bit of overkill. Why 
not just let me go in alone? I could slip in there solo like and take him ou…er, I mean 
capture him before he even knew what hit him.” 

 “Don‟t underestimate Forge‟s abilities.” Fury shouted, not even close to hoarse. 
“When he went AWOL, he took a large supply of Project weaponry with him. We can‟t 
be sure exactly what he took, but we have to assume he has the materials to build 
whatever he didn‟t steal. We‟re hitting him as fast as we can, but he still has a head start 
on us and that gives him the advantage. He‟ll no doubt know you‟re coming, so keep 
your heads up and your eyes open.” 

  “We are approaching the drop site.” The pilot‟s voice crackled over the intercom. 
“You may jump on my mark.” 

 The two operatives strapped on their ordinance and buckled into parachute packs. 
The aircraft‟s rear ramp lowered. Moments later, Wilson and Garrett were airborne.  

* 

The bleak Arizona landscape hovered beneath them, rushing eagerly to meet their 
hurtling descent. As they converged on the desert surface, its shapes resolved into a 
deep gorge leading into a system of interconnecting canyons. 

 As the parched, pale brown earth drew precipitously near, the pair yanked their 
ripcords. The released chutes grabbed the air and wrenched their bodies against their 
downward momentum. The drop became an arc, and they zoomed down over the 
ground at unreasonable speeds. 

 Garrett‟s heavy body slammed into the earth. Shock absorbers in his calves and 
thighs compensated for most of the impact, but his heavy boots still gouged deep trails 
into the unforgiving earth. He disconnected the chute and rolled, then stood unharmed. 

 Wilson released the chute as he was flung along over the ground, momentum out 
of control. He landed in a roll, popping up and then smacking down to skid awkwardly 
to a halt. Garrett frowned; looked painful. Wilson lay gasping for a moment. 

 “How soon until you can walk?” Garrett muttered. 

 “Whoever gave Fury the idea to make us test out these HAVLO jumps deserves to 
be shot,” Wilson sputtered as he pushed himself up to a sitting position. He winced as 
he pulled a leg straight to allow the bones to reset properly. “As a matter of fact, I think 
I‟ll do that. Who do you think it was? Probably that snickering slut in Logistics, eh? 
Hmm…” Wilson thought for a moment as his bones began to reknit.  

Abruptly, he nodded. “She wants me.” 
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 Garrett turned to assess their location. They had dropped into the gorge that led to 
the canyons. The rough rock walls soared up to either side, far apart where he stood but 
coming together at the far end into a narrow passage which led to the network of 
canyons beyond. 

 Garrett glanced at the other man over his shoulder before turning back to his 
examination of the gorge. “You‟ll be fine.” 

 “Just because they heal doesn‟t mean they don‟t hurt like a bitch,” Wilson 
protested. 

 “Can you walk, or would you rather sit here and whine while I complete the 
mission?” Garrett glared down at Wilson. 

 “You know, this is exactly why I work alone.” Wilson scrambled to his feet and 
carefully tested his newly healed legs before he followed Garrett to the narrow end of 
the canyon. “All I get is abuse when I‟m saddled with a partner. You‟d better be careful. 
Creed‟s not the only one who can rip off your leg and beat you with it.” 

 “Shut up,” Garrett growled. “We‟re on the clock. Cut the chatter.” 

 “Touchy touchy,” Wilson muttered. “It‟s not like you‟ve really got anything to 
worry about. Get blown to bits? They‟ll just build you again. New and improved! 
Garrett, version 2.0! Or is it 3.0? I seem to remember hearing that you‟ve been ripped to 
scrap at least once already.” 

Garrett ignored him, and Wilson sighed. They followed the gorge, and 
emerging from the far side they saw a deep canyon whose far end dissolved into 
columns of stone thrust high into the air, creating a myriad of twisting paths out into 
the system of canyons beyond. 

Garrett stood for a moment, his head tilted slightly. “My GPS uplink shows 
the tracking beacon is coming from over there.” He pointed in a northeasterly direction. 

 The two agents headed towards the canyon opening that looked to lead in the 
approximate direction of the signal.  As they neared the mouth of the passage, Garrett 
stopped abruptly. He put up a hand to stall Wilson and stood still a moment, his head 
tilted. He mentally adjusted the dampers on his audial sensors to focus on the faint 
mechanical whine he‟d picked up. 

 “What now?” Wilson muttered. “You were the one all eager to get moving. So let‟s 
move.” He stepped past Garrett‟s outstretched hand and towards the entrance to the 
canyon they had chosen. 

 Garrett dove for his partner and both men hit the ground with a jarring impact as 
the silence of the gorge was ripped apart by blazing machinegun fire. Dust exploded 
into the air as the trail of bullets slammed into the earth. Sparks flew off Garrett‟s torso 
as several rounds connected where he sheltered Wilson from the onslaught. 

 From where he lay beneath his partner, Wilson slid his pistol from its holster and 
took careful aim at the twin muzzle flares that bloomed in a nearby opening in the rock 
wall. His pistol bucked twice in his hand and abruptly the onslaught ended in the pop 
and squeal of shattered metal. 
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 Garrett and Wilson pushed themselves off the ground. Garrett checked his torso 
and noted that the hail of bullets had left small puckered impressions across his side and 
back, but had not caused any damage. 

 They moved to examine the remains of their attackers. Two automated sentry 
turrets squatted on tripods in the opening to a side gallery just inside the entrance to the 
canyon the agents had been headed for. Smoke wafted from the gently spinning barrels, 
and sparks crackled from where Wilson‟s bullets had sheared off the motion sensors on 
each gun. 

 “I guess we go this way.” Wilson looked down the narrow canyon the sentry guns 
had been set to guard. 

 Garrett frowned. “The GPS signal is still coming from further that direction.” He 
jerked his head in the direction they had originally been headed. 

 “You don‟t set sentry guns to protect an empty canyon.” Wilson kicked the tripod 
out beneath one of the guns and it clattered noisily to the stony earth.  

“Unless you‟re trying to mislead the opposition,” Garrett replied. 

Wilson nodded in thought. “Why don‟t we go for what‟s behind door number 
three?” He looked up at the jagged stone wall of the canyon. “Let‟s head for higher 
ground and get a better picture of where we‟re headed.” 

Garrett nodded his agreement, and the two men opened their packs and began 
strapping on their climbing gear. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Forge cursed under his breath. He stared through his binoculars at the two small 
figures moving swiftly up the side of the canyon. 

“Now you‟re in quite the fix, Forge.” He berated himself. “Leave it to Project 
agents not to take a hint.” 

He continued to watch the agents as they cleared the rim of the canyon and began 
to move swiftly along the ridge. 

Forge cursed again. “Too fast. They‟re moving too fast. If they bypass all the 
diversions I laid out in the canyons, they‟ll get to the site too soon.” 

 He glanced down at his watch and shook his head. “Four more hours until the 
medical systems will be online and ready to proceed. At the rate they are going, they‟ll 
get there in under two. That‟s not even enough time to go back for more equipment.”  

After another moment of observing their progress, he stashed the binoculars in his 
pack and thought in silence for a moment. He looked down into the canyons and 
couldn‟t help but be reminded of his childhood exploring the many cracks and passages 
through the rugged landscape.  

His father had taught him of the spirits that inhabited those canyons, told him 
stories of Coyote, the trickster spirit that roamed laughing across the desert plateaus. 
Coyote was famous among his people for his infuriating pranks that always resulted in 
the unfortunate target discovering a hard-learned lesson. 
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Forge smiled. He grabbed his pack and headed along the ridge towards the 
approaching agents. 

It was time for the Coyote to teach a lesson. 

* 

Earth shattered into dust as gunshots rang out. Wilson leaped back from the edge 
of the gorge and swiftly brought his twin pistols to bear on the dark shape standing atop 
one of the columns of rock within the canyon. The setting sun glowed reddish orange 
across the chasm and made it difficult to make out the newcomer.  

“You boys looking for me?” The shouted voice, along with the dull reflection of 
the dying light off metal at thigh and hand was enough for Wilson. 

His pistols cackled with glee as they pumped rounds at the offending figure. Dust 
shot into the air and their quarry scrabbled across the top of his plateau and dove 
behind the far edge. 

Garrett shoved Wilson‟s arms aside. “We‟re taking him in alive, remember?” 

Wilson stared pointedly at the assault rifle Garrett was busy slapping a clip into, 
and the cluster of grenades slung across his chest.   

“Rubber bullets.” Garrett smoothly chambered the first round. One hand touched 
the bandolier across his chest. “Gas grenades.” He glared at Wilson‟s pistols. 

Wilson sighed. He popped the clips full of hollow points from his pistols and 
slapped in his own clips of rubber bullets. 

“The chambered rounds, too,” Garrett said flatly. 

“A guy can‟t get away with anything around here,” Wilson muttered. He swiftly 
changed out the chambered rounds as well. He eyed his reloaded weapons one more 
time before slipping them back in their holsters. “It may be a bit more of a challenge, 
but I can still kill someone with rubber bullets. I‟m more than up for the challenge.” 

Garrett refused to dignify the comment with a response. 

The two agents edged slowly along the lip of the canyon, hoping for another 
glimpse of the man they were hunting.  

“There!” Garrett pointed. His enhanced senses easily picked out a moving figure as 
it leaped from one column of rock to another far across the canyon.  

“Too far to cap his butt from here,” Wilson squinted. “We‟ll have to get a little 
closer. Like Big Red. A stain of which is going to be the only thing left of him if he 
keeps pissing me off.” 

Garrett ignored his partner and trotted along the edge until he reached an 
outcropping of rock that put him in range of one of the freestanding columns. His jump 
was not one of fluidity or grace, but was made instead with mechanical precision. He 
landed squarely on the column. Wilson followed after and came down in a roll that put 
him back on his feet, dusty. 

The two agents leaped from column to outcropping to column across the width of 
the convoluted network of canyons and gorges. They cut back and forth across the 
gaps, looking for shorter jumps to bridge the distance. The sun continued to set, and as 
the last light of the day began to fade from the sky, the pillars of rock cast long shadows 
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across the gorge. Distance between the jagged ledges became ever more treacherous and 
difficult to gauge. Stone crumbled beneath their boots at each jump, and the long 
clattering fall of debris to the canyon floor below reminded them of the consequence of 
missing their footing.  

After each leap they stared at the retreating figure of Forge to gauge the direction 
of their next jump. They noted with frustration that they were drawing no nearer to 
their quarry. 

“How is he staying ahead of us?” Wilson asked. “It‟s like we‟re Wile E. Coyote and 
he‟s the Roadrunner.” 

Garrett stood still for a moment. His eyes squinted as he allowed his optical 
sensors to magnify the fading light and compensate for distance. He watched as Forge 
thrust oddly with one leg into a jump that carried him into a long high arc across a wide 
chasm. 

“He‟s using his cybernetic leg to power himself into longer jumps,” Garrett stated, 
his eyes still on the distant shape as it hopped one impossible distance after another. 

“You‟re the five billion dollar man. Can‟t you do the same thing? Beat Brer Rabbit 
over there at his own game?” Wilson squinted through the growing darkness at Forge‟s 
retreating shape. 

Garrett nodded. “I can.” He scowled at the gap between where he stood and the 
next column. “Unfortunately something seems to be interfering with my visual 
receptors. Some kind of sonic emission that‟s playing havoc with my depth perception.” 

“So what? It‟s screwing up your vertical hold? Is that it?  Is that even possible?” 

“It shouldn‟t be. You‟d have to know precisely the correct frequency.” Garret‟s 
eyes narrowed as he stared at Forge in the distance. 

“Back to the whole jumping thing, then. What‟s the verdict, bucko?” 

Garrett looked at Wilson over his shoulder “I‟d have to carry you since you 
wouldn‟t be able to keep up otherwise. At the speed we‟d have to move to catch Forge, 
the visual interference would make it very difficult to gauge distance accurately. You 
willing to risk a missed jump?” They both stared over the edge at the pitch-black floor 
of the canyon far below. 

“Right. So on to plan B.” Wilson stepped carefully back from the ledge. “Or more 
precisely, back to plan A. You still getting the signal from Cable‟s tracking device?” 

Garrett nodded. “Coming in strong, right over there.” He pointed at the horizon 
on the far side of the canyon from where they were currently situated. 

“Great. So we‟ve not only been wasting time hopping around like idiots, but we‟ve 
also gone way off course in the process. My fist is going to have a few words with 
Forge‟s face when we finally catch up to him.” 

“Forge won‟t ditch Cable.” Garrett began the slow process of carefully gauging the 
jumps back to the far side of the canyon. “We find one, we‟ll find the other.” 

* 

Cool night air drifted into the room from the open door. Wilson came in low with 
Garrett right behind him, rifle at the ready. A couple well-placed shots took down the 
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meager security measures, and after a quick sweep of the circular bay, the two men 
converged on the stasis tube in the center. 

Garrett pushed a button on the control panel and with a hiss of escaping air the 
container‟s lid released. Wilson swore under his breath, and Garrett stared stone faced 
at what lay on the flat bed of the chamber. He reached out with one hand and picked up 
a metallic cylinder with a clear plastic center. Imbedded within the plastic was Cable‟s 
tracking device. 

Garrett swiveled with startling speed and yanked his assault rifle to bear on the 
figure that stepped out onto the second level gantry. The chamber erupted in echoing 
cacophony as both he and Wilson fired at the newcomer. Their rubber bullets 
ricocheted off the plexiglass wall that sealed the second floor walkway from the rest of 
the chamber. 

“Turn yourself in, Forge,” Garrett said, his voice flat. He kept the rifle aimed 
carefully at his quarry despite the realization that the rubber rounds were ineffective at 
breaching the plexiglass. 

Forge said nothing; instead, he pulled a slim tube from his belt. He slipped the 
cover off one end to reveal a red button. Garrett noted in passing that Forge‟s 
cybernetic hand had been replaced with a standard mechanical prosthetic. His leg, too. 

“Oh, please run, Forge.” Wilson cocked his pistols eagerly. “It‟s so much fun when 
they run. Make me chase you and maybe the boss man will believe that I was in 
imminent danger and had to shoot you in self-defense. That will explain the bullet hole 
in your forehead, at least. It may be more difficult to explain all the bullets in your chest, 
and all the broken bones, but that‟s a risk I‟m willing to take. Don‟t disappoint me, 
Forge.” 

“Can‟t say it‟s good to see you both again, but I am glad you could make it.” Forge 
looked down at the two agents in the room below. “Cable‟s in bad shape and I need 
some help from Mr. Wilson to get him back on his feet. However, I don‟t really have 
any use for Mr. Garrett and I‟m afraid he‟ll just be in the way.” Forge held the tube 
steady in the metal prongs of his prosthetic hand. He moved his thumb towards the 
button on its end. 

“I‟m shielded from EM pulses,” Garrett said. 

Forge smiled. “Excellent thinking, Agent. However, unfortunately for you, by 
analyzing your schematics I was able to come up with an enhanced EM pulse which 
would bypass your shielding.” 

“That information is beyond your clearance level. Not even the techs who work on 
me get to see those plans,” Garrett growled. “You‟re bluffing.” 

Forge tapped a finger against his temple. “Had any vision problems lately? Would I 
have been able to synchronize that signal just right if I didn‟t know the exact details of 
how your optics work?” 

Garrett‟s eyes widened. 

Forge‟s thumb pressed the button on the tube in his mechanical hand. 

Electric blue light radiated in a blinding wave from the tracking device bomb 
cylinder Garrett had found on in the stasis chamber. For a fraction of a second, the 
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cyborg could feel the electromagnetic wave searing through his circuitry, disrupting the 
power flow to his limbs and deadening the complex circuitry upon which he relied. His 
vision cut out to one white pixel on a field of black as he crashed to the floor, inert. 

Wilson peeked up from where he‟d dodged to the floor. He took note of Garrett‟s 
motionless form near the stasis chamber, then he glanced up in time to see Forge 
disappear down a side corridor on the second floor. 

He once again swapped out the ammo in his pistols, replacing the non-lethal 
rounds with the hollow points he preferred. Moving over to Garrett, he lifted the 
assault rifle off the still form and searched Garrett for the clip of regular ammo Wilson 
knew he would be carrying. After switching out the ammo, he aimed the weapon at the 
glass wall surrounding the second floor gantry. The staccato noise of the firing assault 
rifle was deafening in the small chamber. The shattering of glass immediately followed. 
Wilson winced as he was bathed in cascading glass.  

He swiftly dumped the assault rifle. In one smooth action, Wilson jumped atop the 
stasis chamber and leaped for the edge of the now-accessible gantry. He swung up onto 
the second floor landing. A second later he was through the door after Forge. 

The agent crouched low as he entered the large warehouse on the far side of the 
passage.  Just ahead, a metal staircase led down to the cluttered floor where a path 
meandered through a vast array of buzzing machines, dusty crates and tanks of various 
gases. Two operating tables, both tilted up at a 45-degree angle, occupied the clearing in 
the center of the room. Only one was occupied. 

Wilson looked carefully at the charred body of Cable where it lay firmly strapped 
onto the first table. The left half of his body, the side replaced fully by cybernetics, 
seemed in good repair. It was the right side of his body that required several tubes and 
monitoring devices to maintain the charred flesh. Satisfied the cyborg was no threat, 
Wilson scanned across the rest of the cluttered space. 

There was a rustling movement and his pistols flared to life to find the source. The 
rounds ricocheted off various pieces of equipment, but he heard no telltale yells of pain. 

“Thanks for neutralizing my partner back there,” Wilson called out as he eased 
slowly along the small elevated platform towards the stairs. His pistols‟ focus roamed 
across the main area as if possessed of their own primitive intelligence, dedicated to 
seeking out movement and answering it with force.  

“Probably not a wise idea on your part as he had this silly notion of bringing you 
back to Fury intact.” Wilson slunk down the stairs as he talked. “Me, I look forward to 
violating your body with high velocity rounds. Sure, Fury will be pissed, but enh. 
Permission and forgiveness and all that.” 

A thump of boots on concrete and a rustle of movement were greeted by another 
volley of bullets. The rounds collided with a wooden crate, sending splinters spinning 
through the air. Wilson smiled beneath his mask. He had narrowed down Forge‟s 
position, so he moved confidently towards his quarry. 

“Better stop shooting.” Forge‟s voice came from behind the stack of crates. 
“There are several tanks of rather combustible gases throughout this warehouse, and 
one stray bullet will blow both of us straight to the Maker.” 
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Wilson paused in his pursuit, kept his pistols aimed carefully at Forge‟s hiding 
place. 

“Of course,” Forge continued, “you don‟t have to believe me. But can you afford 
not to?” 

The agent swore and slid his pistols back into their holsters. “Don‟t think this gets 
you off the hook, Forge.” Wilson began circling around his opponent‟s position. “My 
fists have a date with your face and they don‟t intent to be stood up.” 

Forge burst from his cover and ran for the tray of tools set out next to Cable‟s 
gurney. Wilson spared a moment to glance at where Forge was headed, and he noticed a 
pistol among the surgical implements on the counter. Wilson jumped atop the crates 
and hurled himself through the air at Forge. His arms wrapped about the other man‟s 
legs as Forge reached out for the counter. As both men toppled to the floor, Forge‟s 
pronged mechanical hand collided with the lip of the table. Scalpels, wrenches and less 
identifiable tools clattered to the ground, along with the slim gun. 

Wilson yanked back on Forge‟s legs and managed to pull him just out of reach of 
the pistol‟s grip. There was a ripping noise as Forge‟s left leg came free in his grasp. 
Tossing the prosthetic aside, he clamped down on Forge‟s good leg. 

Forge clawed at the concrete floor with his pronged hand and stretched in vain for 
the pistol that lay mere inches from his fingertips. He could feel Wilson pulling him 
away and knew he was lost. 

He blinked in surprise as the pistol skidded to his hand. He twisted onto his back 
as Wilson hauled him closer; with a fierce squeeze on the trigger, he pumped the pistol‟s 
payload directly into Wilson‟s neck. 

The agent cried out and fell back. His he clapped his hand to his neck, and yanked 
out the feathered dart.  

“You‟re not going to live long to regret that, Forge,” Wilson seethed. He lurched 
towards the other man, who had begun to sit up. One fist knocked the dart gun away 
while the other fist smashed into Forge‟s jaw and knocked him back to the floor.  

“What kind of stupid name is „Forge‟ anyway?” Wilson rained blows down at his 
victim, who tried in vain to ward them off with his arms. The Native American wheezed 
in pain as the air was pummeled from his lungs.  

Wilson pulled himself off the other man and got to his feet. “Your real name is 
probably some stupid tribal Indian BS, like „Runs-With-Scissors‟ or „Fights-Like-Girl,‟ 
right?” His foot lashed out and bashed Forge‟s ribs; something snapped. 

Wilson struck again and again, an unfamiliar sensation burning through his veins. 
He glowered down at the man he continued to beat mercilessly as he snarled in rage. 
Yes. Rage. That was it. He reveled in the berserk anger that fueled his violence. 

A shredding noise brought him to an abrupt halt. His eyes widened, and he cried 
out in pain as muscle writhed beneath the tatters of his skin. Flesh bulged and swelled, 
the tissue slithering in response to Wilson‟s adrenaline fueled assault. 

The agent collapsed to the floor in spasms of agony as the flesh began to swallow 
his form. 

“What—what have you done to me?” Wilson gurgled. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Forge shuddered in pain as he eased himself onto his hand and knee. “The dart.” 
He winced as a cracked rib jabbed against a lung. “A chemical to incite rage. Rage 
induces the healing factor. You…” He pulled on Cable‟s gurney and managed to lurch 
to a standing position. “You must have the antidote or you‟ll be overwhelmed and die.” 

Wilson screamed. His scream pierced Forge‟s soul, but he steeled himself against 
it, forced himself to watch the other man as he convulsed across the floor. 

“Give—anti—dote—” Wilson spluttered. 

“Not until you make me a deal.”  Forge wobbled unsteadily as he crouched for the 
implements scattered across the concrete. His hand found the syringe he wanted and he 
silently offered thanks to the Maker that it was still in one piece. “Surrender and allow 
me to take the healing cells I need from you in order to restore Cable. In return, I will 
give you the antidote and restore you to your normal condition. If you do not resist or 
take any action against me, once I have what I need I will release you back to the 
Project. Do we have a deal?” 

“Y—yess—” Wilson stammered. 

Forge slid the syringe into Wilson‟s wriggling flesh. A moment later the agent‟s 
convulsing eased off somewhat.  

“I‟ve slowed down the process,” Forge informed Wilson, “but if you don‟t receive 
the counter agent in the next two or three hours, you will still be killed by excess tissue 
growth. Stick to our bargain, and you‟ll get the injection in plenty of time. Do we 
understand each other?” 

Wilson nodded. At Forge‟s direction, he slowly pushed himself to his feet. The 
excess tissue continued to twist and expand beneath the twin layers of his natural skin 
and the artificial one provided by his suit. His motions were spasmodic and jerky as he 
clambered up onto the empty surgical table next to the one that held Cable. 

Forge latched restraints on Wilson‟s twitching limbs, and pulled over a second tray 
of surgical tools. He selected an implement, and set to work. “In case you‟d like to 
know what I‟m doing to you, I plan on using your healing factor to allow Cable‟s flesh 
side to rebuild itself.” 

With practiced ease, Forge elevated and tilted Wilson‟s platform. He slid needles 
connected to tubes into the agent‟s neck and limbs. “I know what you‟re thinking and 
you‟re wrong.” Forge talked as he worked. “This process won‟t have the same effect on 
Cable as the healing factor has on you. I am not trying to permanently imbue Cable with 
a healing factor of his own, I am merely using the overabundance of healing cells in 
your body to re-grow Cable‟s destroyed flesh.” 

Forge moved to check the machines hooked up to Cable, and he was startled to 
see a small gleam of light in his partner‟s cybernetic left eye. Forge looked down at the 
dart gun he‟d slipped into his belt, thought of how it had so suddenly been in his grasp. 
He shook his head to clear his thoughts, and he focused on the task at hand. 

He continued to talk, using the sound of his own voice to ignore the throbbing 
pain in his chest and face. “The first thing your healing factor does is generate a large 
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quantity of undifferentiated cells. These cells travel to locations that the body perceives 
to be damaged, and the new cells then differentiate into whatever kind of tissue is 
needed to repair the damage.”  

Forge glanced at Wilson, whose body continued to shift and twist of its own 
accord. “This process happens much faster for you than normal tissue growth would.”  

He winced as his broken rib continued to poke painfully at his lung. After a 
momentary pause, he continued his preparations. “I‟m basically siphoning off some of 
your excess cells. This machine,” he tapped the device which was now pulling fluid 
through the tubes attached to Wilson‟s body, “will virally encode the undifferentiated 
cells with Cable‟s gene sequences. They will then pass into the damaged portions of 
Cable‟s body.” Forge gestured at similar tubes attached to Cable‟s blackened flesh. 
“There they will differentiate and serve to regenerate the tissue Nathan has lost. I‟ll only 
siphon enough cells to complete the healing process, and in that way I‟ll avoid the 
excess production of tissue.”  

Forge returned to Wilson‟s side to verify everything was still connected properly. 
“Your part of this process should only take a couple hours. That should give me all the 
cells I need to repair the damage. Once that is done, I will administer the counteragent. 
In another twelve hours you should be free of me.” 

* 

Wilson moaned painfully as he pulled himself to a sitting position. Glancing 
around, he saw that the cot he‟d been left on to recuperate had been set up in an out-of-
the-way storage room. In the opposite corner, he noted the inert bulk of Garrett‟s 
cybernetic body laid out on the floor. He eased himself slowly to his feet. His muscles 
continued to spasm occasionally, causing him to jerk and twist as he walked across the 
room to the door. 

“Give me a minute and I‟ll get that open.” 

Wilson turned and saw Garrett looking up at him from the floor. 

“Nice of you to join me, tin can.” Wilson moved over beside Garrett‟s immobile 
form. 

Garrett scowled silently for another moment as he worked to regain control of his 
functions. “The pulse fried my primary circuitry. Had to repair and reroute through 
backup systems.” He glanced up at the steel door. “I‟ll have control of my limbs in a 
moment, and I should be able to circumvent the security on that door.” 

“Wouldn‟t happen to have anything explosive on you by chance?” Wilson sat back 
down on his cot to wait. 

Garrett‟s eyebrows twitched. “All my supplies have been confiscated. Why?” 

“Oh, I thought I‟d leave Forge a going away present on our way out.” He glanced 
down at his partner. “Purely as a distraction, of course. Wouldn‟t dream of killing him. 
By the book, that‟s me. Yep.” 

Garrett‟s limbs began to flex slowly in their sockets. “Base of my neck. There‟s a 
small charge. Won‟t do much, though.” 
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“Enough for what I need.” Wilson moved over to examine the back of Garrett‟s 
skull. “If Forge got a look at your schematics, wouldn‟t he have thought to remove it 
already?” 

The cyborg‟s head moved slightly side to side. “It‟s not in the schematics. They put 
it in after the SI mission, after Stark rebuilt me. A precaution.” 

“Paranoid bastards,” Wilson muttered as he pried a small panel off the back of his 
partner‟s neck. “Yeah. That should do it.” His fingers reached into the tiny 
compartment and withdrew a small black circle. Wilson paused as he began to pull off 
the connecting wires. 

“This thing won‟t blow if I pull it out, will it?” he asked nervously. 

“No. It‟s not that complex. It‟s actually meant for me to use in the event I am 
captured by enemy forces.” 

“You think you can remote detonate this thing?” Wilson asked. Garrett nodded in 
response. 

Wilson yanked the cords from the charge and nodded approvingly as he examined 
his prize. “Yep, this should do nicely. Slap this puppy on those flammable tanks in the 
warehouse, and blammo! Instant fireball.” 

He glanced down at his partner, who began to lurch clumsily to his feet. “What say 
we get outta here? I think I saw a motor pool just outside the warehouse.” 

Garrett nodded and moved towards the door, flexing his stiff arms. 

* 

Forge winced as he pulled the support brace tight around his ribs. It wouldn‟t hold 
forever, but it was enough to prevent further damage to his internal organs from his 
broken rib. In addition to the brace, he‟d reattached his cybernetic limbs and applied 
first aid to his various bruises and contusions. He glanced in the small mirror that had 
been packed away in the large stash of medical supplies he‟d confiscated from the 
Project. Not his finest moment.  

Ka-chunk. 

Forge frowned at the noise that thudded through the command center. He stashed 
the mirror with the medical supplies and moved to where Cable lay atop a reinforced 
stretcher. Checking the attached monitor, he reassured himself that all the man‟s vitals 
were in the green. “You doing okay, Nate?”  

Cable rolled his head to the side. Both eyes, cybernetic and flesh, looked at Forge. 
An oxygen mask was still taped across his nose and mouth, so rather than attempting to 
speak he simply nodded. Pink skin tensed as he winced, the new flesh still extremely 
tender. He then turned his head slightly to glance at the door to the command center. 

Forge turned to follow his gaze and frowned. Leaving his patient, he tugged on the 
door handle. The thick metal bulkhead was sealed tight. 

He moved swiftly to the security console across the room and swore. The row of 
monitors, which normally displayed images from security cameras throughout the base, 
instead flickered with static. 
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Cable reached up and pulled the clear mask from his face. “What‟s happening?” 
His voice rasped from his dry throat. 

 “Our guests must be making a break for it.” Forge shook his head. “I should have 
killed them.” He sounded unconvinced. 

His fingers danced across the keyboard. As data spooled onto the main display, 
Forge‟s scowl deepened. “Curse that man,” Forge swore. “What did he do to my 
system? Getting past the door override is taking too long. I‟ll have to try the cameras 
instead.” 

Soon, the monitors began to stutter back to life. Forge stared intently at each 
monitor as it came online. His eyebrows rose as he caught movement in the last display. 
He watched as two shapes clambered into the hummer parked in the motor pool. 

“Garrett‟s back online.” Forge talked as much to calm his own nerves as to keep 
his partner updated. “Didn‟t expect that. It does explain the door lock, though. He must 
have hacked in manually.”  

Forge‟s fingers continued their work on the keyboard. The camera panned with the 
vehicle as it pulled out of the motor pool, and picked up the parting obscene salute of 
the driver quite clearly.  

Forge snorted and shook his head.  

His chuckle abruptly died as he glanced at the next monitor over. Directing his 
attention to the view of the warehouse, he zoomed the camera towards the central 
support pillar. The gas cylinders from around the room had been gathered together 
around the base of the pillar. Attached to one cylinder was a small matte black disk with 
a blinking red light on its side. 

Forge couldn‟t hear the explosion through the thick concrete walls, but the entire 
complex shuddered and groaned as the central support column blasted apart. 

Alarms erupted to life as metal blast doors slammed into place throughout the 
base; it rocked on its foundation. 

The lights died, and Forge found himself sitting in darkness listening to the walls 
around him creak under the pressure. The dull glow of Cable‟s cybereye was the only 
illumination in the small chamber for several moments until finally the emergency 
lighting snapped on. 

 The facility gradually settled into silence. 

* 

 Wilson and Garrett watched the cloud of dust from the back of their stolen 
hummer.  From the opposite direction, several black specks were gradually growing 
larger as they approached their position. 

“Well, they wanted us to mark our location, right?” Wilson glanced at his partner, 
who scowled back at him. 

“I don‟t think that‟s exactly what they had in mind.” 

The two watched the column of smoke for a few minutes in silence. 

“Fury is not going to be happy,” Garrett muttered. 
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“You can tell him it was my idea.” Wilson smiled at his handiwork from beneath 
his mask. 

“It was your idea.” Garrett glared at him. 

“Oh yeah.” Wilson‟s smile faded. “You think they could have gotten away?” 

Garrett shook his head. “Not likely. The whole place went into lockdown. There‟s 
no way for them to get out on their own. They are stuck in there until our forces dig 
them out.” 

“There you have it. They‟re still alive and pinned down with nowhere to go,” 
Wilson said approvingly. “Mission accomplished, and a job well done.” 

Garrett turned to look at the other man. “Do you realize how long it‟s going to 
take to drill through all that rock? Do you have any idea what kind of publicity this will 
draw if it is discovered, how much money it will cost?” 

Another moment passed as the agents turned their attention back to the 
approaching helicopters. 

“Fury‟s gonna be pissed.” Wilson sighed. 

* 

 The twin beams of the emergency lamps cast more shadow than light into the 
cramped control room.  

Forge held a pen light in his mouth as he worked at rewiring the computer 
console. Finally, he crawled out from beneath the tangle of wires and smiled as the 
system finally rebooted. With a tingle of static, the monitors gradually returned to life. 

Forge swore. 

 “Now what?” Cable croaked behind him. 

 “Total lockdown,” Forge replied. “This facility was designed to be a bomb shelter 
in the event of an attack, nuclear or otherwise. It immediately seals itself off if there is 
any threat to its integrity.” 

 “Any way out?” 

 Forge shook his head. “Not with the resources on hand. The installation is 
completely self sufficient, so it is able to entirely seal itself from the outside world. We‟d 
have to drill through multiple layers of steel and concrete to breach the exterior walls.” 
His metal fist clanged futilely against the sealed door to the command center. “It seems 
we can‟t even get out of this room.” 

Both men were silent for a moment, fully aware of the inevitability of the arrival of 
Project forces. 

“Weapons?” Cable broke the silence. 

Forge sighed. “Maybe, but they won‟t do us any good. Are you ready to fight the 
entire military might Extechops can bring to bear?” He shook his head. “The best we 
can do is hold them off for a while, but they‟ll take us down eventually.” 

A muffled crack and a swift breeze punctuated his statement. A whiff of acrid 
brimstone burned in his nose as black smoke hazed the beams of light from the 
emergency fixture. 
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Forge immediately grabbed the pistol at his waist and whirled around in time to see 
the blue fuzzy man drop by Cable‟s gurney. 

“I wouldn‟t, Herr Forge,” Trespasser smiled. “It looks like you‟re in a tight spot. 
You may just need my help after all.” 

Forge kept the gun leveled at the odd man. “I‟m listening.” 

“Even now Project forces are landing outside. Ground forces with the right 
equipment to peel this base‟s defenses like a tin can are sure to follow.” Trespasser‟s 
smile broadened. “Perhaps, given the circumstances, my arrival was fortuitous for both 
of us. The offer still stands. My employers would very much like to make use of your 
services.” 

Forge glared at the dark man for a moment. Finally, he thrust his pistol back in its 
holster. “If you can get us out of here, you have yourself a deal.” 

He was rewarded with another brilliant white smile. “Excellent.” Trespasser 
glanced down at Cable. “Can he walk?” 

“No,” Forge shook his head. 

“Yes,” Cable said simultaneously. 

Forge gritted his teeth as Cable slowly pushed himself to a sitting position on the 
gurney.  

The dark man glanced at a device strapped to his wrist. “I believe our ride has 
arrived. Shall we?” 

A moment later the small room was empty except for the thick stench of 
brimstone. 

* 

Forge watched from behind a low ridge. Cable lay stoically waiting as Forge‟s gaze 
swept the plateau beyond. Three sleek black helicopters bristling with weaponry had set 
down on the wide flat area, their crews clambering down the far side of the plateau. 

The Native American watched as the cockpit of the nearest craft filled abruptly 
with black smoke. He squinted against the bright sunlight, but all he saw was a brief 
shuffle of movement through the glass. A moment later, the rotors began to slowly spin 
as the helicopter‟s engine hummed to life. 

“That‟s the sign.” Forge tapped Cable‟s metallic shoulder. “Let‟s move.” 

Cable‟s face tightened in a grimace as he pushed himself off the ground with his 
mechanical arm. He slowly got to his feet and lurched after Forge across the plateau 
towards the helicopter. The rotor blades blurred to full speed as they approached. The 
side door slid open before them, and inside they could see the blue man strapped into 
the cockpit. The two men clambered inside and slammed the bay door shut behind 
them. 

Dust whirled about the craft as it lifted off the plateau.  Trespasser deftly 
maneuvered the craft in an arc so it faced the two remaining grounded choppers. With 
the push of a button, twin missiles launched from weapon pods to either side of the 
escaping gunship. Crewmen on the ground below leaped away from the two remaining 
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helicopters as the missiles detonated, igniting the stores of ammunition piled aboard the 
two craft. 

Satisfied that the only chance of pursuit had been reduced to flaming wreckage, 
Trespasser turned the chopper and gunned the vehicle towards the horizon. 

“You sure you know how to fly this thing?” Forge shouted above the roar of the 
engine. 

Trespasser grinned. “Do not worry. I have had much practice in stealing Project 
helicopters.” 

Forge nodded, then sat back and tried not to think about what he‟d just gotten 
himself into. 
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Patriots and Thieves 
 

April 15, 2002 

 “I hate flyin,” the short hairy man muttered as he stared through the small porthole 
at the clouds far below. “Leastaways in this flyin can I can smoke.” He tugged out a 
cigar, bit off the end, and fished his lighter out of his pocket. “You ever been to Russia, 
Stark?” he asked around the bobbling cigar as he cupped his hand over the flame and lit 
up. 

 “A few times,” the man in the complicated metal chair shrugged. “Business.” He 
tapped a few buttons and checked the readings on the screen he faced. 

 “How‟s the diagnostic?” Logan asked. 

 “Good as can be expected,” Stark said. His normally slick hair was dull, his face 
lined with weariness and pain. He seemed older than his years, and his shoulders were 
not as straight as they had been. 

 The door at the front of the compartment opened; a slender and attractive woman 
stepped in. “Well, gentlemen, we have two hours before we touch down. Let‟s go over 
it again, then I promise to leave you alone.” 

 “Go on,” Stark said, his voice odd as he adjusted a setting. His eyes were a bit 
glazed. 

 She looked at him for a long moment. “Right,” she said, shaking her head to clear 
it. “Okay. We‟re headed to Kirov, where you purchased the nuclear power plant 
formerly owned by the state but now available for privatization. We should land about 
two in the afternoon local time. Your emissary, Tam Lawson, has arranged for a 
meeting where you can get acquainted with the sellers and sign some paperwork. We 
plan to meet them at four, then have dinner, socialize, and sleep it off in the hotel. Next 
morning you take a tour of the facility at eight, and we‟re airborne headed home 
departing at noon.” She sighed and tugged her glasses off. “And I wish you‟d land this 
bird, refuel, and head home right now.” 

 “You already briefed us on the danger, I am aware and I have taken precautions,” 
Stark said. 

 “I am still concerned, and about more than the threat of the mob.” Her eyes settled 
on him directly. 

 He met her eyes, more alert. “Thank you,” he said. She was dismissed. She gritted 
her teeth for just a moment, then nodded to him and returned to the cockpit. 

 “Be right back,” Logan muttered, and he followed her. 

 Stark sighed, looked at the screens, and tweaked a few more settings. 

* 

 Logan made sure the door was shut. “Don‟t let him get to you, he‟s just crazy and 
maybe a little suicidal,” Logan said with his best grin. 
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 “Who says he‟s getting to me?” Potts snapped. 

 “Have it yer way,” Logan shrugged. 

 She sighed. “He won‟t hear any more of the threat, so you‟ve got to listen.” 

 “I‟m all ears,” he said, settling down on the bench seat behind the pilot. She sat 
next to him, very close, her eyes earnest. 

 “Wilson Fisk, of Fisk Enterprises, was behind some local guerrillas that attacked 
and bombed a plant in Brazil. I also have reason to believe he‟s behind the class action 
suit in Canada, and if our reports hold true to form he‟s working something malicious 
out in the Congo, where we have a significant coal operation. Fisk is trying to move in 
on Stark International, and I am worried about Russia. With the number of gun slinging 
mobsters in Russia after the fall of Communism, it would be easy for Fisk to arrange for 
an attack that couldn‟t be traced back to him. Why won‟t Stark listen to me? If Fisk is 
going to take a shot at him, there‟s no better place than Kirov.” 

 Logan patted her hand awkwardly. “Don‟t worry about it any more,” he said. 
“Stark didn‟t bring me along for my acute business sense. I‟ll take care of him.” 

 “Yeah?” she shot back. “Who will take care of you?” 

 “Stark,” Logan said, his tone final. “He has so far. Don’t worry. It’s beyond 

worry now anyway. Trust me to take care of him. For better or for worse, we’ll get 

through this.” 
 “Good luck, hotshot,” she said, her tone subdued. 

 He grinned as he rose to his feet. “I‟m all about luck.” He winked at her, and 
headed back into Stark‟s compartment. 

 “So whaddya know?” Logan said, walking up to Stark‟s array. 

 “So far so good,” Stark said in a strained voice. “This girdle accomplishes same 
thing traction does. If all goes well, I‟ll heal this broken spine with just minor nerve 
damage.” 

 Logan looked at the blinking screens with their readouts and their outpouring of 
data. “I can‟t make any sense of all that,” he said, gesturing, “but wouldn‟t you be better 
off taking six months off to heal up right?” 

 “Logan?” Stark said. 

 “Yeah boss.” 

 “Didn‟t ask for your opinion. Don‟t care for it,” he said lightly. “Please sit down 
and shut up.” 

 Logan squinted at him. “Not sure why I bother talking to you,” he said, and he sat 
down and took a deep drag on his cigar. He just couldn‟t let it go. “You want to die, 
Stark?” he asked. “That what this is all about?” 

 Stark tapped a command into his keyboard, then turned the chair. “Maybe you 
weren‟t listening.” 

 “You gonna fire me?” Logan said with a lopsided grin. “Sure as hell can‟t kick my 
ass. Why didn‟t you bring the armor, Stark? You know this is gonna get dicey.” 

 “You forget yourself. As my employee—” 
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 “No no no,” Logan said with a gesture. “You aint pullin rank on me. You hired me 
to help you, and I mean to. But I‟m not gonna sit still while you spank me with your 
ego. Now I asked you a question. You want to die?” 

 Stark stared at him for a long moment. “I was hasty to hire you,” he said finally. “I 
see that now. And to answer your forward and inappropriate question, I honestly don‟t 
know. We are going to Kirov,” he said, turning his chair back around, “to let Fate do 
what Fate does whether we like it or not.” 

 Logan had more to say, but he bit it back and chewed his cigar instead. 

* 

  “Cripes,” Logan muttered. “Wind‟s still got teeth in April.” 

 Stark, Logan, and Potts headed across the thin crust of snow on the airfield 
towards the small knot of men in dark coats that waited for them by the fence. 

 “Did they give you trouble at customs?” asked a thin man with large spectacles and 
a tight mouth. 

 “No,” Stark smiled, smooth as silk. “A glance at our bags was sufficient. Did you 
expect trouble?” 

 The thin man hesitated, then tried to smile. “No, no, of course not. Welcome to 
Kirov, Mr. Stark.” 

 “Thank you, Mr. Lawson,” Stark said. “Let‟s get out of this wind.” 

 “Of course,” Mr. Lawson nodded. “I‟ve been here long enough to forget how 
shocking it is. What, springtime in the States?” 

 “Yes,” Stark said shortly. They split up, piling into three cars. The caravan wound 
its way through the cramped streets toward the grim face of the hotel. 

 Lawson turned from where he sat in the front seat, and he smiled at Logan and 
Stark. “We‟ll go ahead and check you in, get your luggage arranged, then we‟ll go to the 
restaurant. Okay?” 

 “Fine,” Stark said, his eyes unfocused. Logan‟s expression darkened, and he looked 
out at the run-down city. “They got real small cars here,” he muttered to himself. 
Lawson suppressed a smile. 

 A short time later they pulled up in front of a restaurant and piled out. They were 
immediately seated. The air was hazy with smoke, and voices were low and hushed 
through the restaurant. 

 “Nice eatery,” Logan said, looking around. He spotted another well-dressed group 
entering the restaurant. 

 “Ah, Mr. Krymanski,” Lawson said, moving to greet the newcomers. “Glad you 
could make it.” 

 “Yes, we speak English tonight,” the thin man said. He peered at the Americans 
from under bushy eyebrows. A nasty scar marked the side of his face. He sat at the 
table, and his people sat as well. Fourteen were now gathered at the long table. 

 “You understand, Mister Stark, that privatization is a new idea for us even after all 
these years,” the tall man said in his slow, heavily marked speech. He seemed to taste 
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the words, roll them in his mouth before reluctantly releasing them. “The idea of 
turning a source of State power over to an American company is unsettling.” 

 Stark smiled. “My company is not American, Mr. Krymanski,” he said. “It‟s 
international. I don‟t let patriotism get in the way of good business.” 

 “Mm, those are reassuring words,” Mr. Krymanski said. “We‟ll see how it plays out. 
What caught your interest in the Kirov plant?” 

 “Public service,” Stark shrugged. “Your plant was due for an overhaul five years 
ago, and you‟re red-lining safety limits in multiple areas. You can‟t afford to repair it, 
and the people shouldn‟t have to go without power. If the plant melts down, well,” he 
said, his smile dangerously wide, “the world can‟t afford another Chernobyl.” 

 “And, of course, profit,” Krymanski said, his eyes gleaming. 

 “I don‟t see the necessity of dividing the two motives,” Stark replied, meeting his 
gaze. “If it‟s good for you and it‟s good for me, then why bicker over the details?” 

 “I wish you the best of luck,” Krymanski said. “The very best.” 

 They got down to brass tacks. 

* 

 “Nasty cold broccoli soup,” Logan grumbled. “That coffee had motor oil in it, I 
swear. Those stupid itty bitty cups they serve it in—“ 

 Stark sighed. “Logan? At least until we get back to the hotel?” 

 Logan lapsed into silence and watched the streets roll by outside the window. 

 Stark breathed deep and ran his hands through his shimmering hair. “Back to the 
hotel, then tomorrow tour the facility, then back to the States. So far so good.” 

 Logan played with his lighter. 

 A few minutes later, they rolled down a ramp to the hotel‟s parking garage. Logan‟s 
eyes narrowed. 

 Stark gasped as Logan‟s hard hand snatched his coat and tugged him; Logan was 
tumbling out of the car! Stark breathed out as he hit the pavement and rolled— 

 tunk Hwissss 

 The car suddenly lit up, an explosion tearing it to pieces and scattering flame and 
shrapnel over Logan as he dove to cover Stark. The shock wave shoved him over, still 
gripping Stark, and Logan rolled to his feet. In his grip, Stark was amazed at the small 
man‟s raw strength as Logan slung him up and around behind a pillar. 

 “Light anti-tank weapon,” Logan muttered to Stark. “How exceedin unkind. Stay 
put.” He bounded into the shadows, leaving Stark behind the pillar. Stark looked 
around his cover to see the flaming wreckage of the car; he had never learned the 
driver‟s name. For a moment, he was grateful that Potts and Lawson were wrapping up 
the details with Krymanski, and not burning corpses in the destroyed car. 

 Stark heard a clatter as the empty missile tube was tossed aside. Someone was 
coming from the bottom of the ramp, from the lower level. His would-be assassin. 
Tremendous time for Logan to leave. He moved around the pillar to face the incoming 
attacker. 
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 The man walking towards him was over six feet tall, built like a weight lifter under 
his parka and snow pants. A ski mask hid his features. In his hands he held an AK-47. 
He chambered a round with a single slick movement and brought the weapon to bear 
while striding towards Stark. 

 Stark spun back around the pillar as the assault rifle opened up, chopping chunks 
of aged concrete off and snapping against rebar, chipping Stark‟s cover away as the 
shooter inexorably approached. 

 Snikt. 

 The rifle abruptly stopped with a screech of violated metal as it was sheared in two. 
Stark stepped around the other side of the pillar to watch. 

 Logan‟s claws slid back up into his arms. “Look, Ruskie, I don‟t want to kill you. 
Who do you work for?” 

 The big man lunged at him, but Logan twirled out of the way and smashed a punch 
into the side of his head. The man clanged against the wall and shoved away from it. 
Logan shook his fist. 

 “Oh, we got body armor. Neat,” he said, grinning. “Let‟s dance.” His razor-sharp 
claws distended. 

 The big man hopped to the side and lashed out, but Logan ducked and angled his 
claws to catch his attacker‟s wrist and forearm. The large man grunted, a peculiar 
metallicized sound, and jerked away. The parka hung from that arm in shreds, and 
Logan narrowed his eyes. 

 “Hey,” he said. 

 The huge man‟s backhand caught him in that distracted moment; with a loud clang, 
the metallic hand caught Logan‟s metallic skull and flung him back, sailing through the 
air with the trajectory of a missile. Logan smacked into the concrete wall, crushing a 
crater in it but rebounding with the force of the blow. He thudded to the ground in a 
shower of concrete chunks, unable to gasp, deeply disoriented. 

 “Flamin… robot…” he gasped, blood freely flowing from his face. 

 His attacker slowly turned to face Stark, who looked him over fearlessly. Their eyes 
met. 

 “You don‟t want to kill me,” Stark said confidently, quietly, almost hypnotically. “If 
you did you would have by now.” 

 For a moment, there was uncertainty in the posture of his attacker. Stark smiled 
and closed in. 

 “We all have problems, friend. Maybe I can help you with yours.” He fished out a 
cigarette and took his eyes from his assailant to light it. His hands did not shake. He 
squinted at the motionless Russian. “You‟re no robot. What‟s your name?” 

 Logan managed to regain his feet, and he walked a weaving path back towards his 
employer. 

 “Come on,” Stark said, soothing. “Let‟s go to my room and talk about this.” 

 “I… have failed,” the huge man said, his voice an echoing metallic whisper. 
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 “Not yet,” Stark disagreed. “You could still kill me. Let‟s go talk this through.” 

 “What?” Logan winced. “You gonna parlay voo after he plays handball with my 
skull? Stark, I got this.” He squared off. 

 “Stand down, Logan,” Stark said. “I want to hear what our friend here has to say.” 

 Logan stared at him, speechless, then at the towering assailant who stood 
unmoving before Stark. He shrugged. “Yer the boss,” he muttered. 

 The three of them moved towards the elevator. 

* 

 In a flurry of activity, Logan locked the doors, shuttered the windows, and placed 
the scrambler on the table. He turned the scrambler on to fry any electronic listening 
devices or cameras. Stark seated himself in one of the comfortable chairs, Logan stood 
beside him, and the hulking attacker sat on the couch. 

 “This is… most confusing,” the big Russian said, his strange voice echoing itself 
slightly. He slowly pulled the ski mask off and looked at them, taking in their reaction. 

 Logan gasped, his eyes wide; Stark just nodded. “Tell us your story,” he said. 

 The young man sighed, a metallic whistle, and looked at the floor. His face was a 
perfectly lifelike steel mask, as mobile as flesh, and his hair seemed to be a solid mass of 
black steel. He did not blink, and his eyes had no pupils or irises; the young man 
appeared to be made of steel. 

 “It no longer matters,” he said, “even now it is too late for any of us to escape. 
What is the danger, then, of me revealing myself to you? My name is Piotr Nikolaevitch 
Rasputin. I came here to kill you to protect my country.” 

 “Melodramatic cuss, aint he,” Logan muttered. “What kinda armor is that?” 

 “It is my flesh, disrespectful oaf,” Rasputin said. 

 “Former KGB?” asked Stark. 

 “Yes,” Rasputin said, bowing his head. “Yes. Formerly.” 

 “So you are forced to do this deed because you‟re infected with Tymaz Nine, 
right?” Stark smiled. 

 Speechless, the man of steel stared at Stark, his mouth hanging open. Logan noted 
his teeth and tongue were steel too. 

 “How… What…” 

 “What if I told you I had the countermeasure for Tymaz Nine?” Stark said. 

 “Do you have it… here?” Rasputin asked. “Where you could reach it in less than 
thirteen hours?” 

 “I don‟t make it a practice to carry any with me,” Stark said slowly. He looked at 
his bodyguard. “Logan?” 

 Logan stood with his mouth shut in a firm line, his arms crossed over his chest, not 
saying a word. 

 “Logan?” 
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 “Maybe I got some, maybe I don’t. I got some luggage on the plane. If I got 

some, it’s there.” He looked away. “You can fly home in thirteen hours and get yer 

own.” 
 “But we cannot leave yet,” Rasputin said earnestly. “It is not possible. Disaster 
looms, and of all the world perhaps only we three have the power to try to stop it.” 

 “Can‟t take much more a this,” Logan gritted out. 

 “Why the thirteen hour deadline?” Stark asked. 

 “After thirteen hours I will no longer be able to hold my metallic form,” Rasputin 
said. “I will become flesh once again, and when that happens, Tymaz Nine will grip my 
lungs and my heart, and squeeze the life from me. This was my chance to redeem 
myself.” 

 “Whose idea was it to kill me?” Stark asked absently. 

 Rasputin hesitated. “Mine,” he said. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 “Really?” Stark blinked, raising his eyebrow as a smile threatened. 

 “Yes,” Rasputin nodded. “My employer agreed with me that killing you would send 
the message we need to send without harming the motherland. However, should I 
fail… He will continue on with the original plan. To demonstrate to the West that they 
are not welcome here. To show America that it is too dangerous for them to interfere. 
To block our country from all those who would take advantage of Russia‟s temporary 
weakness.” 

 “Spit it out already,” Logan growled. “What‟s the original plan?” 

 Rasputin stared at him. It was unsettling; Logan knew Rasputin was looking him in 
the eye, but the Russian‟s eye had no pupil, no iris; it was smooth as steel. 

 “The original plan,” he said slowly, “was to turn your new power plant into a 
bomb.” 

 There was a moment of silence. 

 “When?” Stark asked. 

 “Tomorrow during the morning shift sometime,” Rasputin replied. “They may 
move up the timeline, for by now they know I have failed.” His voice quivered. 

 “Criminitly,” Logan muttered. “At least you picked the right people to fail on. We 
can stop this plot. We have to. You in?” 

 “Of course, comrade,” Rasputin said earnestly. “I must atone for my part in this 
evil. The lives of thousands of innocents are at stake!” 

 “We gotta stop this, right Stark?” 

 Stark looked up at him, distracted. “Hm? Yes, of course we do, Logan. How far is 
the plant from here?” 

 “About ten klicks,” the Russian said. “An easy jog.” 

 “We‟ll be taking a car,” Stark murmured. “Who are we up against?” 
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 “That is another story.” Rasputin took a long, whistling, metallic breath. “The one 
who leads them, who can give me the countermeasure for my… condition… his name 
is Dimitri Bukharin. He is a bad man. When he was in the KGB, he used the power of 
the State to further his own ends. Now that the state is weak, he is using his power over 
those too weak to protect themselves. He has built himself a small army, funded by the 
misery of the masses. He is scum, comrades, and dangerous. He will lead a small army 
to destroy this plant by whatever means necessary.” 

 “What was their original timeline?” Stark asked. 

 Rasputin looked him square in the eye. “Dawn.” 

 Stark glanced at his watch. “Okay. You‟re the native, how much time does that give 
us?” 

 “About seven hours,” Rasputin said. 

 “Right,” Stark nodded. “Rasputin, get out there and round us up some plainclothes; 
I think we‟ll be conspicuous wearing this.” 

 “I think you‟ll be conspicuous wearing almost anything,” Rasputin said doubtfully. 

 “Then your task is difficult but rewarding. We don‟t have a lot of time.” The 
Russian nodded, stood, and headed for the door. He glanced both ways before strolling 
into the hallway, hood on his parka up, steel glinting under the fringe. 

 “Wanted to ditch him so I could follow him to his contacts, right?” Logan said 
with a grin. 

 “Not at all,” Stark replied. “Get back to the plane. If you have some Tymaz Nine 
countermeasure, get it.  If not, we‟ll just have to wrap this up and get back to the States 
as fast as we can.” 

 “You trust the Ruskie?” Logan asked, squinting at Stark. 

 “I don‟t think it matters if we trust him or not,” Stark said. “This will play out the 
way it was meant to. The only thing we can do is try to stop that plant from going up.” 

 “Can‟t let you go, Stark,” Logan said, shaking his head. “Without your armor, you‟d 
be in unacceptable danger. Fer cryin out loud, it‟s gonna be three against a small army 
out there, and all it takes is one ricochet and you‟re Stark Soup.” 

 “Listen,” Stark said through his teeth. “I‟m tired of your constant bickering. I am in 
control here. This is my plant they‟re trying to blow up, Logan. While I‟m here to say 
something about it, those filthy thugs are not going to turn my property into a weapon. 
You got that? You hear that through your metal skull? Now go to the airplane and get 
the drug.” His eyes were cold. 

 “What about Potts and Lawson and your people?” 

 “Lawson‟s on his own; he‟s lived this long,” Stark said. “Potts, though. I‟ll check on 
her while you‟re at the plane.” 

 Logan stared at him for a few seconds. “I hope,” he said slowly, “you enjoyed me 
workin for you. It seems I was too hasty when I signed on.” 

 “You still here?” Stark asked in a soft, lethal voice. 

 Logan left. 
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* 

 Stark was sitting in the darkened room when Rasputin nudged the door open and 
peered inside. Stark snapped on the desk lamp next to his chair. “Come in,” he said. 
“Shut the door.” 

 Rasputin walked in, tossing the armload of coveralls and boots on the bed. “I 
found what I could. I hope this will work.” 

 “You do realize Logan believes you will betray us when it comes down to it,” Stark 
said. 

 Rasputin froze. “What do you think?” 

 Stark shrugged. “Whether you know it or not, this Bukharin fellow probably 
intended to get you close to us all along. You‟re an archetype playing true to form, and 
that‟s too easy to be real.” 

 “What do you plan to do?” Rasputin asked, squaring off with him. 

 Stark sighed. “I need your help, Rasputin. Logan‟s good, but I think this is beyond 
him. No matter where your loyalties lie, I don‟t believe you‟d be willing to nuke and 
irradiate a large section of Russia to prop up a madman.” 

 Logan scowled through the peephole. He could waltz into that plant, nail the 
mobsters, and waltz out. This was definitely his speed. Stark just didn‟t know what he 
had going for him. Logan glanced over at the unconscious man slumped on the desk, 
then returned his eye to the peephole. He was looking out of the bottom of the picture 
frame through a peephole that anyone without hyper senses would have missed. Logan 
glanced at his watch to see where he was in his fictional trip to the airplane. Hmph. On 
his way back. He returned his attention to the hole. 

 “No,” Rasputin said slowly. “No, I wouldn‟t detonate the nuclear plant. No matter 
the cost.” He gestured helplessly. “Men like Bukharin… they frustrate me. He could be 
great. He could be an advocate for the people, to do so much good. But instead, he 
commands his army and crushes his enemies and ruins the lives of the poor who are 
just struggling to survive, to feed their families. What could make a man do that?” 

 “Greed,” Stark said simply. “What did you do for the KGB?” 

 Rasputin straightened. “I was a bodyguard,” he said stiffly. “I stood by important 
personages of the state, and if someone tried to assassinate them I shielded them with 
my body.” 

 “You‟re a long way from home,” Stark said. “So to speak.” 

 “My home… I have no home. Not anymore. Just a country,” Rasputin said slowly, 
a tremendous sorrow behind his voice. He turned away. 

 Logan rolled his eyes, then stepped out the secret door into the back of the closet 
in the suite next door, then to the hall and around the corner to the door. He opened it 
and stepped in. 

 “Did you find the countermeasure?” Stark asked. 

 “Nope,” Logan said. “Forgot to bring it.” 

 Stark was silent a moment. “Not like you, Logan,” he said. 
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 “Maybe you don‟t know me as well as you think you do,” Logan retorted, his voice 
tight. “How is Potts?” 

 “Fine,” Stark gestured. “Lawson heard about the attack and took her to a safehouse 
they‟ve built here as per standard operating procedures with Stark International. They 
should be fine.” 

 “How do you know Lawson heard about the attack? Did you talk to him on the 
phone?” 

 “I checked with the restaurant,” Stark said coolly. “They said that Lawson and 
Potts left together about half an hour after the attack.” 

 “Somebody spoke English?” Logan pressed. 

 Stark narrowed his eyes. “Don‟t grill me, Logan. I said it‟s fine. It‟s fine. We have 
other concerns.” 

 “I managed to get us a car,” Rasputin said. “You two can drive close to the plant, 
leave the car and approach on foot.” 

 “And you?” Logan asked. 

 “I will jog the distance; it is a faster way to go and I do not tire.” 

 “Not a chance, bright eyes,” Logan said, shaking his head. “You‟re with us.” 

 Rasputin looked at Stark, who nodded. “We stick together,” Stark said. “Otherwise 
this gets tactically complicated. Let‟s get moving.” He stood, facing the other two. 

 “Yer gonna need a gun,” Logan said. 

 “No,” Stark replied. “I don‟t intend to kill anyone. I‟m going to take care of the 
bomb. I have extensive knowledge of detonation devices, electronics, and traps. Unless 
one of you is similarly qualified?” 

 A moment of silence. 

 “Let‟s get moving,” Stark said. 

* 

 The truck rumbled along the empty road as the first hints of dawn colored the dark 
skyline to the east. 

 Logan shifted gears. “Didja notice bright eyes got us a different vehicle when he 
had to come?” he muttered. 

 “Sure did, Logan,” Stark murmured, looking out the window. “Do you think 
Rasputin would have fit in that sub-compact? Logan, you need to get past your 
suspicions.” 

 “Hey, one of us should be suspicious,” Logan snapped, and his mouth shut. 

 “There,” Stark said, pointing at the dim lights some distance away. “That‟s the 
plant.” 

 Logan drove the truck off the side of the road and parked it in some brush. It was 
conspicuous, but not the first abandoned vehicle on this stretch. He hopped out as 
Rasputin hit the ground with a thud. 
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 Stark yawned, a jawcracker. 

 “You gonna be okay?” Logan asked as he walked around the front of the truck. 

 Stark waved him away and popped pills into his mouth. He swallowed. “Jet lag,” he 
muttered. “Been going nonstop for over twelve hours now since touchdown.” 

 “So what‟s the plan, chief?” Logan asked, his eyes hard. 

 “Simple is best,” Stark replied. “Rasputin, go in and get their attention, try to 
single-handedly stop this. Meanwhile, Logan and I will infiltrate and get to the bomb. If 
this Bukharin fellow has any brains, he‟ll set explosives by the reactor core, to keep the 
graphite cooling rods from entering the reaction chamber so it melts down. He could 
either sabotage the controls or blow the room up. So I‟ll head there. Draw their fire, 
Rasputin.” 

 “That I am qualified to do,” Rasputin agreed. They headed for the facility, still 

almost two klicks away. They did not speak as they trudged through the cold pre-

dawn, they simply endured. Finally they could see the fence and the buildings in 

greater detail. 
 Stark and Logan moved around to the side, headed for the coolant towers. 
Rasputin knelt and waited, giving them a head start. 

 Logan looked over his shoulder at the kneeling giant, narrowed his eyes, and hoped 
Rasputin was just giving them a head start. 

* 

 Rasputin peered through the fence. Perimeter guards at ten meters, armed with 
assault rifles. Such puny weapons could not harm him. Snipers in the towers; those 
bullets could sting, but he would survive their hits. Bazookas, one on either side of the 
road approach. Sensible. There, on the walkway— 

 His eyes narrowed. Bukharin was supervising personally. And he expected trouble. 

 On the walkway, a man in brilliant red armor stood with his fists on his hips. He 
wore prototype armor developed in the darkest years before the fall, armor technology 
developed in case the Cold War heated up. With a rush of adrenaline, Rasputin realized 
the armor was staring at him too. 

 The armor leaped from the walkway and fired a backpack jet, guided by boot jets, 
that carried him over Rasputin.  

 “Hello,” came the mocking voice in Russian. “Seems you‟ve failed, Little Brother. 
Have you come to stop the plan?” 

 Rasputin tucked his head down and sprinted for the fence, followed by haunting 
laughter. Bullets rang off Rasputin‟s armor flesh as he charged into and through the 
fence; these men were worse than animals. He did not spare them. 

 He slapped one, killing him instantly, and he tore a fence pole up and hurled it 
through the sniper in the tower. Tearing loose a section of fence, he swung it like a net; 
it did not slow down much as it lashed across the row of soldiers shooting from 
beneath the walkway. They spun away, most of them no longer able to scream. 

 He nimbly ran to the side, launched off a tower support, and crashed with his body 
into the emplacement of one of the bazooka gunners; the concrete alcove collapsed 
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with a disturbing crunch. Tearing loose a chunk of concrete, he threw it through the slit 
in the other alcove, nailing the other bazooka gunner with a single hit. The other 
soldiers pulled back. 

 Rasputin faced the armor. 

 A mechanical filtered chuckle drifted from the armor as it hovered on medium 
burn, ten meters above the ground. “And here I thought you were a patriot,” the armor 
said. 

 “Speak not to me of patriotism, butcher!” bellowed the steel man as he dug in and 
ripped loose a slab of concrete. 

 A compact minigun snapped out of a compartment on the armor‟s forearm, and 
caseless explosive rounds tore into Rasputin; he staggered, and shifted the slab to cover 
him from the withering hail of fire; the slab cracked, then shattered as he sprinted away. 

 Bukharin laughed, and burned through the air after him. 

* 

 The soldier raced down the stairs, speaking excitedly in Russian. Stark and Logan 
exchanged a glance, and Logan shrugged. 

 “Wait here,” he whispered. “You sure this is the coolant control?” 

 Stark nodded. Logan stole around the corner, moving low and silent. Stark listened. 
The soldiers were having a heated discussion; an argument about what to do next. 

 It abruptly stopped. Low voices, full of suspicion. Then the door opened, and a 
spine-chilling growl rolled through, and there were sounds of combat; a few guns fired 
wildly, Stark heard the meaty smack of fist into flesh, and in five seconds the fight was 
over. He peeked around the corner, looking into the dark room. 

 Logan snapped the light on. “They don‟t do so good in the dark,” he said. 

 Stark saw thick red blood oozing off his fist. He raised his eyebrow. 

 “Fittin reward for the one who kindly showed me where the bomb trigger is,” 
Logan said, expressionless. He held up a box that looked like it belonged to a remote 
control car. “Git in here so we can shut the damned door.” 

 Stark walked in and saw four soldiers sprawled in various positions. Two were 
bleeding; one was on the floor on the other side of the room, nearly sheared in half. His 
blood had sprayed over a device about a meter on each side; a pile of C4 with a 
detonator that was steadily clicking away. 

 “Do your thing,” Logan said, nodding at it. 

 They faintly heard the scream of a minigun outside. 

 “Logan,” Stark said slowly, “maybe you better check on Rasputin.” 

 “I‟m on it,” Logan said. “You got enough firepower around here to knock down 
lotsa Commies, Stark.” He kicked an assault rifle across the floor, watching it slide to a 
stop by Stark‟s foot. “Don‟t get shot.” He turned, passed through the door, and silently 
vanished down the hall. 
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 Stark closed and locked the door, picking up an assault rifle on his way back to the 
bomb. He squatted down, looked it over, pulled out a kerchief and smeared some blood 
off. He recognized the detonator type. 

 The bisected Russian had a tool kit by his body. Stark snapped the kit open. Time 
to get to work. 

 Hardly breathing, Stark teased the housing off. There, the timer. Five minutes forty 
seconds. 

 It was timed to blow with the soldiers still on site. 

 Stark‟s smile was grim. No wonder the counter wasn‟t visible from the outside. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Rasputin lay with his back to the wall, his vast chest heaving as he gasped for 
breath. He glanced down at the shining puckers in his steel hide where the bullets 
slammed him, and he wondered if he would live long enough to see those transformed 
into shallow cuts on his flesh. 

 The crimson armor that pursued him shut down one minigun, retracting it. 
Bukharin blasted around to hover near Rasputin once again, a mere ten meters away. 
Crossing its arms over its chest, the armor looked very satisfied. 

 “I will beat you, Bukharin,” Rasputin shouted hoarsely, the metallic tang in his 
voice resonating. 

 “Hah,” replied the armor. “You cannot fly, tin man.” 

 Moving as fast as he could, Rasputin spun hurling a chunk of the wall at the armor. 
The armor blasted to the side, then hung in the air on low burn. Far away, the hurled 
chunk hit the pavement. 

 “Is that the best you can do?” 

 “I will do better,” Rasputin said, rising. “I will defeat you.” 

 The shoulder plates of the armor popped up, revealing mini-missiles. Some 
launched, with a sharp snap and hiss, tearing towards the steel man. Rasputin leaped, 
and one hit where he had been, one slammed his calf, one plowed into his hip. He 
screamed as he was thrown through the air, smashing into the wall of the office wing. 

 Rasputin rolled through the hole he made and dropped flat. “Come and get me, 
Bukharin!” he shouted. 

 “Ah ah, no, I will not,” chuckled the armor. “I prefer to stay out here, where I can 
fly. I, of all people, know what you can do with those metal fists of yours, Rasputin. 
Besides, in five minutes this whole place,” he said gesturing widely and looking around, 
“will be a crater. The timer cannot be stopped. Of us all, only I have the speed to reach 
safe distance in time and the protection if I don‟t quite make it. So you have one minute 
to stop me or I escape and you die. I like those odds. Even if you escaped, you have 
only a few hours before you die anyway.” 

 “Sounds t‟me,” growled a voice by Rasputin‟s ear, “like you need somethin ta 
throw.” 
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* 

 The nest of wires was exposed, and Stark coolly picked through them. There, the 
ground. There, the trigger. There, the decoy. But the reflex array would trigger the 
bomb if the current dropped. He nodded to himself. Not a bad bomb, but even an 
amateur like himself could defeat it. He snipped the wire, not even holding his breath. 

 He heard a click, then a whir. He smiled broadly. Then the bomb beeped.  

 Reluctantly tipping the top of the bomb case back, he saw an auxiliary digital timer. 
Twenty eight seconds. Twenty seven. Twenty six. 

 For a moment, just a moment, Stark felt paralyzed. The stakes had never been 
higher. Not only his life, but thousands of others would be forfeit if he failed now. 

Only a genius could figure out this device and disarm it in twenty five seconds. 

 The question hit him like a faceful of cold water: “Do I want to live?” he 
whispered. “Enough… to fight for it?” 

 The number counting down was hypnotic; so peaceful, and there were worse ways 
to die. 

* 

 Bukharin glanced at his suit timer. Another forty seconds to enjoy taunting the 
dead, then he really must be streaking off. He checked his power levels. Running 
smoothly. He had restrained himself from donning the armor for far too long. He 
smiled. 

 Like a diver cutting through the surface of a pool, a man streaked out of a window 
in the office wing, slicing through the air at incredible speed right towards the armor. 
Too startled to fire, Bukharin tilted his jets to fling his armor out of the way, but the 
man was moving like he had been shot out of a cannon, too fast! At the last moment, 
the armor tilted out of his reach— 

 Snikt— 

 Bukharin let out a hoarse bellow as pain sheared through his leg, pain worse than 
bullet wounds. The flying man had ejected claws from his hand and rammed them 
through Bukharin‟s retreating ankle! 

 The claws managed to change the direction of the flying man‟s momentum, 
slinging him around to clang to a halt gripping Bukharin‟s belt from behind, right under 
the backpack jet. He swung precariously around to the side of the armor as Bukharin 
fired his afterburners; Logan got out of the way of the exhaust. 

He popped claws from his other hand and rammed them into the side of 
Bukharin‟s knee; the claws punched all the way through the armor, the leg within, and 
the armor on the other side. Bukharin nearly fainted from the raw agony; the world was 
spinning and for a moment his gyroscopics lost track of “up”. 

 His assailant said something uncouth in English. Then the claws tore free, and as 
Bukharin wobbled without one stabilizing boot jet and with an additional weight (so 
heavy, for such a small man) too late he realized what the clawed missile was doing. 

 He understood right before the claws punched through his jet pack. 

 Locked together, they sailed down and rammed into the earth. 
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 Jarred and a bit dizzy, Bukharin pushed himself up. The small man had survived 
the fall and he was… jumping back? 

 Heavy footfalls. 

 Bukharin struggled to rise before it was too late. 

 Before Rasputin reached him. 

* 

 Stark touched something primal inside; something that had been lulled to sleep by 
the power, the wealth, the detachment. Something in him suddenly blazed; something in 
him desperately wanted to live. 

 He bent to his work, focused, and time slipped away; his mind applied itself to the 
electronics as it had not been applied to anything in too long. Seconds slipped away as 
his deft fingers and his deft mind tugged at the deadly puzzle. He uncovered the pulse 
center; jury rigged the processor, autokinetic feedback switch, timer mesh recalibrated, 
bought himself another ten seconds, but that‟s it; then the heart of the weapon. 

 He held his breath and clipped the wires. 

* 

 “Butcher!” roared Rasputin. Bukharin popped out his other minigun, the one with 
the armor piercing rounds made just for the steel man. Raised the gun. 

 “Aint sportin,” came a voice from the side, and those horrific claws caught the gun 
in an uppercut. There was no time for revenge; Bukharin leaped to the side to try to 
break up Rasputin‟s momentum. 

 Didn‟t make much difference. 

 The vast steel fist crashed into the armor with such fury sparks flew, and Bukharin 
found himself airborne again, however briefly. He was conscious enough to wish he had 
not hit a wall. 

 Rasputin leaped, and Bukharin registered his movement too late: 

 The steel man tucked into a cannonball in mid-air and smashed all his weight and 
velocity into the red armor. Both of them went through the concrete and rebar wall into 
the offices. 

 Logan peered after them with academic interest, then pulled out a cigar and lit it 
up. Clanging and banging sounds like a blacksmith gone mad came from the dark hole, 
and grunted Russian words Logan didn‟t want translated. Then all was silent. 

 Rasputin stumbled out of the hole, red paint scraped on some lacerations on his 
metal form. “Did Stark succeed?” he asked intently. 

 Logan glanced at his watch. “We‟ll know in two minutes,” he said. He took a long 
pull on his cigar. “Let‟s go find him.” 

* 

 Logan knocked on the door. “It‟s me, Logan. You okay, Stark?” 

 Stark opened the door. “Gentlemen,” he said, his face haggard. 

 “You beat the bomb?” Logan asked. 
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 Stark nodded. “I sure did,” he replied. 

 Logan looked deep into his eyes for a moment and sniffed. A smile played across 
his features. “Good for you,” he said. He jerked his thumb backwards. “Rasputin 
schooled the Crimson Comrade there—“ 

 “Do not joke,” echoed Rasputin‟s voice from behind him. “His was a sacred trust, 
to protect our leaders from traitorous cowards, and to make life better for the people 
who supported those who led us. Bukharin perverted that trust into greed and madness, 
bent on getting revenge and power instead of protecting the weak. He is no comrade of 
mine.” 

 “Anyway, we won,” Logan said wearily. 

 “You coming with us, Rasputin?” asked Stark. 

 The big steel man sighed. “I do not know. I cannot stay here, for my life is forfeit if 
I remain after the events of this day. But where else to go, what else to do?” 

 “Tell you what,” Stark said. “You come with me, a contractor for international 
relations. Sound good?”  

 “If I live,” Rasputin said softly. “If I live.” 

 “Come on,” Logan muttered. “Let‟s get to the plane and find out where Potts is 
holed up.” 

 Scant minutes later, their borrowed military truck pulled out and they left the oddly 
silent plant. 

* 

 Stark pulled the truck up by a grim-faced man. Several armed guards stood around 
Stark‟s plane on the tarmac. “What‟s going on here, Green?” he asked. 

 “Hello, Mister Stark,” Green replied. “We‟re just looking after the plane. We 
chased off the mobsters that tried to sabotage it, and Ms. Potts is safely aboard.” 

 “What about Lawson?” 

 “He‟s fine, in the safehouse. As per standing orders,” the man said. Stark nodded. 
He got out of the truck and headed for the plane, Logan and Rasputin with him. The 
gangplank lowered, and Potts ran down to greet them. 

 “Stark! Are you okay?” she asked. 

 “I tolja I‟d take care a him,” Logan said. 

 “I‟m fine,” Stark said, looking sideways at Logan. “Really… I‟m fine.” He looked 
into her eyes, and she raised her eyebrows. 

 But there was no time for talk. They piled onto the jet, and it taxied for takeoff. 

 The four of them moved to the back and strapped in, Logan sniffing and glancing 
around. 

 “Is everything alright?” Stark asked him. 

 “Yeah,” Logan said. “Just checking.” 

 Then they were airborne. 
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 Below them, the countryside slipped away. 

 “Are you… hurt?” Potts asked Rasputin. She looked over the slashes and dents in 
his steel form. 

 He shifted uncomfortably. “I will be, when I return to flesh,” he said.  

 “I like the sound of that,” she muttered under her breath, eyeing his huge chest and 
massy arms as he freed himself from the seat buckles. 

 “Lucky for you,” Stark said, “this craft is equipped with considerable medical 
facilities. Let‟s get you hooked up to the diagnostics and so on.” He pointed Rasputin to 
the back as he unstrapped himself. 

 “I can do that,” Ms. Potts said quickly, slipping free of the straps. 

 “Go ahead,” Stark nodded. “Logan, I need to have a word with you.” 

 For a long moment they sat facing each other, saying nothing. 

 “Logan,” Stark said, “I‟d like to convince you to stay in my employ.” 

 Logan sighed. “Flattered but regretful, Stark.” 

 “Come on,” Stark murmured with a small smile. “Everyone has a price. Besides, 
where will you go?” 

 “That‟s it,” Logan snarled, his voice gutteral, his eyes narrowing. “You think 
everything is a commodity. I will not be bought and sold. I am not your property. The 
very idea that you think I am means I gotta leave what was a sweet setup once. Damn 
you, Stark, and no thanks.” 

 “You don‟t have to make up your mind right away,” Stark said quietly. “I did some 
thinking on this trip, Logan. About what you said. You‟re right, you know.” 

 Logan watched him, his face still set and cold. 

 Stark drew in a deep breath and leaned back. “I‟ve spent so many years creating the 
opinions that surrounded me that I don‟t know what to do with one that doesn‟t back 
down. The reflex is to get rid of it. By pushing away everything that is uncomfortable I 
have created a life that lost my interest.” He gazed into Logan‟s eyes. 

 “I will never, ever,” Logan said slowly, “understand rich people.” 

 “It‟s the challenge,” Stark said softly. “My company, my technology, my body, even 
my thoughts have been shaped by my will, a long time ago. Now,” he said, looking 
down at himself, “now for the first time in years I find all that challenged, and I think 
something in me has forgotten how to fight. And you,” he said, a small smile tugging at 
his face, “you remind me. In the days to come, I‟m going to need that. It won‟t be easy 
for me, Logan, remembering what it was like when I made what I now enjoy.” 

 “But if you aint livin yer dyin,” Logan said. He was quiet a moment. “Looks like 
you lived through this one.” 

 “The Fates spoke,” Stark said, his voice barely audible. “Maybe now I understand 
why I‟m here.” 

 Logan looked deep into his eyes, wary, looking for something. 

 He found it. 
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 Shrugged. 

 Logan leaned back, let out a breath, stretched his neck. “I‟ll take a vacation. Think 
it over. Out at the cabin.” 

 “Thank you,” Stark said. “And now that we‟re reasonably confident that Piotr 
Rasputin is not in league with the forces of evil, can I borrow some of the Tymaz Nine 
countermeasure?” He grinned. 

 Logan chuckled, reached into a pocket, and pulled out an battered Altoids tin. 
“Don‟t eat it all in one place,” he said tossing it to Stark. “Damn I must be predictable.” 

 “I‟m afraid so,” Stark said. “I knew you‟d save my life, bring the one thing I forgot, 
and tangle with the Russian mob and former KGB to save the day.” 

 Logan shrugged. “What the hell. Long as I get to toss you out of moving cars and 
knock in walls with my skull, I‟m happy. Doesn‟t take much.” 

 Stark smiled as he levered himself out of his seat. He walked over to the cabinet, 
moving like an old man. He pulled out a bottle of champagne, two fluted goblets, and a 
couple fine cigars. A few seconds later, Logan and Stark raised their glasses. 

 “To the simple things,” Stark said. 

 Logan nodded. “To the simple things.” 

 The toast slid down easy. 
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Forget Me Not 
 

April 20, 2002 

 John Simons heard himself softly groan a long second before he realized his eyes 
were shut. He felt like he was spinning, far away from place and time. Gathering 
himself, he exerted his will to force open his eyelids. He was partially successful with 
one eye, but his sight was too blurry to make anything out. He lapsed into a shallow 
unconsciousness once again. 

 “Sounds like he‟s waking up, Agent Creed,” said one of the security officers. 

 “So?” Creed grunted. “Let „im. He still won‟t remember a damn thing after we give 
„im the second shot.” The huge man was hunched over, peering intently into the 
security display, his wild yellow hair dragged back into a ponytail and tied in place. He 
rested his massy arms on the console and grinned to himself. “Yer good, babe,” he said 
to the figure on the screen. 

 “Where… where am I?” managed the man shackled to the chair behind the security 
officer and the giant man. 

 “Shut it,” Creed said, “I‟m watchin tv.” 

 Simons managed to force his eyes open. He saw the back of a security guard and 
the back of a hulking mass of man, both intently watching a security camera‟s feed. In 
the picture; he squinted. Was that… there, a dapper man in a dark suit with steely gray 
hair, flanked by two men in suits— 

 “Geraint?” he said. “But I‟m…” He looked closer. “That‟s me!” 

 “Great, genius boy, yer up ta speed,” Creed drawled. “Now shaddap.” 

* 

 “Thank you for agreeing to meet with me,” Geraint said in his smooth voice. He 
sat down at the table opposite the square jawed man with an eyepatch. 

 “I trust you don‟t plan to waste my time,” the grizzled man growled. “Spring a trap 
and you‟ll be down before you know you started something.” 

 “I admit it is unusual for me to contact you,” Geraint said. “However, in light of 
the recent hostilities against my Institute I felt something must be done.” He glanced at 
the two soldiers that stood behind the man with the eyepatch. Six in the room, as 
agreed. “I would rather be on your side, Fury.” 

 “What recent hostilities?” Fury asked. 

 Geraint sighed. “We have psionics, as you well know,” he said. “Agent Forge was 
very skilled in circumventing the technological security of our facility, but we have… 
ways of scanning the minds of everyone on the premises.” 

 “That comes as a bit of a surprise,” Fury said. His voice did not overflow with 
delight. 
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 Geraint shrugged. “Look at the situation from our perspective. The Project is 
willing and able to execute a hostile takeover of our technologies. To do so puts the top 
management in a, shall we say, expendable position. I don‟t want to turn everything 
over to you, but I don‟t want to get killed either. So I offer you a gift.” 

 “A gift,” Fury said, his voice flat. 

 “A gift,” Geraint repeated. “Appeasement. One difficulty you have had in 
attempting to infiltrate our operations is that you have no psychers of your own, 
correct?” 

 Fury said nothing. 

 “What I mean to do,” Geraint continued, leaning forward, his eyes bright, “is to 
offer you one. We have a psion we have been training since she was ten years old,” he 
continued, leaning back. “She has been on more missions than I can count. She is an 
undetectable infiltrator of the highest order, and she has been invaluable to our 
operation in the past.” 

 “So why give her up?” Fury growled. 

 Geraint sighed. “She feels her childhood was stolen, and she blames the Institute 
for the difficulty she has in the real world because of her training. So what to do? We 
can‟t just release her to the general public. That would be inhumane for a number of 
reasons. Instead, we‟ll give her to you. While her attitude needs work, her skills are 
unmatched. Perhaps she will find a place in the world working with you instead of 
working with us. It‟s a chance to start over for her, and a way for us to make peace with 
you.” 

 “How does she feel about this?” Fury asked. “Sounds like you‟re trying to offload 
your troubled teen with a charity, which we most certainly are not. „Sides, seems a bit 
fishy you‟d give us one of your operatives who was, uh, disgruntled. Isn‟t that dangerous 
for you?” 

 “We know her,” Geraint said simply. “She has worked with us. Everything she 
knows we taught her. Besides, if we let her go she has no further reason to seek 
revenge.” 

 “Hm,” Fury said, crossing his arms, narrowing his eye, thinking it through. “The 
words „Trojan horse‟ come to mind.” 

 Their eyes met for a long moment. A slight smile creased Geraint‟s face. “We can 
keep her. That‟s fine. After all, I‟m sure you have other ways of getting a psycher. Lots 
of money for research flowing into the psionic studies of the Project, aren‟t there.” 

 “Maybe there are,” Fury said, his eye narrowing.  

 Geraint stood. “I‟m sorry we have nothing further to offer each other,” he said, his 
voice somber. “Thank you for your time.” 

 “If you double cross us,” Fury said, his voice quiet, “the ones who come after I‟m 
gone will hunt you to the ends of the earth.” 

 “I can‟t double cross you if we have no deal,” Geraint pointed out politely. 

 “Show me the file,” Fury said. 
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 Geraint shook his head. “There is no file. This was a top secret agent. She has a 
first name designate and a last name designate. No record is kept of her missions. There 
is a priority code attached to information she put into the system. Before we made the 
final decision to turn her over I ran a search, since I am the only one with clearance to 
tag that information. There were reams of deal-making and deal-breaking information. 
In her eight years with us she has been used to identify potential psychics, infiltrate 
installations and mind scan important rivals, lead teams of trackers to locate and 
neutralize dissidents, and to translate when necessary. Hundreds of missions. Hundreds. 
She has paid her own way and then some. Out of respect for her wishes, we‟re letting 
her go. To you.” 

 “How old is she?” Fury asked, squinting at Geraint. Geraint‟s smile was ghostly 
faint. 

 “Eighteen.” 

 Silence filled the room. 

 Fury sighed and pulled a cigar out of his coat pocket. “Let me see her,” he said. 

 Geraint glanced over his shoulder. “Kurts, Simons, go get her.” 

 The two men in suits nodded and left the hotel room, heading down the hallway 
toward the elevator. The van was in the parking lot. 

* 

 “Who… what…” managed Simons, tensing and relaxing, trying to work his 
handcuffs clear. 

 “One more peep and I‟ll gut you from crotch to chin and leave you for hotel 
security to mop up,” Creed said absently. Simons shut up, staring in unabashed wonder 
at himself, copied in detail, down to his mannerisms. He saw himself and Kurts open 
the back of the van and motion to the girl within, ushering her inside the hotel and 
using the back elevator, according to plan. 

* 

 “Here,” said Geraint. “Here she is.” 

 Fury looked at the young woman standing before him. She wasn‟t tall or short, but 
she was quite shapely and her hair was bright crimson red. It was in a tight braid that 
kept it all out of the way behind her. Her eyes watched him, her brilliant emerald eyes. 
She wore a tasteful suit. 

 “I‟m Director Nick Fury,” said the man with the eyepatch. 

 The girl looked at Geraint, who nodded with a benevolent smile She turned her 
unwavering gaze back to Fury. 

 “I‟m Rachel,” she said. 

 “I hear you want to join us,” Fury noted. 

 Her gaze intensified. “You are my way out.” 

 “This isn‟t a gypsy horse trick is it?” Fury asked Geraint. 

 Geraint pursed his lips. “What is with you and horses?” he asked. “I think I‟ve 
made it clear she won‟t run back to us.” 
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 “But that doesn‟t mean she won‟t run, does it,” Fury mused, looking her over. 

 “I won‟t run,” Rachel said softly. 

 There was a long moment of silence. 

 “Do we have a deal?” Geraint asked quietly, the delicacy of the moment almost 
painful. 

 Fury‟s face hardened as he saw the silent plea in the teenager‟s eyes. He snapped 
the cigar‟s end off with his cutter, then took his time lighting it up. He looked back at 
Geraint, took a puff of the cigar, and sighed. 

 “You got a deal,” he growled around the cigar. “We‟ll leave you alone.” 

 “A gentleman‟s agreement,” Geraint smiled, extending his hand. Fury stood 
immobile, his hands clenched into fists and stuck on his hips. 

 “Take my word,” he said. 

 Geraint‟s smile broadened a little. “A pleasure doing business with you, Fury,” he 
said. 

 Fury nodded, and Geraint left with his two bodyguards. 

 Geraint took the stairs, not in any particular hurry. They reached the lobby.  

 “Excuse me a moment,” Geraint said. He strolled into the men‟s rest room. The 
two guards looked at each other, then Simons sighed. 

 “I gotta go too,” he said, and he headed in. 

 Kurts shook his head, then took a few steps away in the lobby so as not to stand 
guard over the restroom. 

 A few minutes later Geraint returned. “Well, let‟s go,” he said to Kurts. He glanced 
around. “Where‟s Simons?” 

 Kurts frowned. “He went in the bathroom,” he said. 

 Geraint blinked. “He wasn‟t there when I left.” 

 “Let‟s go check the car,” Kurts growled. “Maybe he went on out.” 

 “Maybe,” Geraint said doubtfully. 

 They reached the car and saw Simons sitting at the wheel blinking. 

 “Hey, why‟d you give me the slip back there,” growled Kurts. 

 “What?” said Simons. 

 Geraint‟s eyes narrowed. “What‟s the last thing you remember?” he said. 

 “Er,” Simons said, blinking, “well, we pulled into the lot…” 

 Geraint looked up at the hotel and shook his head. He shrugged. “Well, they‟re 
smooth, I‟ll give them that,” he said. 

 They drove to the airport. 

 Fury watched the car drive out of the parking lot, then turned to Simons. “Good 
job. I wasn‟t sure if you‟d been successful, it was such a good job,” he said. Simons 
smiled at him. “Lose the suit, it‟s not your best look,” Fury added. 
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 Simons blurred, then settled into the form of a cute blonde with short hair. She 
smiled at Fury, her eyes blue, then aqua, then green, then hazel. Her teeth were perfect. 

 “Amazing,” Fury muttered, shaking his head. The door opened, and Creed strolled 
in. 

 “Hotel was cooperative,” he said with a grin. “Simons woke up, but the stuff we 
gave him should scramble his memories too much for him to be sure what happened. 
Doesn‟t matter anyway, they‟ll figure it out.” 

 “Are we still here?” the cute blonde asked, raising her eyebrow. 

 “Naw,” Fury said. “We left about five minutes ago. Extraction team took Rachel 
back to base, and we‟ll catch up with them before you know it. Got the chopper 
prepped.” 

 They left the room just the way they found it. 

* 

 “Duluth, Minnesota,” Creed muttered as he eyed the city that was starting to light 
up as the sun went down. He shook his head. “Project sure knows how to hide.” 

 Then they set down on the roof of a two story warehouse. They went inside and 
took the elevator down about forty floors, stepping out into the box of the Extechop 
fortress‟s entry room. Miniguns mounted on swivels trained on them, and cameras 
watched them as they moved out of the elevator. 

 “Fury, Creed, Mystique, do the damn scan already,” growled Fury. 

 The walls hummed, then the heavy bulkhead ground open. The trio proceeded into 
the hallway, glancing in the window slits at the heavily armed soldiers that waited inside 
in case something came down the elevator that the guns and poison gas didn‟t stop. 

 “Agent Mystique,” Fury said as he strode down the hall. “Got a new job for you. 
Figure this Rachel out for me. Tell me what makes her tick, what kind of danger she 
could pose to us, how we could use her. Take her under your wing. See what we‟ve 
got.” They reached the end of the hallway and stood in the airlock while it cycled, air 
hissing out and hissing in at the same time. Creed sniffed absentmindedly as he always 
did during this process, wrinkling his nose in distaste. 

 “I‟ll do it,” Mystique said shortly. 

 “I hate this new base,” Creed grumbled. “We need something a little more open 
air.” 

 “Era of satellites, Creed,” Fury muttered. “I know the next four complaints that are 
gonna come out of your face, so spare us the noise and yourself the breath.” 

 Creed shut up, face knotted in a scowl. “Any orders for me, sir?” he asked. 

 Fury glanced at him. “For the moment, just maintain your readiness and assist 
Mystique in any way she asks you to. Read a book,” Fury said with a grim smile. 
“Improve your mind.” 

 Creed narrowed his eyes at Fury. Then the airlock cycled open, and four of Fury‟s 
aids were waiting. 
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 Fury strode down the rubber matting of the Project‟s underwater base, making 
decisions as fast as questions were asked about business that had piled up while he was 
gone. Creed and Mystique stepped out of the airlock and watched him go. 

 “Better him than me,” Mystique said. 

 Creed snorted. Then he turned to Mystique. “Hey, watch yerself with the match 
head,” he muttered. “She looks like the „flare up and burn out‟ type to me. Flaky as hell. 
Be careful.” 

 “I will, Creed, I will,” she said. She smiled at him. “Hey, if you want something to 
read, I have books in my room.” 

 “Har har har,” he muttered. 

 “Seriously,” she continued, her smile widening. “Even books with pictures. The 
least you can do is come and see if there‟s anything you like.” She made eye contact and 
held it steadily. 

 It took him a long moment to see where that was going, but then he grinned. 

 They headed towards the crew quarters together. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 The smoke from Mystique‟s expensive cigarette drifted up past her narrowed eyes 
as she watched the screen. Today she was still a short-haired blonde with a pixie face 
and bright green eyes, dressed in a jumpsuit that matched the jumpsuits of everyone else 
in uniform at the Project. 

 On the screen, Rachel slept fitfully. Then she started awake, and stood. Walked to 
the bathroom and stepped in the shower. Mystique glanced at the clock. 

 “Four thirty in the morning. Looks like we have an early riser,” she murmured to 
the tech. He didn‟t respond. 

 She patted him on the shoulder, took a deep drag to finish her cigarette, and 
stubbed it out on the ashtray. She was gone. 

 A few minutes later she was standing outside Rachel‟s room. She didn‟t have long 
to wait before the door slid open and Rachel stepped out, also dressed in a dark 
jumpsuit. 

 “Yes?” Rachel said. 

 “Good morning,” Mystique nodded. “You‟re an early riser. That‟s good.” 

 “I don‟t need much sleep,” Rachel shrugged. “I don‟t like the air down here,” she 
added as she glanced down the corridor. 

 “Please,” Mystique said, raising a hand. “I‟ve heard it. Many times. It‟s because the 
air down here is unpleasant. That is because we are on the bottom of Lake Superior.” 

 “Oh,” Rachel said in a small voice, her eyes getting very big. Mystique strolled past 
her into her room. 

 “Let me show you a few features of your „can sweet can‟,” Mystique said. Rachel 
followed her in and shut the door. 
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 “First of all, the view is actually quite lovely.” Mystique pushed a button on the 
wall, and panels slid down to reveal windows, three feet tall and five feet wide, two of 
them. She pushed another button, and the murky dimness outside was illuminated by 
small lights around the windows. A fish swam over to investigate, then wandered off. 

 “It‟s…beautiful,” stammered Rachel. 

 “About as backwards as a fish tank can be,” Mystique shrugged, punching the 
button again. The windows slid shut. “Now for the sunlight,” she said. “People get 
depressed down here with all the fluorescent lighting all the time, so there is a sunlamp 
in every cabin.” She punched another button, and the fluorescent lights snapped off as 
the halogen lamps powered up. 

 “I‟ve never known anyone like you before,” Rachel said, looking at Mystique 
directly. 

 “What do you mean?” Mystique asked. 

 “You‟re… slippery,” Rachel said, gesturing with a small frown. Her eyes narrowed, 
her expression puzzled. “Like this…” 

 Mystique felt a strange nudge, and her features rippled. She set her jaw. “Never, ever 
do that again,” she said, her voice trembling. 

 “I‟m sorry,” Rachel said. “Are you a shapeshifter? Really?” 

 “Today‟s subject is not what I can do,” Mystique said coolly. “What can you do?” 

 Rachel sighed. “I can enter people‟s minds, encourage them to do things, to forget 
things, to say things, to not say things. I can find things in their minds. I can look like 
someone else to them. Once I get a lock on someone‟s mind I can track them to the 
ends of the earth.” 

 “Can you take care of yourself?” Mystique asked. 

 “I‟ve had backup on some of the missions I‟ve been on,” Rachel said. “Maybe a 
third. I can take care of myself.” 

 “Even if it comes to a fight?” asked Mystique. 

 Rachel watched her steadily. “Even if it comes to a fight,” she said. 

* 

 “How is an underwater gun range a good idea?” asked Rachel uneasily. 

 “Armored and underground, rather than underwater,” Mystique said. “This is a big 
base.” 

 “Okay,” Rachel shrugged. “As long as we don‟t spring a leak.” 

 “Hit what you aim at and that won‟t be a danger,” Mystique said. “Let‟s start with a 
Glock Nine.” She handed the compact pistol to Rachel. Rachel took it, then stripped it 
in a businesslike fashion, snapped it back together, slapped in a clip, chambered a 
round, and lined up on the dummy. She snapped off three shots, double tap center mass 
and one to the head. 

 “Not too bad,” Mystique said with a small smile. She handed over a shotgun. 
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 “Oh,” Rachel grinned. “Good deal. Monster hunting weapon of choice.” She 

hefted it to her shoulder, lined up, and squeezed the trigger. The gun boomed, and its 

barrel jumped a few inches. The head exploded on the dummy. Rachel handed the 

smoking shotgun back. 
 Mystique handed her an M-16. 

 Rachel raised her eyebrows, amused, but she took the gun and rapidly stripped it, 
reassembled it, and lined up on the target. She snapped off a single shot, then switched 
to burst fire and peppered the battered dummy with ammunition. She swapped out clips 
and handed the weapon back. 

 “How‟s the shoulder?” Mystique asked. 

 “Good,” Rachel said. 

 Mystique smiled and handed her a sleek weapon with a mirror finish. “How about 
this.” 

 Rachel hefted the rifle. “Well, bullpup configuration, a T-86 plasma cartridge, 
prototype weapon designed by Extechops for IO agents. So if I do this,” she said, 
switching the position on an unmarked stud, “and then this,” she said, pushing another 
button so the scope popped out the top, “then I should be able to do this.” She tucked 
the rifle butt into her shoulder, lined up, and neatly sliced the dummy in two with a 
searing line of plasma. Pushing a button on the stock, she powered the weapon down 
and handed it back. 

 Mystique watched her, eyes narrow and suspicious. “Admit it,” she said, her voice 
low. “You stole that from my mind.” 

 “I admit it,” Rachel said. “I stole knowledge from you to show you what you 
wanted to see. That‟s what I do. That‟s how I was trained.” Her voice took on an edge. “I 
scare you, don‟t I, because I can get into your head and see things, borrow things. 
Either get used to it or let me go, because it‟s all I know and that‟s how I survive. I will 
not be judged by you.” Her eyes were narrow, her breathing shallow, her heart speeding. 
Mystique was cool, impassive, unamused. 

 “Actually, you will,” Mystique said, her voice very quiet. “That‟s what today is all 
about.” 

 The door to the firing range opened. “Did I hear the T-86 singin in here?” Creed 
asked as he sauntered in with a grin. 

 “To the breakroom,” Mystique said.  

 “Is this a bad time?” Creed asked, his grin faltering. 

 Rachel pushed past him, followed by Mystique. Creed‟s grin was fortified. “Ah. 
Breaking in the recruit,” he said, and he followed. 

 Just outside the firing range, through the security, was the break room. 

 Mystique turned to Creed. “Rachel here can take care of herself,” she said. “She has 
some knowledge of guns. We‟re going to see what she knows about hand to hand 
combat.” 

 “I‟m something of an expert in the field,” Creed said with a straight face. 
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 “Shouldn‟t we be in a sparring room or something?” Rachel asked, looking from 
one to the other. 

 “You ever get ambushed in a sparring room?” Mystique asked. “Creed here is 
about to kill you. Take him down.” 

 “You want me to attack him?” Rachel asked, raising her eyebrows. 

 “Several of our enemies have pulped Creed,” Mystique said, her voice hard. “Show 
me what you‟ve got to keep them from killing you.” 

 Rachel shrugged. “Okay. Sorry, Creed.” 

 “Don‟t mention it,” he said. “Now, I can take whatever you can dish out. Eyes, 
groin, throat, you hit me with what you got. I heal up real fast, see.” 

 “I see,” Rachel said. She walked up to him, her breathing shallow. God, Creed was 
huge. Standing at six and a half feet tall, his shoulders were five feet wide and he 
weighed close to five hundred pounds. Not a scrap of fat was on his huge frame, only 
endless ropy piles and slabs of muscle. He grinned nonchalantly. 

 “Today, kid,” he said. 

 Rachel set into stance and then shouted “Hai!” as her cupped hands shot out in a 
palm strike that caught him in the ribs. It would have knocked the air out of someone 
smaller. Creed grunted. 

 Rachel snapped a shot up at his nose, and he took it; the nose didn‟t break. She 
grabbed his wrist and a handful of jumpsuit over his chest and spun, tugging, but he 
hopped to the side and didn‟t go over. She slammed her foot down on his instep, then 
drove her thumb at his eye. He did twitch out of the way of that one. 

 “By my calculations,” Mystique said coolly, “you‟re dead by now.” 

 “You really want him down?” Rachel said. “I don‟t want to get in trouble for 
hurting him.” 

 “Do it, babe,” Creed said. “Show me whatcha got.” 

 “You asked for it,” Rachel said, facing Creed. Her nostrils flared and her eyes 
narrowed. “You‟re a smug son of a bitch, Creed, and I hate smug people. All my life 
I‟ve been forced to listen to smug people. I think you‟re gonna shut the hell up right 
now.” 

 “Harsh language the best you can—“ Creed said before he whipped back off his 
feet and crushed into the steel wall. He didn‟t rebound; something held him there. Then 
he was yanked off the wall and slammed to the floor. Rachel was on him in a second, 
her hand full of his hair and dragging his face off the floor before she pounded it down 
again. She gritted her teeth and her eyes flared white, raw fury pulsing in the air around 
her. Then she bent her head down towards him and Creed started screaming. He started 
screaming as Mystique had never heard him scream before. 

 Then Rachel choked and flew off him as though she had been knocked loose. She 
lay crumpled on the floor for a moment, dazed, while a thin whine, like weeping, rose 
from Creed where he lay on the floor twitching. 



 

290 

 “Damn,” Mystique whispered, her eyes wide open. She rushed to Creed and knelt 
by him. Exerting her surprising strength, she hauled him up to his knees. Blood and 
snot oozed from his nose, his face was staring and twisted with pain.  

 “Shut up,” she muttered as he drew a quavering breath for another whine. “What 
did you do to him?” she snapped to Rachel. 

 “You wanted him down,” Rachel said in a small voice, her hands covering her eyes. 
“I—” 

 “What did you do to him?” Mystique demanded, her voice hard and sharp. 

 “I‟m sorry,” Rachel said. She scrambled to her feet. “I‟m sorry,” she repeated, and 
she ran from the break room. 

 Mystique looked back at Creed‟s empty eyes, cold worry settling around her. She 
moved to the wall console. “Security, keep track of Rachel, make sure she doesn‟t do 
anything rash, but do not engage. Repeat, do not engage. Keep me appraised of her 
activity.” 

 “Copy, Mystique,” security replied. 

 Mystique looked down at Creed, then punched a different code in the console. 
“Medical to Break Room Six,” she said. 

* 

 The door slid open, and Mystique looked into the dark room. “Rachel?” she said. 

 “I‟m here,” Rachel replied. 

 “Can I come in?” 

 “Yes.” 

 Mystique stepped in, and the door slid shut. “That was very impressive,” Mystique 
said. “Will Creed recover?” 

 “He should be conscious and able to move around on his own tomorrow,” Rachel 
murmured. 

 “Good, that‟s very good,” Mystique nodded. “Will he be… undamaged?” 

 Rachel shrugged in the dimness. Mystique‟s eyes had flared and shifted, so now she 
could see enough in the dim room. Rachel sat by the window, and its shutters were 
open, but the lights were not on. Dim lights from further down the base filtered in. 

 “Creed might have a little memory loss,” Rachel said. 

 “Rachel, right up front I want you to know that we are not angry with you,” 
Mystique said. “In fact, I‟m impressed. Now that I know Creed will recover, I‟m 
delighted at your performance.” Mystique smiled at her, the dim light making her teeth 
seem to glow. Rachel looked at her, surprised. 

 “But…” Rachel said, “I thought Creed was your friend.” 

 “He is,” Mystique said, sitting on the bed next to Rachel.  “He‟s also smug, and it 
doesn‟t hurt to see him taken down a notch by a little girl.” There was mirth behind her 
eyes, and Rachel looked at her for just a moment before letting a smile spread across her 
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own face. She sniffled a bit and wiped at her nose with the back of her hand. Mystique 
almost felt the vibration of repressed tears. Rachel had the light off for a reason. 

 “Seems like you got caught in the backlash of your attack,” Mystique said. 

 “No,” Rachel sighed, shaking her head. “No, I can do that without breaking a 
sweat. But I found something—” and she stopped abruptly. She twitched. “I found 
something that can‟t be true.” 

 “Let’s talk about it tomorrow, when we have Creed with us again,” Mystique 

said. “I’ve found a lot of impossible things in Creed’s skull.” She smiled again. 
 “You aren‟t angry? I‟m not in trouble with Fury?” Rachel asked. 

 “Don‟t even let the thought cross your mind,” Mystique said. “I wanted to see 
what you can do. And so far,” she said, rising, “you‟re impressing me a great deal.” 

 “Really?” Rachel asked in a small voice. 

 Mystique put a hand on her shoulder. “You have great potential,” she said softly. 
She gave her shoulder a squeeze. “It‟s early yet. Catch some tv, get some exercise. I‟ll 
talk to Fury. You and I and Creed will meet tomorrow morning. You‟ve put in a good 
day.” She hesitated. “It must be hard, moving to a new place with all these new people 
and all the expectations.” 

 Rachel straightened. “I‟m up to it,” she said. Mystique smiled. 

 “Good night.” She walked out. 

 The door slid shut behind her. Mystique turned and headed for the command 
center. It was so easy, so easy not to see that Rachel was still a teenager with no friends 
or family in a hostile environment. 

 In spite of herself, Mystique felt herself getting attached to the poor kid. She 
smiled. 

 An aide scurried out of an adjoining corridor. “Fury wants to see you,” he said 
quickly. “Mystique?” he then asked, second guessing himself. 

 She sighed and shifted, her hair lengthening and turning crimson, her face flaring 
then settling into hawkish blue features, her eyes pale yellow, empty and intimidating. 

 “Right,” the aid said. “Just so you know. Fury. Looking for you.” He swallowed 
hard, gestured down the corridor, then scurried off without finding the words to excuse 
himself. 

 Minutes later, Mystique was outside Fury‟s office. She was ushered in. 

 She moved to the side, unobtrusive as a shadow, as he barked into the phone. As 
he talked into the headset, his fingers flew as he read, wrote, and sent emails. 

 “The New York base still doesn‟t have sufficient security for the work they‟re 
doing. I don‟t have enough agents to post one or more at every satellite installation we 
have and still conduct business. I don‟t want to belabor the point, but we don‟t do 
guard duty. If security isn‟t increased, we either have to stop sending vital information 
to that installation or we have to close it. Those are the options. Make your decision.” 

He punched a button on the phone. “Senator, as far as your proposal to scout 
out possible companies for us to contract with, I‟m afraid we have that angle covered. 
This does not change the fact that we appreciate your support… You realize that we 
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cannot confirm or deny that the United States government is our direct sponsor, you of 
all people should understand that… Right. All we‟re asking is that you continue to allow 
us to carry out our maneuvers in Arizona. Thanks… Thank you… Have a nice night.” 
The phone hit the cradle and he finished an email. 

 He glanced up at Mystique. “You were part of a disturbance in the break room by 
the shooting range today. Tell me about that.” 

 “We‟ve hit gold,” Mystique said. “I told Rachel to take Creed down.” 

 “She did?” Fury said, his eyebrows raising. 

 “In seconds. She‟s young, but she‟s focused and deadly and still responsive to 
conditioning. I‟m impressed.” 

 “Hell, that‟s good enough for me,” Fury said. “You think you can make her into a 
field agent?” 

 “She‟s already a field agent,” Mystique said. “I can make her our field agent.” 

 “Do it,” Fury said, his eye scanning email. “But next time?” 

 “Yes?” 

 “Use the sparring room. That‟s why we have one.” 

 Mystique turned to leave so he couldn‟t see her smile. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Rachel was already seated at the table when Mystique walked in. 

 “I brought coffee,” Mystique said. 

 “Thanks, no,” Rachel replied. “I don‟t like caffeine.” 

  “Suit yourself,” Mystique shrugged, sitting down. Creed walked in, moving slowly, 
wearing a baseball hat and sunglasses. 

 “Morning,” Mystique said. He winced. 

 “Keep it down, willya?” he whispered hoarsely. 

 Mystique turned to Rachel, a twinkle of humor in her eye. “This the revenge of a 
hundred drinking binges his healing factor didn‟t get to pay him back for.” 

 “Not like I got drunk anyway,” Creed mumbled. He gingerly lowered himself into a 
seat. “Just wanted an excuse to tear stuff up.” 

 “Are you okay?” Rachel asked, concerned. 

 “Spiffy,” Creed muttered. He grinned. “No hard feelins.” 

 “You sure?” she asked in a small voice. 

 “I had it comin,” Creed said. 

 “Tell us about technique, now that things are squared away,” Mystique nodded. 

 “Well,” Rachel began, “I like to start out an attack with a telekinetic smack just to 
get the target off guard and loosened up, so I can get close. That‟s why I bounced him 
off the wall, to take him off guard. Then I went into his mind. It‟s a technique I use 
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when I need to put an opponent down and keep him down. My nastiest non-lethal 
attack. Basically,” she said, shifting in her seat and looking at the table, “I go into their 
minds, into the place where they keep their fondest memories. And I systematically kick 
them off the ledge, so to speak. I smash some of them. This is… painful for the 
victim.” 

 “Damn straight,” muttered Creed. 

 “So something you saw in Creed‟s fondest memories shocked you?” Mystique 
asked. She sipped her coffee. 

 “Well, there was that one bachelor party,” Creed muttered, squinting as he looked 
into the past. 

 “You think you killed the man that trained me,” Rachel said in a steady voice. 

 Creed blinked. 

 “How long ago?” Mystique asked intently. 

 “I don‟t know, I just got a glimpse. Have you killed anyone this week?” Rachel 
asked. 

 “Uh,” Creed said, thinking back. “Nope.” 

 “Then one of us has the wrong memory.” She sighed. “I did so many missions… I 
don‟t even know how many. See, before they sent me out they would often implant a 
false life, a whole set of false memories so in case I was mindscanned, polygraphed, or 
interrogated I would have the memories to back my story. I was so young, after a few 
years of this I lost track of what‟s real. I don‟t know what to believe about myself, about 
what I‟ve done, about where I‟ve been. I have to live for the moment, because it‟s all I 
can trust.” Her voice trembled. Then she gathered her nerve and continued. 

 “One thread is constant. The one who runs the Institute is not Geraint. It is 
another man.” 

 “Really?” Mystique said, her eyes narrowed. “I‟ll bet Fury doesn‟t know.” 

 “I don‟t think many people do know,” Rachel said. “I don‟t know his name. I just 
met him in person a handful of times, but he was always with me in my mind, shaping 
me, guiding me. He‟s the one that gave me memories and took memories away. I was 
his tool. I hated him for that. I knew him only as the Teacher. But I saw him last week, 
alive and well. A man that Creed distinctly remembers killing.” 

 “No,” Creed said. “Yer wrong.” 

 “I’m not,” she retorted with some heat. 
 “Nobody survives one a my patented killins,” Creed snarled. 

 “Settle down,” Mystique said. “Let‟s take it slow.” 

 “I can prove it to you,” Rachel offered. “Before, I just got a quick look. Let me in 
and I‟ll tell you everything you know about what happened. Then I‟ll tell you my side.” 
 Creed was silent for a moment, then he looked at Mystique. She nodded. 

 Rachel reached out and put a hand on either side of his head, not touching. She 
breathed out, closing her eyes. When she opened them, her pupil and iris were gone, 
subsumed into pale empty orbs.  
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 “ohhhhh myyyyyy goooooohd,” Creed breathed, his eyes twitching. Then he and 
Rachel were silent as the seconds ticked by. Mystique pulled out a cigarette and lit up, 
breathing smoke up towards the light and patiently waiting. 

 Rachel breathed, sitting back and drawing in air. She pulled her hands back, and 
Creed slumped forward on the table breathing heavily. 

 “Whoah,” he muttered. 

 “Everybody okay?” Mystique asked. 

 “Okay, I‟m okay,” Rachel said. 

 “Peachy keen,” muttered Creed into the table. 

 “Before I was born,” Rachel said, her voice unsteady, “you were sent to kill a rogue 
scientist, Charles Xavier. He worked for the Project, off site. His research was funded 
because he was supposed to be working on genetic material. Instead he was using the 
money to research ways of unlocking the secrets of the mind; meditation and 
medication and surgery to induce psionics. Bryant was the last director of the Project. 
He gave Xavier enough rope to hang himself.” She stopped. 

 “Go on,” Mystique said. “I haven‟t heard this one.” 

 “Yer still wrong,” Creed said, his face on the table. “And this is confidential 
information.” 

 “Bryant told you to go and bring him in, alive or dead. So you caught Xavier as he 
was trying to escape. You,” Rachel said, her voice faltering, “you used your thumb,” she 
said, gesturing aimlessly with her hand, “and you cut his spinal cord halfway down his 
back.” She paused. 

 “Then I killed him,” Creed grunted, his voice flat. “I tore his throat out, tore his 
head off, gutted him, and left him to be found by the park wardens, bear attack open 
and shut case. That‟s the way it happened.” 

 “No it isn‟t,” she insisted. 

 “Shut up,” he said, rising from his seat and glowering at her. “I won‟t listen to this 
any more. Yer lyin.” 

 “Creed,” Mystique said, her voice cold, “sit down. You‟re not going anywhere until 
we‟ve sorted this out.” She looked at Rachel. “Go on.” 

 “When Creed did that, something… something happened. Creed has false 
memories. I might be able to chip them away to get at what really happened, but not 
without his permission.” 

 The two women sat looking at Creed, who hunched over and stared at the table, 
his leg bouncing reflexively, a nervous reaction. His jaw was stubbornly set. 

 “What‟s the difference,” Creed said in a hard voice, “between chippin away a false 
memory and plantin a false memory? You been with the Project less‟n two days and 
already yer word‟s as good as mine,” he said, tossing a fierce glance at Mystique. 

 “It‟s not your word I‟m questioning,” Mystique said smoothly. “It‟s not your 
memory, either. But your memories can be removed and replaced, and if it‟s done well 
enough you‟ll never know the difference.”  
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 “I smell a trap,” Creed muttered. He abruptly stood and stalked out of the room. 

 Rachel watched him go, then looked at Mystique. The blonde fair-skinned woman 
was relaxed in her chair, a smoldering cigarette between fingers, speculatively watching 
Rachel. 

 “What do you think?” Rachel asked. 

 “If it‟s a trap, it‟s the best kind,” Mystique said. “Damned inventive. But that‟s not 
what scares me. I‟m more interested in the truth.  I‟m more interested in who we might 
be up against. Let me talk to Creed.” 

* 

 Creed stood watching the fish swim by the observation dome‟s glass. He sniffed, 
but did not turn. “I‟ve been thinkin,” he said. “Tryin ta figure out how you‟re gonna 
pitch this to me.” 

 “I‟m not going to pitch it to you, Creed,” Mystique said. 

 “Yep,” he nodded. “That‟s how I figgured it‟d start.” 

 “I think you‟re completely right about Rachel,” she continued, moving next to him 
and leaning on the railing. “She is brand new. She isn‟t even seasoned enough to wait 
until she‟s gained our trust before springing her trap. Whether Xavier‟s death is true or 
false isn‟t important. It‟s waited this long, it can wait a few more years.” 

 “Yeah,” Creed said. “Exactly.” 

 “It‟s not even a matter of professional pride,” Mystique said. “You think you killed 
him, you remember it, and that‟s good enough for me. Creed never misses,” she said, 
looking at him with a smile. “Logan doesn‟t count.” 

 “Or Banner either, I guess,” Creed muttered. 

 “Xavier didn‟t have any unusual ability outside of science,” Mystique soothed. “I 
refuse to talk about this any more. Let‟s go get some lunch. You interested?” 

 “Sure,” he shrugged. “I like the new girl. She‟s got moxie.” 

 “Creed, don‟t ever say the word „moxie‟ in public if I‟m nearby,” Mystique said with 
a wince. 

 “She‟s got sand, spunk, bravado.” 

 “Bravada if you please,” she said as they headed for the door. 

 “Hell, she tackled me,” he said with a grin. “Now that‟s a saucy wench.” 

 Mystique‟s sigh was barely audible. 

* 

 The door chimed softly. 

 “Come in,” Rachel grunted as she pushed herself up off the floor. The door slid 
open and Mystique walked in. 

 “We do have a gym,” she said as Rachel lowered herself for another pushup. 

 “Five more,” Rachel managed. She took a deep breath then slammed out five rapid 
pushups and fell on the floor. 
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 “Daily fifty?” Mystique said coolly. 

 “Yeah,” gasped Rachel. “Good for me.” Mystique nodded approvingly. 

 “I came for a reason,” she said. “I talked to Creed. Tomorrow he’ll ask you to 

go in and take a look at the memory. Tell him no five times. Then finally cave to his 

request.” 
 “Am I being briefed on a mission here?” Rachel asked, faintly bemused. 

 “Might as well be,” Mystique shrugged. “Creed is very, very good at what he does. 
But he has considerable limitations, and one of them is his unthinking reflexive 
stubbornness. If he were treated as a soldier he‟d be drummed out for insubordination, 
and even here that is a risk. Creed is not a soldier, he‟s a warrior; he‟s not an employee, 
he‟s a resource. So I assist the Project in making the most of their available talent. Mind if 
I smoke?” 

 Rachel raised an eyebrow, and across the room a switch flipped. Fans in the 
ventilation system came on. 

 “Thank you,” Mystique said, lighting up. “Now, tomorrow about mid morning he 
won‟t be able to stand it any more and he‟ll come knocking, so be sure you‟re very busy 
with something elsewhere in the base so he has to track you down. When he does, 
refuse to hear him out until he makes you. Then say no. I imagine it will be tomorrow 
night when he‟s wheedled and threatened and cajoled enough for you to cave. How 
long will it take to unmake a false memory?” 

 “Depends,” Rachel shrugged. “Seconds. Minutes. Hours. It all depends.” 

 Mystique looked her square in the eye. “Creed likes you, Rachel. He likes your spirit 
and ability. I find that highly unusual.” She stood. 

 “Why?” asked Rachel. “Because I‟m new and already contradicting him?” 

 “No,” Mystique smiled. “Because I like you too, and Creed seldom has my good 
taste.” She nodded, and left the room. 

 Rachel sat on the floor and blinked. 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 “Dammit, Creed, no means no,” Rachel said, striding down the corridor as she was 
harried by the huge man. 

 “Look, I said I‟m sorry for doubting you. But it‟s drivin me nuts. I gotta know. 
C‟mon, Red, at least take a look.” 

 “No,” she said. “We‟ve been over this and over this. You think I‟m a spy because I 
offered to help. You didn‟t want my help. I heard your reasons. Why does this have to 
turn into a crisis? And don‟t call me Red.” 

 “I got no patience fer beggin,” Creed growled. “I think you better rethink yer 
position.” 

 “Or else what?” She squared with him. 
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 “Come on,” he said, his voice soft. “Help me out here. I gotta know if I can trust 
my head. If I can‟t trust my instincts and my memory, I‟ll be second guessing myself in 
the field. That gets people around me killed.” 

 Rachel sighed. “What time is it.” 

 Creed glanced at a wall monitor. “Uh, just after seventeen hundred.” 

 “Tell you what,” Rachel said. “Let me eat my supper in peace and I‟ll consider it. 
But just consider it. Okay?” 

 “Okay,” he said, raising his hands and backing off. “You got dinner. I‟ll be 
waiting.” She turned and headed into the mess hall. 

 Mystique walked up behind Creed. 

 “Boy am I glad to see you,” Creed said. “She got all stubborn with me. First she‟s 
ready to dive in and monkey around with my brain, and now she won‟t do it.” 

 “I thought you didn‟t want to know!” Mystique said.  

 “Took me by surprise,” Creed muttered, scratching the back of his neck and 
looking uncomfortable. “I just needed some time to think it over, that‟s all.” 

 Mystique sighed. She put her hand on Creed‟s forearm. “Let me talk to her,” she 
said with a concerned look. 

 “Would you?” Creed said. “I sure would appreciate it.” 

 As Mystique walked away, she was smiling and so was Creed. 

 “The timing?” Mystique asked, seating herself opposite Rachel. 

 “Nine forty two,” replied Rachel. She shook her head. “Amazing.” 

 “And you have turned him down five times?” 

 “Exactly,” Rachel said. “How do you know him so well?” 

 She shrugged. “I know how he tries to get the things he wants. I know when to say 
yes and when to say no. He trusts me more than any mortal on this earth.” 

 “Is his trust well founded?” Rachel asked. 

 “Usually,” Mystique said with a secret smile. “That‟s all he has the right to expect.” 

 “So you‟re here to talk me into saying yes?” 

 “Just so,” Mystique said. “You up for it?” 

 Rachel shrugged. “I‟ll do my best.” 

 A few minutes later, the three of them met in the level below the mess hall. 

Creed arranged himself comfortably on the couch in the observation lounge. 
Mystique looked on, a forgotten cigarette smoldering between her fingers. Rachel stood 
behind Creed, her hands gently touching the sides of his head. 

 “Hey, that feels nice,” Creed rumbled. “Misty, how about wunna them patented 
massages after this?” 

 She ignored him. Rachel focused, her eyes closed, a thin line of concentration on 
her forehead. Creed‟s eyes lost focus. 
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 Rachel opened her eyes, and her pupils and irises were lost to opalescent white. 
Creed‟s fingers twitched a few times, but he appeared to be completely unconscious. 

A few minutes later, Rachel gasped, then took a long deep breath. Creed 
jumped up off the couch, chest heaving, staring around the room. 

 “Well,” Rachel said, “there‟s not much to tell. And I know why. What do you 
remember now, Creed?” 

 “I cut his spine,” Creed said, his thumb reflexively twitching. Rachel swallowed 
hard. “Then… then it gets dim… I see a blue car.” He shrugged. Frowned. “Then there 
was a motel? A train station… I don‟t know. Blood and gauze.” 

 “He took control of you,” Rachel said with a level gaze. “He took control of your 
mind and you did as he commanded.” 

 “No,” Creed said. “He was into meditation, and drugs, and other ways to get mind 
over matter. But he never succeeded. Charles Xavier was not a psycher, I‟ll swear to it.” 

 “Maybe,” Rachel said softly, “he became one.” 

 For a long, long moment Creed looked at her. Then he turned. 

 “Be in my room,” he grunted as he left. 

 Mystique and Rachel exchanged a look. 

* 

 “I dinnae like it,” the attractive red-headed doctor said, watching Mystique and 
Rachel on the monitor. “If Command finds out aboot this rival psycher for the 
Extechops team—” 

 “Command doesn‟t need to know about this,” Fury said. “Is that what you came to 
talk to me about?” 

 “That an a half dozen other things,” she said, shrugging. “No simple task, keeping 
nearly three hundred people healthy and happy underwater. Leads to wear and tear on 
the mind and body. And I wanted to ask how the eye is treating yeu.” 

 Fury absently touched his patch, and leaned back with a sigh. “I could see with 
both eyes again, but it wasn‟t worth it. The damn cybernetic eye was too much 
maintenance, and it gave me a headache. I can still see with the eye God gave me and I 
plan to. I mothballed the cyber.” 

 “D‟ye think that‟ll go over well with the troops who are getting cybernetics?” Moria 
asked softly. 

 He was quiet for a moment, watching the flickering lights on the “hold” buttons on 
his phone. 

 “I‟m sorry,” she said. “I brought a report on the fluctuations in atmospheric 
content in the medical module. If this keeps up we‟re likely to have an explosion.” 

 “I‟ll get a team on it,” Fury said. “But you didn‟t need to come to me for that. You 
have clearance to authorize a team to look into it.” 

 “They did,” Moira said firmly. “They couldn‟t fix it. Where is Agent Forge?” 



 

   299 

 “Classified,” Fury said flatly. “Call the team to take another look at it. I‟ll send them 
a persuasive note. They‟ll fix it or replace it.” 

 She nodded, not making eye contact. “Then there‟s the matter of the yearly 
psychological profiling,” she said, “instituted by my predecessor to assure that there are 
no instabilities that could be damaging to the Project among its staff. It starts with the 
agents and moves through the ranking personnel then to the non combatants.” 

 Fury shrugged. “Go ahead if it makes you happy,” he said. “You‟ll find that they‟re 
all unstable and potentially damaging to the Project.” 

 “Which brings us to my next question,” she said. “I‟d like to request a transfer.” 

 Fury looked at her for a long moment, then sighed. “Request denied.” 

 She tightened her jaw. “I would at least appreciate the consideration of due 
process,” she said. 

 “I hate paperwork,” he muttered, “and the answer would be no.” 

 “Why?” she asked. 

 “Because you‟re one of the few people in this tuna can with some sympathy for the 
Agents and the people who work here, and because you‟re a damn good doctor, and 
because I don‟t want to run a revolving door agency. You‟ll serve here for a year. You‟re 
four months in. So give me the other eight months and then I‟ll sign yer papers and you 
can move on. Was there anything else?” 

 “Nothin that can‟t wait,” she said stiffly, “it seems.” 

 “Dismissed,” he said. He picked up the phone and punched a button. “This is 
Fury. Look, you wouldn‟t be in trouble with the press if you kept to the standard 
sensitive document procedure. Distance yourself from our organization, destroy your 
files, and we‟ll get you through the courts easier. Try to turn evidence and you may not 
want us involved, got it?” 

 The door hissed shut behind her, and Moria took a deep, shuddering breath as the 
weight of the vast dark water pushed down outside. 

 “Scuse me,” came a deep growl. She opened her eyes with a gasp. Before her 
hulked Creed, his face clenched in a scowl. He brushed past her, and she watched him 
go. 

 Definitely not her chosen environment. She turned and left. 

 Inside, Fury looked up. 

 “What‟s the emergency,” he barked. 

 “I need a leave of absence,” Creed said. 

 Fury stared at him for a second. “Denied.” 

 Creed twitched, just a bit. “I have some business I need to take care of. Personal 
business. You gotta give me a little time to do it.” 

 “I do not,” Fury said. “Check the rank structure, mister.” 

 Creed struggled to remain calm. “When can I go?” he demanded. 
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 Fury looked him over. “With Wilson and Garrett in the field, you and Mystique are 
the only ones on active duty right now. I can‟t justify having only one agent on hand. 
When they return, we can negotiate. Come to me with demands and you‟d better get 
comfortable. Now, do you mind?” He gestured at his phone. 

 “Sorry to bother you, Sir,” Creed enunciated, slowly and clearly. Then he spun on 
his heel and stalked out. 

 Fury punched a button on the phone. “Of course not, Senator,” he said. 
“Everything‟s under control.” 

* 

 Fury checked the time. Ten till midnight. He sighed, and rubbed his face. Now to 
read the reports and briefings sent to him daily, and he could get to bed around two so 
he could be fresh for his five thirty wake up call. He stood up and stretched, then 
walked over to the porthole in his office, looking out into the fathomless depths. 

 Behind him, the door slid open. He turned. 

 “Evening,” Rachel said. 

 “How did you get in here?” Fury demanded. 

 “That depends on who I am, doesn‟t it?” Rachel said with a peculiar smile, 
narrowing her eyes. 

 “Mystique?” Fury looked down at the scan monitor and saw Mystique‟s pattern. 
“What brings you here at this hour. I have work to do.” His voice was flat. “And quit 
masquerading as a teenager.” 

 “I‟m just trying her shape out. I‟ll be brief,” she said. “Rachel found something 
disturbing in Creed‟s head. The Project ran a black bag op years ago. Creed was 
instructed to bring Charles Xavier in, dead or alive. Xavier worked for the Project under 
Bryant. Xavier turned out to be a psycher and he took control of Creed, implanting a 
false memory that Creed was successful. Now Xavier has emerged as the figure behind 
the Institute. Creed wants to make a move. I think that with support he can succeed, 
and if we let Xavier run unchecked we won‟t be able to trust our own thoughts. Xavier 
is the ultimate spy, and if we don‟t kill him we‟ll never be safe.” 

 Fury sat down in his chair and watched her for a moment, his face expressionless. 
He pulled a cigar out of a desk drawer. “Smoke „em if ya got „em,” he said, snapping the 
tip off the cigar and lighting up. She lit up an expensive cigarette. 

 “Okay,” Fury said. “So that‟s what Creed wanted. I‟ll make you all a deal. You do 
something for me, I‟ll do something for you. If you can accomplish the mission I give 
you then I‟ll let the three of you go after this Xavier character. Fair enough?” 

 “All we can ask,” she said, watching him through narrowed eyes. 

 Fury tapped a few keys. “I‟ve sent you the file. It‟s in your room. The target is 
Remy LeBeau, a swamp rat outside New Orleans. Project information was leaked to 
him, and I‟d like to know how before he expires. Should be a nice simple open and shut 
task for three of you. Take Rachel along and break her in, see how she handles pressure. 
You bring down LeBeau, you can take Creed and Rachel and go after Xavier. Fail, and 
I‟ll send Garrett and Wilson after him. Are the stakes clear?” 
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 “We won‟t fail,” she said with a nod. 

 “I‟ve heard that before,” Fury growled. “Don‟t hesitate to call in backup if you 
need it. We‟ve got a military collection unit we can brief on LeBeau‟s terrorist activities. 
They can assist in bringing him down if you need the help. Results are more important 
than ego on this one.” 

 “Thank you sir.” 

 “Dismissed. Get outa here,” Fury said with a wave of his hand. She left smiling. 

 She let out a deep breath and walked down the hallway. Too late she felt— 

 A hand snapped around the corner, grabbed her arm, slung her around to smack 
into the wall. The hand was on the side of her head in a smooth motion, thumb lightly 
touching her closed eyelid. A gun barrel filled the vision of her other eye. 

 “Don‟t you ever, ever do that again,” Mystique hissed. 

 “He knew it was me,” Rachel said in a small voice. “He let me think I got away 
with it. I can‟t be you. I‟m not sexy enough,” she said, holding her breath. 

 “Impersonate me again without my explicit permission and you‟re fish food,” 
Mystique snarled, her voice cold. She backed off, lowering her hand cannon. She raised 
one eyebrow, looking amused in spite of herself. “And stop stealing my cigarettes. 
Those are hard to get down here.” 

 “Maybe so, but it makes Christmas easy,” Rachel said. A smile threatened. 

 “Somebody told you teenagers are immortal, didn‟t they,” Mystique sighed. 

 Rachel couldn‟t suppress a laugh, and Mystique shook her head. 

 “Go to bed,” Mystique said to her, “before I think about what you did and decide 
to shoot you anyway. I‟m trademarked. All rights reserved.” 

 “Are you going to bed now?” Rachel asked. 

 “Sure, after I talk Creed out of escaping,” Mystique shrugged. 

 Rachel tentatively waved at her. “Night,” she said. “Good luck.” 

 “Sleep tight,” Mystique nodded. She watched the teenager walk off, then sighed, 
wondering which of her two partners was more grown up. Then she shook her head. 
Enough of that. She wound her way through the intestinal corridors of the base and 
ended up outside Creed‟s room. 

 “Creed,” she said into the intercom. “I thought I‟d drop by to see if you needed 
someone to… cheer you up.” The door silently opened, and Mystique stepped into 
darkness. 
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Reiteration 
May 3, 2002 

 “De swamp, she be a pretty ting dis time a year,” the man with long tousled hair 
mused. He sat on a decrepit rocking chair on a sagging porch, looking out over the 
bayou from a vantage a little too close to the water. He sighed, and reached for a 
conveniently placed bottle of whisky. Then he saluted the gathering dusk with the 
bottle. “To da pretty tings in Remy‟s life,” he said, and he took a long pull from the 
bottle. 

 He thwokked the mostly empty bottle down on the porch again, feeling that 
pleasant tilt and whirl that kept him in the rocking chair and made the world a little 
harder to focus on. He smelled the night scents of the bayou, and the heavy tang of 
mosquito repellent, and the whisky. He looked down at his spotted undershirt, boxers, 
and bare feet. 

 “Remy LeBeau,” he said in a slightly slurred voice, “you be a mess, mon ami.” He 
wiggled his toes. Then he sighed and looked up at the first few stars that managed to 
outshine the dim glow of the sunset. Behind him the house was dark, quiet, and empty. 

 “Rogue, ma cherie, why you gotta go do dis ting?” he muttered to the swamp. 
“Why you gotta go back to dis school? I lef school when I was in da seventh grade. 
Look at me!” he said, flinging his arms wide. “I turn out jus fine. Where de whisky be.” 
He reached down for the bottle and held it up for scrutiny. 

 “Now Lady Whisky be leavin me too. Dis verr bad.” He sucked down the rest of 
the whiskey and casually lobbed the bottle out into the dimness, where it landed in 
something wet with a splat. He levered himself out of the chair and unsteadily stood. 

 “Chair creak, porch creak, bones creak,” Remy said. “Dis place in bad shape.” He 
shook his head. “Bad shape.” 

 Then he felt a peculiar touch, like a caress on his scalp. He stopped abruptly, and 
his eyes narrowed. Half his intoxication slid from him noiselessly. He took a fluid, 
graceful step into the house. Then he prowled up the stairs, to the second floor. He 
headed down the hallway, easily sidestepping the boards that creaked. Moving into his 
guest bedroom, avoiding the hole in the ceiling and the floor, he moved to the window 
and stepped out onto the limb of the massive moss-draped tree overshadowing the 
house. 

 Graceful as a panther, he padded down the branch towards the trunk. Now 
standing in deep shadow, he looked at the front of the house. No visitors. Someone had 
touched his mind, though, he was sure of it and he trusted his instincts. Listening for all 
he was worth, he scanned the visible swamp from his hidden perch. He hopped to 
another branch to check the other side of the tree. 

 He gasped and froze, face to face with a massive cruel visage; Creed! In the tree! 
Remy scrabbled and dove back to the branch he had left as Creed‟s taloned hand 
whipped out, missing the lithe man by inches and tearing the air with an audible 
whoosh. 
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 “Dis be bad,” Remy muttered as he easily gathered his balance on the branch, 
facing Creed. The massive hunter scrabbled after him as he spun and dashed into the 
window. 

 Remy hopped through the window, then spun and snatched at something out of 
sight. He let out a whoop as he brought the shotgun to bear. He opened up with a 
double barrel blast that caught Creed right in the torso; the huge man was flung back by 
the magnum load slugs, blown out of the tree. Remy tossed the shotgun aside and 
dropped through the gaping hole in the floor. 

 He splashed down knee deep in water; the shifting house had lost its foundation on 
this side. Scrambling out of the water, he flung open the door and ducked into the 
hallway— 

 Some uncanny sense warned him, and he tumbled across the hall to the door on 
the other side. A shadowy figure at the end of the hall snapped off a few rounds from a 
pistol, the bullets slapping through the old wood of the house, too close for Remy‟s 
comfort. 

 He crossed the room and snatched up a loaded backpack, shrugging it on. He 
yanked on a wall panel and pulled out a waterproof bag with his passport in it. Stuffing 
the passport in one of the back pack‟s outer pockets, he ducked back into an adjoining 
room as the slim figure with the heavy pistol glanced after him. Remy abandoned stealth 
and ran down the short hallway, feet pounding dust from the curling and moldy carpet. 
He shouldered through the French doors and dove into the water, bullets drilling 
through the water around him. He couldn‟t help but grin as he swam deeper in the 
water. 

 His pursuer stopped firing and glanced back into the house. “Creed, get out here,” 
she said, all business. “After him.” 

 The big man limped out of the shadows, holding his gut. He nodded curtly, and 
dove into the dark water. The woman casually snapped out the clip on her pistol and 
slapped in a fresh one. She chambered a round, and waited. Behind her, another woman 
walked out of the fetid house‟s dimness. 

 “Did he get away, Rachel?” the woman with the pistol asked. 

 “No, Mystique,” the one with flaring red hair replied. “He is nearby, and… he has a 
plan,” she said, her eyes riveting on the ramshackle shed twenty feet away across the 
water. 

 A peculiar throaty whine trembled out of the shed, and a large engine coughed to 
life. Rachel‟s eyes widened, and she grabbed Mystique and toppled back into the house 
as the front door to the shack blew off and a sleek fanboat roared out over the water. 
Remy was at the helm with an assault rifle, spraying the back porch with bullets as he 
guided the craft out towards more open waters. He was laughing wildly as the boat‟s ten 
foot diameter fan roared into high gear, shoving the shallow craft along the surface and 
sloughing in a turn that carried the boat out of sight. 

 Creed stood up in the shallow water, and looked back over his shoulder. Mystique 
stepped out of the house, and she looked at Rachel. 

 “I got him,” Rachel said, her eyes pale and empty. 

* 
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 Remy cut the engine and let the boat drift. He opened the locker on the boat and 
pulled out a satellite bag phone. In no time at all he had it set up, locked on, and ready 
to use. He punched in a number from memory. After a series of clicks, there was a ring, 
under a faint sheen of static. 

 “Bonjour, mon ami,” Remy said with his most charming smile. “Good to hear your 
voice. I hope you not terrible busy? I got a liddle problem here… I know, I know, I 
only call wit my problems, but dis is a good one. You like dis one. Creed and Mystique 
looking for liddle ol me. Dey foun de house, now dey tracking me tru de swamp.” He 
grinned broadly. “I knew I could count on you. Same air strip as last time, no? I‟ll meet 
you dere… Course I can steer clear of de Project until den. Oh, and one other ting,” he 
said, his voice serious. “I tink dey got a psycher.” He listened, then nodded. “See you in 
a few hours,” he said. 

 He packed up the phone, then looked back the way he had come. They were 
already on his trail, he had no doubt of that. With a deep sigh, he started up the fan 
boat‟s engine again. 

“Come, Monsieur Autopilot,” he said to an apparatus made of a concrete 
block, a broom handle, and some clothesline. “Off you go north.” The accelerator was 
pushed down, the boat kept going straight out over the water, and Remy donned his 
backpack. He leaped into the water. Surfacing, he watched the boat go. Should put 
enough fumes out for Creed to follow. He began to swim for the shore. 

* 

 Rachel sat in the small fishing boat‟s prow, her eyes half closed. Creed steered the 
droning engine. In the back of the boat, Mystique was on her phone. 

 “It‟s unusual for you to request a status report in the middle of a mission,” she said 
coolly. 

 “This is becoming an unusual situation,” Fury‟s voice growled out of the phone. “I 
checked in Bryant‟s log, and it tuns out something like this has happened before.  He 
refers to it as the „Louisiana Incident‟ and it involves both LeBeau and Logan. About 
fifteen years ago.” 

 Mystique exchanged a look with Creed. “Creed and I were there.” 

 “What happened?” Fury demanded.  

 “You can‟t look it up?” Mystique asked, a faint smile on her lips. 

 “Too high tech,” he said. “The logs from the computer are so old that our 
technology can‟t get into them. Crack international code, sure, without breaking a sweat. 
Figuring out how to get into files made on operating systems that were cutting edge 
fifteen years ago? Now that‟s a challenge. Give me the Cliff notes version.” 

 “We lost them,” Mystique said simply, and she snapped the phone shut. For a 
moment, she was lost in thought. 

 The phone vibrated, startling her from her reverie. She flipped it open. “This isn‟t 
going to become a habit is it?” she said into the phone. 

 “This just in,” Fury replied. “Private jet just left Stark International‟s New York 
complex headed south. Bring in Logan too.” 
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 “What about Stark?” Mystique asked. 

 “Far as he knows it was an accident, very tragic,” Fury said. “I‟m calling in backup, 
too.” 

 “No!” Mystique retorted. “We can handle, this, Fury.” 

 “Got LeBeau in custody then?” he said, an edge to his voice. “Or did he give you 
the slip.” 

 “We‟re tracking him,” Mystique gritted out patiently. 

 “Not good enough. You catch him. You have until the extraction team arrives to 
prove me wrong.” 

 For a moment neither of them spoke. 

 “Okay, Fury,” Mystique said. “I‟ll be they‟re headed for the old air strip they used 
last time they escaped the Project.” She quickly told him the coordinates; she had them 
memorized. “Have your troops meet us there, it‟s the only place they can land their 
choppers safely anyway.” 

 “That didn‟t hurt, did it,” Fury said. He hung up. 

 Mystique sat quietly seething for a moment. Between Rachel‟s psionics and Creed‟s 
hearing they were all up to speed.  

 “We know where he‟s goin,” Creed said. “So let‟s just beat him there.” Then he 
sniffed. “Hey, the boat changed direction. Headed north.” 

 “But he‟s still going east,” Mystique said. “Count on it. Get a move on. LeBeau has 
a big head start, and he knows the territory.” 

 Creed got a move on. 

* 

 Again, that cool touch on his scalp. “Damn psychers,” Remy muttered. He climbed 
down out of the tree. “Forget it, forget it, no point,” he sighed, looking up into the tree 
at the lovely confusing trail he‟d left for Creed. “Creed not be de one following me now. 
It be dis other one, dis psycher. I jus outrun dem.” And he got started. 

 After putting on the clothes in the backpack and holstering the .45, he had felt 
much better. The cards and collapsed staff stuck into his belt were also reassuring. He 
tucked the passport and the $5,000 in his pocket and tossed the pack. Time to travel 
light.  

 It was almost dawn when the exhausted Cajun found his way to the edge of the 
treeline, in sight of the small airstrip. Too small to have a name or be on a map, this 
airstrip had saved him more than once. 

 He strolled out of the treeline, not bothering to brush at the mud that covered his 
long coat, tough pants, and heavy shirt. The buckles on his boots were crusted with 
swamp. But he was smiling. 

 “Pepé, where you be?” he said, walking up onto the airstrip‟s runway. 

 “Remy?” came a voice from behind some fuel drums. “Remy, dat you?” 

 “Bringin you business, Pepé,” Remy said with a smile, walking towards the voice. 
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 “Good to see you, Remy!” said Pepé, putting down the shotgun and walking out in 
the open. He was a short pudgy man with only half his teeth, but his face was full of 
smile lines. “Mus be trouble on de way! Oderwise you never come to see old Pepé.” 

 “Trouble, in spades,” Remy said. “But I got a nice sleek jet coming to pick me up, 
be here in half hour or so. We okay for a landing?” 

 “You betcha,” Pepé said. “You look pretty wiped out, mon ami.” 

 Remy nodded. “I‟d like to sit down for a minute fore dey get here,” he said. 

 “Go on in, clean yourself up, or jus sit in de chair,” Pepe said, gesturing to the low 
outbuilding with the windsock flying over it. “I keep an eye out for your friends.” 

 “Much obliged, Pepé,” Remy said. “You get paid for dis real soon.” 

 “Yeah, yeah,” Pepé said. Remy smiled and headed into the building, and Pepé 
watched the lightening sky. 

* 

 The plane finished its picture-perfect landing, and the side portal of the sleek jet 
opened to lower stairs. Pepé moved out to greet them. A short man with wild upswept 

hair strolled down the steps, glancing around and sniffing.  

 “Hey, you make it,” Pepé said. “Remy, he be with you in a minute. Then you all go, 
ya?” 
 “Yeah,” the short man said, digging out a cigar. He tore the end off with his teeth. 
“Remy in there?” 

 “Sure is,” Pepé said. Logan headed for the outbuilding, and Pepé raised the stun 
gun and lined it up on the back of his head. 

 Then Pepé‟s eyes snapped wide open, and he gibbered for a moment. His face 
began to shift and flow, then he collapsed on the runway, form oozing and twitching. 
The gun clattered to the pavement. Logan turned, looked from the collapsed figure to 
the woman standing over it. 

 “Nice work, darlin,” he said. 

 “You should be more careful, Logan,” she replied calmly as the gleaming psionic 
knife dissipated. “Creed is nearby as well.” 

 “You got him, Bets. I‟m gonna go get Remy. He‟s in there,” Logan said, gesturing 
with his chin. He looked down at the garbled figure on the ground. “She gonna be 
okay?”  

 Braddock shrugged. “Yes. In about an hour. In the meantime she can try to muster 
the concentration to ponder the consequences of her evil deeds.” 

 “That‟s what all a us are tryin ta muster the concentration to ponder,” Logan 
grunted as he headed for the outbuilding. 

 Braddock turned and faced the swamp. “Creed,” she said in a clear voice that 
carried over the bayou. “I am not tracking you by scent. The muck will do you no good 
hiding from me.” 
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 He said nothing as he rose from the swamp water, slathered in mud and weeds. He 
grinned, and slogged to the edge of the mere and out onto the runway. He shook like a 
dog, then settled, growling, into a combat stance. 

 “You Logan‟s girl now?” he rumbled. “Let‟s see what you got, frail.” He barked a 
laugh and came in low, talons outstretched, leaping with unreal speed. She took a step 
to the side and pivoted out of the way, and he slashed through empty air. Landing in a 
crouch, he spun and took a stride towards her, lashing out. A pivot spun her away from 
his attack, and her fingertips cut into his elbow. 

 He faced her again. “That supposed to hurt?” he sneered. 

 She raised an eyebrow. “Doesn‟t matter. For the next few minutes, even with your 
healing factor, your left hand is useless.” 

 He looked down at his arm in surprise. Aside from a wiggling finger, his hand had 
gone dead. He glared at her. 

 “It‟s on, now,” he snarled. “No more Mister Nice Guy.” 

 “Oh, really,” she sighed. “Let‟s end this.” Her eyes narrowed, and her fist was 
bathed in a peculiar purple light. With a subaudial hiss, a shard of seething, contained 
energy slid out of her fist, filling out a triangular wedge of light. 

 Creed darted in, slashing. She stepped out of the way and put the dagger through 
his face, then ducked gracefully as his lunge threw him to the ground, where he twitched 
fitfully. She sighed, and glanced over at the outbuilding. Logan was just reaching the 
door. 

 Logan nudged the door open with his foot. In the dim light of one bare bulb he 
saw Remy, tied to a chair, his eyes staring, twitching thoughtlessly. Next to Remy, a trim 
red-headed teenager held a gun to his head and watched him with narrow, angry green 
eyes. “One step closer,” she said, “and your swamp rat friend paints a mural.” 

 “Two down, kid,” Logan shrugged. “Gonna be three. As fer shootin the swamp 
rat, you‟d save me a hell of a lot of trouble.” 

 Her eyes flared, and she reached into his mind. Her eyes snapped wide open and 
she recoiled, her head bumping into the boards of the wall behind her. Logan darted 
forward and snatched the gun while she was distracted. “Did I mention my head‟s a 
mess ta poke into?” he said with a grin. 

 She shouted. He smashed through the flimsy wall of the hut and sailed into the 
predawn bayou in a flat arc. He crashed into a tree and plopped down in the mud, his 
whole body tingling and aching. 

 The redhead stood by the hole in the wall, looking out into the swamp. She was 
smiling. Then she spun— 

 Just in time to catch the chair on her head and shoulders. It splintered in a most 
gratifying way, but Remy‟s heel whipped through the confusion to smash into her ribs. 
She flew back and crashed into the wall, but he was there, his next blow uncoiling at 
her. She ducked and landed a good punch to his ribs, but he was all sinew and bone, 
and the last thing she saw was his knee lashing out at her eye socket. The blow 
connected hard, knocking her head back against the wall again, and Remy stooped with 
his fist poised to hit her again if need be. 
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 “Remy, you all right?” asked Braddock from the doorway. He looked up with his 
best rakish grin. 

 “I am now, chere. Good for Logan to bring you along. Thanks for waking me up,” 
Remy said, looking down at the groaning and twitching girl on the floor. 

 Braddock knelt by the psycher. “I was in his cabin,” she said quietly. “He invited 
me along because I could pilot the jet.” 

“Whatever you say, mon chere,” Remy grinned knowingly. 

She chuckled. Then she went rigid. “Hear that?” she asked. 

 Remy nodded grimly. “Choppers. We gotta move.” 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Braddock stood and jogged out towards the plane. Logan was just coming out of 
the swamp and heading for the plane as well. 

 “Shall we?” Braddock asked him, raising an eyebrow. 

 “Too late,” he said, shaking his head. “They got missiles that could take us down 
easy, before we could get the distance. Time to go with plan b.” 

 “Ah yes,” she said, nodding. “How well I remember plan b.” 

 “Dis is bad ting,” Remy said. “I hate plan b.” 

 Just then an ugly helicopter roared into view, and it opened up with a salvo of 
missiles that crashed into the grounded jet in an incredible blast of painful sound. The 
jet exploded, sending them sailing back through the air. Two, then three, then four 
helicopters screamed into view and settled on the battered tarmac around the flaming 
jet. Doors rolled open and soldiers jumped out, fanning out to secure the landing area.  

 Braddock, Remy, and Logan were gone. One soldier found Mystique and helped 
her rise, another checked on Creed. 

 Mystique was blonde, cute, and in charge. “Who‟s your commanding officer?” she 
shouted over the chopper engines. 

 “Lieutenant Wentworth,” the soldier shouted, pointing. Mystique strode over to 
him. 

 “Are you Special Agent Teak?” the lieutenant shouted. 

 “Yes,” she nodded. “Let‟s go in there where we can talk,” she yelled, gesturing at 
the outbuilding. 

 A minute later they were in the relative quiet of the building. “What was your 
briefing?” Agent Teak asked. 

 “Two terrorists,” the lieutenant said. “Remy LeBeau and Logan Sendry.” 

 “Add a third,” Agent Teak said, her eyes slitted and vicious. “Elizabeth Braddock. 
Each of them is trained in a number of terrorist tactics, so treat them as extremely 
armed and extremely dangerous, even if you see no weapons. I don‟t think they‟ve gone 
far, but for now leave the choppers running and establish a perimeter while I check with 
our special intelligence.” 
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 “Yes sir,” he said, and he stepped out of the building and headed for his troops. 
Agent Teak put her palm on her forehead and winced; her mind was a riot of pain. 

 On the roof of the building, Rachel sat looking into the gathering dawn. She felt a 
stirring in her mind, then silent speech, clear and articulate in her thoughts. 

 Rachel, the voice said. May I talk to you? 

 Rachel felt the other mind, the other voice, not prying or imposing but simply 
there. She nodded her assent, if for no other reason than the novelty of the non-hostile 
contact. 

 Twenty years ago we were in almost this exact same situation, the voice said. We were a bunch 
of kids then, except Logan. I was here with them. I worked for the Project, can you believe that? I was 
a non combatant, along for the ride to be a spotter for Creed and Mystique. My heart goes out to you. 

 Keep your heart, Rachel thought. I have no patience for your pity. 

 Aren‟t you at all curious to know what happened? Braddock thought to her. 

 Rachel was silent, her silence answer enough. 

 Back then the Project had a program for psionics, and I was a teenager in its courses. As the hunt 
went through the swamp, Remy and Logan snatched me and spirited me away from the soldiers. I knew 
for sure they were going to kill me. But they didn‟t. Even after I had tracked them halfway across 
Louisiana, they took me aside and talked to me. Remy told me what they had done to him, but I 
couldn‟t trust him. Then Logan told me the Project was evil, and he made me look into his head. 

 Silence. 

 Well, you know what that‟s like, Braddock continued. Rachel bit her lip. 

 I couldn‟t go back to Extechops, Braddock thought. I resigned, right to Bryant‟s face. Then 
they tried to hunt me, so I pulled every secret out of Bryant‟s head I could reach and threatened him with 
it. 

Both women smiled at that. 

Freedom, thought Braddock, is possible, if you dare to reach for it. 

Yes, see how well that worked out? Rachel thought, bitter. Twenty years later, here you 
are again. 

But it‟s not the same, Braddock disagreed. I‟m free. No unscrupulous men give me my 
marching orders. My mind is my own, my choices mine to make. It is worth the risk, worth the price, to 
be free. Just think it over. 

 The contact ended, and Rachel struggled with emotion. 

 Mystique popped her head up out of the building. “Rachel!” she said. “Are they still 
nearby?” 

 “Yes,” Rachel managed, surprised to find a lump in her throat. “They‟re not far.” 

 Just then one of the choppers changed the pitch of its engine, and it rose from the 
runway. Soldiers scattered as the minigun started spinning. The pilots abandoned the 
other three choppers just before a line of bullets ripped the gunships in half, spraying 
metal fragments across the sprinting soldiers. Soldiers fired at the helicopter, the bullets 
ringing off its steel hide ineffectually. Then the chopper veered to the west, corrected, 
and thudded to the west and the south. 
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 “Damn,” Mystique gritted out. “There they go.” She pulled out her phone and 
punched in a number too secret to be in the autodialer. Some ordinance detonated in 
the ruin of a helicopter. 

 “Fury here,” came the rough voice. “Doesn‟t sound like success.” 

 “It isn‟t,” Mystique said, her voice sour. “They hijacked a chopper and escaped. 
Send an extraction team for your soldier boys. Let us finish the job. They‟re headed to 
Mexico. The soldiers can‟t do this without creating an international incident.” 

 “So you were on top of things when they arrived?” Fury said. 

 She gritted her teeth. “There‟s a certain way these things are done,” she said evenly. 

 “Poorly. You‟re coming back to base, operation failed,” he snapped. “Maybe 
Bryant was right about you. We‟ll see how Garrett and Wilson do.” The line went dead. 
Mystique leaned back on the roof and looked at the rising sun. 

At least he‟d send an extraction team. 

 Down on the airfield, the soldiers struggled to put out the blaze with a few fire 
extinguishers they found in the office. It was almost comical. “At least we‟re in a 
swamp,” Mystique mused. 

 A rattling thud, and Creed was on the roof. “I‟m going after them,” Creed said. 
“It‟s a trick. I can find them.” 

 “We‟re being recalled to headquarters,” Mystique noted. 

 Creed snarled, deep in his chest. “I‟m going after them,” he repeated, and he 
jumped off the roof, leaving only the aftertaste of his fury behind. 

 Mystique glanced at Rachel, and the two women slid off the roof to follow him. 

 As they landed, Rachel suddenly realized— 

 Creed bashed her head, and stars exploded in her sudden darkness as she sailed 
through the air and slammed to the ground, rolling with the force of the blow until she 
finished limp and motionless. 

 Mystique came up with a gun, but Creed was ready for that; he snatched it and 
startled her with a head bash to her face. She reeled, and he gripped her by the neck and 
easily hauled her off the ground. 

 “Don‟t follow me,” he growled. He shook her once then tossed her over to where 
Rachel lay unmoving. He leaped into the swamp and was gone. 

 Mystique clutched her neck, gasping. Rachel lay unmoving, blood trickling from 
her nose and mouth. “Medic!” Mystique croaked, her voice damaged. She focused for a 
moment. “Medic!” she shouted, loud and clear. 

 A quick look reassured her that Rachel simply suffered from a concussion, nothing 
that wouldn‟t heal. She revived, groggy, as the medic trotted over. 

 “Look after her,” Mystique said, standing and brushing herself off. She looked out 
into the bayou. “To hell with Louisiana anyway,” she murmured. 

 Now it was all in the air. She wondered how it would come down. 

* 
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 Remy and Logan slogged through the muck. “I hate plan b,” Remy muttered. 

 “I think you said that already,” Logan said, “maybe even twice. Hell, maybe even 
thirty times. In fact, if you say it again I might have to slice your whiny hide open to see 
how many more you got in there.” 

 “De mosquitoes make you grumpy,” Remy said. “I understand dat. I let it go dis 
time. I know you just out of sorts and not your normal charming self cause we been 
slogging tru mud for de past two hours.” 

 “Don‟t forget the heat. If it wasn‟t for you, I‟d be at work eatin lunch right now. So 
don‟t give me lip. „Sides. You called and asked for help. Well, there‟s nobody chasin you 
now, is there?” 

 “Whatever happened to plan a?” Remy asked forlornly. “Dat would be better dan 
going into a trance so de psychers can‟t see us, while our bodies be stuck up in trees, 
until de soldiers go away.” 

 “Plan a was to let the Project have you. Though I can‟t imagine what they would 
want with a swamp rat who can‟t stop whining about his rescue.” 

 “Hey, dey be working on super charmer soldiers next. De ladies love dem, dere 
friends can‟t say no to dem, and dey need an expert to teach dem de art of charm and 
misdirection.” He grinned his most charming grin, the one he saved for special 
occasions. 

 “Gawd,” Logan muttered. “I need a cigar.” 

 Remy‟s laugh rang through the swamp. 
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Like Family 
May 3, 2002 

 Her eyes slowly rolled open, not yet focusing. Something was wrong; she felt inertia 
that was impossible. She blinked, then her eyes shot wide open as the surface of the 
ocean filled the cockpit‟s view, whipping up fast. Reflexes snapped into action before 
her mind had a chance to instruct them; she snatched the controls of the helicopter and 
pulled up hard. 

 The copter howled in protest, but it managed to dramatically change its trajectory. 
It leveled out just feet above the restless sea, then pulled up to a higher altitude. 

 Her heart hammering, she let her senses get a better grasp of where she was. The 
thudding of the engine was pervasive and drowned out all other noises. But there was 
something else. In her mind. Elizabeth Braddock did not take well to uninvited visitors 
there. 

 Who are you, she thought, her eyes narrowing. The presence; so familiar… 

 For now, let us fly for a moment so we may both recover. The voice-thought was clear, 
articulate, and controlled. It filled her mind like clear music after a static riddled 
broadcast. 

 Her training came back to her, and she glanced over the console to get her bearing. 
Off the coast of Louisiana, headed straight south into the Gulf. Her forehead wrinkled. 
This was not her plan. 

 Perhaps, the voice came again, I can persuade you to come to Florida. 

 Florida? she thought. 

 Yes. The voice continued: You were just attacked by the red headed child you met back at the 
air strip. She assaulted your mind in an attempt to make you crash your helicopter and be killed, and 
the passengers she thinks you have with you. She believes success will help her fit into her new job, and 
unfortunately she‟s right. 

 Braddock nodded. So where do you fit into this? she thought. 

 I taught her, the other mind replied.  

 She did not seem so powerful to me, Braddock thought. I am not a pushover. 

 No, the other mind replied. You are not a pushover, but she struck hard and fast while you 
did not expect it. 

 She must have incredible range, Braddock thought. Now for you: why do you want me to go to 
Florida? 

 To meet me, the voice thought to her, suffused with warmth like a smile. Besides, it 
continued, the Project will be looking for you in Mexico. 

 She changed the heading on the helicopter, and with her implicit agreement she 
suddenly knew exactly where she was going. Then the presence eased out of her mind, 
and as he eased out pain oozed in after; she realized he had held off the psionic 
backlash of the attack. 
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 Gritting her teeth and closing the eye she couldn‟t see out of anyway, she fought 
the pain and flew east. 

* 

 She set down the chopper with a picture perfect landing. It seemed out of place in 
the clearing. Braddock looked out of the cockpit, scanning the area. Her head felt better 
now, after her bio-feedback meditations while flying. 

 Two men stepped out of the shadows at the edge of the treeline. They were 
dressed in double-breasted suits, they had long hair pulled back in ponytails, and each 
held a submachinegun.  

 She recognized them, recognized their clumsy touches on her mind, and everything 
fell into place. She stepped out of the copter and stretched. Then she leveled her eyes 
on the first one. 

 “How about it, Dane?” she said, pulling his name swiftly and gracefully from his 
mind. “Are we going to see Xavier now?” 

 “Yes,” he said, and he turned and went into the verdant treeline. She followed, and 
Henk followed her. After a few minutes of walking along an almost invisible trail, they 
emerged on the shoulder of a two lane road, where a black Lincoln was parked waiting 
for them. Henk got in the drivers seat, Braddock in the passenger side, and Dane in the 
back. Then they were on the road. 

 “So,” Braddock said. “Xavier came to Florida from Colorado. What brought him 
here?” 

 “He wishes to see the doctor,” Dane said in his heavily accented voice. “About his 
legs.” 

 “That‟s enough!” Henk snapped in Norwegian. Dane sat back and said nothing 
further. 

 Betsy watched the scenery slip past outside the car window. So green, so lush. She 
realized they must be near the Everglades. The drive only lasted about ten minutes, then 
the tires crunched on gravel as they pulled up in front of a ranch house that backed up 
to the swamp. 

 “We are here,” Henk said shortly, getting out of the car. 

 Braddock unfolded from the car, and glanced down at herself. There were only 
traces of mud on her black bodysuit from her brief foray into the Louisiana swamp 
before she stole the helicopter that brought her here. She was presentable enough for 
the man she knew would meet her on the porch. She followed Henk and Dane, in no 
great rush to get to the inevitable. 

 “Hello, Ms. Braddock,” he said in a calm and cultured voice. She raised her eyes to 
meet his gaze. 

 “Hello, Mr. Xavier,” she said. He was seated in his wheelchair, dressed in a tan suit, 
his head shining and bald, his eyebrows a bit too upswept. He had a most charming 
smile. A shiver ran up her back. The raw presence he radiated, even at rest, was 
formidable and strong. Its currents swirled around her and she made an effort to seal 
her mind. 
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 “I wanted to apologize for interfering with your escape,” Xavier said. 

 “On the contrary,” she replied, “you saved me from a most unpleasant demise. 
You mentioned that the Project‟s psycher has range. Hers is nothing compared to yours, 
undoing her attack and saving my life.” 

 “Not only that,” he nodded, “I gave her the impression she had succeeded. If the 
Project is sloppy, and I have no reason to believe they will not be, then they could 
operate under the false assumption that you, Logan, and Remy were in that helicopter 
when it crashed.” 

 “That could be useful to me,” she mused. “I had a life, but now that all this has 
come up again after all these years, I don‟t know that I could return to it.” She looked 
down at her hands; so slim, so strong, so different than they had been. She closed her 
hands into fists and closed her thoughts before she remembered what her hands had 
done in the near past. 

 “Let‟s not stand on the porch and converse,” Xavier said pleasantly. Dane stepped 
behind him, and turned his chair. They headed into the dimly lit house. “Your curiosity 
as to why I am here is quite a tingle.” 

 “Not the words I would have chosen,” she said dryly. 

 They turned and headed into what looked like a modern parlor. There were two 
couches, a dining room table, and an entertainment center on the far side of the room. 
Dane pushed Xavier up to the table, and Braddock sat opposite him. The two men in 
suits stepped back unobtrusively. 

 “After you and Silent and that repulsive little man Logan left me in my Chateau,” 
Xavier began, “I had four days to think things over. Four days in the silent stuffiness of 
the half of my command center that survived the collapse of my estate. Before Geraint‟s 
digging crews reached me, I came face to face with myself. Some might say it was the 
lack of oxygen, but I had an epiphany. I realized something that I had missed all these 
years.” He sighed. “The secrets of the mind are not enough, Ms. Braddock. I always 
knew that,” he said, tapping his temple, “but I didn‟t know it,” he added, tapping his 
chest. 

 “It was right in front of me the whole time. The physical training you underwent is 
an example of how the body and the mind need to work together, a holistic effort, in 
order to be a healthy psion. For too long I accepted that there was a trade; I lost the use 
of my legs and gained the world of thought. I decided that it was a good trade, that I 
would rather have the powers of my mind than be able to walk. But you see,” he said, 
leaning forward, “in examining my life I realized that it is a false trade. To put it another 
way, how can I lead others to discover the power of their minds, how can I show the 
world there is a better way, if I cannot overcome the basic handicap of being unable to 
walk?” 

 He leaned back. “I want to have my cake and eat it too. Before I am credible in 
bringing others into a better world I need to demonstrate that I have the determination, 
skill, courage, and creativity to overcome my personal weakness.” 

 “So you‟re going to learn to walk using telekinetics?” Braddock asked. 

 “Oh no,” he smiled. “That is not one of my gifts. Science, my dear Ms. Braddock. I 
have sought out science that will be my answer.” His smile was less pleasant. 
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 The front door closed, and everyone in the room reached out mentally to check the 
newcomer. A few moments later he walked into the room. 

 “Hello,” he said. “Er, I‟m Kurt Connors,” he said to Braddock. “How do you do.” 

 She stood and walked over to him, extending her hand palm down. “Elizabeth 
Braddock. Pleased to meet you.” 

 He clasped her hand with his, and she noticed his other arm was missing, only an 
empty sleeve pinned at the shoulder. “Xavier didn‟t tell me we were having company,” 
he said, glancing at the man in the chair. 

 “Is your family situated for the weekend?” Xavier asked. 

 “Yes,” Connors said. “We can get ready.” 

 “I‟m afraid I‟m in the dark as to what‟s going on,” Braddock said. 

 Connors glanced at Xavier, who nodded. “Well,” Connors said, “Charles Xavier is 
going to be able to walk by this time next week.” He smiled. 

 “Really,” Braddock said, raising an eyebrow. 

 “Perhaps it‟s time to tour the lab?” Xavier suggested. 

 A few minutes later the door opened in the laboratory, and they trooped in.  

 “This is my lab sweet lab,” Curt said, gesturing. Braddock looked over the 
equipment in the large room, taking it in. The room was an open two stories tall with a 
narrow balcony, but the far wall was composed of vast picture windows that looked out 
over the verdant untouched swamp behind the house. It was quite beautiful in the 
fading of the day. The trees were draped in Spanish moss, the dark rippling water‟s 
reflection was a blend of sky and growth. Right behind the house a huge mangrove rose 
free of the water, its roots stained and discolored by the shifting waterline.  

 Inside the lab, there were two tables surrounded by equipment. Braddock 
recognized the electron microscope, the centrifuge, the freezers, the transfusion 
equipment, and monitors for vital signs. Half the equipment in the room was beyond 
her skill. 

 “Impressive,” she said. 

 “Thanks,” he grinned. “My family doesn‟t really approve of this being attached to 
our house, but I like it for the same reason they don‟t,” he said, trotting down the stairs 
into the lab. “Ease of access.” 

 Dane wheeled Xavier down the ramp, and Braddock followed. 

 “Do you mind letting me know what technique you plan to use?” Braddock asked. 
Connors looked at Xavier. 

 “Nothing to hide from you, really,” Xavier said to her. “My cure is on its way right 
now.” 

 “Very spare, very subtle,” Braddock said. “Care to elaborate?” 

 Xavier turned his chair to face the windows, and his brow creased. He steepled his 
fingers. “Do you know how I came to be in this condition?” he asked. Braddock shook 
her head. 
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 “Mm,” he said. There was a long moment of quietness. “I was a young man, 
working for the Project at one of their satellite sites. They paid me to do research I did 
not want to do, and I used their funds to finance my work on unlocking the power of 
the mind. Meditation techniques, physical regimens, pharmaceuticals. You must 
remember it was during the New Age silliness that I was doing all this, and I was, as I 
said, a young man. You recall Bryant?” he said without looking. She nodded. 

 “Well, Bryant decided I had been given enough rope to hang myself, using 
Extechop time and money on my own personal interests instead of developing weapons 
for them. So he sent his pet monster, Victor Creed, to „collect‟ me.” Xavier was silent 
for a moment, and Braddock felt a tremor in his thought. She could almost see his face 
from where she was standing. She did not move to get a better view. 

 “He decided,” Xavier continued, his voice steady, “to take me alive and return me 
to the Project. To insure that I would not escape, he cut my spine with his talons. I lost 
the use of my legs, but in that moment of supreme agony and terror the final barriers I 
had faced in my mind were sundered. I came into power I had only dreamed of before. 
The worst day of my life became also the best day. I took Creed‟s mind from him and 
he became my puppet.” Xavier was silent, his eyes pointed at the swamp, seeing events 
from long ago. Braddock and Connors waited. 

 “As my puppet, he bound my wounds, took me to a motel, got me food, then 
booked me passage on a train. Dropped me off at the station. I made him buy himself a 
ticket for the train after mine, so when he put me on a train I wiped his memory and 
supplied him with a new one. He was very self congratulatory as he used the ticket I 
made him buy. I recovered from most of my injuries, set about using my gifts to unlock 
and increase potential, and founded the Institute. I find it highly ironic that the Project 
once again brought disaster to me, but has not discovered that I am still alive.” 

 “Why are you telling me all this?” Braddock asked. 

 “Two reasons,” Xavier said crisply, spinning his chair to face her. “I want to be 
completely honest with you so you will trust me. Secondly, you know Creed and the 
Project. They have hunted you in turn.” 

 They were both quiet for a moment. “Please come with me,” Xavier said. He 
wheeled back up the ramp. Braddock glanced at Connors, who was busy with his 
preparations. She turned and followed Xavier. 

 He wheeled into the dining room. She took a seat. They sat for a while, not making 
eye contact, not speaking, their thoughts quietly behind private fences. 

 “You and I,” Xavier said, “are connected. Both our lives were improved then 
ruined by the Project. I taught you how to use the talents you had, and because of me 
you are more powerful than you ever could have dreamed of being. You have brought 
me disaster, too,” he said, his mind in the snowy mountains. 

 “I can‟t join you,” she said simply. 

 “We are like family, you and I,” he said. “That is why you did not kill me, even 
though you were programmed to kill all your enemies. We may not get along, but there 
is a bond deeper than blood that connects us, connects most who have free range on 
the psychic plane. Together we could accomplish so much.” His eyes were wide, his 
voice soft and pleading. She felt no trace of mental manipulation. She sighed, and bit 
her lip. 
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 Then she thought of Logan. The rest was easy. 

 “I can‟t,” she said softly. “I don‟t want to make my living out of cloak and dagger 
missions, secret clashes with the enemy, endless struggle for scraps of power. That‟s not 
who I am, or I would have succumbed to the ninja training. I chose life then, and I 
choose it now. What you want to do with your life is to unlock more psychic potential 
in others. But why? For their enlightenment? Or to create agents who will help you 
achieve your ends?” She shook her head. “I‟m sorry, Charles.” 

 He lowered his head. “So am I.” 

 His attack was so swift it was not fully formed in his mind before the full brunt of 
his psionic power smacked into the woman across the table. She toppled out of the 
chair and lay on the floor, blood seeping from her eyes, ears, nose, mouth. He sighed 
and closed his eyes. 

 “Put her in the restraint chamber,” he said softly. The two men in suits moved to 
comply. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Creed crouched in the thick undergrowth of the road side and watched the house. 
Here. He had caught a whiff of Braddock not too long ago, and now he was looking at 
the house that was the only thing on the road. He wondered if she had stopped here. 

 A nasty smile crawled across his face. Might as well go ring the doorbell. He slunk 
out of the undergrowth, shook like a dog, straightened his jumpsuit, then strolled up the 
front porch. It creaked under his massive weight. He reached for the doorbell then 
stopped cold. 

 Sniffed. 

 Sniffed again. 

 Glanced around; something was very wrong here. For one, he smelled Xavier all 
over the place. By now he had accepted that Xavier lived, but his sniffer didn‟t like it 
one bit. But there was something else. The wind blew across the porch, and he had not 
been upwind of this location. So how could he catch a whiff of his own scent? 

 He backed off the porch, still looking around. The hair on the back of his neck 
prickled. 

 In a single uncoiling of muscle, he leaped to the roof and looked around. Ranch 
house, one level, built into the ground and almost into the swamp; one story in the 
front, two in the back. He prowled along the roof, then stopped. Sniffed. He smelled 
only the normal smells of roofing and swamp, but not twenty feet from him stood a 
bald man in a turtleneck. 

 “Xavier?” Creed managed, his heart freezing for a moment, his voice dying. 

 The young man stared at him coldly, then smiled. 

 “You‟re standing,” Creed said, pointing with a trembling finger. 

 One of Xavier‟s unnaturally steep eyebrows raised, and his smile turned cruel. 

 Creed did the only thing there was for him to do. He leaped, slashing. 



 

318 

 Xavier ducked, and Creed somehow missed. Landing heavily, he spun. Xavier had 
made no sound following his leap, but now he leaned forward. Creed slashed, and his 
claws whipped right through the image of Xavier. 

 Then that leering face touched his own. Entered the front of his head. 

 The psychic projection faded, and Creed slowly and uncertainly stood. Grinned 
broadly. Creed hopped off the house and walked inside. He strolled through the house, 
knowing the way, finding the lab. 

 Xavier was already on the operating table, face down. 

 “Finally made it,” Creed growled to Connors, who smiled. 

 “Right up here, Mr. Creed,” he said. He led the behemoth to the other table and 
strapped him into the restraints. “Okay,” he said, “I‟ll get your iv‟s going.” He worked 
with Creed for a few minutes, and Creed was the very picture of a docile patient. 

 Connors returned to Xavier‟s table. He began preparing the anesthetic syringe.  

 “Doctor,” Xavier said. “Regeneration is your specialty. If this works for me, you‟ll 
be famous.” 

 “Fame is not what I‟m after,” Connors said with a wry smile. “If this works for you 
I‟ll have a new tool in my toolbox for addressing my own infirmity. Cells must be easier 
to reconstruct than entire limbs.” 

 Xavier smiled. “I cannot thank you enough,” he said. 

 “My pleasure,” Connors replied. 

 The lights snapped out. 

 “Um…” Connors hesitated. 

 “Do not administer the anesthetic until I command it,” Xavier said, his voice cold. 
“Go free Creed. He‟s going to check it out.” 

 The doctor took a few minutes to fumble the restraints open using only one hand, 
and Xavier was silent on his table. Finally Creed stepped out, glanced at the doctor, then 
padded into the dark house. 

 “Do you have a backup generator for the lab?” Xavier asked, his voice strained. 

 “Um, why, yes!” the doctor said, brightening. “And most of the heavy equipment 
won‟t be necessary for this procedure.” 

 “By all means,” Xavier murmured, “fire it up.” 

* 

 Very odd, Xavier decided. If he was interpreting Creed‟s senses right, the whole 
house smelled of Creed but not of Creed. Familiar, but too different to be simply 
explained. Creed‟s body and subconscious were riled by the scent, angered and 
confused. Probably compounded by the possession. Xavier smiled, and Creed‟s body 
did too. 

 The body and its mind reached the breaker box. Everything fine there. He 
wandered out the front porch and looked out into the dimness. There. Power line, 
neatly snipped, laying on the ground. Hm. 
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 Movement. 

 Xavier was too slow interpreting what the body was telling him. The foot caught 
him precisely where the spine meets the skull, and Creed pitched forward, pain flaring 
through the body and threatening Xavier‟s control. They hit the ground, and the body 
leaped up of its own accord. 

 Braddock waited, eyes dark with fury. 

 Creed‟s body growled all by itself. Braddock had nothing to say. She whipped 
towards him. Pain registered more slowly than the blows hit the body; first the kneecap 
split, a knife-hand strike through the veins in his thigh, a forearm blow thudding home 
in his gut that lifted the body off the ground and sent it through the air. She looked so 
small from this body, but her strength was incredible. Rather, her focus. 

 Xavier remembered the body had tried a clumsy swing before being knocked 
down. 

 The body hopped up, and Xavier relaxed his control a little; Creed was a better 
fighter than he was. Lock slashed in again, shards of psionic energy snapping out of her 
fists. 

 Ah yes. There‟s the solution. Xavier and Creed smiled. She ducked Creed‟s swing 
and neatly slid the psi-knife into his forehead. End of battle. 

 With a shriek she was flung back. Those knives could be made to work both ways, 
if the target is ready. An exchange of psionic attacks, and she was unprepared and 
worsted. 

 In the lab, Xavier grunted and gripped the table. Creed was furious and had almost 
enough pain to shrug Xavier‟s control off; the attack that had moved through Creed‟s 
mind left Xavier‟s grip tenuous. Creed got some leverage. The struggle lasted for a 
moment, then Creed was firmly under Xavier‟s control once more. 

 Creed hopped towards her where she reeled, blood freely flowing again, and Xavier 
knew that the feedback from her attack must have played hell with the psychic beating 
she took in the copter compounded by the one he had delivered in the dining room. 
Creed put the full strength of his body into a backhanded blow that caught her in the 
chest and sent her sailing up onto the porch; she slammed off the wall, cracking the 
wood, and sprawled. 

 Creed picked Braddock‟s limp body up. He carried her into the house. 

* 

 “Make your point, doctor,” Xavier said patiently. 

 “I‟m just saying,” Connors continued, “if the power was on, then she couldn‟t get 
out of the containment chamber, right? So she had to escape after the power was cut.” 
He finished strapping Braddock down on the spare bed. 

 Xavier‟s forehead wrinkled. “Indeed.” He pursed his lips. “All the more reason to 
do this as quickly as we can. I don‟t want Creed to… change his mind about this.” 

 Connors sighed and ran his hand through his hair. “We have the transfusion 
equipment set. As soon as I get the feed going, then I can make some experimental cuts 
to know when the healing factor kicks in. Then, I head for your spine. I‟ve located the 
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damage, it should be possible to trick your body into thinking that the damage is new, 
so it will heal.” 

 “I am in your hands,” Xavier said, his voice muffled. 

 “Hiya,” came a voice from the doorway. Dane and Henk spun, reaching for their 
weapons, when a single hollow point round snapped into each of their foreheads at the 
same time, spraying their psychic potential all over the walls behind them. 

 “Damn I‟m good,” the man in the doorway said, brandishing a faintly wisping pistol 
in each hand. He lined them up on the doctor. His face was covered in a mottled black 
and gray mask, and he wore low-light goggles. He was dressed in a dark combat suit 
with a harness that held pouches and weapons. He chuckled, an oddly wet sound. “Boo! 
No, really, sorry about this but I can‟t let any more mad scientists carve up the big guy. 
He‟s like a brother to me. Very much like a brother, actually. Hey Xavier, I thought you 
were the bright boy of your think tank. Shouldn‟t you know better than to try a stunt 
like this?” 

 The newcomer in the stealth camouflage holstered one of his pistols and sidled 
over to the table with Creed. He held the gun steady, and slid a black knife out of its 
sheath. “This‟ll just take a minute. I‟ll understand if you want to cut up Cue Ball there, 
don‟t let me stop you. I just need Agent Fang and we‟re outa here.” He jammed the 
knife into each buckle in quick succession, twisting them loose. The heavy straps had no 
tightness. 

Creed lunged out of the restraints and snatched the newcomer, yanking him 
into a lethal embrace. A thick arm wrapped around his shoulders, neck, and chin, and 
the other arm wrapped around his ribs. 

 “Twitch and die,” growled Creed. 

 Connors started edging away from Xavier, Creed, and the newcomer. 

 “Why can‟t I sense you?” Xavier asked, his eyes narrowed. He could not look at the 
newcomer, but he could hear him. 

 “My‟cus I got a et lmt,” the newcomer managed. Creed relaxed his grip a little. 
“Because I have a net helmet,” he said again. “Forge made „em to keep you outta our 
skulls. I really, really wish Creed had one right now. I assume you‟re controlling what 
there is of his brain, because he hasn‟t known me long enough to want to kill me on 
sight during a rescue. Only about ten people in the whole world who‟d want to do that.” 

 “Shut up,” Xavier said shortly. “You have one chance to tell me why I shouldn‟t 
kill you. I have business to attend to.” 

 “I can‟t think of any good reasons why you shouldn‟t kill me,” the newcomer said, 
“but I got a damn good one why you shouldn‟t get back to attending to your business, if 
you mean going under the knife.” 

 “What‟s that?” Xavier asked. 

 “Yo Creed, let‟s move where Xavier can see me.” 

 Creed moved around to face Xavier where he lay on the table. “Now put me 
down,” the newcomer said. Creed hesitated, then put him down, keeping one taloned 
hand on the back of his neck. A simple muscular flex would snap his neck, maybe take 
his head off. 
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 The newcomer eased his wallet out and pulled out a picture. “See this?” he said, 
holding it up. A handsome young man in an Air Force uniform was smiling like a geek 
in front of an American flag. “That‟s me, the before picture. Hey presto, it becomes this,” 
he said, gripping the neck of his mask and peeling it up with a hideous squelching suck. 
Long ropes of mucus-like goo hung between the mask and the sodden, vile face of the 
commando. 

 Silence was deep for a moment as all eyes were riveted on the oozing glisten of his 
face. 

 “My whole body is like this,” he said softly, his voice cold, “because they thought 
they could give me Creed‟s healing. Doc,” he said sharply, looking at Connors. “You 
sure you can prevent this from happening to Xavier?” 

 “No,” Connors said, his face ashen. “No, I can‟t be sure.” 

 “Turn Braddock and Creed over real nice and easy and I‟ll most likely forget I saw 
you.” 

 “Is that so,” Xavier said. His tone was cold. A wisp of smoke came up from the 
mesh helmet as it started to twist. 

 “Ut oh,” the sticky man said, stiffening as Xavier pushed through the rudimentary 
defense of the net helmet. He could not raise his arm to fire. 

 Then Xavier‟s eyes went wide and he slumped. Braddock stood behind him. She 
tossed the syringe to the side and narrowed her eyes, staring at the man who was now 
gripping his steaming head. Her eyes were blood-shot, and her nose and ears and tear 
ducts were rimed with blood. She stood, however, straight and ready. 

 “Now what?” she asked. 

 The commando looked up, and smiled. His whole face bunched like raw torn meat. 
“I figure Creed‟s the only one that needs to walk out of this besides me,” he said. In a 
swift motion he whipped up his two guns— 

 The ninja woman was faster. He had not seen the scalpels she held, one in each 
hand. Her hands swiftly twitched, releasing the scalpels at the perfect moment; they 
sliced through the air and thudded deep into his eyes. He let out a choking scream and 
staggered back, dropping his guns. 

 “Okay, that‟s IT!” the commando screamed. He reached behind his belt, his world 
flaring and exploding with incredible pain. He pulled out a small pump grenade launcher 
and snapped off an incendiary grenade towards where the woman and the professor and 
the doctor had been standing a moment ago. 

He could not see, but he could feel the concussive eruptions of flame and 
shrapnel. He hollered and pumped out several more rounds, destroying the lab. Falling 
to his knees, he put down the four-round weapon and yanked the scalpels out of his eye 
sockets. He felt an unbearable agonizing itch as his eyes began to grow back, sealing and 
reconstituting themselves. The scalpels had cut deep into the optic nerve; this could take 
a little while. He staggered up, leaving the bloody knives and the guns, and he stumbled 
into the house away from the burning lab. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 
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 Connors sat, shivering, watching his house burn. Braddock rested next to him. 
They were on a branch of the sprawling mangrove, not far from where she had 
propelled them out of the window barely in advance of a gush of flame. A small cut on 
his forehead seemed to be the only damage Connors had sustained. 

 Braddock glanced over at him. “It‟s not your fault,” she said quietly. “Xavier is a 
very persuasive man, and you had no way of knowing his rather shady past. You wanted 
to do good.” 

 “It will be difficult to explain that to my family,” he said, looking into the flames of 
the house. “Who were those people really? Was Xavier… was he killed?” 

 “I gave Xavier a fighting chance,” Braddock said, “and that‟s all. I flipped his bed 
to give him some cover, and I dropped one of your fire retardant blankets on him. He 
may live. He may die.” 

 “I should have stuck to teaching,” Connors murmured to himself, rocking back 
and forth. 

 She watched him for a long moment. “You will,” she said. Then she gently touched 
the back of his head. “You were experimenting with chemicals when a beaker exploded. 
Next thing you remember you were outside. You never met Xavier. You never knew his 
associates. You have never seen me before, or Creed. Sleep, and awaken for sirens. And 
Connors? Stick to teaching.”  

 His eyes were blank as he stared at the flames. She suppressed a sigh, then hauled 
him over her shoulder and dropped to the swamp. 

* 

 “But I‟m feeling much better now,” the commando said to Creed. 

 “Me too,” Creed said, rubbing the back of his neck. From where they crouched in 
the swamp, they could see the fire engines pull up to the burning house. They saw 
Connors stir on the front lawn, then try to stand. The firemen rushed to help him. 

 “He‟s damn lucky,” the commando said. He pulled out a small pistol. “Think I can 
hit him from here? Twenty bucks?” 

 Creed glanced at him. “Yer a real jackass,” he muttered. 

 “Oh yeah? I saved your bacon.” 

 Creed sniffed at him. “It bugs the hell out of me, that you smell kinda like I do.” 

 “Believe me, it bugs the hell outa me too,” the commando said. “Any idea how 
much body soap and bubble bath costs?” 

 “Yeah, I thought yer smell was too girly to be me,” Creed grinned. 

 “Laugh it up, fuzzball,” the commando said. “You haven‟t gotten to the hygiene 
part of your training yet. Did you pass housebreaking? Not infiltration, I‟m talking—” 

 “You got a name?” Creed interrupted. 

 “I‟m working on a call sign,” the commando said, holstering his pistol. He held up 
his forefingers and thumbs to frame a shot, Hitchcock style. “How about „The Shred,‟ 
you know, like what I do to the opposition.” 

 “How about „The Scab‟ cause you pick yourself?” Creed grinned. 
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 “Too union,” the commando retorted. “I was also thinking, like, „Ghost Wind‟ or 
something.” 

 “Howzabout „Sticky the Meat Puppet?” Creed chuckled, a smile taking up his 
whole face. 

 “No style, no art,” the commando said. “Until we get it worked out, just call me 
Wilson.” 

 “Sure, Sticky.” 

 “Great. A comedian.” 

 “Hey,” Creed said. “How did you find me?” 

 “How do you think?” Wilson sighed. “You really believe they let you run around 
without a leash? I hate to be the one to tell you this, but you have a reputation for doing 
stupid things and ignoring orders and gaily traipsing across half the country on a whim. 
They keep track of you.” 

 Fast as lightning, Creed lashed out and snatched Wilson, then dragged him over 
and wrapped his talons around Wilson‟s shoulder joint. “Answer the question or you 
lose a joint,” Creed rumbled. 

 “It‟ll grow back,” Wilson managed as the tendons stretched. His fingers crept into 
his boot and got a grip on his knife. 

 “Suit yerself,” Creed shrugged, and he flexed. With a disturbingly loud pop, 
Wilson‟s shoulder snapped. He let out a hoarse cry, his fingers going numb for a 
moment as incredible pain washed through him. Creed grabbed his knee. “Tell me 
how,” he said. “I aint bluffin.” 

 “Okay okay okay,” Wilson managed. “Your molar. They put a bug in your molar.” 

 “Clever bastards,” Creed said. He righted Wilson and brushed imaginary dust specs 
off his shoulder. “Thanks for the info. No hard feelings.” 

 “When I get a chance I‟m gonna beat you senseless,” Wilson muttered, cradling his 
shoulder. 

 “Yeah,” Creed said, nodding. “I get a lot of that. Maybe I‟ll let you knock my teeth 
out.” 

 “My kind of dentistry,” Wilson said, his voice still hoarse with the pain. 

 “I kinda like you,” Creed said. “Like havin a little brother.” 

 “Only I can kick your face in,” Wilson said. 

 “Yer so damn cute,” Creed chuckled, rubbing scalp where Wilson‟s hair would be 
and sending fluid streaking down Wilson‟s ruin of a face. “And gummy.” 

 Not fifteen feet away, Braddock watched them and contemplated. Now the Project 
knew she was alive, and knew Xavier hadn‟t been killed, and they would most likely 
figure out that Logan and Remy weren‟t dead. So much for faking a death; still, losing 
the deception was better than making it real. Her thoughts strayed to the two men she 
had left in Louisiana, and she hoped they were well. 
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 A mind touched hers. She straightened. Xavier lived. Badly hurt, but he lived. 
Without her help, he might die. For a moment, she remembered waking up in the 
helicopter cockpit, water filling her view. 

 She left Creed and Wilson, slipping back into the darkness. 

 “Why‟d you cut the power?” Creed asked as she slipped away. 

 Wilson shrugged. “Maybe it was a ploy to put the enemy off balance and give 
myself the advantage because I can see in the dark with my goggles. Maybe I have a 
mad-on for property damage. Maybe I was just trying to stretch mission time out before 
I have to go back into the tuna can.” 

 “You gotta have a clever name for everything?” Creed growled. 

 “Hey, if it was up to me we‟d all be in tights with clever callsigns and no guns.” 

 “Yer absolutely nuts, you know that?” Creed said, but there was laughter under his 
voice. “Yer kiddin, right?” 

 “Of course I‟m kidding. How about we call you Manicure? Sounds like „man‟ but 
isn‟t, sounds like „cure,‟ but isn‟t. Goes with the whole fingernail motif you got goin 
on.” 

“Right now, just so you know, I‟m tryin ta come up with a reason not to 
smack your head so hard you‟ll have to put a feeding tube down yer neck,” Creed 
growled, but his heart wasn‟t in it. Amusement shone through. 

“Hell, I‟m outa popcorn and the best part of the show is over,” Wilson said. “Let‟s 
get out of here.” 

 They did. 

* 

 He was unconscious when she found him. She fished him out of the deeper water 
and pulled him up on the mudbank, then crouched and waited, watching the burning 
house. A few minutes passed, and the flames were dying down. Xavier stirred. 

 “Braddock,” he managed, his voice weak. “You saved me.” 

 “I did,” she agreed. “Don‟t you dare try to take control of my mind.” 

 “Not sure I could,” he managed. She saw he had sustained several burns, and he 
was in poor shape. “Not sure I can stay conscious.” 

 They were quiet for a moment, him breathing and her waiting. 

 “Are you going to take me to a hospital?” he asked in a small voice. 

 “I haven‟t decided yet,” she said. “Presumably you would rather be taken to a 
safehouse.” 

 “I don‟t have many left,” he said, slowly shaking his head, “and none in this part of 
the country.” 

 She was quiet a moment. “It seems completely insane for me to do anything but 
kill you and walk away.” 

 “I won‟t come after you ever again,” he said, his voice weak. “I swear it. Please. 
Please don‟t let me die.” 
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 She let out a long breath, then stood and picked him up. He was uncomfortably 
light. 

 “Geraint,” whispered Xavier, and Braddock was possessed of the knowledge of 
how to contact Geraint. Then Xavier slipped into unconsciousness. 

 She thought for a long moment. She couldn‟t just release Xavier into the world at 
large. If she turned him over to the Project, that would be heavier on her conscience 
than killing him. She weighed her options for few seconds that seemed to go on forever. 

 Then she had a plan. 

* 

 “It‟s Ms. Braddock, sir,” the assistant said, handing the cordless to Mr. Stark where 
he relaxed in the jacuzzi. “Your instructions were to always put her through.” 

 “Thanks,” Stark said, taking the phone. “Hey. Logan isn‟t back yet,” he said into 
the mouthpiece. 

 “It‟s not about Logan,” came the lovely voice on the other end. “I have a 
problem…” she said. 

 “I get a lot of that,” Stark said, sinking a little lower in the water. 

 “I have a refugee from the Project who is badly hurt and may die. I can‟t vouch for 
him, but I can‟t let him go either. I don‟t know what to do,” she said, a little lost. “I was 
hoping maybe you… He‟s burned, and I don‟t know if I can save his life,” she said. 

 “You said you couldn‟t vouch for him,” Stark sighed. “Tell me more.” 

 There was a long silence. “He‟s a psycher, Stark. A powerful one.” 

 Stark felt an almost irresistible urge to hang up the phone and let this one go away. 
He moved the phone away from his ear and his finger hovered over the disconnect 
button. But something inside him rebelled, rose up, forbade him. He had one moment 
to choose. 

 Then the moment was past. He put the phone back up to his ear. “Where are you?” 
he said. 

 “Thanks, Stark,” she smiled, relief clear in her voice. “I owe you one.” 

 No, Stark thought, you owe Logan one. 

 “I‟m transferring you to my assistant to work out the details,” Stark said, and he 
proceeded to do so before he could change his mind. Then he sat in the jacuzzi and 
looked up at the ceiling and let his thoughts wander. 

 He wondered how long he had until the Project targeted him. 
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 In Shining Armor 
 

May 18, 2002 

 “How’d you sleep?” the trim man asked as he watched the gently glowing 

monitor over what looked like a tanning bed. 
 “Fine, thanks,” replied the woman with dark, iridescent hair. She peered at the 
monitor. “Any change?” 

 “Yes, he‟s responding to the gel treatment,” the man said. “He should pull through 
fine, with very minimal scarring.” He looked at her. “Then what is your plan, Ms. 
Braddock?” 

  “I don‟t know what to do when he is healed,” she admitted. 

 “He could be a great asset to Stark International, if he‟s as powerful a psion as you 
say.” 

 Braddock looked him in the eye. “Not if you want to keep control of your 
company, Mr. Stark.” She sighed and shook her head. “You‟re sure the sedatives in his 
atmosphere will keep him unconscious until he is ready to be released? It might be a bit 
shocking to wake up in there. He probably has a great fear of becoming a test subject. 
Most of us do.” 

 “He could really make me do whatever he wanted and I wouldn‟t be able to protect 
myself?” Stark asked, more softly than he intended to. 

 She looked him right in the eye and said nothing. 

 He shivered slightly. 

* 

 Logan leaned against the wall, looking out the window, waiting. He glanced at the 
mirror at the end of the hall, and faced himself grinning. His hair swooped up away 
from his head with the same defiance it had shown as far back as he could remember. 
He smoothed it down and back. It popped up. He smoothed it down and back. It 
popped up. 

 Just then, the door opened and Logan turned. A slim, attractive Asian woman 
stepped out, a trim athletic executive right behind her. 

 “Logan!” the woman said. “Good to see you.” She gave him a hug. “How did you 
know I was here?” 

 “I was just walkin down the hallway mindin my own business when bam, I walked 
right through yer scent hangin in the air not five minutes old. Had ta follow, see if it was 
you or if there was gonna be a problem.” He grinned broadly, then looked at the man 
by her side. “Shoulda told me she was comin, Stark.” 

 “Not my job,” Stark said, half serious. “I‟ve got some work to attend to. Would 
you mind giving Ms. Braddock a tour of the facility?” 

 “I‟d be delighted to,” Logan said, “if she thinks she wants to see all yer techno 
toys.” 
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 “Not all of them,” Stark corrected quickly. 

 Logan shrugged. “Hell, any of em.” 

 Braddock laughed. “Lead the way.” 

 They strolled down the hall away from Stark, turning onto an enclosed elevated 
walkway. “Yer in the medical wing,” Logan said, his voice subdued, “and I‟m sure you 
know that. Anything I should know about?” 

 “Is this part of the tour, Logan?” she asked, amusement in her eyes.  

 “Yeah, we grill all the visitors this way, somethin about corporate 
espiosomthinerother Stark goes on and on about,” Logan said, half grinning. “You 
okay?” he added softly. 

 “I‟m fine, Logan,” she nodded. “I‟ll tell you about it later.” 

 He shrugged. “Okay. Later. So what do you want to see? The hydroponics lab,” he 
began, ticking off the locations on his fingers, “the microcircuitry facility, research and 
development, which is otherwise known as the Wacky Wing—” 

 “The Wacky Wing?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. 

 “By me, anyway,” he shrugged, not missing a beat. “Metallurgy development, 
chemical analysis, disease control center, and, a course, the lunchroom.” 

 “Do you live on site?” she asked. 

 “Yes ma‟am. I‟m in the dorm wing.” 

 “You didn‟t say anything about the dorm wing,” she noted. 

 “That‟s on account a I gotta kill anybody who sees the secrets down there,” he said 
solemnly. 

 “I‟ll take my chances. I‟m curious to know what kind of home you‟ve found in the 
midst of all this,” she said, gesturing at the complex. 

 “Fair enough,” he grinned, and they walked without further comment down 
through the administrative building and out onto the grounds. 

 “You can reach about anywhere through tunnels if you know what yer doin,” he 
said. “Me, I like to get out now and then. Keep up my tan.” 

 They moved through a lobby, took an elevator down underground, and walked 
down a long hallway lined with doors. Logan stopped in front of one of the doors. 
“Home sweet home,” he said. He pressed the door‟s “open” panel and gestured for her 
to step in. 

 She did, looking around. This room was cooler than the hallway; he had left the 
conditioner running. The room was meticulously neat, if not dusted. She saw a large 
framed picture of a gazebo on the wall, and an easel with a pad of newsprint covered 
with silly scribbles. A battered, comfortable chair was firmly in place under a vent to the 
outside. Next to her was a table with two chairs, and there was a mini kitchen. A hall led 
back to the bedroom. 

 “Here we are,” Logan said, his voice betraying a hint of nervousness. “This is my 
home away from home.” 
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 “I like the cabin better,” she said absently, “but this has definitely been made into 
your space.” 

 “Yep,” he said. “Um. Hey, you hungry?” he asked brightening. 

 “Sure,” she replied, a smile growing. “Are you on duty right now?” 

 “I‟m special measures,” Logan said, trotting over to the kitchenette. “I‟m plan b, 
not plan a.” 

 “Speaking of which?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. 

 “Far as I know, Remy‟s fine. We split up on the Louisiana border.” Logan 
shrugged. “I never heard somebody whine for so many consecutive hours before. When 
I had a kid—“ he stopped abruptly, then shook his head. “Remy‟s about as mouthy as 
they come. At least Creed shuts up when it‟s time fer business.” He opened the cabinet 
and pulled out a skillet, then he opened another cabinet and pulled out a can of beans; 
from the refrigerator, barbecue sauce and hot dogs, from the cupboard, molasses. 

 He paused, looking over at Braddock, his eyes unreadable. “Thanks fer comin with 
me, down to pull his fat outta the fire. After we blew up Xavier‟s house, I… I wondered 
if I‟d see you again. You gave me that phone number, to call if I needed you. I was glad. 
I was glad I got an excuse to call. Cause, you know…” he trailed off, awkward, unsure 
of how to finish. 

 “It was my pleasure to answer your call,” Braddock said. “It always will be.” They 
regarded each other, and the moment glinted as it spun between them. 

 The door chimed. “Yeah,” Logan barked. 

 A hulking man opened the door and filled its aperture. “Logan, have you—“ he 
began, and he saw Braddock. “Oh, excuse me, I did not know that you had company.” 

 “Elizabeth Braddock, meet Piotr Rasputin. Pete, this is Betsy.” He grimaced as he 
fought with the can opener, trying to get into the can of beans. “Damn techno toys 
everywhere you look, can‟t turn around without trippin over one, but they can‟t make a 
decent can opener.” He shook his head at the state of things. 

 “You are Logan‟s… friend?” Rasputin said, raising an eyebrow. He stepped into 
the room and the door closed behind him. At six and a half feet tall, he towered over 
the other two. His body was trim and massive at the same time, with no wasted space. 
His jaw was square, his eyes bright, and his hair dark and slicked back. He was 
handsome and athletic and confident. 

 She narrowed her eyes. “I am his friend,” she said. Piotr nodded knowingly. He 
looked over at the counter where Logan had finally cranked the lid off the can of beans. 
Piotr groaned. 

 “You are not going to allow him to stew a toxic mess again are you?” he groaned. 
“Human beings should not place such poisons and trash in their bodies. I am an athlete, 
and you are a work of art. Such as we should not sully our bodies with his… his… what 
is the word… concoction.” 

 “I take it he doesn‟t like beans n franks?” Braddock asked, raising an eyebrow in 
amusement. Logan set his jaw and started cutting up the hot dogs. 

 “Not only that,” he growled, “he made fun a my mash. My mash, Betsy.” 
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 “You didn‟t like his mash?” she asked Rasputin, surprised. 

 “In Russia,” he said loftily, “we have many uses for the noble potato. Each of them 
is insulted by his creation.” 

 “Lissen ta that, willya,” Logan grumbled. “Noble potato?” 

 “You must love him,” Rasputin said in good humor, “if you can stomach the 
garbage he makes.” 

 Logan turned and looked him in the eye. “Ruskies otta know,” he gritted out, 
“what a bad idea it is to fight a war on two fronts. You mess with my food, fine, but 
leave her outa this.” 

 Rasputin looked at her. “Your accent is English,” he said, “but you look Asian. 
Chinese, perhaps? Are you from Hong Kong?” 

 “I prefer my cloak of mystery,” she said with a disarming smile. 

 His expression darkened. “In this facility there are many secrets. If we are to trust 
you here, you must not dissemble.” 

 “Dissemble means to lie and deceive, ya meathead,” Logan said, turning to face 
him. “She‟s just witholdin information. She‟s here on Stark‟s leave and her credibility is 
good on my say-so. Stand down, Rasputin. Yer dead last in the line a people who should 
bring up trust.” For a long moment their eyes met. 

 Rasputin smiled at him fondly. “The little mongoose is jumpy today,” he said. 

 “Perhaps you should go,” Braddock noted, her voice quiet and impossible to fight 
with, her eyes bright. Rasputin glanced at her, noticed the threads of purple flaring in 
her irises. 

 “Enjoy your lunch,” he said with a charming smile. “I will be seeing you,” he said 
to Braddock. 

He left. It was quiet for a long moment. The hot dogs started to sizzle. 

 “Cultural issues,” Braddock said sagely. 

 “Yeah,” Logan muttered, his voice tight. 

 She sighed. “Relax, Logan. He left. Let him go.” 

 “I know,” he said. “That damned Ruskie hits my buttons, though.” He looked at 
her sideways. She smiled at him. 

 “Okay,” he said, letting out a breath. “I made this rule. Never make franks n beans 
while angry. End up with too much pepper and molasses." 

 “That sounds like a good rule,” she agreed. 

* 

 His eyes snapped open. His mind, fogged and hampered by the drugs and chemicals, reached out. 
Simple chemicals and drugs were not enough to stop him; over the years he had studied biofeedback to 
purge poisons from his system, to alert him when certain thresholds were crossed in his physiology. 
Someone had drugged him. And the horrible, horrible pain was still racing through his nerves; was this 
it? Had he been caught? 
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 He sensed a sleepy mind nearby, slipped into it; so clumsy, the pain and drugs made him clumsy. 
A technician. Watching over his life signs. Some sort of healing gel bath; that must be why his limbs 
wouldn‟t move. 

 If he could have, he would have nodded. Satisfactory. Ms. Braddock had indeed taken him to 
safety. He prepared to meditate to speed his healing. But first… he reached out with his mind once 
more. 

* 

 Braddock and Logan headed for Stark‟s office. “I hope you had a good time,” 
Logan said. “It sure was a surprise seein you today.  If you hadn‟t showed up, I would 
have spent the day under the chemical lab learning all the subcorridors and access 
hatches. Stark thinks I know more about the ins and outs of this installation than any 
other single person, including himself. Hey,” he shrugged, “if we get attacked I want ta 
make the most of my home field advantage.” He fired up a cigar. 

 “Sounds like you‟ve found your niche as special security,” she said. 

 “Yeah, and when I‟m done here I‟m gonna check out some of his remote sites, 
help them guard against infiltration and stuff,” he said. “Here we are.” He opened the 
door and walked into the reception area for Stark‟s office. “Hey Nancy, seen Pepper or 
Stark?” 

 The receptionist looked up with poorly concealed distaste. “Mr. Stark is in his 
office. I‟ll let him know you‟re here,” she said. She picked up the phone and turned 
away. “And no smoking.” 

 “Hardly welcoming,” Braddock noted. “Aren‟t you an employee here?” 

 “Stark picks em for their cold shoulders,” Logan shrugged. He bit the glowing tip 
off the cigar and quickly swallowed it. “Save it for later,” he said, tucking the cigar into 
his pocket. “Stark doesn‟t like getting bothered in his office by anybody who can‟t 
bypass this layer of security. Don‟t tell her that, though.” He grinned. 

 “You may go on in,” the receptionist said. Logan strolled through the door. 

 Stark sat at his desk, his eyes unfocused, a vague look of dismay on his face. 

 “You okay, boss?” Logan asked while Braddock narrowed her eyes and looked 
deeper. 

 “He says he‟s started nicely, but he‟s in a lot of pain,” Stark said to Braddock. “I‟ve 
never felt anything like that before.” 

 “He can open your thoughts like you‟d open a computer file,” Braddock said. “And 
make changes.” 

 Logan‟s eyes widened. “Xavier? You brought Xavier here?!?” he snapped, looking 
back and forth from Braddock to Stark. 

 “You have a history with him?” Stark asked. 

 “Well, sir, you bet I do. I infiltrated his fancy house in the mountains and rescued 
Betsy and blew the place up. He was trapped underground fer days. I imagine he prolly 
holds a bit of a grudge.” Logan scowled. “I sure as hell do. He was mind controllin 
Betsy here.” 
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 Stark looked at Braddock, who did not look back. “Forge,” she said. “There is a 
man named Forge. He is the only one I know who can make technology that shields 
against psions.” 

 “Not for long,” Stark said, his eyes thoughtful. “I bet Xavier could teach me 
enough about how his mind works for me to devise a technological countermeasure.” 
He was suddenly very quiet, his eyes distant, his mind working. Logan heaved a deep 
sigh. 

 “Vipers cuddled up to yer bosom, Stark,” he muttered. “Between cue ball and tin 
man yer gonna make this place a regular snake pit.” 

 “I suspect they feel the same way about you, my friend,” Stark said, looking directly 
at Logan. He stood. “Well, Ms. Braddock, thank you for making sure we have things 
under control. When does your flight leave?” 

 “This evening,” she said, looking at the floor.  

 “Yer leavin so soon?” Logan asked, raising his eyebrows. “Tell ya what, stick 
around for a while longer and we‟ll save you all kindsa time by just flyin in ta where you 
want to go with one of Stark‟s planes.” 

 “Logan,” Stark said with a pained expression, “I do wish you wouldn‟t take such 
liberties with my personal property. The last plane you borrowed didn‟t make it back.” 

 “It‟s fine,” she said, smiling at Logan and Stark. “I need to take the airplane from 
the airport. I think I‟m being followed, and it‟s simple enough to keep track of Stark 
assets if you‟re connected and clever.” 

 “Some of them, anyway,” Stark amended. 

 “The planes,” Logan nodded. 

 Stark gave him a look. Logan didn‟t notice. 

 “I was thinking about catching supper before I head to the airport,” she said. 
“Would you gentlemen care to join me?” 

 “Sure,” Logan said quickly. He glanced at Stark. 

 Stark smiled. “I‟d love to, but I have some appointments and some other business 
to take care of. I need to get to bed by midnight, tomorrow is a busy day. Another 
time.” 

 “Another time,” she nodded. 

 “Be back,” Logan said with a brief wave. “Mind if I take a car?” 

 Stark sighed. “Take a car.” 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 “I think that‟s a dangerous place for you, Logan,” Braddock said, idly stirring her 
ice water with her straw. 

 “Yep,” Logan agreed. “You gonna tell me where you‟re going? Or who‟s after you? 
You need somebody to watch yer six.” He clamped his jaw shut. 
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 She looked into his eyes, and she saw what he was asking. What he would not ask. 
She looked down at her drink. “I just don‟t think you see the dangers at Stark 
International.” She shifted, her evasion uncomfortable. 

 He sat back, stretching his legs out under the table. He glanced around, oblivious to 
the afternoon heat of the sidewalk café. The heat was enough to drive most of the 
patrons inside, so they had this corner of the café all to themselves. “I know about 
some of the danger,” he said, almost to himself. “I almost left Stark not long ago. He 
convinced me to stay.” 

 “How?” she asked. “If I‟m not prying.” 

 He chuckled. “I can‟t begin to go into why that‟s funny. He needs me, Bets.” 

 “For security?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. 

 “Not from companies and goons, but… the Project made a grab at his stuff and 
they made a regular mess of the place. Still, I‟m not talking about that kind of security.” 
His eyes wandered the street. “You grew up rich, right?” he said. 

 “Yes,” she affirmed warily. 

 He shook his head. “I will never, ever understand rich people. Maybe you will. Stark, 
he got everything he wanted. Spoiled him rotten. Now he is coming under fire from 
lotsa places at once, and he… he needs… me, I guess,” Logan shrugged uncomfortably. 
“I don‟t know how to explain it.” He looked at her for a quiet moment. “I guess it feels 
good to be needed.” 

 “Not only did I grow up rich, I grew up English,” she said, a hint of amusement 
under her voice. Logan glanced at her sideways. “Let‟s say I know of a way to 
understand Stark. In the modern age, he‟s the Lord of the Manor.  He protects his 
territory while ruling over his charges with a firm but benevolent hand.” He sipped her 
drink. 

 Logan mulled that over for a moment. “So… that makes me his knight in shining 
armor?” he grinned. 

 “Sure,” Braddock said, her eyes meeting his. “You wear yours on the inside.” 

 “Cut it out,” Logan chuckled. “Yer gonna make me blush. Lords of the manor,” he 
mused. “Do they ever suit up for battle?” 

 “All the time,” she said. “They led their troops to the battlefields. They had some 
of the most elaborate armor of all.”  

 “Damn straight,” Logan muttered under his breath. “Hey, when do you need to get 
to the airport?” 

 “I can walk from here,” she said. “I don‟t have any luggage.” 

 There was quiet for a moment. 

 “I hate turnin loose of you this quick,” Logan said. 

 “I‟ll be back,” she promised, her bright eyes fixed on him. “Count on it.” 

* 

  Stark faced the glowing monitor, and adjusted a few settings on the keyboard. The 
bald man‟s eyes fluttered once, then opened. 



 

   333 

 “You can‟t talk,” Stark said. “You can hear me. Just speak into my mind. I want to 
make a deal with you, Xavier.” 

 What kind of deal? 

 “There are only a handful of people who can make gear that protects against and 
detects psionics, right?” 

 Correct. 

 “I want to be one of them.” 

 There was a long moment of silence. 

 What do you offer me in return? 

 “I have resources,” Stark said. “What do you want? Monetary recompense?” 

 For a moment Stark felt Xavier skim through his mind, a quick tour. 

 No, not money, came the thought, quivering with excitement. You can make me an 
exosuit. You can make me walk again. 

 “As a matter of fact, I can,” Stark said. 

 They both smiled. 

* 

 Logan walked into the lounge, opened the refrigerator, and fished out a can of 
beer. He shut the fridge, and glanced over to the corner where Rasputin hunched over a 
pinball machine, thwacking the buttons on the side with his big meaty fingers. 

 Curious in spite of himself, Logan strolled over and glanced at the high score. His 
eyebrows went up. 

 “Pete, how long you been bashin this thing?” he asked. 

 “I do not know,” the big man replied. 

 “Well, ya got thirty continues racked up,” Logan noted. “Keep this up and by the 
time you leave it a pack of chimpanzees could play for two days without going through 
all yer continues.” 

 “Yes,” the huge man said, some heat in his voice. “What is the point?” He snapped 
the ball into the multiball slot, and three pinballs were released at once. Piotr stood to 
his full towering height and looked down at Logan, ignoring the chaos on the sloped 
pinball table as the silver metal balls caromed around from bumper to bumper, then slid 
between the inactive paddles to disappear. 

 Logan looked back briefly, then popped the tab on his beer and shook his head. 

 “Good luck,” he said, and he returned to his room. 

 No sooner had he settled into his comfortable chair and fired up a cigar, beer on 
the table at his side, then a heavy knock hit his door. 

 “Come in,” he said. 

 Piotr ducked through the opened door and closed it behind him. He turned to look 
at Logan. “Do you have a minute or two?” he asked. 
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 “I‟m off duty,” Logan said. “Whatcha need?” 

 Piotr sank into a chair. “Logan,” he said, “I am alone and out of place here. It is 
taking its toll on me. I am a farmer. I was born to a family of farmers and it is all I ever 
wanted to do.” 

 “That so.” 

 “Yes.” 

 “So why‟dja quit?” 

 Piotr heaved a deep sigh. “When I was an early teen I fell from a tree and broke my 
leg. It was a nasty break. The doctor put a pin, a steel pin in the bone to hold it 
together. When I returned after the cast was off, they discovered with their x-ray 
machine that my entire bone had become steel like the pin.” 

He shrugged. “This came to the government‟s attention. The KGB took me 
from my family, under the guise of university recruiters. They subjected me to torture 
and reward in alternating doses, so I did my best to tap this secret potential. I could turn 
my skeleton to steel, then my nerves, finally all my flesh and my skin and hair. Once 
they had unlocked this potential within me they gave me to that dog, Bukharin, to learn 
to be a bodyguard.” 

 “Far cry from farmin.” Logan puffed on his cigar. 

 “Yes, just so. One thing led to another and here I am, in the heartland of my 
country‟s enemy, serving one of the capitalists my people have always hated. I look 
around me and see the wealth and splendor, and my heart sinks within my breast as I 
think of those in my home community who are starving tonight.” He gently touched 
one of the chairs. “The furnishings of my apartment here would support my family for 
two years if sold in a proper market.” He shook his head. “Why am I here instead of 
with my people? To die at the hands of the thugs who were once KGB has more honor 
than to hide in the wealth of the United States. Am I a cultural liaison? I have done no 
such work, and I am not qualified to do so outside of Russia. I should live or die in my 
home country.” 

 “Martyrs are only useful to causes and megalomaniacs,” Logan said. “You‟re more 
useful to Stark alive.” 

 “Why should I be useful to Stark?” Piotr said, raising his chin in defiance. “He has 
brought me only grief.” 

 “Stark‟s crazy,” Logan said. “Still, without him yer community would be irradiated 
six ways from Sunday and you‟d be dead from Tymaz Nine. Don‟t forget that.” 

 “A good deed does not make a man responsible or a good leader,” Piotr said. 

 “I wouldn‟t say Stark was responsible and a good leader, necessarily,” Logan 
sighed. “He is, after all, nuts.” 

 “Then he should not be rich,” Piotr said softly. 

 Logan shook his head. “The two go hand in hand, Pete. Wealth and insanity.” 

 “That is why capitalism is wrong,” Piotr said, his eyes shining with belief. 

 There was a long moment of quiet, the only motion in the room the ticking of the 
clock‟s second hand and the wafting of the cigar‟s smoke up into the vent. 



 

   335 

 “You know yer smack dab in the middle of a den of capitalists, right?” Logan said. 

 “I have felt it deeply,” Piotr replied fervently. 

 “If you don‟t tell Stark there‟s a better way, who do you think will?” 

 Light dawned behind Piotr‟s eyes. 

 “Thank you, my comrade,” Piotr said, rising. “I have much to do.” 
 Logan‟s grin showed all his teeth as Piotr ducked out. 

* 

 Stark was deep in thought as he strolled down the hall towards his office, so he 
didn‟t see Piotr until the last moment. He glanced up. “May I help you this morning?” 

 “Yes, I was wondering if we could speak together for a few minutes.” 

 “Sure,” Stark said, half listening. 

 “I‟ve been talking to the cleaning staff,” Piotr began. “One of them works two 
jobs. One is also on welfare in addition to working here. He is a single parent with three 
children to feed. This salary and health plan do not suffice for his family. Another of 
your employees cannot have a family because he knows he cannot afford children.” 

 Stark gave him full attention. “So?” 

 Piotr blinked. “So,” he said, a little rattled, “these people work in the midst of a 
tremendous display of wealth and they cannot feed their families. Those who work 
should have their basic needs met.” 

 Stark narrowed his eyes. “Those who work should have needs that match their 
salaries, Rasputin. If they can‟t afford children they shouldn‟t have any.” He looked at 
Piotr for a long moment, his mind following its own line of thought. “Whether you like 
it or not, Communism is a failure. There will always be the haves and the have nots.” 
He smiled a brilliant smile. “At least I haven‟t replaced their jobs with robots. Is there 
anything further? I have business to attend to.” 

 “Communism cannot be dismissed so easily,” Piotr said, stung. “A handful of 
corrupt men cannot kill a dream. It is the task of each human being on this earth to try 
to bring greater equality to the oppressed.” 

 “Very heroic,” Stark said, nodding. “If they don‟t like their jobs they should get 
better education, learn better skills, and build some good habits. If they aren‟t clever 
enough to find or make a way out of their miserable lives, then that becomes the 
government or church community‟s task to help them. This is a corporation. Not a trade 
school. Not a community college. Not a church. Not a non-governmental organization 
for relief efforts. I don‟t want a company full of dead wood I can‟t fire because their 
families would suffer. I make technology. In my way, I am making the world better. Even 
the communists had division of labor figured out. Anything else?” 

 Piotr stood speechless. 

 “Good.” Stark patted him on the shoulder. “Why don‟t you work with Potts and 
get my next Russia trip set up.” Stark walked around him and continued on. 

 Piotr stood alone in the corridor. 

 “Nothing else, sir,” Piotr breathed. 
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* 

 I am not a popular man. Would it be possible to enhance the body suit? Give it additional… 
protection? 

 Stark rubbed his jaw. “I agreed to help you walk, not to make you a tank. We don‟t 
trust each other enough for that. Let‟s stick to a simple exosuit that allows you to walk 
and call it good. I‟m working on a way to build in a kind of psychic battery, so your 
mental powers would charge the suit. That way you won‟t have to worry about batteries 
or power units. Trust me, that‟s a good thing.” 

 Would that dampen my abilities? 

 “Maybe,” Stark conceded. “I can‟t be sure until we test it. Your healing is looking 
good, coming along well. Another day or two and we should be able to get you out of 
there to run at least preliminary tests. If I can figure out how to create a receptacle for 
the energies of your mind, that should give me a head start on developing 
countermeasures. I‟ve heard a disturbing rumor that the Project has its own psycher 
now.” 

 She is very skilled in infiltration. 

 “My countermeasures have had some success with intruders before,” Stark said 
with a shrug. “I‟m all for the „live and let live‟ philosophy as long as I can protect my 
assets should there be a breach by the other party.” 

 It is clear that we are each uncomfortable with furthering the aims of the other, Xavier thought. 
Collaboration is for the best, however. Think of what we stand to gain. 

 “I am,” Stark said, “believe me, I am. But why do you even need to deal with me? 
Can‟t you just,” Stark said, gesturing at his head, “take what you need?” 

 I can take the ideas, but not the expertise to implement them. I do not have sufficient technical 
skill to use your ideas without your assistance. 

 “Good,” Stark said to himself, nodding. “That‟s good.” 

* 

 Logan headed down the hall towards his room, stretching and yawning like a cat. 
He walked past Piotr‟s room and saw the door open. He poked his head in. 

 Piotr was stuffing his clothes in a suitcase. 

 “Goin somewhere?” Logan drawled. 

 Rasputin turned to face him, radiating anger. “I have fought against people just like 
Stark my whole life,” he said. “I have fought his ideals. What went wrong with the 
Soviet system is that it fell into the hands of the strong who used it to exploit the weak. 
No matter which side of the cold war you are on, it is wrong for the strong to grind 
down the weak and take from them their dignity and resources. I cannot support Stark. 
I have had my fill of working for corrupt men, for whatever reason.” 

 “Now hang on,” Logan said. “I understand not wantin to work fer Stark. But 
maybe it aint so much a matter of you working for him as it is a matter of you working 
for the rest of the world by helping Stark become what he could be.” 

 “You talk in riddles, little man, and I have no patience!” Piotr snapped. 
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 “Easy, big fella. The world is only gonna change if men who are half-blind, with 
iron ideals, make it change. Gotta be half-blind so you can‟t tell it‟s impossible, so you 
keep goin when there‟s no point, and you gotta have iron solid ideals so you remember 
why yer doin it. Sane people, like Pepper, they give up on nutballs like Stark. Stark needs 
people like you an me to refuse to be hurt, to hang in there with his bizarre wrongness 
until he trusts us and sees that we got a point. Needs role models.” 

 “You think we are Stark‟s role models?” Piotr said incredulously. 

 “Not fer the day ta day,” Logan shrugged. “But he don‟t know how to sacrifice, 
how to believe in somethin bigger than himself.” He hesitated. “Bein a good man aint 
somethin you can take off and put on. It‟s gotta be who you are or it‟s worthless. You 
just can‟t walk away when it aint easy anymore.” 

 “I don‟t understand where you are going with this,” Rasputin said. Logan sighed. 

 “Fergit about all that. Okay. Stark has some good stuff in him, I believe that. It‟s 
just really deep. Only time and patience and effort can bring it to the surface. I think he 
needs people to show him how to believe in something bigger than himself. You can 
say he‟s an evil man, and maybe he is. But he aint so much the capitalist pig as he is 
some kinda feudal lord, takin care of his own, each accordin to their station.” He shook 
his head. “Philosophies are like neckties. Hang onto one long enough it‟ll come back in 
style. They come and go. A system is no better or worse than the people in it.” 
 “You really believe that?” Piotr said, his voice unreadable. 

 “I trust some people who do,” Logan said. “Me, I can‟t figure that stuff out. Makes 
my head hurt, an it doesn‟t make a damn bit a difference in the long run. I gotta do 
what‟s in front of me to do. Right now, that‟s helpin Stark find his way to bein who he 
oughtta be.” 

 “If Stark was a feudal lord, would we be his knights?” Piotr asked. 

 “In shinin armor,” Logan said, amused. 

 “Would he then be like King Arthur?” Piotr pressed. 

 Logan shook his head. “There are no more kings, Pete. Stark doesn‟t have anybody 
or anything to believe in outside himself.” Logan looked sideways at Piotr. “Maybe 
that‟s why he needs us.” 

 Piotr sat lost in thought, packing forgotten. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Stark gently touched the faceplate of the suit of armor that looked down to him 
from where it brooded in its nest of cables and wires. A shiver ran up his damaged 
spine; for a moment he relived the sensation of flying through the air, the unbearable 
crash against the column at Creed‟s hands, the leering bloody face, the frozen armor. He 
shook his head, turned from the armor. 

 He perched on his work bench, surrounded by tools and components that, 
together, would equal the sum assets of the public school system in New York. He had 
studied the sensors that read every possible measurable emission from Xavier, during 
times of mental activity and during times of rest. He had studied them for the 
similarities, for the differences. 
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 For one, Xavier was using biofeedback meditation techniques. That masked much 
of the psionic activity. Adding insult to injury, his psionic contact didn‟t burn a fraction 
of his power; it was effortless, like whispering would be for a normal person. Stark 
rubbed his mouth, sitting back. So. To get a real reading on Xavier‟s power, Xavier 
would have to use it, and use a lot of it. That should reveal any physiological spike that 
could point to how to harness psionics physically. 

 The comm chimed. Stark looked at it, checked the code. Pepper. He opened the 
channel. 

 “Mr. Stark,” she said. “Fisk has sent a representative to talk to you. I think he 
might want to negotiate over the South American issues.” 

 “Colombia‟s decision to freeze his assets until they determine whether or not he‟s a 
threat to national security had nothing to do with me,” Stark said with a smile. “Serves 
him right for what happened in Brazil. Besides, didn‟t you check my calendar? I‟m 
working on a project in the lab today.” 

 “Yes, sir, I noted that,” she said carefully. “But to make that happen you crossed 
out eight other appointments. Yesterday.” 

 “Anybody on that list offer me something I don‟t have that I want?” Stark asked. 

 She scanned the list, her mouth tight. “Not at first glance, sir. Except field reports.” 

 “It can wait,” Stark said, waving his hand. “Give them an extra vacation day and 
put them up onsite. I‟ll get around to it.” 

 “It‟s bad for morale, sir,” Pepper said diplomatically. 

 “Thanks Pepper, you‟re a doll,” Stark said as he cut the connection. He picked up 
the knee articulator, deep in thought. Then he punched in the code for Xavier. 

 “Xavier, this is Stark. In order to further my research, I need you to stretch 
yourself. Do something that requires a great deal of effort. Can you manage something 
like that?” 

 I‟ll do my best, Xavier thought, and Stark watched his vitals. Even here, halfway 
across the base, under chemical influence, while meditating, not a ripple of effort to 
make contact. He frowned. 

 Then he saw stress in Xavier‟s life signs. Stark kept an eye on the dozens of output 
feeds from the instrumentation monitoring Xavier. Skin temperature, pore dilation, 
circulation speed, pressure points, chi meridians, and every conceivable emission from 
the physical brain and from the physical systems were represented. 

 Stark smiled to himself. “I think we‟re onto something,” he murmured. 

* 

 Xavier lay on the bed, unmoving, relishing the feel of breathing the room‟s 
atmosphere instead of air from a tank through a hose. The gel treatment had been 
effective, if unpleasant. Patches of angry red, pink, and purple were still visible on his 
skin, but he was out of danger and he had skin. 

 The door opened, and he smiled to himself. “Hello, Logan,” Xavier said in an even 
tone. 

 “I can‟t believe Betsy brought you here,” the short man growled. 
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 Xavier was quiet for a moment. “But she did.” 

 “I‟m just as flabbergasted that Stark is dealing with you,” the growl continued. 

 “But he is,” Xavier said. 

 “I‟m standin here thinkin about killin you,” Logan explained, deep and quiet and 
serious. 

 Xavier turned his head and looked at Logan. “I could drop you where you stand.” 

 “Don‟t I know it,” Logan muttered. He shook his head. “I got lucky, in yer 
basement. You didn‟t go to all the extra effort of cuttin through the static ta see what‟s 
goin on in my brain pan. Yer mistake, and you paid for it. But if you do anything to hurt 
Stark for healin you up, I‟m gonna hafta repossess that life savin he did. Just so we‟re 
clear.” 

 “What a droll way to put it.” 

 Logan took the three steps towards Xavier, and looked him in the eye. “I got six 
more droll points I‟m gonna put to ya if we have to get back to this conversation, got 
it?” 

 “I understand,” Xavier said with a small smile. 

 “You aint even a little bit afraid,” Logan observed. He nodded. “Okay. We‟ll see 
how it goes from here then.” 

 The door opened, and Stark walked in. “Oh,” he said, surprised to see Logan. “Am 
I interrupting anything?” 

 “Just a little heart to heart,” Logan said. “We were just finished.” 

 Logan left, and Stark watched him go. He turned to Xavier. “Is everything alright?” 

 Xavier smiled. “Everything‟s fine. He was encouraging me to look out for your best 
interests. Fascinating security you have here.” 

 Stark shrugged. “He works better with minimal supervision. So far so good. Now, 
with my equipment I detected a few different possibilities for registering your psionic 
emissions, and if that is the case, if I‟m on the right track here I can refine 
instrumentation to pick psionic energy up at increased sensitivity. Once we can measure 
it I can begin to put together a method to collect and convert it.” 

 “Always a pleasure,” Xavier said with a smile, “working with a scientific mind.” 

* 

 Logan squatted on the roof of the building, watching the sun come up. He sighed. 
It had been two weeks since Braddock left. He was thinking of her as he watched the 
dawn. Two weeks, and Xavier was still at the complex. Logan wondered if Stark‟s 
business was running well without guidance from its leader or whether it was fraying at 
the edges. He had no way of finding out, and he didn‟t want to know enough to ask. 

 There. He saw what he had been waiting for. A painfully thin man was slowly 
walking along the perimeter fence. Xavier. Walking. From here Logan caught the glint 
of metal from the frames that supported his legs. He could not see the thin plate that 
went up Xavier‟s back to connect to his spine higher up, but he had seen it yesterday at 
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Stark‟s in-house demonstration of the first psionically powered exosuit. Flamin 
magnificent. 

 Logan dropped two stories to the ground, landing effortlessly. He walked into the 
building and headed for Stark‟s lab. He got to the first layer of security and buzzed in 
using his code. 

 A few seconds later: “Yes?” 

 “We need to talk, Stark. Really.” 

 After a few seconds: “I‟ll be out.” 

 “Maybe I should come in,” Logan said. 

 The door clicked, and Logan opened it. 

 After working through the rest of the security, he found himself in Stark‟s personal 
lab. He had only been in here two or three times. He looked at Stark, who was dressed 
in a simple t-shirt and jeans. 

 “Yer workin on plans to make a whole exosuit, complete with weapons and 
armor,” Logan stated as a matter of fact, folding his arms across his chest. 

 Stark glanced down at the complex formulae and sketchy micro diagrams on the 
paper in front of him and on the screen of his computer. “What makes you think that?” 
he asked casually. 

 Logan shook his head. “You wanna make Xavier totter around on braces, okay, 
fine. But if you give him anything else, I‟m gone.” 

 “This is an ultimatum?” Stark said, surprised. 

 “Damn straight,” Logan nodded. “I can‟t work to protect someone who arms my 
enemies. You wanted to make him walk, fine, that‟s got a nice charity ring to it even 
though I know better. But how can you begin to explain arming that psychopath?” 

 “I‟m sure he feels the same way about you,” Stark observed, leaning back in his 
chair. 

 “He‟s wrong,” Logan said simply. “I‟m one of the good guys. I don‟t know what 
he‟s told you, but he‟s one of the bad guys. He lured Betsy to his facility under the guise 
of psionic research and put her through hell and cosmetic surgery to make her what she 
is today. He forced her to try to break my mind as a test for her technique. All he has to 
do to have insiders in every industry and organization in the U.S. and beyond is think 
about it. You arm him with more than he already has and you cross my line.” 

 “You have a lot of nerve, Logan,” Stark said softly. “How‟s your supply of Tymaz 
Nine countermeasure holding up?” 

 There was a sharp, tense silence between them. 

 “I‟m not tellin you what to do,” Logan said, his voice deeply quiet and subdued. 
“I‟m just tellin you if you do this I‟m leavin. That‟s a cheap card for you to play.” 

 Stark watched him steadily. 

 “You know, Stark,” Logan said, “I‟ve stuck up for you. I‟ve said that whatever 
happens, whatever you do that‟s ugly, there‟s a good man in you who just needs a 
chance to come out. I believe that, even though I know I‟m not the best judge of 
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character. Why are you helping Xavier? Is it for money? Or mind control? Or are you 
just after secrets?” Logan stopped, not wanting to say more, not having more to say. 

 “I‟m doing it,” Stark purred, “because I can.” 

 “Gotta be somethin bigger than yerself that you serve, Stark,” Logan said, slowly 
shaking his head, “or you‟ll end up alone and with nothin that‟s worth it to ya.” 

 “You sure?” Stark‟s eyes were hostile. 

 Logan met his eyes. “I‟ve been there,” he said softly. He turned and opened the 
door, walking out and leaving Stark with his designs, his formulae, and a haunting echo 
of the look of pain in Logan‟s eyes. 

* 

 A shadow fell over Xavier, and he looked up. “Ah, Ms. Potts,” he said with a warm 
smile. “Good morning.” 

 “Good morning, Mr. Xavier,” she said. “How are the braces working out?” 

 He sighed deeply. “Frankly, they take a lot out of me. I‟m exhausted. I have a bit of 
a headache. This uses muscles I haven‟t used in a long, long time, and the method of 
powering the braces is still quite crude.” 

 She sat beside him. “You walked almost a quarter mile. That‟s a lot for the first 
unassisted trip.” 

 “Indeed?” he said. “That‟s an accomplishment. To be able to do that on the second 
day.” 

 “Yes,” she nodded. “I saw you sitting on the bench and I thought I‟d make sure 
you were alright.” 

 “I‟m fine,” he smiled, “even if my dream isn‟t all I thought it was. Fantasy seldom 
is, I suppose.” 

 She shot him a wry look. “Did you expect to be playing football as of today?” she 
asked. 

 “No,” he sighed, “I suppose not.” He was quiet for a moment. “Give my regards 
to Stark, will you?” he said. 

 “You‟re leaving?” she blinked, surprised. 

 “Yes.” 

 At the gate, the guard with the blank stare pushed the button to remove the barrier. A sleek 
black car pulled in. At the wheel was a man with steely gray hair and a worried look. 

 “Why are you leaving so soon?” she asked. 

 “Logan‟s presence complicates things. I‟ll stay in touch with Stark. When Logan is 
gone we‟ll resume,” he said. “I have enough for now, and so does Stark. He needs some 
time before we deal with each other again.” 

 “But,” she managed. 

 He smiled, and she stood. “Thank you, Xavier,” she said automatically. “I‟ll take 
Stark your message.” 
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 “Good girl,” he murmured, and he hauled himself to his feet and stiffly walked 
towards where Geraint was parked, waiting for him.” 

 Logan crouched on the roof, watched him go, and did nothing. 

* 

 “Take the rest of the day off, you look tired,” Stark said to Potts, his face grim. “At 
least he didn‟t leave without saying goodbye.” 

 “I‟m sorry,” she said meekly, her left eye wincing with the beginning of a headache. 

 “Not your fault,” he shrugged. “So he left because of Logan.” 

 “He seems to think you‟ll get rid of Logan before long.” 

 “Doesn‟t take a genius,” Stark said. 

 “I think Logan‟s good for you,” she retorted. 

 “Did I ask?” Stark snapped. 

 She stood up straight, a fire in her eyes. “No, sir, you did not. You never do.” She 
turned and left his office. 

 Stark glanced down at his shirt to see if he‟d pinned a „cheap shot‟ target to himself 
today. No, just the „SI‟ logo. He sighed. “Why is everybody so touchy all the time?” he 
muttered. 

* 

 Piotr put his tray down and sat opposite Logan, who looked at him. “What?” 
Logan demanded. 

 “I‟m sorry, this seat did not appear to be taken,” Piotr said. 

 “I‟m eating,” Logan snapped, and he took a ferocious bite out of his helpless 
hamburger. 

 “Why are you grumpy? I hear you didn‟t like Xavier, and he is gone,” Piotr said. 
His plate was heaped with mashed potatoes, vegetables, and a small piece of meat. 
Logan had a thick hamburger, fries, and a coke. 

 “Not polite to talk with yer mouth full,” Logan said, and he stuffed the rest of the 
hamburger in his mouth. 

 “I talked with this Xavier fellow,” Piotr continued. “He seemed very cordial and 
pleasant and not at all uncouth.” 

 Logan swallowed his food. “Pete, nobody uses the word „uncouth‟ in America.” 

 “I see,” Piotr said, bobbing his head a bit in apology. “Potts and I have finished 
putting together Stark‟s Russia trips. Now, if he can be persuaded to go without 
canceling them because he‟s not in the mood, our work will pay off.” He put a petite 
forkful of potatoes in his mouth and began to chew. 

 Logan watched him askance. “Pete, I might be… out of town for a while.” 

 “What?” Piotr said, his eyes growing large. “You are not yet scheduled for a 
vacation.” 
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 “More out of town than that,” Logan muttered. He shook his head. “I don‟t know 
about Stark.” 

 “It is not sporting to talk me into staying then to go,” Piotr said sternly. “What 
about your pretty speeches about Stark being a good man underneath who only needs 
guidance?” 

 “Never been accused a makin „pretty speeches‟ before,” Logan reflected. “I‟ve been 
foolin myself. I‟m stickin around because of the Tymaz Nine countermeasure Stark 
gives me. I‟ll be without, but…” he shrugged. “I can‟t live on anybody‟s dole.” 

 “What is „dole‟?” Piotr asked. 

 “Welfare,” Logan said. 

 “You do not have Tymaz Nine, do you?” Piotr said. “Why do you need a supply?” 

 “I got a friend,” Logan said, and his eyes told Piotr to drop it. 

 “Seems the day is full of surprises,” Piotr murmured, returning his attention to his 
food. After a moment, he looked meaningfully at Logan. “If I were in your position,” 
he said, “I would get the cure for Tymaz Nine and then leave Stark.” 

 They looked at each other for a long moment. 

 “You would, huh.” 

 Piotr nodded once. 

 Logan barked a short laugh. “Pete, yer a piece a work,” he said, shaking his head. 

 “So are you, my friend,” Piotr said. “Ideals give life meaning and direction, but they 
serve and are served by pragmatism.” 

 “And perspective,” Logan muttered. 

 They finished their meal in silence. 
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Written in the Stars 
 

Wednesday, April 10, 2002 

 He watched from the doorway for a moment. The young man and the young 
woman waiting for him at the table could be brother and sister. He smiled. Their only 
relation was as his employees. Doctor Strange strolled up to the table, dapper in his dark 
suit. 

 “Doug, Valeria, have I missed anything?” he asked. 

 “Not a thing, my good Doctor,” the young man said. “We would not begin 
business without you.” 

 “Mm,” Strange said. “April agreeing with you, Valeria?” 

 “There is something about springtime,” she said. “Brings new life.” Her smile was, 
as always, dazzling. 

 “Indeed,” he said. “Which brings us to new business,” he said, gracefully taking his 
seat. “I plan to increase the Planetary‟s circulation. Have you ordered?” 

 Doug shrugged. “You‟re getting stromboli.” 

 “Ah,” Strange said. “Now then. Between the two of you we can put this magazine 
out faster than we ever could before. Between your flawless copyediting and 
proofreading,” he said, nodding to Valeria, “and your speed in checking out our facts 
and networking,” he said, nodding to Doug, “we are in a position to do some really fast 
turnaround on stories. Which is why it is time to increase circulation.” 

 “That shouldn‟t be too hard,” Doug said, tracing the rim of his glass with his 
finger. “We cover the unusual, the unexplained, and everybody‟s interested in that. A 
bigger advertising budget should to do the trick.” 

 “Yes, that‟s true,” Strange said. “Also, we‟re going to go for some popular topics. 
No one will mistake us for the trashy tabloids. However, we can still capitalize on what 
is interesting to people. Next issue we work on, August, will have as its subject 
something like,” he gestured with his hands at an invisible headline, “Things that Eat 
People. Can‟t go wrong.” 

 Doug‟s eyebrows raised. “You‟re the editor,” he said. 

 “Trust me on this,” Strange said with a peculiar smile. “Also, I have arranged to 
interview a proponent of the occult, the ruler of the small country of Latveria, Victor 
von Doom.” He saw Valeria start. 

 “But,” she said, “but—” 

 “Ah,” Strange said, “he is not the armored dictator you remember. In fact, he‟s 
quite young; about twenty six. It is because of his unusual hobbies and his status as ruler 
of a nation that he will be included in our pages. I‟m rather looking forward to the trip. 
He invited me personally because I share some of his interests; cosmic spheres, the 
rhythm of life and the heavens, and esoteric readings.” 

 “I see,” Valeria said, still unsettled. “Takes some getting used to, this new world.” 
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 “You have time,” Strange said quietly. He glanced at the door to the restaurant‟s 
kitchen. “Here comes the food. This afternoon, I do not wish to be disturbed. I have 
sensed a shift, and I need to spend some time in meditation looking for possible 
dangers.” His smile was slightly askew as he nodded and took his leave. 

 The waitress did not even notice that Strange lifted his food from her tray as she 
headed for the table. Then he was out the door. 

 Doug looked over at Valeria with a small smile as the waitress dropped off their 
food and left. “So,” he said. He cleared his throat, and looked down at his plate. 

 “Things that eat people?” Valeria said to herself, looking after Strange. “Where 
does he get these ideas?” 

 “Big library,” Doug shrugged. He tapped his head. “Reads too much. So, Valeria, 
do your friends call you Val?” 

 “No,” she said, looking out the window. “I prefer Valeria.” 

 “Right,” he said, quickly nodding. He traced the rim of his glass with his finger as 
he stared down into the drink. “It‟s great having a business lunch with you, Valeria, but 
I was thinking maybe if you wanted we could go to a museum or a movie or something, 
and then dinner.” Gathering his nerve, he looked at her. 

 She was still looking out the window. “Please don‟t ever do that,” she said softly. “I 
can never really be one of you. Over time, you would come to resent me. You would 
feel inferior eventually. My fate is to be apart, Doug. Leave me to it.” 

 “Just dinner and a movie,” Doug said, forcing a grin,  

 Her eyes drifted over to him, and she sighed. She patted his hand, and stood, 
leaning over the table and looking into his eyes. “Don‟t,” she said in a gentle and 
merciless voice. Then she turned and walked out of the restaurant. 

 Doug let out a breath and rubbed his face. “Check please,” he said to a passing 
waitress. 

* 

 She heard the cup clattering against the saucer before she strolled in. Strange sat in 
the kitchen, haggard, his face white as a sheet, his hand trembling as he tried to sip his 
tea. 

 “What‟s the matter?” she asked quickly, slinging her backpack on one of the chairs 
and moving to Strange. 

 “Premonition,” he said, gesturing vaguely. “You remember I had a suspicion; then 
I took a look into it and was hit with a premonition. I‟ve found the threat, and it can be 
averted. Still, it was unsettling.” 

 “Tell me,” she said, sitting on a chair beside him. 

 “Death,” he said, glancing at her. His eyes were haunted, deep. “I felt death on a 
nuclear scale. I felt the earth itself buckle and surrender it‟s orbit. I felt—“ he abruptly 
stopped. “I searched for the cause, and there is a vast meteor headed straight for earth. 
If I exert my power I can deflect it. It will take a little time and a lot out of me.” His 
hands still trembled. He saw her watching him, and managed a smile. “Sorry, the 
premonition was unexpected and… vivid.” He took another rapid sip. 
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 “I‟ll help,” she said decisively. “I can push it out of our path and into the sun.” 

 “Thank you, but no,” Strange said. “This could make a mess of the Web of Light 
of done by strength alone, I need to use finesse. Besides, I need your help with more 
earthly matters.” 

 “Such as?” she asked, eyebrow raised. 

 “I know we are both protectors of this earth, but this I can handle, and I do not 
wish to turn down a rare invitation from the ruler of Latveria. I want you to go in my 
stead to interview him for the Planetary.” 

 She stared at him for a moment. “That‟s kid stuff,” she said. “A tasteless joke. I do 
not wish to be reminded of my past, a past that exists only for me, where I was Doom‟s 
apprentice. That is a world I am leaving behind. I don‟t want my nose rubbed in it. Find 
someone else.” She stood over him, fists clenched. 

 “Really?” Strange mused. “You aren‟t even a little curious to know what else Doom 
could have been? To see, had things gone differently, what would have become of 
someone you knew so well?” Strange looked down at his trembling hands. “I was a 
surgeon,” he mused quietly to himself, “and now I will turn the earth‟s certain doom 
away.” He looked up at her. “Perhaps this is an opportunity to make peace with the 
world you left. Besides. You are my assistant,” he said, “and right now I need your 
assistance.” 

 She bit her lip. Then she sighed. “I‟ll go,” she said. 

 “Thank you,” Strange said quietly. “You will be escorting Doctor Kurt Connors. 
Doctor von Doom invited him to be a guest scientist for six months, so you‟ll go out 
with him, get the interview, and return.” 

 “I have my reservations about this. I don‟t like airplanes,” she said, shaking her 
head. “Pressurized metal tubes in the sky, with wings. The cabin circulates the breathing 
of all the sick passengers to cross pollinate international illness. And those tiny seats. 
Not my idea of a good time.” 

“Victor von Doom is sending a private jet to collect you,” Strange said. “You‟ll 
be fine.” 

 Valeria sighed. 

* 

 She drifted above the City that Never Sleeps, watching the traffic scurry through 
the city‟s arteries at three in the morning. “They have built themselves a steel and 
concrete galaxy,” she murmured, imagining that each of the lights below was a star. 
Vast, sprawling, a city that needed no wall or army of its own. From above, beautiful; at 
street level, a study in grime and corruption. She closed her eyes and flew higher, higher; 
opening her eyes, she flew as high as she needed to for the light pollution to fade. 

 High enough that for a moment she felt she could reach up and touch the stars. 

 “Damn you, Strange,” she whispered, almost feeling the silken drape of a tabard, 
the metal armor between her fingers and what they touched. She had not been away 
from the Doom she knew long enough to forget her life before this place, before this 
time. Was she homesick, she wondered? 
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 “I have no home,” she murmured to the sky, and the stars blazed back at her 
silently. For a moment she felt the disorientation of being out of time, out of place, an 
anomaly. She shook it off and gazed into the face of the moon, and it poured reflected 
sunlight back to her. 

 Back at the mansion, Strange was floating in the Sanctum Sanctorum, finding the 
meteor in the immeasurable vastness of space. Nudging it. Binding it. Deflecting it. 

 Mystics around the world felt a shift in the heavens… 

* 

 The pressurized hum of the jet‟s interior pushed against his ears. Connors sighed, 
and turned the page of the magazine on his lap with his one hand. A woman cleared her 
throat, and he looked up. 

 She was beautiful. Forest colors for her turtleneck and slacks and jacket, low heeled 
shoes, no purse, hair in an understated bun, eyes more blue than the painful endless 
deep of the sky in August. She smiled, and he tried to return her smile. She was perfect. 
Connors felt a twinge in his left hand; the hand he no longer had. 

 “Doctor Connors,” she said. “Pleased to meet you again. I never would hav 
expected we would be sharing a jet on the way to Latveria.” 

 “Doctor von Doom,” Connors said. “The pleasure is all mine.” He forced the 
words out. 

 She winced. “Please call me Valeria,” she said. “So as not to get me and our host 
confused.” She was seated across from him in the plush cabin. 

 “Are you related to the ruler of Latveria?” Connors asked. “Surely you studied at 
the University of Latveria at the same time.” 

 “No,” she said slowly. “Not really. I‟d rather not talk about it.” 

 “I‟m sorry to pry,” he said. He looked back at his magazine; the Planetary. 

 “I see you have some reading material,” she said, casting about for conversation. 

 He curled the pages to look at the cover. “Altered States, the title of this issue. I 
thought if we were going to be traveling together it would be best if I could ask 
intelligent questions about your publication.” 

 “Have you formulated any yet, Doctor?” she asked with a grin. 

 “Tabloid,” he said with a shrug. “Only question I have is how someone with your 
knowledge could agree to work for such a questionable magazine when you could easily 
get a position with a real publication of scientific inquiry.” 

 “They are boring,” Valeria said simply. “The scientists that work for them are more 
involved with their qualifications and bragging rights and position than they are with the 
raw vitality of the universe‟s mystery. You may scoff at the tabloid,” she said, gesturing 
to the magazine, “but it certainly makes more interesting reading. Besides, scientific 
inquiry has moved to private corporations, and the purpose of the inquiry is the patent 
and trademark. I think of that and I feel… soiled,” she said. 

 “I see,” Connors said, raising an eyebrow. “You are a remarkable person,” he said. 
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 “As are you,” she replied. “I took the liberty of reading up on you. You have done 
some fascinating work in reptilian regeneration, herpetology, cellular biology. You have 
some of the more interesting articles in the stuffy publications. Is your family still in 
Florida?” 

 “Still,” he nodded. “I‟m supposed to go home to them, but this offer came 
through, just at the end of my stint at the University, and I couldn‟t resist the terms. The 
ruler of Latveria is a generous man,” he said, raising his eyebrows again. “So what do 
you plan to do with your brilliant mind and in depth knowledge of science and the 
mysteries of the universe?” 

 She smiled archly. “I thought about taking over the world, but now I‟m looking 
into the lecture circuit.” They laughed. 

 For different reasons. 

* 

 The sleek craft touched down on the runway and taxied to a halt in a single smooth 
motion. Shortly after, the door opened in the side of the craft, and Valeria followed 
Connors down the portable steps to the ground. 

 She looked around; the small air strip was next to a larger one. They were hemmed 
in by mountains here, but she could see forest at the edges of the air strip. There were 
no fences around the tiny airport. 

 A large man approached them with a slow rolling gait. “Honored guests,” he 
intoned with a thick voice, “Welcome to Latveria. I am Boris. I will take you to the 
palace.” He was tall and solid, with a thatch of white hair and a white moustache but no 
visible neck. Each of his hands could ball into a fist the size of a head. 

 “Thank you,” Connors said, inclining his head. 

 “I trust the journey, you found satisfactory?” Boris continued, turning and walking 
towards the road that led to the edge of the airstrip. 

 “Indeed,” Connors said. “That was the most luxurious aircraft I‟ve ever flown in.” 

 “The Master does not treat his guests poorly,” Boris said, the words taking their 
time rolling up from his chest to be spoken. 

 They reached the road, and Connors chuckled. “We‟re being picked up by a 
carriage?” 

 “Please, let me to help you get in,” Boris said after taking their bags and tucking 
them behind the seat in the open air carriage. He assisted Valeria, then Connors into the 
carriage, then he heaved himself up on the seat. He pulled a whip from its boot by the 
springboard seat and snapped it lightly over the four beautiful horses, who immediately 
picked up to a trot. 

 “The Master thought you might wish to see some of his lands after your flight,” 
Boris said as they trotted down the road. They turned to a dirt track that curved beneath 
the spreading boughs of oak trees, branches meeting overhead and forming a tunnel. 
Valeria glanced into the depths of the dark woods and shivered for a moment. Shortly 
after, the road wound free of the woods and Connors and Valeria were treated to a view 
of the palace. 
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 The road continued along the side of the cliff, but the land dove beside them into a 
valley full of trees and meadows and brooks. At the far end of the valley rose a stone 
palace, soaring below the mountains, built into the solid stone of the mountainside. A 
town collected at its base. Clouds drifted above the palace, wreathing the mountains in 
beards of mist. Valeria felt tears threaten; she had seen a castle, not a palace, in her 
world. Though she recognized the shapes of the earth, the only fortress she had seen 
here was an armored shell designed to repel invaders. 

 “Beautiful,” whispered Connors. “That castle is right out of Disney.” He gestured 
at the rest, lost for words. 

 Shortly afterwards they reached the town, and as the carriage rattled up onto the 
cobbles the townspeople dropped what they were doing and ran to line the road, hands 
behind their backs, and they began to sing a peculiar lilting melody that got into the 
pulse of the listener. 

 “They sing,” Boris said, “to welcome you. They sing because they want you here. 
They want you here because the Master does.” The carriage rattled up the winding 
streets until they reached the wall of the palace courtyard. Guards in traditional livery 
hauled the doors open, and the carriage clattered inside as the people stopped singing 
and cheered. 

 “Wow,” Connors said, running his hand through his hair. 

 “The people love him,” Valeria said quietly. “They always love him.” 

 The carriage stopped abruptly as Boris spoke to the horses. The huge man swung 
down and extended a hand to the guests. Valeria, then Connors stepped down. 

 “Where is our illustrious host?” Connors asked. 

 Boris listened for a moment. “He is… here,” he said. 

 They heard clopping of a fast moving horse, then a shape sailed over the gate at the 
side of the courtyard, and a huge roan horse landed gracefully and slowed to a trot upon 
approaching the newcomers. The man on the roan‟s back easily slid his legs over the 
side of the saddle and dropped as the horse slowed to a stop. 

 He was lithe, strong, dressed in a simple turtleneck and canvas pants. His face was 
a perfect picture of aristocracy; heavy lidded eyes, aquiline nose, a mobile mouth, and 
high cheekbones and forehead. His wind-tossed hair looked as though it was meant to 
be slightly tousled, and there was not a streak of gray in his dark locks. 

 “Welcome to Latveria,” he said in lightly accented English. “Welcome to my home, 
Connors. Who is this you have brought?” he asked, smiling at Valeria. 

 “This is Valeria von Doom,” Connors said quickly, gesturing. “She is an 
associate—“ 

 “von Doom!” the horseman said quickly, cutting him off. He took a step and 
looked at her sideways. “Surely we must be related? Our name is not a common one.” 

 “We share no family,” she said. “It is a lucky coincidence.” 

 “Indeed, indeed,” he said. “Strange has sent you in his place then?” 

 “Yes,” she said. “An inescapable commitment has held him in New York.” 
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 “What a silly name for a vast city,” he said with a dismissive wave. “I am Victor 
von Doom, and I am ruler of this land.” 

 “Thank you for your hospitality. We have had an amazing trip,” Connors said. 

 “Think nothing of it. You are my guests, and that means a lot to me. You will be 
cared for like nobility until you leave.” 

 “Surely not French nobility?” Valeria said dryly. 

 He blinked, cocked his head, then understood. “Ah. That revolution business. I will 
interpret that as witty instead of insulting. There is no thought of revolution here. The 
people love me. They would sacrifice themselves without hesitation at my whim. But 
enough banter; surely you are hungry and would like to see your quarters.” He handed 
the bridle of the horse to a stable man who stood nearby. “Come!” He turned and 
jogged up the stairs and through the vast oaken doors into the palace. 

 Connors blinked. “A man like that would need a small kingdom to keep up with 
him.” 

 Valeria looked after him with narrowed eyes. “I don‟t like arrogant people,” she 
said. “They‟re dangerous.” 

 “Please to follow me,” said Boris from right behind them. Carrying their bags, he 
followed the ruler into the palace. 

 They were not far behind. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 The dusk was settling over Latveria when they gathered for supper. The dining hall 
had a vast row of windows along one side that overlooked the sheltered valley and the 
village below. The curtains were drawn back, and the view was breathtaking. 

 Connors was wearing a suit, clean and pressed, and Valeria was wearing a pantsuit. 
Connors saw her standing gazing out the window and he hurried to join her. 

 “My suit was wrinkled, but three servants met me at my room and they pressed it 
and freshened it; when I left they were unpacking for me and setting a fire in the 
fireplace.” He shook his head. “I didn‟t know people lived like this.” 

 “Few do,” Valeria said softly. 

 “I value punctuality in people,” Victor said from the doorway. He strode to join 
them. He was fitted out in a forest green velvet suit, complete with coat tails. At his 
throat and wrists was lace. “Demonstrates control over the way your time is used. No 
matter what your circumstances, time is something that once spent gives no refunds, 
only receipts. Good evening my good Doctor, and my beautiful guest.” He took her 
hand and kissed it. She watched him. 

 “Actually,” Connors said, “Valeria here is a doctor as well. She holds multiple 
degrees from the University of Latveria.” 

 “Really?” Victor said. “Really! When did you study here?” 

 “Check my transcript,” she said with a smile. “I like to keep my air of mystery.” 
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 “Indeed,” he said, a smile spreading across his face. “Indeed, it is every woman‟s 
right, and the one thing that my studies will never unravel. Are you a wizard?” he asked 
casually. 

 “No, I cannot replace Doctor Strange,” Valeria said quickly. “He sent me to 
interview you for the Planetary.” 

 “Ah, an interview but I get no instruction! Ai! Still, it cannot be helped, and I 
would be a foolish man to tell this beautiful woman she cannot ask me questions about 
myself. Even in his absence Strange is cunning.” He turned to Connors. “Thank you for 
coming, Doctor. In the next six months I plan to become your best student ever, and I 
will know what you know about the details of herpetology and its relation to 
regeneration theories.” 

 “A bold claim,” Connors said. “I have spent my life learning about it.” 

 “But you are a good teacher,” Victor said, “and I am a good student. We have all 
the materials we will need, and you will find instruction does not go unheeded in my 
classroom. You will introduce me to the material, then answer my questions. In this 
way,” Victor shrugged, “I will become an authority.” 

 “It takes more than that,” Connors said, gesturing vaguely. 

 “Perhaps,” Victor said with an arched eyebrow and a suppressed grin. “We shall 
see in six months.” 

 “You are an excellent rider,” Valeria said. “Did you bring an instructor in?” 

 “Of course,” he smiled. “I brought in a Mongolian Cossack, a half-breed from two 
horse cultures. Perhaps I can show you more of my horsemanship in the coming time. 
Besides, it is to be expected. I am good at everything,” he smiled. 

 “Except modesty?” she asked, raising her eyebrows. 

 “Modesty is knowing true worth, not pretending to be less,” he said. “Shall we 
begin dinner?” 

 “Wow,” Connors muttered. 

 Victor took his seat at the head of the table, with Valeria on his right and Connors 
on his left. Another place on either side was empty, but there was a setting at the end. 
“Do we expect someone else?” Valeria asked Victor. 

 “Ah, yes, Mother. Don‟t concern yourselves. She moves to her own sense of time. 
She comes and goes as she is led. Tonight is a simple meal of five courses, to welcome 
you without overwhelming you with too much hospitality right away. The transition 
between Latveria and the rest of the world can be difficult. Shall we begin?” 

 Five courses. Connors swallowed hard. “Sure.” 

 They had finished the borscht and the garlic bread, worked through the peculiar 
salad, and were getting ready for the venison when the door at the end of the room 
opened, and a bent woman took several steps into the room before stopping.  

 She was aged, almost unnaturally for her years, and stooped. Her wild white hair 
was mostly contained under a kerchief on her head, but it formed a hazy cloud around 
her that caught the light. She was dressed as a gypsy, in a loose dress with scarves as 
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belts, and her feet were bare. Her arms clattered with bracelets. She stopped and stared 
at Valeria. 

 Then she stood up straight, and gasped. She fired off a string of language, almost 
too quick even for native speakers, then she turned and loped out of the room. 

 Victor smiled. “Mother gives her regards,” he said. 

 “That‟s not what she said,” Valeria said. “She said something about—about power 
and the earth.” 

 “You speak Romany?” Victor asked, raising his eyebrows. “I am impressed. 
Actually she was talking about you. She said,” he licked his lips, “you were unearthly, 
and fey. That you had too much power for this earth.” He smiled, and his eyes were 
bright. “Still, I did not lie. From Mother, such drama is welcome in and of itself.” 

 Valeria watched him, not moving. 

 “Perhaps you will tell me of this power,” he said. “Mother is not wrong. But I do 
not press, not tonight. Tomorrow, Connor, we will get you installed at the University to 
get your bearings and meet my key staff there. Then we can settle down to work in my 
private laboratory here in the palace.” 

 “When do you wish to be interviewed?” she asked. 

 “I‟ve been turning that question over,” he said, leaning back. Servants brought in 
the trays of venison. “I am quite curious to know what questions you will ask, but at the 
same time I do not wish to end your stay in my kingdom, not yet. You bring a breath of 
fresh air, so to speak.” 

 “You are not yet decided?” she asked. 

 “I am. Tomorrow, at ten o‟clock, we will meet at the dock on the other side of the 
mountain. I think a good setting for the interview will be aboard my yacht.” 

 “Of course,” she said. 

 “This is a wonderful meal,” Connors said as he took his first bite of venison steak. 
His had come out already cut into manageable bite sized pieces. 

 “Thank you,” Victor said with a nod. “All the food you are eating was acquired 
within ten miles of here.” 

 “Really?” Connors said. “That‟s amazing!” 

 Victor smiled graciously. 

 Valeria did not relax. 

* 

 She stood on the dock, looking out over the rippling water. Tied to the dock was 
the small, sleek yacht. It was not as ostentatious as she had expected, but upon 
reflection she should have known better. Victor von Doom had no one he needed to 
impress, after all. And the yacht was supremely appointed for comfort. She asked the 
sun for the time, squinting up, and figured he had another ten minutes until ten o‟clock. 

 Just then he strolled out onto the dock. 

 “You‟re early,” she said. 
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 “Regrettable, I know,” he said. “Connors is a bit jet lagged, so I will wait until he is 
adjusted to find out more of what he knows. I admit I am looking forward to some time 
alone with you, for the interview. As a ruler I get more privacy than most of my kind, 
but I value beauty where it may be found. Shall we?” 

 Two Latverians followed them up on board, and he moved to the open deck and 
seated himself. “By all means,” he said, “interview me.” 

 The Latverians started the yacht‟s motor and headed for the middle of the deep, 
clear lake. 

 She pulled out a mini tape recorder, snapped it on, and put it down. He smiled 
broadly. “You do not trust your memory?” 

 “That‟s not it,” she said. “I expect you will give me answers people will not believe. 
I wish to have something for them.” 

 “Excellent point,” he said. “Latveria is a very unusual place.” 

 “How do you maintain your life here without being absorbed into another 
European country?” she asked. 

 “I thought this interview was to center around my occult practices,” he noted. 

 “It will,” she said. “I‟m just getting you warmed up and satisfying personal curiosity 
under the guise of journalism. It‟s a time honored tradition.” 

 “That I can respect, and I am heartened that you wish to know more about this 
place.” He gestured around at the lake, the mountains. A small village was on the far 
shore. “There are three basic principles to my policy of national invisibility,” he said 
with a smile. “For one, we need few imports because we are self sustaining. For another, 
we make an effort to avoid possession of anything anybody wants besides our tourism, 
and a difficult visa system makes that easier. Last, we cultivate friendships in key places 
that keep us out of the news, out of the public eye, and out of political issues.” 

 “I was looking over the village last night,” Valeria said. “I saw only firelight.” 

 “True,” Victor said with a nod. “The people here live without the benefit of 
electricity, which means no television, no radio, no power tools, no heating and cooling 
system. Each year I give them the opportunity to get electricity, but so far the answer is 
overwhelmingly no.” 

 “No?” she asked, surprised. 

 He leaned forward. “These people have no need of computers, Valeria. They live as 
people lived for hundreds of years before electricity. For amusement, they have a rich 
tradition of singing and storytelling. Electronics steal music from the people and put it 
in boxes, so they define their music by what they listen to instead of what they make. 
My people carve and make handcrafts. By day they work, by night they rest. Their 
homes are designed to keep them warm in winter and cool in summer, with fire and 
breezes doing the work of fans and heating elements. There is a rhythm to the life here 
that defines them. Everyone has a place, everyone is of worth no matter how lowly the 
task, no one goes hungry. Electricity has not helped New York find that state of 
contentment.” 

 “What about medical care?” asked Valeria. “That‟s difficult without electricity.” 
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 “The palace is fully equipped as a major hospital as well as research facility,” Victor 
said. “When someone gets sick, they come to the palace. For those who are enchanted 
by the machinery there, I have them educated and they become staff for my complex. 
Also, everyone gets a checkup once a year and dental care twice a year. Combine that 
with good eating habits and there are few major illnesses. Drastically less cancer, of 
course.” He smiled. 

 “So the people are content to live in ignorance?” she asked. 

 “Ignorance?” he said. “They do not know the politics of the outside world, it is 
true. Neither do a vast proportion of your high school and college students. Besides, I 
think we can agree that politics are a sordid subject best left untouched by the 
scrupulous. Scientific ignorance? They are not driven by the need to know. Those that 
are we educate and use as staff. Besides,” he said, “the people here have many useful 
skills. I have tailors, woodcutters, carvers, thatches, masons, and farmers with more 
skill, more inherent knowledge, and more ability than those in your city, who are 
addicted to power tools and electricity without which they can do nothing. Do not talk to 
me of ignorance.” He leaned back. 

 “This would make them vulnerable were it not for me,” he said. “I know enough of 
science to give them what they need. I know enough of the outside world to protect 
them. I am their king. They revere me for protection. In a world that is not as torn by 
war as the world of the past, my protection takes the form of information instead of 
armor. I am a politician so they need know nothing of politics.” 

 She sat quietly for a moment in the rocking boat. His eyes were amused, he laced 
his hands behind his head and waited for the next question. Smug, she thought, he‟s 
smug about what he rules here. 

 “I did not create all this, of course,” he said. “I inherited the mindset, I have simply 
reinvented it for a modern age. The people here have never been what you would call 
free in the American sense. Reflecting on America, I find it difficult to wish that upon 
them.” 

 “When did you become king?” she asked. 

 “Seven years ago,” he said. “I was nineteen. The men in the von Doom family are 
cursed to die in their early thirties. My father was lucky to live until he was thirty eight. 
Everyone had hopes he would break the curse. At least I was not a boy king like my 
father and his father before him.” 

 “Curse?” she said. 

 “That I will not elaborate on; it‟s from the Romany side of the family and it is 
enough for you to know that it is likely that in between four and eight years I will be a 
dead man.” He smiled. “I am twenty six, and if I am to have a full life before I die I 
must fit three years in each year.” He gazed intently into her eyes. “Three months in 
each month, three weeks in each week, three days in each day.” He leaned close to her. 
“Three moments… in each moment…” 

 Her eyes widened and she pushed him. A bullet zipped between them, then 
cracked through the hull of the yacht. 

 Droning like mosquitoes, two inflatable boats flopped towards them across the 
lake. 
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 “Look out!” Victor said, pushing Valeria down. He flipped a seat up, and pulled out 
a sleek pistol. 

 “I suppose you are an expert marksman,” Valeria said, droll. 

 Victor only smiled, snapping off a shot. Valeria heard one of the assassins stop the 
bullet with his vest, then choke and stagger up, toppling out of the incoming boat. 

 “No head shots?” Valeria asked, unwillingly curious. 

 “Hah!” Victor replied, something wild in his eyes as he fired again. “No one dies 
today.” 

 Then blood sprayed over them as the pilot spun, his head blown apart by a shotgun 
fired from one of the inflatable boats. 

 “Jorge! No!” Victor shouted, the pain in his eyes freezing Valeria‟s blood. Valeria 
held her breath, watching him for a moment that seemed like forever as he turned and 
took aim once more at those on the boats. 

 He fired. A man shouted in pain, clutching his wounded shoulder. 

 “Still?” Valeria said, unable to say more, watching Victor. 

 He glanced at her. “Nothing has changed,” he said through his teeth. “I will care 
for Jorge‟s family, and remember him. But these men, too, have families.” 

 Valeria made a decision. 

 “Look!” she said, pointing the other direction. “More come!” 

 Victor glanced over the side of the boat at the clear lake. “I see no one,” he said, as 
Valeria peered over the railing at the two incoming inflatable boats. Searing lines of red 
energy leaped from her eyes to the boats, and their tension burst on the hard waves. 
Swearing and howling, the assassins plowed into the lake, the momentum shoving them 
into the water. Victor whirled to see them foundering around the limp skin of their 
boats. 

 Valeria‟s heart sank as she listened for a moment, hearing the thudding approach of 
a helicopter. She had not been listening, and the mountain wall had absorbed much of 
its noise. Time was running out. 

 “Quick, we need to get back to the dock,” she muttered as she stepped over the 
dead pilot and took the helm of the boat. 

 A bullet snapped off the side of her head, ricocheting up into the sky. She turned, 
furious, to see one of the floating soldiers with a pistol lined up on her. For a split 
second, they stared at each other. Valeria whipped around to see Victor wide eyed, 
motionless. 

 “Hell with it,” she gritted out. She sprang up from the boat, shot through the sky as 
the helicopter roared over the ridge overlooking the lake. 

 No one else dies. 

 The pilots had one second to register the blonde goddess arrowing up at them, and 
they took advantage of that second to trigger the minigun to spin up. Valeria snatched 
the gun, tugged it off the chopper‟s stubby wing, and tilted it up into the blades. With a 
hellish clatter and bang, the minigun spun away and the broken blades sprayed. Valeria 
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snatched the door off, yanked one pilot out, swung around the dropping wreckage, 
yanked the other pilot out, and tossed them none too gently into the canopy of trees, 
out of harm‟s way as the chopper staggered down. In a long arc, she swooped over the 
glittering lake, down, snatched up the foundering soldiers in the lake, and zipped over to 
the shore. She tossed them in a heap. Up on the ridge, the chopper hit the ground and 
exploded. 

 For a long moment, she looked back at the yacht. Clenching her jaw, she drifted 
over the intervening distance, lowering towards the awestruck monarch. She was radiant 
with power, her muscles subtle in their might as she was at rest. His eyes were wide and 
excited, and his breathing was fast. His hands trembled.  

 “You are amazing,” he said. “I have no words.” 

 He reached out towards her, not to touch her, but because he had no other 
expression for his wonder. Something in his eyes; something in his eyes took her back 
to another time and another place. 

 She swiftly turned from him. “I‟ll see you back at the palace,” she murmured, then 
she took to the air. 

 Victor watched her go, his heart pounding. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Dinner. 

 Valeria sat across from Connors. He cleared his throat. “Not like him to be late,” 
he said. 

 “No,” she agreed. 

 “I toured the University today. It‟s an amazing place. I‟m frankly not at all surprised 
you did so well on the exams to transfer your degree. The education that is available 
here is quite superior.” 

 “Yes,” she agreed. 

 “How did your interview go?” he asked hesitantly. 

 She sighed. 

 Boris entered. “The Master has had pressing business emerge. He will be 
unavailable for dinner. Please proceed without him.” 

 “Sounds like a tiff,” Connors said quietly. “He didn‟t try anything did he?” 

 “No,” she said. “I‟m a stupid woman.” 

 “What?” 

 “Never mind,” she said. “No, nothing romantic like you‟re thinking. I just gave him 
more information about myself than I wanted to.” 

 “Easy to do,” Connors nodded. “He‟s sharp. Damn sharp. I‟m beginning to 
wonder if he can become an authority in six months.” 

 “Year and a half, to him,” she said, her thoughts distant. 
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* 

 She was walking down the arched and torchlit hallway when Victor found her. “I 
have something to show you,” he said. 

 “Yes?” 

 He smiled and gestured; she followed him. 

 In the courtyard before the palace, two trucks were pulling out. 

 “What‟s this?” Valeria asked. 

 He sighed. “Sable is the ruler of the country next door, as you say in English. We 
had a fling.” He shrugged. “I couldn‟t afford the time she demanded, so I ended the 
relationship.” He smiled. “She took it hard. Keeps sending these silly soldiers to kill me. 
So I‟m returning them to her. Thank you for not killing them. She doesn‟t have as many 
as she sometimes needs.” 

 “That‟s a thoughtful gesture,” she said. “Did you take care of the business that kept 
you from dinner?” 

 “Of course,” he said. “I work quickly. Would you like to see my observatory?” 

 “Observatory?” she said. 

 He turned and pointed at the highest tower. “Here there is not the light pollution 
problem that is so often a disaster in America. From this tower you can see deep into 
space, even without telescopes. I did build a large telescope to put up there because I 
am fascinated with the stars. With things from the stars.” He looked at her in a way that 
made her blush. 

 “I‟d love to see your observatory,” she said after a brief pause. 

 They wound their way through the palace and up the tight spiral staircase that went 
on and on and on. He was not winded when they reached the top of the tower. 

 “Here it is,” he said. He flicked a switch, and the roof slid open. The telescope was 
fifteen feet long, with two eye pieces, one on either side of the viewing end. 

 “The astronomer who assisted me in building this was always telling me how to 
find things. I built this telescope so I could see what he saw,” Victor said. “Is there… 
anywhere you‟d like to look?” he asked. 

 She watched him wordlessly. “I don‟t know how to say this,” she said. “Please 
don‟t tell everyone about my abilities. I acted without thinking. Something about this 
place reminds me of a time when I did not need to hide what I am. In America it is easy 
to remember that I must keep my ability secret, but there‟s something about this place, 
about you, that seems to trick me into revealing myself.” 

 “Good for me that you did,” he said with a smile. “Your secret is with me. These 
mountain walls, these forest deeps conceal their share of secrets, and there is room for 
yours.” 

 “I understand that you are attracted to me,” she said carefully. “We can never be 
together, Victor. I am not… from… this place… I was meant to be alone.” 
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 He watched her for a moment, then smiled briefly. “The same can be said of kings, 
Valeria. The same can be said of anyone who is different. My life has taught me that the 
difficult must be attempted or we will become weak and our lives will be ruled by fear.” 

 “Are you afraid of anything?” she asked. 

 “Oh yes,” he said, his eyes shining in the dim. “I am afraid of many things. My fear 
is like my intellect, or my body. It can either limit me or give me strength. It is precisely 
my fear that helps me find the drive to do what I must do. I will not let it rule me.” 

 “Nothing rules you, is that it?” she said. 

 He said nothing, and she lowered her head. Then she looked at the telescope, and 
out into the starry night. “This is beautiful.” 

 He smiled and shook off the mood. “Would you like to see my museum of the 
sky?” 

 “Sure,” she said. He flicked the switch and the roof slid shut, then they began the 
long trek down the stairs. 

 “I know this world,” Victor said as he led the way. “Not all of it, of course. I only 
speak ten languages fluently, but I‟m working on five more. I have a dream of being 
able to talk to anyone, from anywhere in the world, someday. No one is alive that does 
not know something worth knowing. If I could I would gather those gleaming gems of 
knowledge, whatever mud they be scattered in, and make them my own. There is 
nothing like learning to give you a sense of real wealth. I have never once felt lonely in 
the midst of my studies, and there is no subject that holds no interest for me. Do you 
study much now that you‟re in America?” 

 “A little,” she said. “I live with Doctor Strange.” 

 “Ah yes,” Victor said. As they continued down the curling staircase, she felt odd 
conversing with his back as they wound deeper and deeper. 

 “You know, I won‟t tell everyone that you didn‟t ever set foot in the University of 
Latveria,” he said, “because I believe at some point you did. Strange is a real wizard, not 
a dabbler, and I believe there are other versions of our world in existence, scattered here 
and there. Somewhere, sometime, you were in Latveria. I can tell. Perhaps some time 
you will tell me what might have been. The people love you already, Valeria, and they 
whisper that you are a goddess come down to live among mortals. Some whisper other 
things, but I won‟t burden you with them. All good things. They love you.” 

 “What do you think?” she asked abruptly. 

 He stopped and turned to look up the steps at her. She felt heat rising in her face. 

 “Me?” he said, the lamplight shining in his eyes and shaping itself on his face. “I 
think you are from a more powerful world, and there you walked among gods. I think 
you took a wrong turn and ended up alone with mere mortals. My heart cries for your 
tragedy.” He abruptly stopped talking, turned and wended his way down the stairs, ever 
further from the sky. “But I do not ask, Valeria. I will not ask.” 

 Her shortness of breath had nothing to do with the stairs. 
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 Some time later they left the staircase and were back in the open halls of the palace. 
“Quite a climb,” he said. “Reminds me that knowledge must be earned.” He opened 
one of the heavy doors and walked into a long gallery room full of exhibits and displays. 

 “This is my museum of the sky,” he said. “I have bits and pieces of all sorts of sky 
lore here. Take a look around. Ask any questions that come to you.” 

 She looked at the wall. “The Mappa Mundi,” she said. “This copy is in good 
shape.” 

 “Indeed,” he said. “I was fascinated in my youth that scientists once tried to make a 
map of the earth including the Garden of Eden, Tower of Babel, Hell, Heaven.” He 
chuckled. “It gave me hope. That these places, these things could be found.” 

 “What‟s this?” she asked, peering at a crumpled bit of metal in a case. 

 “That,” he said, his expression darkening, “is a reminder to me of human nature. It 
is a bit of space junk, Valeria. We go into space and litter it just like we litter on the 
earth. This is to remind me that we must not surrender to that urge just because space is 
big and messy.” 

 She swayed on her feet, blinked to clear her vision. He was telling her something 
about satellites and decaying orbit, about the Sword of Damocles being that our 
information could crash down on our heads at any time. A wave of weakness and 
dizziness washed through her, emptying her strength. 

 In sudden alarm, she looked around the room. There. In the case in the center at 
the end. A fist sized ugly rock. She felt its green pulse. 

 Oh no. 

 “Victor,” she said quickly, “thank you for the tour. I need some fresh air.” 

 “Of course,” he said. “Are you feeling alright? You look like you‟ve seen a ghost.” 

 “Let‟s go,” she said. She leaned on his arm until they were out on the balcony 
overlooking the dim town below. 

 “I‟m sorry, it‟s just been… a very long day,” she said. 

 He looked at her sideways and said nothing, but she could see him thinking it 
through. He smiled. “Think nothing of it,” he said. 

 “So tell me,” she said. “Back to the interview.” 

 “If we do this in sections, you might need a permanent room here,” he smiled. 

 “Heh heh. You invited Doctor Connors this time. What other experts have you 
had?” 

 He shrugged. “Language teachers, horsemanship, fencing, martial arts, painting, 
physics. Others. I started when I was fourteen, so I‟ve had twenty three.” 

 “Martial arts, huh,” she said. “I don‟t believe anyone could master martial arts in six 
months.” 

 “I agree with you on that,” he said with a nod. “I did, however, learn a great deal.” 

 “Think so?” 

 “Are you a martial artist also?” he asked. 
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 “I learned a different style,” she said. Her mind flashed back, just for a moment, to 
long hours under the tutelage of a different version of the man before her. Suddenly, it 
was an itch she had to scratch. 

 “I had a damn good teacher,” she said with a grin. “Maybe you could show me 
what you learned.” 

 “Certainly,” he said. “With pads on the mat, or more practically?” 

 She shrugged. “I‟ll be gentle.” 

 He squared off, his posture perfect. She lined up on him, then darted in— 

 She had meant to grasp him, but he simply stepped to the side, leaning forward 
with his arm extended, and caught her in a clothsline blow that startled her. His arm 
wrapped around her neck and he stepped on the top of her calf, folding her knee in her 
moment of surprise. They tumbled to the stone floor of the balcony, and he rolled over 
on top of her. 

 “Not what you expected?” he asked, face a dark shadow framed in a blaze of 
starlight. 

 “Not what I expected,” she whispered. No no no— 

 She was so soft; he ducked in close to her, unable to resist the impulse, and his lips 
brushed hers. In that moment, he kissed her— 

 She tossed him, unthinking, and he whipped through the air and thudded hard 
against the wall, falling ten feet to the balcony. She was gone by the time he hit the 
floor. 

 “Ai, stupid, stupid,” he wheezed, gripping his ribs. “Stupid man, stupid.” He rolled 
over on his back and gazed up at the stars. “Ah, bless my stupidity…” 

 Valeria stood in her darkened room trembling, trembling, not knowing what she 
felt. Could it be? Could it be…? No. She was meant to be alone. 

 She looked out over the darkened valley, trying to slow her breathing. 

* 

 She woke in the morning to a gentle tap of a cart being wheeled through the door. 
By the time she sat up and opened her eyes, the door was closing. 

 On the cart was a mass of roses, at least fifty; beneath them, ornate wooden boxes 
of exotic chocolates, and a basket of fruit in the middle. She swung her legs out of the 
bed and approached the cart. On the basket was a simple note: 

 “I‟m sorry.” 

 She couldn‟t help but smile. Then, upon reflection, her expression darkened… 

* 

 Evening was stealing across the valley again when she returned to the dining room. 
Connors stood looking out the window. He turned as she came in. Raised his eyebrows. 

 “I like your outfit,” he said. 

 She looked down at her flowing gypsy skirt with bells at the waist and the puffed 
sleeves of her blouse, the small sandals. Her hair was up in a scarf. “Victor sent me out 
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with some of his people to see his kingdom. They wouldn‟t take no for an answer when 
they were showering me with gifts.” She shrugged. “I rather like this look,” she said. 

 “It certainly is fetching,” he said. “My day was not nearly so entertaining. I‟m 
exhausted.” 

 “Really?” she said. “Tell me about it.” 

 They sat at the dinner table. Connors scratched his jaw. “He‟s a genius, Valeria. 
Certifiable. I got started telling him what I know, and I thought he was ignoring me. He 
was just gazing out the window, like his mind was a million miles away. Then he‟d 
interrupt me to ask for clarification, or he‟d sum up what I was talking about with some 
brilliant analogy from physics, or music, or philosophy. The man speaks 10 languages 
fluently, and he said he‟s more comfortable in German than English so he was mentally 
translating my comments and taking notes in another language. He‟s… incredible.” 

 At that the door swung open, and Victor strolled in. He was dressed in gypsy style, 
with baggy pants and heavy leather boots, a poet‟s shirt and a kerchief on his head. “I 
am glad to see you both punctual for supper,” he said with a devilish grin. “The plan has 
changed. I‟ll be taking dinner with my friends, who have stopped in town for the time 
being. Would you two care to join me?” 

 “Oh, thank you, but I‟m exhausted,” Connors said, too quickly. “If I could get 
something simple…” 

 “You will have dinner brought to you in your room,” Victor said with a gesture. 
“Valeria?” 

 “Sure,” she said with a shrug. They left the dining room together, and Connors 
watched them go with misgiving in his eyes. Boris stepped in from another door. 

 “When you are ready,” he intoned, his eyes fixed on Connors. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 They walked over a gentle rise and saw the source of the cookfire smoke. A 
caravan of wagons was circled up around several campfires, and already the music and 
laughter were drifting into the clear air. 

 “My mother‟s side of the family are gypsies,” Victor said as they walked closer. “It 
has been tradition in my family for the ruler to marry the Rom, giving the wanderers a 
place to go in time of trouble and giving us the news we have always needed. Tonight 
you will feast as few gaije do, Valeria.” 

 She said nothing, and neither of them mentioned the night before. Valeria vaguely 
wondered what day of the week it was, but it was too late for musings. She was pulled 
into the circle. 

 She tasted their strong drink, and ate their odd spicy food, and sat at the fire with 
them, but time itself had become surreal and moved sideways. This was as it had always 
been, as it would always be, and through the smoke of the fires, across the circle, she 
saw Victor moving, talking, but never straying far, and when she looked for him she saw 
that he was watching her. She did not drink enough to become drunk. 
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A distant part of her mind said it could be magic, a taste of the Old and the 
Deep, but it was too late to listen, and she was a part of the night, a part of the music, 
she felt it in her bones, she felt herself wanting to sing but not knowing the words, 
aching to be a part of that music, to let it carry her across the world and across all 
boundaries, and she began to dance. 

 Only then did she see Victor had picked up a fiddle; the music stopped, and he 
tuned with the quick expert grace of a master. He touched the bow to the strings, and 
the viol sang; he was singing, and the instrument was his voice. He started slow, and 
turned in a circle; others joined in, and his playing was a keening song of desire, of need, 
of wandering and of home; his eyes were bright as he watched her, and she could not 
help but dance; she thought she heard him in her mind: dance, my goddess, fly, he 
murmured, and she felt her dance taking her higher, and she was moving and she was 
free and all doubt was gone, all thought was gone, she was a goddess, she was 
worshiped, and she was free— 

 These people were out of time, out of place, and they knew. She found others who 
knew, and built their lives on that knowing. They were outside. 

 The last thing she remembered, in the firelight and the laughing and the dancing, 
and those giving her welcome open looks as guest of the king who was even here 
royalty in a court with no castle, was the reflected firelight in his bright, deep eyes… 

 In the palace, Mother rocked back and forth, holding herself, mouthing half 
complete thoughts of despair and destruction, of the end of the world. 

* 

 Breakfast. Connors was waiting for her when she walked in, rubbing her eyes. 

 “Sleep well?” he asked, a bit catty. 

 “In my own bed, yes,” she said. “Did you?” 

 “No,” he said, “I did not sleep well. I‟m worried about you, Valeria. I know it‟s 
none of my business, but you need to be more careful around Victor. Kings are used to 
getting their way.” 

 “Thanks, Connors,” she said. “I‟ll bear that in mind.” 

 “I‟m serious,” Connors said. “I don‟t trust him. I don‟t like the way he looks at you, 
Valeria.” 

 “I know,” she said. “I can handle him. I don‟t trust him either. But he‟s so… 
exciting somehow. If he wasn‟t a king, he‟d be a good actor. He has a dramatic flair. 
You know he actually apologized to me? I can‟t believe that comes naturally to him.” 

 “I don‟t like it,” Connors said, shaking his head. Just then the door opened and 
Victor strolled in. 

 “Good morning, esteeméd guests,” he said. “Today is Sunday, and for me it is a 
day of rest. No studies today, my good doctor. Can you find other ways to enjoy my 
lands?” 

 “I believe I can work something out,” Connors said. 

 Victor turned to Valeria. “I was wondering if I could persuade you to stay on for 
another month. There is much about this land you have not yet seen.” 
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 “I do need to be getting back,” she said. “I can‟t leave my life in the States for 
another month.” 

 “A week then,” he said. “Surely you will not deny me a week.” 

 She exchanged a look with Connors, whose eyes spoke for him. 

 “A week it is,” she said. 

 Victor gave Connors a dismissive smile and returned his attention to Valeria. 
“Perhaps then you could come with me. I‟ve arranged for a basket lunch, and I want to 
get up the cliff as soon as possible.” 

 “Cliff?” Connors said sharply. 

 “Yes, my good doctor,” Victor said. He smiled. “I‟m going hang gliding.” 

 “Valeria, have you ever done this? It‟s dangerous,” Connors protested. 

 “I‟ll be fine,” she said as though she had not even heard him. 

 Connors watched them go, and slammed his fist on the table. 

 A servant brought him food. 

* 

 The wind poured past Victor, thrashing in his hair, singing across his protective 
suit. He smiled hugely as he looked down at Valeria flying on her back, looking up at 
him, twenty feet down. He manipulated the handles, banking, and he caught an updraft 
from the warming rocks below. 

 The palace was nested in the other end of the valley, and from here they had a 
spectacular view of the small villages and fields and deep forests of the area. 

 Valeria lazily rolled over and shot over a village; people ran out and waved at her as 
she flew by, jumping up and down and laughing. She waved back, and soared into the 
sky. She was accepted. Here, she was whole. Victor banked his glider again, curving 
down. She looked at him, looked at the palace, and sighed. 

 Then she heard the click. 

 And another click. 

 The rustle of fabric. 

 She turned, alarmed, to see Victor shrug off the last restraints and drop from the 
glider. 

 Her breath froze for a moment in alarm as he plummeted. The glider, bereft of 
weight, heeled and cartwheeled. Valeria darted over to the falling man, and for a 
moment she caught his eye. 

 Fearless. He had no fear. He was smiling as he fell. And she understood the choice. 

 She caught him, and for a moment they were pressed together, far above the forest. 
With a dull crack the glider hit the cliff and began to tumble down. 

 She looked deep into his eyes and could no longer resist. 

 She kissed him. 
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 They kissed. 

 Neither one looked down. 

* 

 They dropped to the balcony of the palace, both breathless. 

 “Dinner, tonight,” he said. “I do not want to… destroy what we are making.” 

 “Dinner,” she said, nodding. 

 “I wish I was quite as free as I pretend,” he said, “but I do have some state issues 
to tend to this afternoon. I will meet you here, on the balcony, at six.” 

 “I will be here,” she said, something dreamy in her voice. He smiled and went 
inside. 

 She closed her eyes and could still feel the kiss, the tender force, his weight in her 
arms. She tingled. But there was something else. She opened her eyes. 

 Mother stood at the far end of the balcony, eyes full of hate, watching her. The old 
woman turned and went inside. 

 Valeria suddenly felt cold. 

* 

 “This is my favorite restaurant in the world,” Victor said as they walked across the 
cobbled street to the small building. 

 “Meneché!” he said to the man behind the counter. “We are here for dinner.” 

 “Will you perhaps play the piano tonight?” asked the round faced owner, switching 
to English. 

 “Maybe,” Victor said. “If dinner is good.” 

 “Only one dinner is that good,” Meneché said from long experience. “The kitchen 
is yours!” 

 “What just happened?” asked Valeria. 

 “Remember? I am good at everything!” Victor said with a grin, shedding his jacket 
and rolling up his sleeves. “I am going to cook you, and everybody here, a fabulous 
dinner!” 

 He switched to German and began giving orders to the kitchen staff as he walked 
in. The staff‟s faces lit up when they saw him, and they quickly jumped to do his 
bidding. Valeria did not speak German, but she began quickly slicing onions and 
potatoes and carrots. They laughed and whooped at her speed, so she moved as a blur, 
slicing and tossing, until in a matter of under a minute the vegetables were prepared.  

 Meanwhile Victor was measuring out the spices by instinct and taste. The ovens 
clanged and rattled as meat went in. 

 It was less than half an hour before the entire restaurant was applauding and 
laughing, the food being served. A peculiar spiced chicken, with stone soup and 
crescent rolls. 

 Victor sat down with Valeria. “What do you think?” 
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 She tried the chicken. “Amazing,” she said. “This is the only restaurant I‟ve ever 
seen a guest cook in.” 

 “This is a very special country,” Victor said. 

 Through dinner he was introducing her to those who came by the table, then he 
nodded at Meneché and people stopped coming over. After they ate, he stood and 
walked over to the piano. 

 “In honor of our American guest,” he said in English, “here‟s something from 
Latveria.” 

 He sat down at the piano and looked it over for a moment, then touched the keys 
experimentally. He smiled to himself and played a tune that moved like jazz but haunted 
in a minor key. Valeria could feel a faint echo of the Old and the Deep in it. 

 Then applause, and Victor took Valeria outside. They walked along the cobbled 
street. 

 “Hardly a private date,” he said with a smile, “but there will be time for that. The 
people love you. I would hear no end of it if I did not show you off.” 

 “They are very open and sharing,” Valeria said. 

 “I do not take guests out who are not fully deserving, so they don‟t know any 
better,” Victor shrugged. They started up a short bridge over the stream that ran 
through town. 

 “There is no better time,” he murmured to himself. He turned to face her, on the 
height of the bridge, in the middle of the quiet town. 

 “Valeria,” he said, “for you alone on this earth will I kneel.” The moon sailed clear 
of the clouds as he knelt, and he reached into his pocket and produced an ornate 
wooden box with leather hinges. He opened it, and within was a diamond ring. It 
splintered the rays of the moon. 

 “Oh,” Valeria said, her heart jumping in her mouth; she felt as though she had 
been punched. “Oh, Victor,” she said. “Oh.” 

 “Please,” he said. “Will you marry me? I am a mortal, but I will see to your every 
need.” 

 “Your studies,” she faltered. 

 “have prepared me for this,” he finished. “For this moment.” His eyes were bright. 
“For you.” 

 “This is too sudden,” she said. 

 “Life is sudden,” he said quickly. “You came to me, and I was ready. You are an 
opportunity I cannot allow to pass. If you return to America, away from me, and listen 
to those like Connors, I may never have another chance. You are the meaning that my 
life has sought through its studies. Please.” 

 “I… I…” 

 “Please,” he whispered. “I beg you.” 

 “I can‟t decide like this,” she said. 
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 “A simple yes or no,” he said, looking deep into her eyes. 

 “If those are my only choices,” she said, feeling a horrible pit opening, “I must 
choose no. I‟m not ready.” She reached out and gently closed the box, sealing the ring 
away, and closing something inside herself. 

 He could say nothing. 

 “I really, really must go,” she said. “Goodbye, Victor.” She turned and sprang into 
the sky, so he could not see the tears that welled in her eyes. 

 He felt them nonetheless. 

* 

 The shadow flitted over the skylight, and Strange headed for the stairs. Valeria 
opened the door and came in, dressed in her professional pant suit. 

 “How did the interview go?” he asked. “And how was your flight?” 

 “Isn‟t it more important whether the meteor was averted?” 

 “It was,” Strange said with a gesture. “It will miss us by millions of miles. I have 
averted disaster.” 

 “I may have created one,” she murmured. 

 “Excuse me?” said Strange, raising his eyebrows. 

 She looked at him directly. “I‟m not a reporter. I didn‟t learn anything we can 
print.” Then she went into the bathroom and closed the door. 

 Strange stood, quiet for a moment, listening to his instincts. 

* 

 The room was dark. 

 “Connors was asking for you,” Boris rumbled. 

 “How could she not see it?” Victor whispered. “How could she not feel it? 
Destiny, Boris! Destiny!” 

 “I shall tell him you are unavailable,” Boris said, and backed out of the room. 

 Victor was alone with Mother. 

 He looked out across the dark room, seeing nothing. “I must have her, Mother. I 
must.” 

 Mother said nothing. 
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Ambush 
 

Sunday, April 6, 2002 

 Gwen leaned her chin on her hand and looked at Peter fondly. In her other hand, 
she slowly spun the chain her locket depended from. “Hey, hot shot photographer,” she 
said. “What about giving me a picture already?” 

 “I thought you wanted to keep the locket empty so you could remember all our 
good times together,” Peter grinned, leaning back in his chair. 

 “Maybe now I have something to remember,” she said. “It‟s been a good time 
tonight, Peter.” 

 “Aw shucks,” he said. “Gonna make me blush.” He went for the mock-bashful 
look. 

 “Yeah, aw shucks,” Gwen said, covering a smile with her hand. “So tell me, Mister 
Parker. What‟s a girl gotta do to meet the famous Aunt May? MJ got to meet her right 
off the bat.” 

 “Hey, you just say the word, pretty lady,” Peter said. “Maybe we can arrange 
something that doesn‟t involve you barging into my room and scolding me when I‟m 
sick.” 

 “I am many things, Peter,” Gwen said. “I am not pushy.” 

 “Good thing you‟re persistent though,” Peter said, his eyes merry. 

 “Entirely different story,” she sniffed. 

 “Hey, let‟s get out of here. I‟ll take you home.” 

 “Sounds good,” Gwen said. She stood and stretched, and Peter was distracted for a 
moment, whatever he was about to say slipping out of his mind and entirely replaced. 

 “God you‟re gorgeous,” Peter said. 

 Her cheeks turned pink, and she turned to pick up her coat. “You are shameless,” 
she said, but there was a glow of pleasure in her voice. 

 “I have to be,” Peter shrugged. He moved to help her with her coat. “Otherwise 
I‟d just curl up in my room and re-live my embarrassments. Brr.” He shuddered. 

 They had paid for dinner half an hour ago, so it was a simple enough matter to 
walk out of the restaurant and into the blustery night. It was not deeply chilly, but the 
wind whipped along the streets, howling and moaning in the steel and concrete city like 
a mournful beast, lost and hunting. 

 Peter sniffed the air. Felt his blood quicken, his muscles relax, his senses awaken. 
What a night. What a fine night for flying. 

 “On a night like this,” he said, “I feel like I can let the wind carry me anywhere in 
the city. Seems a shame to take a car ride when you can fly.” 

 “Well, that makes one of us,” she said a bit archly. “I have to get home somehow, 
and I‟d feel indelicate flying with this skirt on. By the way, you‟re deflecting me.” 
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 “Deflecting?” he said, puzzled for a moment. 

 “Dinner, your house, Aunt May, sound familiar?” she said. 

 “Ah. That persistence you mentioned,” Peter said. “Well, seeing as how today is 
Sunday, April 6, and the beginning of Spring Break at school, I‟m pretty available. When 
do you want to get together?” 

 “Thursday‟s good for me,” she said. “I may not have classes, but I‟m working and I 
have some extra-curricular activities that I‟m committed to. Flash is having a party, has 
MJ reached you yet on that? And—Peter? Are, uh, you okay?” 

 He stood rigid and alert, his eyes bright and focused, his posture unnatural. It 
seemed like he was listening, sensing, sifting the wind. She felt the hair on the back of 
her neck rise. “Peter?” she asked, her voice small. 

 “Ever feel like you‟re being watched?” he asked, his head slowly turning, as though 
he was studying something she could not see. 

 “Peter, this is creepy,” she said. 

 He blinked, and looked at her, and smiled. “Yeah, sorry about that. Uh, Thursday. 
Thursday is fine. Five o‟clock sound good?” 

 “Sure,” she said. She took his arm and snuggled up against him as they walked. 
“Thanks for a great evening.” 

 “It‟s the least I could do,” he said. “The very least.” 

 They reached his battered old car. “Well, here we are,” he said. He opened her 
door first, then went around to his as she settled in. He opened the door and stopped 
short. 

 On his seat was a plastic Halloween spider ring. 

 The spider‟s head had been melted off. 

 Peter picked it up, and looked quickly around. He couldn‟t see anyone, but he 
felt… a presence… 

 “Peter?” Gwen said. 

 “Yeah,” he said shortly, and he slung down into the car. “Yeah. Sorry, I‟m a bit 
distracted. Okay, taking you home. I‟d love to stick around, but I‟m bushed, it‟s been a 
long day, and I‟ve got some things around the house I told Aunt May I‟d do,” his eyes 
roving the buildings, hunting, searching, he left his mouth running while his other 
talents kicked into overdrive, “so if it‟s all the same I‟ll just give you a call tomorrow, 
will that work—“ 

 “Peter,” she said, a slight quaver in her voice, “you‟re scaring me.” 

 Something in him closed, and he looked over at her, the Peter Parker she knew. 
“Sorry, Gwen. Don‟t know what came over me.” He flashed a smile at her that she 
uncertainly returned. 

* 

 He rolled out of bed and stretched. First week day of Spring Break. He glanced 
over at his alarm clock. It‟s display was filmy and dim, and it was stuck up against the 
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back of the shelf. “Note to self,” he muttered. “Must stop shooting web at alarm clock 
before I wake up.” He shuffled into the bathroom. 

 “Stupid spider senses never miss it,” he grumbled. “Bring bring bring spizz fwap, 
every morning. Must be a timex.” He cupped his hand and breathed into it and sniffed. 
“Gads,” he muttered. His breath was acrid, bitter, steaming. “Woo. No more pre-bed 
coffee for me.” 

 He brushed his teeth and combed his hair at the same time. Spit and rinse. He 
sniffed his breath again. 

 Reek. 

 “Come on,” he muttered. He flossed, brushed again, and used mouthwash. Then 
he went and got dressed, checking the time. Nine a.m. Still three hours before he was 
supposed to meet Mr. Ramsey for lunch at Morano‟s Pizza. Time to develop some film. 

 He hopped into his new dockers and pulled one of his new shirts out of the closet. 
“Ah, WalMart, how I love thee,” he grinned, adjusting himself. He put on his most 
comfortable loafers and picked up his camera bag. Sniffed his breath. 

 “For crying out loud,” he muttered. He had no time for further breath adjustment. 

 “Bye Aunt May,” he called over his shoulder as he was through the door. 

 “Oh, Peter!” she called from the kitchen. She poked her head out of the kitchen, 
but he was gone and the door was shut. 

 She sighed and wrote him a note. 

* 

 Peter poked his head around the corner and looked into the dim booth at the back 
of the restaurant. “This is cozy,” he said. 

 “I don‟t do crowds,” said the blond man in the booth, his voice quiet. “Please take 
a seat, Mr. Parker.” 

 Peter slid to a halt in the booth. “Mister Ramsey,” he said, extending his hand. 
“Glad to meet you.” 

 “Just call me Doug,” the young man across from him smiled distractedly, his dark 
eyes blue and his flaxen hair pulled back. He clasped his hand briefly. “Doctor Strange 
has nothing but praise for your work.” 

 “Really?” Peter said. “Good deal. I‟ve only done one assignment for your magazine 
so far.” 

 “Here‟s your chance for another one,” Doug said. “First, what do you like on your 
pizza?” 

 “Whatever,” Peter shrugged. 

 “Right,” said Doug. He flagged down the waitress. “Supreme. Everything but what 
you find on the floor,” he said. She smiled at him and headed for the kitchen. 

 “Now,” Doug said. “The issue we‟re collecting material on now has the theme 
„Things That Eat People‟ so if you can get some good shots we‟ll buy „em. So far we‟ve 
come up with,” he leaned back in his chair, ticking off topics on his fingers, “bacteria, 
cannibals, cancer, sharks, and age.”  
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 Peter grinned. “Never seen something that eats more people than the subway. At 
least it spits them back out without chewing.” 

 “Hey, you know, that‟s good. Doc‟ll go for it.” Doug blinked, then slid his pager 
out of its housing with a practiced motion. He read it over. “Gotta check on this. Sit 
tight,” he said. He stood and headed for the phones in the back of the restaurant. 

 Peter leaned back against the booth‟s cushions and sighed, running his hands 
through his hair. He felt seconds tick in his pulse and he checked the time; ten after 
twelve. His senses were immediately bored and started running around like spoiled 
children; he took in the worls of the fake wood veneer on the table, the rough wood on 
the walls that made the place “rustic,” the cook grumbling to the waitress— 

 The door to the restaurant closed and a sudden hush fell across those in the front 
area. Peter‟s senses spun into overdrive. He heard heavy boots taking slow deliberate 
strides towards him. He moved to peek out when a figure swept into view. Peter looked 
up. 

 The man was tall, and broad, built like a heavyweight boxer. His clothes were dark, 
and his coat swept the edge of the table as he turned to face Peter. His forehead was 
high and wide, his cheekbones aristocratic. Dark hair was combed back away from his 
face, out of the way. His eyes were deep set and brooding. His square jaw had a dark 
trim beard peppered with white, and as he bared his teeth at Peter in what could be a 
smile they seemed square, bright, strong, sharp. 

 “Spider ghost,” the man intoned, his voice deep and solid, “I will hunt you, 
creature. Be ready.” For a moment that seemed like forever, they made eye contact and 
each took the measure of the other. Then, before Peter came to grips with the situation, 
the huge man spun on his heel and strode out. 

 Peter blinked. 

 Then he vaulted out of the booth and shook off whatever hypnotic effect those 
eyes had. He dashed to the front of the restaurant and bashed open the door, springing 
out onto the sidewalk and glancing around. 

 Predictably enough, the man was gone. Traffic bustled, pedestrians threaded their 
way around each other, and open businesses all around provided an environment that 
quickly made the dark stranger untraceable. Warily, Peter backed into the restaurant and 
headed for the back booth. 

 “Nuh uh,” he muttered. “We are not having this.” He saw Doug returning, and an 
idea came to him. “Doug, would you do me a huge favor?” 

 “What kind of favor?” Doug asked. 

 “I need the security tapes for the last fifteen minutes from this establishment,” 
Peter said. “While you were gone, some nutcase came in here and threatened me. I 
don‟t want to involve the police. Please?” He smiled his best smile. 

 Doug sighed. “I don‟t like it,” he said, shaking his head. “I‟ll see what I can do.” 

 “Could you give the tape to Strange and get me an appointment with him?” 

 “I‟ll give the tape to Strange,” Doug said shortly, “but your photos are going to 
have to get you an appointment.” 
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 “That‟s fine,” Peter said. “That‟s just fine.” 

 “Take care,” Doug said. 

 “I‟ll see you around,” Peter said with as much of a smile as he could manage. Then 
he was outside, almost running, ducking into the alley. 

 “Yeah, „be ready‟ this,” he muttered as he ducked out of his shirt, hopped out of 
his pants and shoes, quickly twisted web around his clothes and hid them behind the 
dumpster. “Spider ghost indeed.” From its tightly wrapped patch on his back he 
unfolded his spider mesh and slipped into it, feeling his body temperature rise, his 
senses open like a clenched fist uncurling, his muscles relaxing, his speed coiling. 

 Mid day. Lots of people. Stealth in order. He bounced to the wall and scuttled up 
to the roof, rolling onto it and peeking over the side. 

 Nearby. The hunter was still nearby. Peter felt him. 

 With the mesh over his face, he smelled his breath. “Blegh,” he muttered. “Like I 
need this on top of everything else.” Then his stomach gurgled. “Oh yeah, no lunch,” 
he grumbled. “So much for the first day of spring break.” He felt a sudden chill. He 
thought and focused for a moment, trying to identify it. 

 Vulnerability. 

 He shivered. “Enough of this.” He glanced around and sprang to the building next 
door, then scuttled up it. He stood to his full height on that building, and looked 
around. Urban, daytime. He never exercised downtown. Under the mesh, he smiled. 
Time to start. His smile faded. Get some distance. Get the spider mind busy with action 
so he could do some serious thinking. 

 His eyes were drawn to a skyscraper that lunged far up into the sky. Yeah. That‟s 
the ticket. 

* 

 The side of the building blurred beneath him as he jinked and juked, scrabbled and 
hopped upward. Like running, only fighting a gravity that was stronger than wind. Ten 
floors up so far. Peter felt it in his muscles, in his chest, the beginning of the end of his 
breath. 

 Specific to general to specific. That‟s how questions run. So the specific began; he 
was a “spider ghost” and because of that some whack job wanted to kill him. He heard 
a gasp through the thick glass as he shot past a window; oops. Someone must have been 
reflecting on the view of the city from twelve floors above it when he flashed by. Peter 
couldn‟t help but grin. 

 So this time someone wanted to kill him because he was different. The hunter had 
chosen a time to make contact when Peter was on a date. What if it had been a 
confrontation instead of a warning? What about Gwen? 

 Peter darted past a flagpole. No resting. No cheating. Just counting floors and 
moving up, leaving the risk of falling unseen behind him, steadily growing while he 
looked forward to his goal. 

 Yes, what about Gwen. What would she say, what would she think if she knew what 
he was capable of? One thing not to tell your date that you are a great soccer player and 
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can paint like Van Gogh, another thing to keep from her the fact that you can stroll 
across the ceiling and spin your own leotards. What if he was attacked because of his 
powers and the enemies those powers made? What of her? What if she found out from 
someone besides him?  

 He skimmed around to the west side of the building to get more shade and he kept 
propelling himself upward, feeling the distance to the ground growing as though it was a 
weight beneath him that gripped him more firmly as he ascended. 

 Specific to general. Twenty one years of life; at the end of college, what then? What 
sort of honest work can a man get when he can shoot webs out of his arms and punch a 
normal mortal to death with an accidental blow? Would the spider be sacrificed for the 
normal life, or the normal life given up in an ascent to power and wealth? 

 He felt the tugging of his breath in his chest as he hit thirty floors. He pushed on, 
up, his speed undiminished, his thoughts spinning wildly. 

 His webs would always threaten his normal life, and his normal life would always 
pose a threat to his unnatural powers. But the threat of surrendering either loomed 
above him, and he raced towards it.  

 General to specific. What about this hunter? Could Peter justify the hunter‟s death 
to save his own life? And what about… what about Gwen? 

 The top, at long last, the top. Peter launched up in the air, caught the lip of the 
roof, and swung himself up, his chest heaving and his heart hammering. Forty floors. 
Damnation. He peered down. 

 From up here, the cars looked like tiny insects. 

 And Peter was the spider. 

 He stood and looked at the pucker marks of the spinnerets in his forearms; they 
were currently drooling a little web. “The question is not who I am,” he murmured, 
“but what I am. How thick is the line between man and beast?” 

 On an impulse, his blood still a fury in his veins, he leaped off of the building and 
began to spin in free fall. It was the man that pushed him off the side; the wind 
whipped past him, waking him up to a razor point of experiencing life that cut him to 
the bone. 

 Webs shot out; his descent became an arc. 

 The spider carried him through whatever the man in him started. 

 Maybe, just maybe, that was the answer. 

 A troubled creature swung towards its lair. 

* 

 Peter Parker strolled through the front door and walked up to the answering 
machine. Blinking. Messages. He touched the Play button. 

 neep “Peter, this is MJ, remember we got a party for Flash tomorrow night, it‟s his 
birthday, gimmie a call back and I‟ll give you the lowdown on time and stuff. Figure 
about twenty bucks will work for the gift and party, so we‟ll look forward to your 
contribution. I would just expect you to miss the bash, but Gwen will be there, so the 
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way I see it you have no good reason not to show up. You have my number, tiger.” 
neep. 

 neep “Pete, this is Harry. You up for some apartment hunting this week? Look for 
some space in the urban jungle to set up our hunting platforms? Really, though, 
Wednesday is good for me, noon. Gimme a call.” neep. 

 neep “Peter, this is Gwen, just wondering when you planned on picking me up for 
Flash‟s party tomorrow. How about four? This is no time to get mysteerious on me, big 
guy. Be in touch.” neep. 

 Peter heaved a deep sigh. “I gotta lay my hands on some cash,” he muttered. “This 
poverty bit is really cramping my style.” He picked up the note by the answering 
machine. 

 “Peter—I have an appointment at hairdressers. Pick me up at 4:30? Aunt May” 

 “Yeah, sure,” he muttered. “Car still works.” He trudged up the stairs and down 
the hall to his room. Glanced at the clock. Almost two. He had time. He opened the 
closet and pulled out a small mannequin of a child. “C‟mere, Chuck,” he muttered. 
“Daddy needs new long underwear.” He picked up a can of black spray paint and two 
small round pieces of posterboard. Back down the stairs, all the way down to the 
basement. 

 He set up the child mannequin and stepped back. Then he rolled up his sleeves. 
His forearms flexed, and a thin mist of spray hissed out of his arms over the figure. As 
the webbing spattered over the plastic figure, it thickened. He walked around the short 
figure, spraying as he went, until it was evenly coated. He stepped back and took a 
critical look at his work. 

 “Not bad,” he said. The pale gray webbing was already drying into dense fabric. 
Peter stuck the two circles of posterboard on the face. “Eyes,” he muttered. Then he 
shook the rattling can of black spray paint. He worked over the webbing for a few 
minutes until every inch was black. Then he peeled the posterboard off, revealing pale 
eyes. 

 “Stretched, it‟s just right for a friendly neighborhood wall crawler,” he said to 
himself. He grinned, and pushed the figure back behind a sofa. He would return and 
strip the webbing off and fold it into a thin black patch to conceal on the small of his 
back later. 

 Right now, he had a sweet old lady to pick up from the hairdressers. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 They sat at a stoplight, Peter with his arm casually hanging out the window and 
Aunt May with her purse primly gripped with both hands in her lap. “Your hair looks 
great, Aunt May,” Peter said with a smile. 

 “Why, thank you, Peter,” she said, blushing and patting her hair, which looked 
exactly the same to him as it had before she went in. “And thank you for being on time 
picking me up, too.” 

 “Hey, nothing‟s too good for my girl,” he said. “Which reminds me. Are you 
terribly busy on Thursday?” 
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 “Hm, no, nothing going on Thursday,” she said. “Why?” 

 “Well, right now I‟m seeing this girl, her name is Gwen Stacy. I was thinking about 
inviting her over to dinner, you know, to meet you,” Peter said casually. “How would 
five o‟clock on Thursday be?” 

 “Oh Peter,” Aunt May said, positively beaming, “that would be fine, just fine. We 
could have some roast, yes, and I could make some stuffing. Does she like pie?” 

 “Well, I‟m pretty sure she‟s a red blooded American, Aunt May, so whatever you 
make will suit her just fine.” Peter got a sinking feeling as he watched Aunt May‟s 
excitement meteorically rise. 

 “That‟s good, that‟s wonderful. I‟ll get out the china for this. Peter Parker bringing 
a girl home to meet me. Must be serious, hm?” 

 “What can I say,” Peter said with a pained smile. “She‟s special.” 

 “Special, yes, special,” Aunt May said as her plans took wing. 

 Peter wondered if he had perhaps given her too much time to prepare. 

* 

 Tuesday. 

 Peter melded with the rush hour crowd headed into the subway to get to work. He 
had a shoulder bag on one side and his camera bag on the other. He was one with the 
crowd as they punched their tickets going through the turnstile, then he moved to the 
side and took some shots of people coming through, lining up the turnstiles and taking 
a picture like a race track with commuters hot out of the boxes. He wandered down the 
stairs, deeper into the subway station and snapped a few shots of roof joists. They were 
always so filthy. Difficult for a self-respecting wall crawler to stay clean. 

 Then he was down to the actual subway station. He snapped a couple shots of 
people flowing on and off the train, a shot or two of the train barreling in and streaking 
out, people waiting. Then he casually slung his camera, slipped off his shoes, and 
nonchalantly hopped sideways off the platform. 

 He listened for a moment to see if anyone had noticed his exit. Hearing nothing, he 
scuttled up the wall and adjusted himself on the ceiling of the tunnel. The next train was 
not long in coming, and from this vantage he got some unique shots of the front of the 
train, its loading and unloading, the conductor watching the screen in the train to see 
when the platform was clear enough to pull out. The train pulled away, and Peter 
dropped, holding the camera in one hand. 

 With his other hand and his feet he snagged the top of the speeding train. The train 
rocketed through the confined space, whisking adrenaline into Peter‟s blood as he 
snapped shots no other photographer could get. He grinned. 

 About twenty minutes and three rolls later, he was ready to call it quits. He had 
been under trains, in trains, over trains, beside trains, and all over several stations in 
town. He had as many shots as he needed. Rolling up onto a platform from the track, 
he brushed at himself and glanced around, slipping his shoes on. 

 What a lucky coincidence. This station was right by the park. He grinned and 
trotted up the stairs. 



 

376 

 It had turned into a beautiful day. He smiled and soaked in the sun as he walked 
along a jogging path in the park, not exercising so much as taking in the scenery. The 
path took a turn, and he saw a construction crew working on rebuilding a burned down 
gazebo. 

 He couldn‟t help but smile. He took a few shots for a friend of his, and a few for 
himself. 

 For old times sake, he took a couple shots of pigeons and one of an old woman 
feeding the birds. 

* 

 Peter stood holding the bar on the crowded subway train, half alive like the other 
passengers, simply enduring the ride until it was his stop and life could resume. The car 
was half empty at mid morning. Then his senses perked up. 

 He blinked, and glanced around. Sifted for a moment; what was it? Some smell, 
some sound? He examined what his senses were telling him, looking for the thing they 
had picked out, the thing that did not belong. Then his senses almost vibrated with 
alarm; close, too close! 

 Peter spun around and found himself face to face with the man from the 
restaurant. Now that they were both standing, he found himself still looking up at the 
big man. How did he move so quietly? 

 The big man took a swing at him, and Peter easily evaded without moving his feet. 
“You‟ll have to do better than that,” he said. He grabbed the big man‟s wrist and tugged 
him off balance, to the side where he couldn‟t lash out effectively. 

 The big man grinned. 

 Peter gasped as he felt an iron grip clamp down on his wrist; a quick twist 
combined with surprise released the hunter from Peter‟s grasp. Then the big man was 
turning, and Peter‟s eyes widened as too late he saw the blow incoming— 

 Some part of his mind noted the brass knuckles as the big man‟s solid fist crashed 
into the side of Peter‟s head, right at the hinge of his jaw. Peter‟s neck muscles 
elongated with the stress, his skull shifted with the blow, and he rocked back with its 
force. Another punch lashed downward, into his gut, and he barely rolled with it. 
Whoever this joker was, he wasn‟t kidding. The blow thudded home, and Peter spun 
out of the way and back. Now he was tense, alert, more than human. No more. No 
more punching. He vaguely registered screaming, people scrabbling to get out of the 
way of the fight. 

 “Just taking your measure,” the big man said. His smile grew. “This will be good.” 

 Peter tensed to spring as the train slowed for the station. The hunter pulled 
something out of his belt and tossed it on the floor of the train. A flash, and smoke 
roiled out in all directions. 

 Peter reeled for a moment as his senses probed and darted through the smoke, 
distracted and disoriented by its billowing shapelessness; motion everywhere, but was it 
smoke or something more dangerous? The doors on the subway train snapped open 
automatically, and Peter felt people moving, but he struggled with his senses for a 
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moment as they tried to grasp what could not be grasped. He tumbled out of the train 
coughing, and looked around, furious. 

 There were a lot of people on the platform, and more moving up and down the 
stairs, a stairwell on either end of the platform. 

 Damn. Damn. 

 Peter was trembling as he leaned against one of the supports. He gingerly touched 
his jaw. Peter‟s attacker seemed to be nothing more than an insane, physically fit man, 
but he was a big strong man with brass knuckles and the reflexes of a panther. Peter felt 
pain as he opened his mouth and shut it. Must count teeth later, he mused. 

 The train pulled away, and only then did Peter look down at his bags. 

 His camera bag was gone. 

 Must have fallen off during the battle. 

 “Just what I need,” he snapped. He kicked off his shoes, stuck them in his 
remaining bag, and darted off in pursuit of a train. 

* 

 Peter slammed the door behind him just after two in the afternoon. “I‟m home,” 
he called. 

 “Oh, Peter,” Aunt May said, coming out of the kitchen, “two people called for you 
while you were gone. One was Gwen, something about a party tonight. Then that odd 
fellow from the Planetary called.” 

 “Thanks,” Peter said, giving her a swift peck on the cheek. “I‟ll call „em back.” He 
bounded up the stairs. 

 Tossing his bags on the bed, he scooped up the phone and kicked off his shoes. He 
consulted his post-it notes tacked up over the phone until he saw Doctor Strange‟s 
number. He punched it in. 

 Three rings, then: “Hello, speak your mind.” 

 “Doc,” Peter grinned, looking out the window. “Did you call me?” 

 “Yes,” Doctor Strange said. “I got some information from that tape, and I am 
concerned for you. Are you busy?” 

 Peter glanced at the clock. “I have a little time,” he said. “I‟ll be over.” 

 “Very good,” Strange said, “come to the office,” and he hung up. Peter tossed the 
phone at the cradle, where it landed flawlessly. He picked up the note with Gwen‟s 
number on it. 

 “Memorize this,” he muttered to his brain, which obliged. He scooped up his 
camera bag and headed out. 

 Twenty minutes later he walked into the lobby of the office building that contained 
the Planetary magazine. He took the elevator up and stepped out into the executive 
office. 
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 Strange was seated at a glass table, some papers before him, a television behind 
him. Doug was ensconced in a desk setup that surrounded him with screens and 
keyboards. 

 “Hello, Doug,” Peter said. “How‟s it glowing?” 

 “Vicarious and inimitable,” Doug said, his face awash in dim light from the 
monitors. “You?” 

 “Yeah,” Peter said. “Doctor Strange, I presume?” 

 “Charming,” Strange said. “Have a seat.” Peter sat. He saw the tape from the 
restaurant was playing on the television, looped. 

 “As you can see,” Strange said, leaning back, “the man was quite careful not to 
reveal his features to the camera directly. However, Doug was able to build an 
algorithmic reconstruction that allowed us to run a search for him.” 

 “Sounds like a lot of trouble,” Peter said in a small voice. 

 Strange looked at him sideways. “I value those who work for me,” he said. “Think 
nothing of it. At any rate, we have an identity for your menacer. His name is Sergei 
Kravinoff.” Strange watched him for a moment. 

 “Doesn‟t ring a bell,” Peter said with an apologetic shrug. 

 “Hm. Well, this sly fellow has a bit of a record that Doug could get to immediately. 
Currently Doug is looking for the rest of the information that is surely out there on 
such a famous figure. Kravinoff is known in his mother country of Russia as simply 
„The Hunter‟ and he‟s built a reputation across the third world as an extraordinary 
poacher. He‟s wanted in a dozen countries for poaching, across Africa and India and 
Australia and even here in the United States. If it‟s dangerous, he‟s killed it,” Strange 
said. Then he leaned forward. “This is where it gets odd, Mr. Parker. It seems last year 
our trophy collector sold his collection.” 

 “Sold it? Like, lion heads and claws and buffalo and whatever?” 

 “Exactly. He sold over a million dollars worth of trophies in one gigantic sale,” 
Strange said. 

 “Why?” Peter asked blankly. 

 “Perhaps,” Strange said, steepling his fingers, “they had grown stale.” 

 A chill rippled up Peter‟s spine as he began to understand. “Gotcha,” he said, and 
he swallowed hard. “Now he‟s out to mount photographers.” 

 “I think we both know it‟s more than that,” Strange said. “Be careful, Peter.” 

 “I don‟t suppose this guy would pay attention to a restraining order,” Peter said. 

 “Seems unlikely,” Strange agreed. “So what are you going to do about it?” 

 Peter looked at him for a long, long moment. “I‟m going to do what I have to do 
to make him stop.” 

 “A word of caution,” Strange said softly, his eyes seeming to gleam in the dim light. 
“I sense a vengeful streak in you. It can be your undoing.” He paused, choosing his 
words carefully. “Remember the fate of monsters, Peter.” 
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 Peter watched him for a moment. “What, that‟s it? „Remember the fate of 
monsters‟? If they‟re cool enough they get a movie franchise. Speaking of monsters, 
though, maybe you can help me out with this mystery. It‟s embarrassing, but since it‟s 
never happened to me before I wonder if you might have an idea as to what‟s causing it. 
I‟ve had hella awful breath. This morning I brushed my teeth five times and used a half 
a bottle of mouthwash and my breath still reeks. I haven‟t eaten anything different. Do 
you have any idea what could be wrong with me?” 

 “Can anyone else smell it?” Strange asked. 

 “You‟re the first person I‟ve asked about it, but nobody seems to notice,” Peter 
said. 

 “Interesting,” Strange said. He produced a tissue from his pocket. “Suck on your 
tongue and spit in the napkin,” he said.  

 Peter did so. He looked down at the sticky glob of spit in the napkin. Its smell was 
powerful. 

 Strange sniffed. “I smell nothing,” he said. “Can you smell it?” 

 “Oh yeah,” Peter said. 

 “This is just a hypothesis,” Strange said, “but it could be your body is secreting a 
phermonal tracking device. If you spit on someone with this,” he said, gesturing at the 
colorless glob in the tissue, “you might be able to scent it and track it from some 
considerable distance off. I know of some other creatures who can do the same. If 
that‟s true, no ordinary soap and water could remove the smell.” 

 “Creatures? Like animals?” Peter said, a small tremor in his voice. 

 Strange hesitated, then shook his head. “No, Peter. Not like animals. Creatures.” 
Strange stood. “I wish you good luck, Mister Parker,” he said. “If we can help you deal 
with this hunt, we will. You know how to reach us.” 

 “You‟ve already given me a head start,” Peter said, standing and extending his 
hand. “Sorry about the attitude. I‟m a little rattled.” 

 “You should be rattled,” Strange said as the shadows shifted behind him. “This is a 
very dangerous time for you.” 

 “Well, thanks a lot, I‟ll look forward to hearing from you guys,” Peter said on his 
way out. 

 Strange watched him go. 

* 

 “Hi,” Peter said, leaning against the side of the phone booth. “Is Gwen there? 
Thanks.” He shifted positions. “Hey, Gwen,” he said. “Peter. Uh, I‟ve had something 
come up. I‟m not gonna be able to make the party tonight. I have this heinous deadline 
for some photography. Can we get together on Wednesday so I can give you a briefing 
on dealing with Aunt May, just the primer course? Sure, lunch on Wednesday sounds 
great, I‟ll pick you up. Look, sorry to miss out on the party. You know I love Flash like 
a brother. Okay, well, good deal. MJ already offered to take you? Mighty sweet of her, 
give her a kiss for me, wouldja? Heh, no, have a great time, if I can wrap this photo 
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essay up in time I‟ll drop by tonight. See ya, hon.” Peter hung up and thunked his 
forehead against the phone. “God I‟m a heel,” he muttered. 

 He walked into the science building and headed down the hall towards the 
photography lab. “Get these suckers developed and I‟m on my way to fiscal security,” 
he muttered. “Lunch with Gwen—ah, no,” he said. “I‟m apartment hunting with Harry 
on Wednesday! No, no, we can do this, just do lunch at eleven, meet him at noon. I‟m 
okay. I can do this.” He got to the lab and moved to open it; the door was locked. He 
saw the note on the door. 

 Lab closed for cleaning Tuesday—staff 

 Peter counted to ten very slowly. 

 Then he counted to ten again. 

 “It‟s okay,” he whispered. “I‟ll swing by home and then pick up Gwen and take her 
to the party and give MJ the money afterwards. We‟re still okay. It just maybe is possible 
I need to relax anyway. Maybe.” 

 He turned and with measured deliberate steps left the building. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Peter was halfway up the stairs when he registered what he had seen; he went back 
down and glanced into the kitchen. 

 Aunt May was unloading grocery bags. 

 “There sure is a lot of stuff here, pretty lady,” Peter said, glancing around. 

 Aunt May turned, beaming. “Oh yes,” she said. “We‟re going to have a perfectly 
lovely dinner on Thursday.” 

 “There‟s only three of us,” Peter grinned. 

 “And supper will be just perfect for three people,” she said primly. “Now leave me 
be, I have planning to do.” 

 “It‟s Tuesday,” Peter said. 

 “Which gives me plenty of time so I won‟t have to rush around at the last minute,” 
she sniffed. “I want things to go well, to make a good impression on your special lady.” 

 Peter successfully tried not to laugh. “Okay, well, don‟t wear yourself out. I‟m 
going to a party,” he said. 

 “Have a good time,” she said with a wave as she peeked into one of the bags. He 
trotted upstairs. 

 As he walked into his room the phone rang. He picked it up. “Yellow.” 

 “Peter, this is Doug,” came the voice. “I hit paydirt on this Kravinoff guy. You 
sitting down?” 

 Peter sat down. “Hit me.” 

 “He‟s the son of a czar family, if you can believe it. Peter, I‟ve found out some 
about his hunts. This guy is a loon. He killed a bull elephant with a katar, Peter. I have a 
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record of him killing a lion with weighted fists, beat the poor thing to death. He‟s killed 
a shark with a knife. Here, five years ago in the Rockies he killed a grizzly bear with a 
weighted chain, for God‟s sake. Three years ago he headed north and took out a moose 
with a hatchet. With a hatchet. I‟m worried for you, Peter. This guy is fearless and 
unhampered by self preservation or common sense. Watch yourself, man.” 

 “Don‟t worry about me,” Peter said. “I‟ll be fine. Just give me this guy‟s address 
and phone number.” 

 “Wasn‟t easy to get,” Doug said. “He is a fugitive in this country. You could get 
him jailed.” 

 “No good,” Peter said, shaking his head. “He‟s declared the hunt on me. If he goes 
to jail, then either I have to keep track of when they release him and start this ridiculous 
business over again or I get nailed when I least expect it. They got anything on him that 
would be more than a couple years in jail?” 

 “Not if he has a good lawyer,” Doug said. “I see your point.” He read the address 
and phone number to Peter. 

 “I‟ll take care of this,” Peter said shortly. “See you later.” He hung up. 

 Vulnerability moved to fear, which moved to anger, which moved to hate, all in a 
seamless motion through Peter‟s chest. He felt that anger coiling in him as he looked at 
the address he had quickly written. Hunter, indeed. 

 He didn‟t realize he had completely forgotten about Flash‟s party. Such a petty 
notion was alien to the creature that slipped into mesh and stole out the window. 

* 

 Dusk. 

 The spider ghost hissed through the air on his webs, slinging towards where he 
knew the hunter was hidden. Hunters were not soldiers. They didn‟t fortify their 
positions, they concealed them. If the position was found, then the hunter had to be 
ready to deal with it. 

 An hour later Peter found himself in a run down part of town. Tenement houses 
backed up to a switching yard for the railroad. The whole neighborhood seemed a 
uniform dreary brown. Peter stalked along the rooftops until he found the building he 
was looking for. 

 Marvelous. It had a fire escape. 

 Peter crouched on the roof and thought. He should probably wait until three in the 
morning, when everybody should be asleep, even psychopathic hunters. However, the 
longer he waited the greater his chance of being discovered by some devious and 
unexpected trap the hunter would doubtless prepare around his lair, and if the hunter 
escaped Peter wasn‟t sure he could find him again. 

 Then deeper, older thoughts came to him; not with words, but with anger. Pride. 
This hunter would take him for a trophy. This hunter‟s arrogance must be schooled. 
This hunter must be educated about the foolishness of his pride. 

 Peter shook his head. “If I hurt him, scare him, maybe he‟ll leave me alone,” Peter 
muttered. 
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 Or just maybe you‟ll be in a position where you accidentally kill him on purpose. 

 Peter gritted his teeth. “Enough of this,” he gritted out. “Let‟s just do it.” 

 Not trusting any direct access to the apartment, Peter stole down to the end of the 
building and climbed down headfirst to the second floor, where the hunter‟s apartment 
was. He opened the window, and slipped inside. The lights were erratic and dim at best, 
so he hopped up to the ceiling and moved around them, keeping his body tight and 
close to the ceiling. 

 A tired woman opened the door to an apartment, her television blaring to her 
children. She closed the door. She looked like she was going to work. Peter waited for 
her to shuffle down the hall before he continued down the hall. Almost nine now. 
Should be quiet around here. 

 Peter rolled the mesh up off his mouth. He adjusted himself above the hunter‟s 
door, his back to the seam where wall met ceiling. He lowered his heel and bashed on 
the door a few times. “Landlord, open up,” he said in as coarse a voice as he could 
manage. He rolled the mesh back down and waited, curled almost upside down, 
fingertips on the wall over the door. 

 Chain, bolt, lock. The door opened. “I am paid through—“ 

 Peter spun down, uncurling, his legs whipping out at the hunter. 

 The hunter had good reflexes; he put his power into trying to slam the door, and 
the spider ghost was deflected and knocked inside the apartment instead of connecting 
with the mighty kick. They squared off. 

 Senses whirling, the spider ghost saw it was a two room apartment, spare and 
almost empty. A rack of hand to hand weapons was on one counter, and that was all the 
adornment in the place. The hunter stood before him, dressed in canvas pants and a t-
shirt, wearing heavy boots, eyes flashing with excitement. 

 They did not speak. There was no need. 

 The spider ghost sprang, and the hunter lashed out with his fist. Peter was ready for 
his speed this time, and he slapped the fist aside and connected with the force of his 
leap carried through his forearm into the hunter‟s chest. The hunter flew backwards and 
crashed into the wall, bashing a hole in the plaster with his torso. He spun out of the 
way as Peter followed with a blow that carried his fist through the plaster, lathe, and 
plaster on the other side. 

 The hunter slashed out with a nasty punch that would have caught the spider ghost 
on the side of the head had it not been deflected. 

 “You caught me once,” Peter said, “and I fell for it. No more.” He pulled his arm 
free and sprang out of reach. “No more.” 

 “Show me,” whispered the hunter, his eyes bright and excited. “Show me what you 
can do.” 

 A snap and a hiss; web spat out at the hunter. The hunter dove out of the way and 
flipped the table over, catching the next two strings on it instead of on himself. 
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 Peter tugged on the webbing and the table jerked up through the air towards him. 
Peter punched it in the middle and it shattered. The hunter scooped a couple items off 
the floor where they had fallen from the table when it toppled. 

 The hunter rolled out of the way as another web zipped after him. Peter sprang 
towards him, caught his shoulder, and tossed him up against the wall. The hunter 
thudded back, and dust sifted down from the ceiling. 

 The spider ghost grabbed the hunter‟s ragged shirt and tugged him close, eye to 
eye. 

 “I did nothing to you,” the spider ghost hissed. “You came after me unprovoked.” 

 “Life is hard,” the hunter said. The spider ghost shoved him back into the wall 
once, twice, three times. The plaster exploded outward, the lathe cracked, the lights 
flickered. Peter glanced away; then his senses screamed and he let go to jump back as he 
heard— 

 The whicker of a razor sharp blade leaving its sheath— 

 The hunter was no match for the spider ghost in raw speed, but he was not slow 
either. Peter  heard the knife and he was ready for it. 

He completely missed the pepper spray in the hunter‟s other hand. It hissed 
loose, beading on the mesh mask. 

 Agony erupted through Peter as his hyper-alert senses explored the effects of the 
pepper spray saturating his mask. 

 He took a few quick steps back, gripping his face and howling. Where was the 
hunter, where was the hunter, close by— 

 The spider ghost forgot all about the pepper spray as ten inches of razor knife 
rammed into his gut; Peter thought he could feel the blade‟s tip scratch against his 
spine. Not pressing his advantage, the hunter tore the knife free; sure enough, the back 
of the blade was serrated. Peter stopped screaming, bounded back, slapping against the 
wall and gripping his gut, beyond screaming.  

 must not pass out must not pass out must not 

 Peter grabbed the mesh on his face and tore it off, throwing it away. He was 
already recovering from the spray; the mesh had stopped almost all of it. He gasped in 
agony, feeling his organs shift, the raw screaming pain of a severe gut wound. Time. 
Need time. 

 “Impressive,” the hunter rumbled. “But you are losing blood. Shall we finish this 
here?” His slow Russian accent gave extra menace to his words. 

 Heavy footsteps in the hall. A figure at the door. 

 “Dammit, Kraven, there goes your deposit—“ 

 Landlord. 

 The spider ghost spun web out that hit the door and slapped it shut, then more that 
sealed it with a glob of adhesive. “Just between us,” he gasped hoarsely. “Just us.” He 
felt blood soaking his mesh, trickling down his legs, running down the wall. Can‟t keep 
bleeding or— 
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 Can‟t keep bleeding. 

 The spider ghost sprang at the hunter, shoving him, hard. The hunter slammed out 
through the closed window, taking some of the frame with him, and bashed into the fire 
escape. He rolled to his feet and slid down the fire escape. Peter‟s shoulders sagged. 
This guy was tougher than he looked, for a normal man. 

 Oh yeah. Insanity. Helps tremendously with durability. 

 Peter tore some mesh off his torso and pinched the three inch wide gash shut with 
his fingers. He sprayed a sticky glob of web over the wound, sealing in most of the 
blood. It had to hold. It had to. Then he crawled along the wall towards the fire escape. 
Upon reaching it, he saw the hunter clear the fence around the rail yard like an Olympic 
athlete. Peter controlled his fall down the fire escape, and he walked to the fence and 
clambered over.  

 Must end this tonight. 

 There, in the shadow of the boxcar, stood the hunter. Waiting for him. 

 “You know,” the hunter said in his slow voice, “I had a more elaborate hunt 
arranged, since you are the first of your kind I will hunt. You were going to help me 
refine my technique. You are too clever for that, so you force us to, how you say, cut to 
the chase. Which is also fine.” He smiled, his teeth pink with blood. Reached into a 
pocket in his pants. 

 Pulled out brass knuckles. 

 His smile widened. 

 Peter felt a wave of raw pain course through him, draining his strength; he felt his 
knees weaken, and he leaned back on the fence. Tired; he was so tired. 

 The hunter came towards him. 

 The spider ghost took over. Web shot out and slapped into the hunter‟s foot; he 
stumbled, off balance, as the spider ghost scuttled low across the ground to where he 
was. The hunter cut his boot out of the web in time for the spider ghost to slam a blow 
into his shoulder as he spun to evade. Flipping in the air, he crashed into the metal side 
of a boxcar and dropped to the ground. His knife glittered as it spun out of his hand, 
clattering to the ground somewhere in the maze of rails. 

 The wind howled through the rail yard, rattling the fence in its sudden force. Rain; 
the spider ghost scented rain on the wind. 

 A fine night for flying. 

 The spider ghost flung web at a boxcar and was tugged by its elastic length towards 
the car; he slapped onto it and crawled over the top, every move steeped in liquid fire 
pain that coursed through his belly. Good. More boxcars. He hid. 

 Listened. 

 Crunch of boots on gravel. 

 “Please do not go so soon,” came the slow Russian voice. “This was always my 
favorite part of the hunt; tracking the wounded predator to where it goes to ground, 
where it has nothing to lose and is pushed to its limit by hate.” The hunter slowly and 
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carefully walked between the boxcars, where visibility was low and the ambush was 
inevitable. He was careful in his recklessness. 

  “I feel you nearby, spider ghost. I feel your blood, your energy, running from you.” 
The hunter‟s eyes probed the dark spaces, and he was careful to constantly look up. 
“There is no shame in your fear. You are in a tight corner now. I will find you and I will 
kill you.” 

 “Have you ever been afraid?” echoed a faint voice. The hunter stopped, ears 
working, his attention and focus fierce and intense. 

 “Only once,” the hunter said, changing the tack of his search. “Only once.” 

 “So what happened?” echoed the voice from a different direction. The hunter 
smiled. 

 “I was in the Democratic Republic of the Congo,” the hunter said. “I was hunting, 
and I had shot a water buffalo. It went into the tall grass, and I followed. I found what 
was left of it, spider ghost, and something had utterly destroyed it. Whatever ate it had 
jaws bigger than your body,” the hunter said as he worked his way around a car, homing 
in on his prey. “So I followed it, seeing I had a bigger and better creature to hunt. That‟s 
is when I felt the Beast for the first time,” he said, eyes bright in the darkness. “I was 
eighteen.” 

 “I probably wasn‟t even born,” came the voice, the wind carrying it. The hunter 
smiled brutally, lowering himself and continuing along his course. 

 “No, you weren‟t,” the hunter said. “In the darkness of the depths of the jungle, 
alone, I caught the Beast and found that it was no animal after all. We fought. I lost. But 
it was pleased with me, and gifted me as no mortal hunter has ever been gifted. I smell 
your blood, spider ghost.” 

 “You are an amazing hunter, I‟ll give you that,” came the voice, this time from 
another direction. “Why me?” 

 “You are the beginning of my true destiny,” the hunter said. “I was not made to be 
wasted on mere animals when such demons as you stalk the world.” 

 “Oh, then we can end this right now,” the spider ghost‟s voice reverberated in the 
sudden stiff wind. “I‟m one of the good guys.” 

 “Are you?” the hunter asked, his face cruel. “For now, perhaps. But you are 
dangerous, my friend, and powerful. I will kill you.” 

 The hunter spun and lashed out, even as the spider ghost punched at him. The 
brass knuckles crashed into the spider ghost‟s knuckles with a dull crunch, and the 
spider ghost gasped and whirled away as the hunter‟s face suddenly paled. 

 The spider ghost reeled back and leaned against the side of the box car, chest 
heaving with gasps, and the hunter dragged the dented brass knuckles off his trembling 
fingers and shifted them onto his other hand. 

 Nothing to be said. The hunter moved first. 

 He swung with his weighted fist and the spider ghost easily deflected the blow, but 
did not see the steel toed boot whipping up and thudding into his groin, jolting his gut 
wound. He staggered, and the hunter smashed a blow home on the side of his head with 
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the knuckles. So big; the hunter was a big man loaded with muscle. Right now, normal 
muscle was doing the job. 

 The spider ghost whipped out with superhuman speed and punched the hunter in 
the gut, the force blasting him off his feet and through the air. The hunter slammed into 
a box car at an angle and rebounded, slapping down on the gravel and sliding. He lay 
curled, struggling to straighten, as the spider ghost shook his head to clear it. 

 Thunder rolled through the sky, echoed by the blast of a train horn approaching. 
The spider ghost closed in on the hunter. Reached for him. 

 The hunter rolled over suddenly, his foot lashing out and snapping the steel toed 
boot sideways into the spider ghost‟s knee.  The spider ghost stumbled, and the hunter 
rolled forward and whipped out with the knuckles, catching him in the same knee, 
directly on the cap. The leg flew back, leaving the spider ghost unbalanced for a 
moment. The hunter reached for him. 

 Unbalanced was not enough for the spider ghost; he bounded up on his good leg, 
into the air, flipping, twisting, and came down ten feet away. The hunter was up and 
charging, unexpectedly fast as he launched through the air. A hasty backhand caught 
him in the shoulder and knocked him away, so he plowed into the gravel again. He 
rolled and came to his feet facing the spider ghost, bleeding. 

 The ground trembled as the coal train rumbled nearer. 

 “I was going to use traps,” the hunter gasped, chest heaving, blood trickling from a 
dozen cuts. “I was going to use tricks and strategy to get close. All along, though, this is 
what I wanted. What I longed for. Face to face. I want to beat you, spider ghost. You 
are my prize.” 

 “This…” rasped the spider ghost. “This aint no cracker jacks box…” That‟s all he 
could manage. 

 The spider ghost was fading fast. Time to finish it while it could still end in victory. 
He sprang. 

 Caught the hunter, they tumbled to the ground, in a quick motion the hunter 
jabbed his stiff thumb into the spider ghost‟s windpipe. In that moment of distraction, 
the hunter pushed the spider ghost up with one hand and smashed a calculated blow 
across his left eye socket. The spider ghost‟s head snapped back, and the hunter 
squirmed for position to land a knee blow in the torn gut. 

 The spider ghost‟s head snapped back down and caught the hunter square in the 
forehead, knocking his head back to rebound against the gravel. For a moment the 
hunter lost focus, maybe lost consciousness. The spider ghost rolled to his feet and 
hauled him up. 

 Humanity burned clean in the cleansing fire of agony, the spider ghost was ready to 
finish this. The spider ghost was shorter than the hunter, but in a burst of strength he 
lifted him up off his feet. He spat on the hunter, and drew back for the killing blow. 

 The hunter rallied, and kicked the spider ghost‟s wounded knee with all the 
strength he could muster. Letting out a hoarse gasp of pain, the spider ghost let go, and 
the hunter smashed a blow across his face with both hands laced into a single mighty 
fist. The spider ghost was airborne, flipping, landing on its feet. 
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 The hunter stooped and raked a handful of gravel into his fist, flinging it at the 
spider ghost, who raised his hands but did not dodge— 

 Did not notice the fist weight also thrown until it whirled between his fingers and 
smacked into his forehead; he reeled. 

 Consciousness was mostly gone when he launched himself in a fury at his 
tormentor; his move caught the hunter by surprise. He blasted into the hunter with his 
shoulder, and the hunter was lifted off his feet and sent flying through the air. He 
smacked down on the railroad ties in front of the incoming coal train. Made clumsy by 
pain, he rolled to the side and off as the train let loose an earsplitting blast, then it raced 
between the hunter and the hunted. 

 On a good night, the spider ghost would vault over the train and pursue his quarry. 

 Tonight he was glad to crawl away. 

 The first fistfuls of rain spattered down over the city. 

* 

 The car pulled up to the curb next to the pay phone; the receiver was clacking 
against the plexiglass side of the booth, slowly twisting upside down on its cord. The car 
door opened, and the Doctor stepped out. He adjusted his collar against the wind, and 
glanced up and down the deserted street with his keen sight. 

 He moved to the phone, standing in its light, and looked around. 

 “Doc,” came a whisper. The Doctor looked to the side and saw the blood slowly 
trickle down the side of the booth. He stepped back and looked up into the pale face 
and deadened eyes of Peter Parker. 

 Doctor Strange caught him as he toppled off the top of the phone booth. He 
lowered the crippled man to the sidewalk, then stood and shrugged off his coat. 

 “Keep life in him,” he whispered to his coat as it was wrapped around the young 
man, “at least until I get him home.” 

* 

 “Am I dead?” Peter meant to ask, unwilling to find out if he was able to open his 
eyes or not. What he actually said was “gnuh?” 

 “Lie still,” came a voice from very far away. Peter wasn‟t sure if he heard it or 
imagined it, but he knew who it belonged to. 

 “Strange,” he thought to himself. 

 “I am here,” the voice came to him silently. 

 “I‟m in a lot of pain,” Peter thought. 

 “I can ease that, or you can heal,” Strange thought. “The pain brings healing with 
it.” 

 “Thank you for coming for me,” Peter thought. 

 Silence. 

 “You can open your eyes,” Strange said aloud. 
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 Peter opened one of his eyes, the other was swollen shut. Sunlight poured in the 
window. He found himself on a comfortable bed in a sparsely furnished room. 

 “You are in my home, and very fortunate to be alive, Mister Parker,” Strange said. 
“I had to operate, but I believe you‟ll pull through. I also put four teeth back in their 
sockets; fortunately they were still in your mouth when I found you. I fixed the cracked 
ones. I think you‟ll be able to chew in a few days, if your jaw mends.” 

 “My knee?” Peter managed. 

 Strange shrugged. “You‟ll probably be able to walk again, due to your unique 
physiology, but I can‟t promise full function. Maybe, maybe not. It wasn‟t fully healed 
from another experience; looked like a tearing wrench.” 

 “Yeah,” Peter said. “That knee has a bulls-eye painted on it, I think. How about 
my…” he gestured vaguely at his abdomen, “guts?” 

 Strange watched him for a moment. “You very nearly died,” he said quietly. “I‟ve 
repaired what I can. Your body has to do the rest.” 

 Peter closed his eyes and tried to sense what time it was. His senses had completely 
lost the rhythm of his heartbeat, and did not know. “What time is it?” he asked, his 
voice hoarse and torn. 

 “Just after noon,” Strange said. “You aren‟t ready for food, but I‟ll see if I can find 
something to re-hydrate you after your extensive blood loss.” He smiled, his face 
saturnine. “Don‟t go anywhere until I get back,” he said, and he was gone. 

 “I‟m sorry, Harry,” Peter whispered. “Can we reschedule our apartment hunt?” and 
an emotion welled up in him that he could not identify. “Gwen… what am I going to 
tell Gwen?” He slept a few moments later. 

* 

 Sunset. 

 Peter sipped his chicken soup gingerly. 

 “I‟ve set your hand as best I can,” Strange said. “I‟ve put dissolving stitches in your 
internal injuries, and stapled you shut. I operated on your knee and lined things up in 
there so you have a chance to heal, and put a brace on that. Your concussion is fading 
already. I did what I know to do with dental work. So, in a few weeks you‟ll be well on 
your way to recovery.” 

 “I don‟t have a few weeks,” Peter said, his voice haunted. 

 Strange was silent for a moment. “I can create an illusion of wholeness for you, and 
dull the pain, but you will not survive another fight.” 

 “Because you can‟t heal me or because you won‟t heal me?” Peter asked, his voice 
oddly quiet. 

 “It doesn‟t matter, does it?” Strange replied, his eyes glittering. “Deal with the 
reality.” 

 They looked deep into each other‟s eyes.  

 “I have a lot to think about, Doc,” Peter said, looking away. “How about those 
illusions?” 
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 The Doctor opened an ancient calligraphy set. “Here you are,” he said, exposing 
the bandage over Peter‟s waist. He dipped the long brush in a peculiar foul-smelling ink, 
then in a swift series of motions painted a calligraphic glyph on the bandage. Then 
another. 

 “Keep these bandages on for seventy two hours,” Strange said, “and after that you 
can dispose of them.” 

 “Gotta love alternative medicine,” Peter said with a wry smile. “After that, will I 
still look… mangled?” Peter asked, his voice worried. 

 “Depends on how much pain you accept, how fast you heal,” Strange shrugged. 
His smile was almost wicked. “There‟s always makeup.” 

 Peter slowly levered himself up off the bed. The Doctor wordlessly offered him a 
walking cane, which he accepted with a sideways glance. 

 “Be in touch,” Strange said softly. 

 Peter nodded without making eye contact, and he left. 

* 

 The science building was deserted; oh yeah, spring break. Not much going on 
Wednesday night, anyway. Peter limped through the building, reached the photo lab. 
This time he‟d rip the door off its hinges if he had to. 

 Ah; no sign. Good. Peter went into the darkroom and locked the door. 

 Total darkness. 

 That felt somehow appropriate to him. He worked quickly and easily in the dark, 
tugging the film canister out and prying open the cartridge, unrolling the film. In a few 
quick motions he had attached the film to the reel. 

 Peter worked with human speed, still aching and stinging in every pore of his skin 
and every fiber of his muscle. Working as a human would have to do. He wondered if 
perhaps it wouldn‟t be a better idea to surrender this alternative life, to move away, 
escape the hunter. He felt that raw rage, that dim memory of pain and combat that he 
wasn‟t really present for. Next time? What would he do next time? If the hunter had not 
escaped, he would have been killed. Peter felt the agony that randomly streaked through 
his right hand. At least there was still no blood on that hand. None that would not wash 
away. 

 Peter dropped the reel into the plastic canister and screwed the lid on. He snapped 
on the dim red light. He poured developer in the canister. 

 Peter leaned back against the counter, turning the canister upside down. “Agitate it, 
indeed,” he muttered under his breath. His senses monitored the process; he always got 
good pics from his film. 

 “So it all comes down to one question, Peter Parker,” he said to himself in the 
quiet isolation of the darkroom. “Is Sergei Kravinoff right about me? Am I human?” In 
that profoundly quiet moment, he came face to face with his power and his mortality. 

 He turned the developing canister over, and sighed. “Yeah, deep thoughts in the 
dark sniffing fumes. Do my best thinking here.” He shook his head. 
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 He poured the developer out of the canister and poured water in, then set it on the 
counter. “So what are you going to do with your life?” he asked the canister, and the 
question was reflected back.  “There will never be a better time to decide who and what 
I‟m going to be.” In the dark and the quiet he reflected on that, his eyes adjusted to the 
bloody red glow that suffused the dim room.  

 After a while, he poured out the water, and poured in fixer. Periodically turning the 
canister over, he brooded over the possibilities. Tried to imagine a life ignoring his 
power, or a life without Gwen or Aunt May or Harry or MJ or anyone else. His mind 
examined the issue from several sides, working carefully and systematically through the 
tangled issue and finding no relief. He turned the issue and the canister over slowly and 
carefully as he was lost in thought. 

 He drained out the fixer chemical and poured more water into the canister. 
“Right,” he muttered. “So maybe that‟s not the answer. Maybe there is no answer.” That 
sobered him. He stopped thinking and began to simply feel. 

 A few minutes later, he blinked. “Hm,” he said. “Maybe… maybe the questions… 
are the answer.” He looked at the canister, and drained the water. “If I wasn‟t human,” 
he murmured, “could I wonder if I was?” 

 He unscrewed the canister and snapped on the light. He looked at the light through 
his negatives, and slowly smiled. 

 Most interesting developments indeed. 

 Time to get to work. 

* 

 It was late when he stole into the house. He saw Aunt May asleep on the couch 
opposite the door. He moved over to her and knelt by her knee, touching her arm 
lightly. 

 She woke with a small gasp, and her worried face relaxed into relief when she saw 
him. She leaned forward and hugged him with surprising fierceness. 

 “Peter Parker,” she said, “where have you been!?!” 

 “I‟m sorry I forgot to call,” he said quickly. “A friend from school was in a car 
accident, and I‟ve helped his family with bedside duties. I didn‟t think to call. Spring 
break,” he shrugged. “I‟m so sorry.” 

 She sighed deeply. “I‟m just glad you‟re safe, Peter,” she said. 

 “We still on for supper with Gwen tomorrow?” he asked with a rakish smile. 

 “I hope so,” Aunt May said worriedly. “She called, and she didn‟t sound very 
happy.” 

 “I‟ll talk to her tomorrow,” Peter said. “For now, though, you better get to bed, 
young lady.” He smiled at her, and helped her up. 

 “Don‟t do this again, Peter,” she scolded. “I was really worried.” 

 “I‟m sorry, Aunt May,” Peter said. “It won‟t happen again.” 
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 Then she was in her room, and he was in his. Tomorrow was going to be a busy 
day. But he had much to do before he could sleep. He checked the time. Half past 
midnight. Plenty of time. 

* 

 He wobbled along the sidewalk unsteadily on his borrowed bike, sniffing. The 
docks seemed a reasonable place to start. He pedaled slowly, testing the air as he went, 
winding up and down the streets. Almost two in the morning; he had to find the object 
of his search soon. 

 There. There, in the wind, that bitter acrid tang. Peter smiled, and steered his bike 
that direction, up the hill towards a run down residential area. 

 He had spat on Kravinoff, and now he would be able to track him to his new lair. 

 Less than an hour later, he pulled his bike up outside an empty apartment building. 
Slowly, gingerly, he climbed up the wall. 

 From the roof he glanced down into a large empty loft apartment. Far below, in a 
bathtub surrounded by incense and candles rested a broken and bloody man. Peter 
watched, fascinated, as Kravinoff lay motionless in the dim water. His face was swollen 
and discolored, and the bathwater was rusty pink. Peter focused a moment to make sure 
he still breathed. For a moment, watching the hunter in his vulnerability, he felt 
something like shame. 

He shrugged it off and crept along the roof to the next skylight. After briefly 
examining it, he determined it was not trapped. Opening it, he slowly crept in, across 
the ceiling. He spun a very thin thread, and lowered a piece of paper on it to rest on 
Kravinoff‟s table. Then he crept to the skylight and left, down to the bike, on towards 
home. 

Smiling. 

Kravin slowly opened his eyes. Prey. His prey was close. 

 No more tussling. Kravinoff reached out of the tub and down to the double 
barreled shotgun next to him. Hauled his broken body out of the tub, water sluicing 
down his body. He sniffed. Damn, he was slow and sore. 

 He padded into the next room, ignoring the chill air of the dark of night. There, on 
the table. His eyes narrowed as he saw the folded piece of paper. He picked it up, 
glancing around. Opened it. Read it. 

 His forehead wrinkled in perplexity. 

 “What‟s your game?” he murmured to himself. One last glance around, and he 
backed out of the room. He sat back in the tub, running more hot water, and he 
brooded over the note. 

 Far away, Peter Parker slept like a baby. 

* 

 Mid-morning, and Peter Parker was mobile. He walked up to the student 
newspaper office, and peeked in. 

 The office got very quiet. Peter held his breath and strolled in. “Hi, guys,” he said. 
“Where‟s Gwen?” 
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 All fingers pointed to a counter at the back. Peter headed to the back, where two 
girls were standing by Gwen, one on either side, and Gwen was bent over a broadsheet 
with her back to Peter. 

 “Hi, Gwen,” Peter said. “Your dad said I could find you here.” 

 “Where else would I be?” she said, her voice chilly. “You think I‟d give up my 
work here to just, what, sit at home by the phone waiting for it to ring? I‟d have to be a 
real idiot to do that, don‟t you think, Parker?” 

 Peter winced. “Ouch. I deserved that in spades, Gwen, but… can we talk?” he 
asked, glancing around at the newspaper staff pretending to not follow the exchange 
with rapt interest. “In private?” 

 She looked at her assistants. 

 “We got it here,” one said. “I mean, if you got something to do, this issue‟s in the 
bag, Gwen.” 

 “Go on,” said the other, making a small shooing motion with her hands. Gwen 
sighed, and turned to look at Peter. 

 “Fine, let‟s go,” she said, and she brushed past him and snatched her coat and bag 
off the table. He followed her out, rubbing the back of his neck, ignoring the scattered 
giggles and applause that followed him out. 

 The wind was raw and a bit chilly after the rain that had dropped now and then 
over the previous day. Peter winced with the pain but managed to keep up with Gwen‟s 
rapid pace. 

 “So you want to tell me what happened?” she said, not facing him. “Did your phone 
break down?” 

 “Not at all,” he said. “I just had a kind of identity crisis. Life after college,” he said. 
“Trying to figure out what I‟m good at, what my fate is, and who is in my future.” He 
looked out across the campus, stopping. She stopped too, but did not face him. He took 
a deep breath. “You know, when you come face to face with what you‟re doing with the 
rest of your life, it really changes the way you look at things.” 

 He could feel the tears that were building behind her eyes, closing her throat. He 
turned and walked up behind her. 

 “Gwen,” he said softly, “there is no doubt in my mind that I want you to be part of 
my life. I just had to come to grips with that. I‟m sorry I missed our date. Please come 
tonight.” 

 She turned to look at him, her eyes bright with tears. “Peter,” she said with a 
helpless gesture. 

 He quickly took her hand. “Aunt May has been cooking since dawn. It‟ll kill her if 
you don‟t come.” He smiled. “Please?” 

 “Peter,” she said, “what do I do with you?” 

 “Just what you‟ve been doing,” he said quickly. “Just be patient with me. I‟ve been 
sorting some things out. I think everything is going to be okay. I know it is if you stay 
with me.” 
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 “Oh Peter,” she said, tears spilling out of her beautiful eyes, “how could I do 
anything else?” 

 They embraced, and the wind whipped around them undeterred. 

 “I‟ll pick you up at four,” he whispered, “or die trying.” 

 

CHAPTER FIVE 

 Peter‟s arms ached; he sat on the couch unmoving while his forearms itched 
uncontrollably. He smiled to himself. His gut felt like it was on fire. Maybe, just maybe 
he‟d live long enough to heal. 

 “Peter?” said Aunt May from the kitchen. “Will you set the table?” 

 “You betcha,” he said, gingerly levering himself off the couch and heading for the 
kitchen. 

 “No, silly, the dining room,” Aunt May said. 

 “Oh, right,” Peter said. “Now you‟re sure you‟re okay with four and not three for 
dinner?” 

 “Of course,” she said. “I like meeting your friends, Peter.” 

 He kissed her on the cheek and snagged placemats and plates, heading into the 
other room.  

 “I don‟t figure him for being late, but I gotta go pick up Gwen,” he said. 

 “I thought her name was Stacy,” Aunt May said. 

 “It is, Aunt May, her name is Gwen Stacy.” 

 “Oh,” Aunt May said, and she resumed mashing the potatoes. “Supper will be 
ready by the time you get back.” 

 “You‟re the best,” Peter said, and he wasted no time setting the table and scooting 
out the front door. His car loved the month of April; started right up and purred like a 
kitten. He parked in front of the Stacy residence and left the engine running as he took 
the stairs one at a time, something that felt alien to him. 

 He knocked on the door, and it was opened by an older gentleman with a worn 
face and white hair. 

 “Hello, you must be the elusive Peter Parker,” he said in a gentle baritone voice. He 
smiled and stuck a pipe in his teeth absently as his eyes roved the young man. Peter 
nervously wondered if he had combed his hair. 

 “In the flesh,” he said with a grin. 

 “Mm,” the gentleman said, his eyes narrowing and a small smile curling his lips. 

 “Daddy,” Gwen said from behind him, “he‟s not a criminal, quit. Hi Peter,” she 
said, coming out from behind her father. Peter blinked. 

 Her hair was up and back in a twist. Her dress was very springtime; floral, all tight 
and loose in jus the right places, skirt below her knees but long enough to be almost 
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naughty, backless. He absently noted her shoes matched perfectly, and happened to see 
the ankle bracelet. Woo. He smiled at her, just drinking her in for a moment. 

 Gwen‟s father chuckled, patted her on the shoulder, and headed into the interior of 
the house. Gwen tossed a fond and exasperated look back after him. “Come on, let‟s 
go,” she said. “He‟s retired from the police force, he was a Captain and the best 
detective they ever had. When I get home he‟ll tell me all about you.” 

 “Really,” Peter said, suddenly nervous. 

 She shrugged. “Nothing personal. It‟s habit for him. And he‟s a bit protective of his 
little girl.” 

 “That I can understand,” Peter said, letting his eyes wander her again. “You are flat 
out gorgeous, you know that?” 

 “Let‟s just get to your house,” she said, trying to restrain a smile that wouldn‟t be 
restrained. 

* 

 “Ta daaaa,” Peter said, swinging the door open and gesturing her in with one 
gallant sweep. Gwen walked in, glancing all around, uncertain. 

 “Aunt May, we‟re back,” Peter called. She appeared out of the dining room, in her 
good dress. 

 “Hello,” she said, “I‟m May Parker.” 

 “Aunt May, this is Gwen Stacy,” Peter said, remembering his manners. 

 “Pleased to meet you,” Aunt May said, a blush in her cheeks. 

 Gwen stood tightly holding her bag. “I‟ve heard a lot about you,” she said with a 
smile. “All of it good.” 

 “Has our other guest arrived?” Peter asked. 

 “Not yet,” Aunt May said. “I have a few last minute things.” She smiled, and 
headed into the kitchen, leaving them alone together. 

 “Other guest?” Gwen asked, arching her eyebrow at Peter. 

 He shrugged, hands out. “I didn‟t want it to get too personal the first time out, so I 
invited another friend of mine. Is that okay? He‟s not going to help me take you home, 
pretty lady,” Peter said, sweeping her into his arms and ignoring the stab of pain in his 
gut. 

 “Parker,” she said, shaking her head with a smile, “You are a loon.” 

 klud klud klud. Heavy blows hit the front door. 

 “Easy, easy,” Peter said under his breath. He moved to the front door and opened 
it. 

 “Sergei, old pal, glad you could make it,” he said to the hulking man on the 
doorstep. “You okay? That car accident must have been a doozy. Glad you‟re up and 
around.” 

 “I am… up and around,” Kravinoff said to him. One eye was swollen shut, he had 
scratches on his face, and great pain was written in his posture. 
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 “I‟m just glad they let you out of the hospital,” Peter said. “I‟d welcome you to my 
parlor, but… heh… nobody has a parlor anymore.” They exchanged a tense look. 
“Come on in and have a seat before you fall over.” He led the huge man into the dining 
room and helped him into his seat, ignoring the stare the big man gave him. “Okay, 
we‟re all here. Ah, Aunt May. Sergei Kravinoff, this is May Parker. May, this is Sergei. 
He‟s the one who was in that car accident that kept me busy yesterday.” 

 “You poor thing,” Aunt May said, worry creasing her forehead. “Was it one of 
those sport utility vehicles? I hear they‟re so dangerous!” 

 Sergei‟s thin nostrils flared, and he looked sideways at Peter. “Indeed, it was one of 
those American trucks.” He shut his mouth in a thin line. 

 “Well, buddy, I hope you‟re hungry,” Peter said with a grin. “We have roast beef, 
potatoes, carrots, cabbage, biscuits, gravy, corn, and for dessert cherry pie and ice 
cream. You have come to the right place for dinner.” 

 “It seems so,” Sergei muttered. 

 He was seated at the end of the table, opposite Aunt May. Peter and Gwen sat 
facing each other. Aunt May brought out the salad, and they got started. 

 “Isn‟t this great weather for April?” Peter said. Great, Parker, the weather. Genius. 

 “Bit windy for my tastes,” Aunt May said. 

 “I like rain,” Sergei said abruptly. “My place has skylights. I can watch the rain 
come down. It is very relaxing.” He didn‟t take his eyes off Peter for more than a 
moment. 

 “I like the wind,” Gwen said airily. “Great weather for flying.” She smiled at Peter, 
and he just got lost in her dimples. 

 “Uh, so Mister Kravinoff, what do you do for a living?” asked Aunt May. 

 “I am a collector,” he said. “Very boring.” 

 “Yeah, and he‟s an amateur boxer, too,” Peter grinned. “A little slow, but he‟s got 
some power if he can ever hit.” 

 “Would that make you student of the ballet?” Kravinoff said, eyeing Peter. 

 “Oh, Peter was never a dancer,” Aunt May said, “but when he was in elementary 
school—“ 

 “No, come on,” Peter said, “mercy!” 

 “When he was in elementary school,” Aunt May continued primly, her eyes 
sparkling with excitement, “He was a spider in the school play, and he had a crush on 
the girl that played Miss Muffett.” 

 “Amy Lobowski. Great story. So who do you figure for the playoffs this year?” 

 “A spider?” Gwen said. “How cute! Did they lower him from the ceiling?” 

 “Oh no, they would have, but he was afraid of heights, so they let him creep over 
the hill behind her,” Aunt May said. 

 “Still afraid of heights?” Sergei asked pointedly. 

 “I got over it,” Peter gritted. 
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 “After supper,” Aunt May said, “I have a picture of it if you want to see.” 

 “Do I ever!” Gwen said with a giggle of delight. She threw a look at Peter, who 
groaned. 

 Aunt May had lots of pictures. 

* 

 “Great supper, Aunt May,” Peter said, pushing back from the table. “Now while 
you and Gwendy look over the Albums of Shame, Sergei and I are going to take a walk. 
Settles the digestion.” 

 It was not much longer before the two men were limping down the sidewalk, 
getting out of sight of the house. 

 “Glad you came,” Peter said with a suppressed smile. 

 “You offered most intriguing bait,” Kravinoff said, removing the creased paper 
from his pocket. He cleared his throat. “‟Sergei Kravinoff,‟ it begins, „Please come to 
dinner at my house tomorrow night. The Spider Ghost.‟ What is your game, spider 
ghost?” growled the hunter. 

 “I figured supper was the least I could do to thank you,” Peter said, looking straight 
ahead as he walked within arms reach of the big man. “Because of you, I was forced to 
come face to face with my life and with who and what I am.” 

 The hunter waited. Peter lowered his head. 

 “I am more than a beast, Kravinoff. I am a man. For you to kill the spider ghost, 
you have to kill the man who shares a body with it. A human life is bound up in your 
quarry. I don‟t have the mouth to go on about this all day.” He stopped and faced 
Kravinoff. 

 “Animals may have camouflage, and suspicion, but they cannot doubt. When you 
came hunting me, I doubted, Kravinoff. I doubted whether I was truly human or not. 
In wondering about that, I realized only a human could ponder that question. One thing 
more,” he said, opening his coat. He reached in and pulled out a long serrated survival 
knife, still bearing traces of blood. 

 “An animal cannot sacrifice itself for an intangible ideal,” Peter said. “If after eating 
with my aunt, meeting the woman that loves me, and seeing where I live you still think 
you need to harvest the spider ghost, even at that cost, then do it. I will not stop you. I 
will not kill you, and I‟m through playing tag. This is your chance.” Peter handed him 
the knife. 

 The hunter slowly reached out and took the knife, then glanced around. No one 
was nearby, no one would see, and behind him were bushes that could hide the act. He 
warily sifted through, looking for the trap. 

 His face hardened, and he put the knife away in his belt, out of sight. A smile toyed 
with the corner of his brutalized mouth. 

 “You surprise me again, Peter Parker,” he said. “I don‟t know what to say. You 
make a compelling case, well done, and you have courage I cannot deny.” He sighed 
and shook his head. “You have outdone me. The spider ghost has found cover I cannot 
bring myself to breach.” 
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 Peter let out a breath, and noticed he was trembling. “Thank you,” he said. “But 
after all your effort, I don‟t think you should leave without a trophy.” He reached into 
his coat, and so did the hunter. 

 “Easy,” he said. “Relax.” He pulled a small bundle from his coat, and tugged the 
string off. 

 “You succeeded in your hunt, Kravinoff,” Peter said. “You made me come face to 
face with what I could be, and you made me choose my path. I didn‟t like it, but you 
sure did give me inspiration. Because of you, I will not let what you feared happen to 
me.” Peter gave a tug, and the bundle unreeled. 

 “A silk tie?” Kravinoff said, his voice amused. 

 “I made it for you myself,” Peter said, his voice serious. He opened his other hand; 
a tie tack made of a molar. He smiled. “You earned this one, pal.” 

 Sergei Kravinoff took the tie and the tie tack, and looked deep into Peter Parker‟s 
eyes. Then he shook his head and chuckled. 

 “You are full of surprises, spider ghost,” he said. He held his tie up to the light. 
“Fine work, this.” 

 “Oh, one other thing,” Peter said. 

 “Yes?” 

 “If I ever become the menace you thought I was?” Peter said, his voice grave. 
“Finish the hunt.” 

 Sergei offered his hand, and Peter took it. Left to left, of course; neither got much 
use out of their right hands. They looked into each other‟s eyes once more, then the 
hunter spun on his heel and strode down the sidewalk without looking back. 

 Peter smiled, breathed deep, and noticed how wonderful the spring air suddenly 
smelled. 

* 

 “Oh, Peter, you‟re just in time for junior high!” Gwen called as he came back 
inside. 

 “Oh God,” Peter muttered. “Don‟t go through them all at once, save some for 
later,” he called back. “Besides, I should take you home.” 

 “Thanks, Aunt May,” Gwen said as she gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. “See 
you around!” 

 “Goodbye!” Aunt May said. 

 “I‟ll be back later; you know, later,” Peter grinned as he helped Gwen into her coat. 
“Bye!” 

 They headed down the steps toward the car. “Come on, slowpoke!” Gwen said. 
“Usually I can‟t keep up with you.” 

 “I‟m a tired, worn out man,” Peter said. 

 “Too tired for a movie, hot shot photographer?” she said. 

 “What did you have in mind?” 
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 “Well,” she said, batting her eyes, “I rented Creature from the Black Lagoon. A little 
birdie told me it was your favorite.” 

 “I‟ll bet,” Peter muttered. “You like those old Universal monster movies?” 

 “Of course,” Gwen said as they approached the car. “The hero always beats the 
monster against all odds then ends up with the girl. What‟s not to like?” 

 “Yeah,” Peter muttered, thinking of Strange. “I guess the monster always loses.” 

 “At least in the good movies,” Gwen sniffed. “And a lady has to like a movie where 
she gets the hero of the piece.” 

 “Is that so?” Peter said, unlocking the car. 

 “That‟s so,” she said, wrapping her arms around him and looking him in the eye. 

 “Looks like you caught me,” Peter said. 

 “Damn straight, man o‟ mine,” she said, her voice low. 

 Their kiss was gentle, which was just fine with Peter Parker. They disengaged, and 
he grinned. 

 “I chased you and chased you and chased you until you caught me, is that it?” he 
said. 

 “Something like that,” she said, looking positively elfin as she grinned in the 
moonlight. 

 Peter couldn‟t help but laugh. 
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Love Takes Wing 
 

 He hissed through the air upside down, his mind whirling as it fused distance and 
velocity and location into a kaleidoscopic four-dimensional awareness.  He extended his 
fingertips. He could make it. He had enough room. No need for webbing. 

 Extended his fingers a little more. 

 There! 

 He sailed under the railroad bridge. At the last moment before he fell away from it 
he caught the edge of the last girder with his fingertips. His strength and adhesion held. 
He kicked at the edge of the bridge to brake, then swung gently back and forth, hanging 
by two fingertips in an upside-down ball, looking down over traffic, out to the water. 

 “I love exploring new territory,” he muttered. His mind uneasily wandered back to 
the cameras on tripods in windows, three of them, along his old route. He wondered if 
“they” were trying to catch him. A shiver crawled down his spine, and he hung full 
length, only his arm slightly flexed as his two fingertips easily held the weight of his 
body. 

 “Well, Parker, how far do you think you can push your luck?” he whispered to 
himself, looking across the city at night. He felt a sudden chill, and he rubbed his arm 
absently. “Not quite summer,” he muttered. “I think I‟ll be getting back.” He checked 
with his subconscious, which had been studiously timing his pulse, allowing for 
recalculation as his heart sped up and slowed down over his exercise, and still kept track 
of the time. Half past midnight. Or, if you‟d rather, twelve thirty one and fifty two and a 
half seconds. 

 “Thank you,” he muttered. “Just guessing on that last half second, I‟ll bet.” 

 He fired off a strand of webbing and slung around, the downward rush from the 
bridge giving him all the momentum he needed to vault over the three story warehouse 
and sail through the air, not knowing where he‟d come down, his senses whipping 
across the cityscape instantly marking leverage points, routes, web targets. 

 Under the black mesh over his face, Parker grinned like a madman and slowly 
somersaulted downwards in free fall. It may be risky to exercise in the city, but this was 
too damn gorgeous to give up. 

 Suddenly; something out of place. Parker‟s eyes narrowed, and instead of firing web 
to sling him around or up, he calculated distance to the nearest roof. Not too much of a 
drop, not if he bled off some momentum first. Whistling down out of the murky sky, he 
touched a chimney; a few bricks ripped off and he was slowed, spinning; he kicked off a 
wall, then rolled across a roof and popped up to his feet with his back to a wall, heart 
going a little faster than it needed to be.  

 He relaxed, paying close attention to his senses as they unreeled, looking for the 
strand that had tugged with something unusual in the sensory net that was always spun 
around him. There. Men on a roof, all dressed in black. He moved around the wall, 
absently climbing up on it and scooting around over a four story drop to get a better 
view. 
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 Quite an operation on the roof two buildings down. A tented skylight, one panel 
open, a miniature block and tackle set up over it. Four men on the roof. Three dressed 
like cliché terrorists, the fourth with peculiar hair that swept up on both sides and a 
mask with round goggles. He wore an English greatcoat, and as Parker squinted at him 
he saw ruffles at the wrist and a bunch of lace at the throat. He blinked, and looked 
again. 

 Well, it wasn‟t Logan at any rate. 

 The cable that led down into the building was twitching and jerking like someone 
was climbing it. Parker popped off the side of the building and slapped into the one 
next door a story down, whirling around the side of the building and skimming along its 
edge to come up on the edge of the building with the party on its roof. He peeked up, 
much closer now. 

 The three men in black helped haul a large fourth man up out of the skylight. He 
went down on one knee immediately, offering a black box to the man with the 
greatcoat. The goggled and cloaked man stepped up and opened the box. A smile 
twisted his face, and Parker noticed his teeth were a bit too sharp. Reaching in, the 
cloaked man pulled forth a small metal disc, like an amulet or a broach. 

 “Well done,” he hissed, and the four stood and bowed. But now the rope was 
jerking again; was someone else down there? 

 Peter angled around the building to see where they were. Looking down, he saw 
the sign; Arronod‟s Antiques and Gallery of Antiquities. 

 “Shouldn‟t you loons be robbing a diamond store?” Parker muttered under his 
breath. Then he casually bashed in a window with his foot and scuttled clear. 

 Raucous alarms blared, and steel bars crashed down behind all the windows. Parker 
reached the roof in time to see the cable hanging from the block and tackle get pinched 
as steel shutters rolled up over the skylight. He grinned. 

 “Oops,” he whispered to himself. “A captive should give the police enough to 
work with here. My job is done.” 

 He hesitated. 

 “Almost,” he amended. The five that were getting away quickly ran across a plank 
hastily placed between the antique display gallery and the next building. Parker 
shadowed them, a dim shape on the wall. 

 They reached a fire escape and began to move down it, quick and efficient and 
without panic. Parker looked at the bottom of the fire escape and saw a stack of empty 
boxes in the alley blocking view of the shiny yellow cab parked under the escape. His 
eyebrows raised. Not bad, not bad at all. Two motorcycles behind the cab, so they could 
split up with the loot. This warranted a closer look. 

 Moving slowly and surely now, he reached the wall opposite the fire escape, 
moving low so he would be level with them when they got that low. Sticking to the wall 
with his toes and heels, he leaned his back against it and rolled his mask up to his nose. 
As one of the thugs scooted down the fire escape moving as fast as he could, Parker 
sucked on his tongue for a moment then spit a thin streak of something like saliva. It hit 
the man on his jacket and spattered a bit; some got on his hair, his neck. Parker smiled. 
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Waited. The man in the cloak whirled down the fire escape. Parker let fly again with the 
spittle, catching him in the top of his hair where he‟d be least likely to feel it. 

 The man abruptly halted, looking around. His eyes were invisible, unreadable 
beneath the ridiculous round goggles. Suddenly Parker got a chill looking at him. Maybe 
he was funny looking, but he was also… dangerous somehow. 

 Below, the five men piled into the taxi and roared out through the boxes, leaving 
the motorcycles. Then they merged with traffic, the taxi brazenly cutting off a sub-
compact. Parker raised his eyebrows again. “They even drive like a cabbie,” he muttered 
to himself. He shrugged. “I‟ve done my good deed for the night. Time to be headed 
back.” 

 Of course, it was just about impossible for him to get lost. He sprang off the 
building and whizzed home. 

* 

 “Thanks for a great lunch,” Peter said, pushing back from the table. 

 “No problem,” Gwen smiled. “Want to convince me you mean it and help with the 
dishes?” 

 “Only fair,” Peter said. He looked over at the brooding man who was also at the 
table. 

 “Daddy,” Gwen said. “We have company.” He turned to Peter. “When a case is in 
the papers, his brain gets rolling looking for clues so he can solve it from his armchair.” 
She sighed, exasperated, but there was a smile in her eyes. 

 “Which is, of course, not very practical,” the older man said. “They never get the 
details right. Don‟t even know what to look for.” He was tall, and while he was no 
longer as solid as he had been in his younger days there was still strength in his 
shoulders, and his eyes were bright and keen. His white hair was combed in a style right 
out of the fifties. His clothes and breath smelled slightly of pipe smoke. He didn‟t miss 
much. 

 “What case would that be?” Peter asked. 

 “Now you‟ve done it,” Gwen said, rolling her eyes and standing up. “You have 
until the dishwater is run to satisfy your curiosity,” she said. “I can‟t do anything about 
Dad, but you I can convince to drop it.” 

 Peter smiled and looked at her father, who had raised one eyebrow but couldn‟t 
keep from smiling. “Well, Peter, turns out a handful of crooks broke into Arronod‟s last 
night about half past midnight. But there are things that don‟t add up in this case. The 
only thing that was stolen was a single display of an ancient amulet; they ignored 
priceless treasures that would be as easy or easier to fence to private collectors. They set 
up a miniature crane to get in and out, circumvent the security for that wing remotely, 
and then vanish into the night. They left hundreds of thousands of dollars worth of 
material down there, making off with one amulet that, while priceless, would probably 
go for no more than ten thousand.” He shook his head. “They didn‟t even put a picture 
of the amulet in the paper. How is the population supposed to help?” 

 “They aren‟t,” Gwen said. 
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 “And the police,” he continued, tapping the paper. “No comment, of course, but 
I‟ll bet they think this is a trial run; you know, practice, hazing if you will. A 
demonstration of determination and a test run for something bigger. I want to believe 
that, but I can‟t.” He looked sideways at Peter. “Something very odd is going on here, and 
it‟s taking all the willpower I‟ve got not to drive down to the scene and give it a real 
looking over, like the police used to before we were lulled into the belief that chemicals 
and equipment would do the looking for us.” 

 “So all the burglars got away?” Peter asked casually. He got up and started stacking 
the plates. 

 “No,” the older man said slowly. “Actually, there was a prisoner. A young man, late 
teens. Won‟t say a word. But that came from the station, not the newspaper. Did you 
think there would be a suspect captured?” 

 “You know,” Peter said, “I always thought it was funny that they could capture a 
guy in the robbed store while he was holding the loot and still call him a suspect.” 

 “Well,” the former captain said with a peculiar smile, “things are not always what 
they seem, and it‟s important to give the truth time and a way to come out properly. 
Otherwise, the law might as well be a lynching mob.” He sighed. “That happens enough 
as it is. Due process is one of the most important things our country has to offer its 
citizens and the world.” 

 “You want to wash or wipe?” Gwen asked pointedly. Her father chuckled, and rose 
from his chair. 

 “If you kids will excuse me,” he said with a smile, “I‟m going to go have a pipe and 
mull this over.” 

 “You do that,” Gwen said. “Go mull.” She shooed him out with her hands. 

 “Looks like I‟m washing,” Peter said meekly. “I don‟t know where stuff goes.” 

 “Then you better get started,” Gwen smiled. “Pay attention while I put stuff away. 
You do the dishes a lot?” 

 “Uh, I help Aunt May,” he said. “I always do the drying at my house.” 

 “Well, let me tell you how to do the washing right. First wash the cups, those are 
the least dirty so your dishwater doesn‟t get messed up. Then silverware, then plates, 
then pots and pans. Got it?” 

 “You bet,” he said, trying to suppress a smile. Then he looked down at his 
buttoned long sleeve shirt. “Um, actually, can I wipe?” Stupid, stupid, stupid, he 
thought. Can‟t let her see my forearms. Not yet. 

 She raised an eyebrow and smirked. “Afraid to ruin your manicure?” 

 “On no!” he simpered. “Dishpan hands!” 

 She couldn‟t help but smile. “You‟re such a weenie, Peter.” 

 “Yeah,” he said, “but don‟t tell anybody. You gonna start or what?” 

 She plunged a few glasses into the foamy water. “Hey Peter,” she said slowly, “can 
I ask a big favor?” 

 “You can ask anything you like, pretty lady,” he said. 
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 “I feel so awkward,” she said with half a smile, staring down into the water as she 
swirled the dish rag in the glasses. “I mean, I don‟t quite know how to ask this. Seems 
like a stupid request.” 

 “Go on, I promise not to think it‟s stupid.” 

 “Well,” she said, “My mother, she‟s not around anymore. My grandma lives in 
California, about as far away as you can get. So… I don‟t really have anyone to celebrate 
Mothers Day with.” She looked him in the eye. “I know it‟s a lot to ask, but will you let 
me help celebrate Mothers Day with Aunt May?” 

 Peter blinked. 

 “Sure, Gwen,” he said. “If I‟d been thinking, I would have asked you to. This is 
great! What did you have in mind?” 

 “Well,” she said, looking down into the dishwater as she pulled cups out, plunked 
them in the rinsewater and stuck them on the drainer, “Today is Thursday and Mothers 
Day is Sunday, so I figured I‟d just help you with whatever you were doing.” 

 His mind whirled through a rapid recalculation of his finances. It didn‟t take long; 
there wasn‟t much to calculate. “I was thinking I‟d take her to church in the morning, 
maybe lose a couple games of scrabble to her, something like that. I bet you could really 
put a shine on the event.” 

 “We should at least cook her lunch,” Gwen said. “Have you put in reservations for 
flowers? They might get sold out.” 

 “I‟ll double check that,” Peter said, nodding sagely. Maybe a small plant… yeah, 
and maybe he could dig up something in the park. He shrugged off that feeling and 
vigorously toweled the glasses. 

 “Oh, thanks, Peter. It really means a lot to me that you‟re willing to share Aunt 
May with me.” 

 “Believe me,” Peter grinned, “There‟s enough mothering in Aunt May to go 
around.” 

* 

 Peter walked down the sidewalk, wrapped up in his thoughts. Fifteen minutes to do 
a ten minute walk to Advanced Organic Chemistry II. He shrugged against the weight 
of his backpack. Lots and lots of books. Eyes to the sidewalk, he trudged along feeling 
half dead and not wanting to look up to see all the speed he was missing by hoofing it 
instead of swinging. 

 “Just breathe, Parker,” he muttered. “Take it slow. Stay close enough to the ground 
to smell the roses.” He glanced around. “I mean to suck the exhaust. Up there, just 
smog. To get the real deal, gotta be down here. Hello, my name is Peter, and I‟m 
addicted to sucking car exhaust.” He sighed. “Hi Peter.” He glanced around, and felt a 
peculiar tug in his senses. He looked back down at the sidewalk and let his senses find 
the reason for him. 

 While his senses heightened, he thought of Aunt May. He hadn‟t even guessed 
Mothers Day was closing in. What could he do? How could he make it special? Then he 
smelled his spider tracer, acrid and bitter and not far away. 
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 There. Blue car. Peter glimpsed the blue car out of the corner of his eye, and let his 
mind work. Nothing special about that car. Except it had been parked outside Gwen‟s 
house. And he had seen it for the first time this morning at the crosswalk four houses 
down from Gwen. Now it was here. And it reeked of his spider tracer. Hm. 

 Peter ducked into an alley and jumped at the wall. He kept his legs clear as he used 
his momentum to whip his hands along the wall, guiding his momentum up over the 
second story wall at the back of the alley. Then he tipped over and dropped, doing a 
backwards somersault and landed in the alley on the other side of the wall. His socks 
felt sticky; his feet wanted to help.  

 “That‟ll lose „em,” he muttered. “Must do chemistry. Must go to class. Must not let 
spider ghost get in the way of studies. Must not abandon future and education to prance 
about in a homemade leotard. 

 His senses grabbed his attention as he hopped a hedge and stood across the street 
from the campus. 

 The blue car rolled around the corner and idled in the no-park zone in front of the 
campus entrance. Traffic swarmed around them, and a steady flow of students entered 
and left the campus. Peter‟s blood chilled. 

 There. In the back seat. The glint of goggles, the silhouette of up-swept hair. 
Peter‟s senses zeroed in; the man in the back of the car still wore a great coat, but this 
time, around his neck; that amulet they had stolen. Peter heard a round chambered in an 
automatic weapon. His nostrils flared, his heart rate shot up, fever uncoiled in him, his 
limbs loosened, his clothes felt strangely bulky, the backpack on his back became dead 
weight. 

 They might not pursue him on campus. But if they did, they might be willing to 
kick up a ruckus with lots of people to get caught in the crossfire. 

 As if in slow motion, Peter heard the shutter trip on a camera, slide down and back 
up. He saw the photographer in the front seat and realized they had been following him 
all day, they could have pictures of the Stacys, of him…  

 The front seat passenger side window that faced Peter slid down, and a hand 
beckoned him. Looking both ways before crossing the street, Peter jogged over. 

 “A message,” the thin faced man in the front seat said. “This is not the time or the 
place. We know you now. We know where you live, we know about your dad, your 
sister. So if you don‟t come to a meeting tonight they have an accident. Here.” The man 
handed him a small square of paper with the address printed in clear block letters. 
“Midnight. Don‟t be late.” 

 “But tonight‟s a school night,” Peter said. The window rolled up, and Peter glanced 
at the back seat before the window closed. Under the goggles, the weird man was 
smiling. 

 Peter hopped out of the way as the car screeched out into traffic and around the 
corner. He realized he was trembling a little. 

 Suddenly it sunk in. “I don‟t have a father or a sister,” he murmured, then his eyes 
widened. He rushed inside, up to a pay phone. No change. He glanced around and 
darted into the Registrar‟s office. 
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 “Can I use a phone please it‟s real important,” he said to the harried woman behind 
the desk as he pushed past six people in line. She gave him a cold look and pointed at 
the phone. He snagged it, spun it around, and grabbed the earpiece as he punched in the 
Stacy‟s number. 

 After three rings the phone was answered. “Stacy residence, this is John.” 

 “Hi, Peter here. Hey,” he said, and his mind blanked. How to warn him of the 
danger without blurting the truth? His first three lies were shot down before they were 
fully formed; Stacy was a smart man not easily bamboozled. “er,” he said. 

 “Yes?” 

 “I just heard on the news that it‟s a killer day for UV, so you probably don‟t want 
to go out,” he said in a rush. The registrar looked at him sideways, and a couple 
students in the line giggled. 

 “That so?” John drawled, a smile audible. 

 “Yeah, I gotta go,” Peter said as a blush fired up through his face, “but you should 
stay inside and keep an eye out today. Too much UV makes people do crazy things. 
Okay?” 

 “I hear you, Peter,” John said. “I think I understand what you‟re saying, but we 
need to have a talk about this later.” 

 “Later is great,” Peter said. “I‟m gonna be late for class, bye.” He hung up and 
ducked out of the office without making eye contact, followed by a burst of laughter. 

 “Just what I need before chemistry,” he muttered, ducking his head and sprinting 
towards the science building. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 “I hate lying to Aunt May,” Peter muttered as he crouched on the roof of a 
building, looking up at the dimly glowing clouds. The city‟s light was trapped, unable to 
reach the sky through the clouds. Peter shrugged his shoulders, loving the feel of the 
mesh. “Okay, so I don‟t forget; I‟m spending the night with Harry tonight and we‟re 
studying for chemistry. Right.” He shook his head.  

 “So,” he murmured to himself, “I have finals next week, it‟s a Thursday night, I 
haven‟t even started studying, and I‟m gonna be on bodyguard duty. This is not good. 
Oh yeah, and Sunday is Mother‟s Day. That‟s just peachy.” He sighed. “Guess I‟ll just 
have to take care of Mr. Goggles tonight.” He pulled his mesh down over his face and 
dropped to the street. 

 The address was a squat concrete building surrounded by a twelve foot chain link 
fence with barbed wire along the top. Dogs roamed the fenced area. Peter grinned. 

 In a bound he was over the fence. Dogs bounded towards him, snarling and 
snapping too much to bark. In a single easy move he bounded to the side of the 
concrete building and clung to it. A dog leaped at him, snarling, and he swatted it; the 
dog flew through the air and slammed down on the ground, then sprang up yipping and 
sprinted away. Two more dogs jumped, and he sighed as he batted them away as well. 
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For the moment, he had the place to himself. He dropped in the doorway and knocked 
politely. 

 The door swung open. At the far end of the room was a throne carved of wood. 
Upon the throne sat the cloaked, goggled figure. About fifteen thugs stood in the room, 
all heavily armed. 

 “Avon calling,” Peter said. 

 “Come in,” said a big man standing next to the throne. Muscles in his jaw flexed; 
he crossed his big arms.  

 “First, mind telling me what this is all about?” Peter said. 

 “We will do that when you have come inside.” 

 Peter quickly gauged his chances of beating the snot out of everyone in the room, 
guns or no guns, then punching his way through the steel door to get out in one piece. 
Not bad odds. He stepped inside. 

 As he approached the chair, he looked it over. A stylized owl was carved into the 
back of the throne, with spreading wings. Peter tried not to smile. 

 “I‟m here,” he said to the seated figure. “So what do I call you?” 

 “Master,” the big man said. “You will call him Master, as we do.” 

 “Hm. No. Okay, I‟ll make up my own name. Nod your head when I get to one you 
like. Mister Goggles. The Moussed Madman. Mental the Dental. Flap the Light 
Fingered?” 

 “That‟s enough,” the big man growled.  

 “I always like a selection,” Peter pattered. 

 “Owl,” came a hoarse voice from the throne. Peter‟s eyebrows shot up. “You call 
me the Owl.” 

 “It talks,” he said. “What a hoot.” 

 Behind him, a number of rounds were chambered in various weapons through the 
room. Peter sighed. “Oh, come on, enough flexing and growling. Can we come to the 
point? I‟m missing beauty sleep for this.” 

 “The Master wishes to make your situation clear to you,” the big man said. Peter 
looked at the Owl, seeing himself reflected in the round dark goggles. “When you 
triggered the alarm, when you interfered with our business you caused one of our 
number to be trapped.” 

 “How do you know it was me?” Peter asked. 

 “The Master sees many things, knows many things,” the big man said. “Do not 
interrupt again. The one you caused to be trapped was the Master‟s son.” He paused for 
effect. “Now, beyond the reach of the Master‟s protection, the Master‟s enemies will kill 
his son and we can‟t stop them. So basically, you are responsible for the death of the 
Master‟s son.” 

 Peter waited a moment. “You‟re going to kill me?” he said. 

 “Eventually,” the big man said, his eyes hard and cold. “Eventually.” 
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 Peter‟s eyes narrowed. “How did you find me?” he asked. The thug smiled, but did 
not speak. 

 Something missing, something missing, Peter‟s senses did not find something they 
expected to. A shiver rolled up his spine as he looked at the Owl and his greatcoat, 
something missing… 

 “Where‟s the amulet?” he asked. 

 The Owl smiled, then chuckled, a peculiar light liquid sound. Then he laughed, and 
he threw his head back and gripped the throne and cackled, a sound so full of hate and 
malice that Peter took a step back. The other thugs in the room laughed, their eyes fixed 
on him as they howled, as shrieks of wicked mirth tore the night. Peter backed out and 
they made no move to stop him. 

 He fired web and whipped over the fence and into the city, but the hideous cackle 
of the Owl seemed to follow him into the glowing darkness of the urban night. 

* 

 Peter slapped against the wall and hung there for a moment, his blood racing, his 
mind whirling. His first instinct had been to race to the Stacy house and—stand guard, 
or something.  

 “My home away from home,” Peter murmured to himself, looking across the street 
at the library. If he didn‟t study, his grades would reflect that; much of the time he had 
spent away from schoolwork over the semester was justified by a hard push at the end, 
getting good grades on the final to pull up his GPA. 

 Web snapped out of his wrist, hissing across the open space, and he flung himself 
away from safety. His body sliced through the air and snapped into the wall. Crawling 
swiftly and silently he approached an upper window and stuck to it. He tugged, 
snapping the simple latch. He was in the library. 

 He scrambled down the window and dropped to the balcony, then stepped to the 
edge and looked down over the vast room. He dropped from the balcony to the floor, 
then padded around to the very back of the resource section and tugged his backpack 
from where he had hidden it that afternoon. He carried it to the table, unzipped it, 
snapped on the lamp on the table, and sighed as he began to pull slabs of textbook out 
of his bag. 

 “Isn‟t this heroic,” he muttered. At the bottom of the bag were his crumpled street 
clothes. He pulled them out, shook them and tried to smooth some of the more 
offensive wrinkles out, then dragged them on over his mesh. He sat, sighed, and 
cracked his Physics II book. 

 His mind was still whirling, and as he glanced at the page his mind did not register 
the words. He sighed, put his head on the book, and whispered “can we please not do 
this, brain?” 

 Once again, those close to him were endangered by his web slinging. 

 “I know,” he whispered. “I‟ll make it right. But tonight I have to study.” 

 The clock on the wall read one o‟clock when he started taking notes. 

* 
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 Peter walked up to where Gwen was sitting on the bench. “Hey there, pretty lady. 
Missed you in Chem II.” 

 “Oh, Peter, hi,” she said, turning to face him with a startled jump. Their eyes met, 
and Peter saw in her eyes a change; a flash of realization? Something. She smiled a guilty 
smile. 

 “What‟s up?” Peter said. “Not like you to miss class.” 

 “Maybe I just happen to skip all the same days you do, or even half of them,” she 
said with her eyebrows raised, not making eye contact. 

 Peter‟s heart froze in that moment. 

 “Where did you get that amulet?” he asked breathlessly, pointing at the metal disc 
hanging from her neck. It was about the size of a palm, with wedges cut out of the top 
and the bottom so it had two sharp tines at either end. Its surface was greasy looking 
and hypnotic, pearlescent gray black. 

 “It‟s mine,” she said casually. “I got it last night.” 

 “Where?” Peter repeated. 

 “At the mall.” 

 “What, at Spencers?” 

 “No,” she said. “What‟s with the cross examine? I got it from one of those peddler 
guys with the pushcart booths.” 

 Peter looked at her hard for a moment. “Can I look at it?” he asked. 

 Her brow furrowed. “Not after being so rude to me, Mister Parker. God, you‟re a 
heel.” She stood up, spun on her heel, and strode away. 

 Peter watched her go, his heart still cold. “Forgot your book bag,” he said under his 
breath. He picked it up and stood watching her walk away. She did not look back. Fear 
he could not explain gripped Peter.  The Owl‟s amulet. On Gwen. Peter shivered and 
wondered what that could mean. 

 “Definitely time to return this bag,” Peter muttered. He hefted her book bag and 
took off towards the Stacy house at a trot. 

* 

 Glancing around, Peter pretended not to notice the large man that stood at the 
corner, barely in view of the Stacy house. The big man saw him and smiled, but made 
no move to stop him. Great. The Stacys were under surveillance. 

Peter bounced up the steps to the Stacy house and knocked on the door. A 
few moments later, the door opened and Peter was face to face with John Stacy. 

 “Afternoon, Captain,” Peter said. “Gwen forgot her book bag at school. I thought 
I‟d bring it by.” He flashed a winning smile. “Finals next week; she‟ll need this to 
study.” 

 “Indeed,” the Captain smiled. “Come on in.” 
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 Peter followed him in to the den. “Have a seat, son,” the Captain said. He sat 
behind his big desk and Peter took a seat in a chair in front of it. “Something‟s on your 
mind, Parker.” 

 “I‟m worried, Captain,” Peter said frankly. “Gwen‟s not acting like herself today. 
And she has a new piece of jewelry, an amulet. I don‟t know where it came from, but I 
don‟t like it.” 

 “Probably intensifies UV rays,” the Captain said sagely. “Now how about you tell 
me what‟s really going on, young man. Your call yesterday was absurd. I believe you‟re a 
reasonably bright, mentally organized person and you were trying to get an idea across. 
Fill me in.” 

 Peter blinked. 

 Opened his mouth. 

 Shut it. 

 Thought fast. 

 “Okay,” he said. “I‟m a bit nervous because I saw some low-life thugs hanging 
around your house yesterday. I thought maybe your interest in the case had attracted the 
attention of the thieves from the antique house job. Go look for yourself. There‟s a 
neckless guy leaning up against the lamp post across the street. He has an ear piece for a 
tac net.” 

 John nodded. “Let‟s go look.” They went to the dining room and watched through 
the gauzy curtain. 

 The street was empty except for Gwen. She took the steps two at a time and 
banged into the entryway. 

 “Parker,” she snapped, “give me my books.” 

 “They‟re in the den,” John said. “It‟s alright.” 

 “Alright?” she snarled. “This cad took my book bag. I looked for it for half an 
hour, Peter. Why did you take my book bag?” Her eyes flared, furious, and her voice 
took a hysterical tinge. 

 “I thought you left it accidentally,” Peter said, taking a step back and raising his 
hands. “I didn‟t mean to—“ 

 “Get out!” she shouted. “Get out of my house! Out!” Peter and John stood wide 
eyed, staring at her. She took two strides, grabbed Peter by the front of his shirt, and 
hurled him toward the door. “Get out of my house, Parker! Get out until you can figure 
out where you slept last night!” And with that and a final shove, Peter stumbled down 
the stairs as the door slammed behind him. 

 Oh no. 

 If Gwen called Aunt May—then called Harry—and couldn‟t find him! 

 Oh no. She couldn‟t think— 

 Her flaring green eyes watching him coldly through the glass on the door told him 
she just might. 
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 He turned and walked away, head down, mind racing. This was not good. Still, an 
outburst like that was not like her. 

 His heart sank as he wondered if maybe it was; when she felt she had been cheated 
on. And still, again, he couldn‟t bring himself to tell her the truth about where he had 
been. 

 Down the street and around the corner, a big man smiled to himself. 

* 

 “What was all that about?” John asked his daughter. She whirled to look at him, 
nostrils flared, blood racing. 

 “I was out last night at the mall, and I was picking up a few things, and this man 
said he knew where Peter was, then he just smiled and walked away. So I get home, and 
call Aunt May looking for Peter. She said he was spending the night at Harry‟s place. So 
I call Harry. Harry‟s at a chemistry lock-in studython at school. So I swing by. Nobody‟s 
seen or heard from Parker, even though he said he‟d be there, agreed to it two weeks 
ago. So where is Peter? You‟re the detective, Dad, and it‟s your fault I‟m curious. 
Deduct away.” Her tone was bitter. 

 “Are you quite sure,” John said, inspecting his fingernails, “that you aren‟t 
overreacting a bit?” 

 She stared at him for a long moment. “He‟s never there when I need him, Dad,” 
she said slowly. “What‟s a girl to think?” she turned and walked up the stairs and 
disappeared around the corner. 

 He watched her go, his eyes thoughtful. Then he shook his head. “Supper in thirty 
minutes, if you‟re hungry,” he called up the stairs. Then he returned to the den. A glance 
at the clock told him it was just after five. He sat in his chair for a moment, looking at 
the empty seat Parker had been in earlier. “Hm.” he said. Then he shook his head, went 
into the kitchen, and opened the refrigerator. 

 Behind him, a light step on the carpet. 

 “Change your mind about supper?” he asked. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Peter stopped. “This is stupid,” he said. He turned and started walking back. “I care 
about the Stacys, and I trust them. I‟ll just tell them I went to see the Owl, that I was 
doing my evening exercises as a spider ghost and I ran across a burglary. Last night after 
I went to see the Owl I broke in to a library to study. Then when Gwen‟s amulet turned 
up I knew the Owl had gotten to her so it freaked me out, and the best thing to do now 
is to get that damned thing and toss it in the ocean. Yeah. I‟ll just come right out with 
it.” 

 Fear coursed through him, thicker than his blood. “Heh,” he said. “Stage fright. 
Give me a thug fest any day.” 

 He came around the corner and saw the Owl‟s big man with a camcorder, 
recording the view through the Stacy‟s front window into the dining room. His senses 
kicked into overdrive. 
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 No. Impossible. 

 Peter launched himself down the street and went airborne, smashing into the thug. 
The camcorder went flying, smacking down on the pavement and spinning, bits of glass 
and plastic skittering every direction. The big man was knocked off his feet then 
rammed between Peter and the lamp post that he had been standing ten feet away from. 
He buckled without a fight. Peter sprinted. 

 In the dining room, Captain Stacy stood up from digging in the fridge. 

 Behind him stood Gwen. Her eyes. They were so empty. So cold. 

 She raised the pair of scissors as Peter leaped through the air— 

 Captain Stacy caught movement from the corner of his eye and turned to see Peter 
launch off the ground and come crashing through the glass as the scissors whipped 
down and drove into the flesh between Captain Stacy‟s shoulderblades, grating off bone 
then digging deep. 

 He managed a sound between a cough and a scream as the scissors plunged in to 
the hinge, four inches of wicked steel sunk into the meat of his back. Peter whirled past 
him and caught Gwen, tossing her to the side. She bounced off the wall, and squared 
off with him. 

For just a moment, things went hazy for Peter and he stumbled; she sailed in 
and planted a fist square in his chest. Startled, he felt a peculiar power surge through her 
arm, and he flew back; he whizzed out of the dining room, across the entryway, and 
smashed through the door to the music room. He lay on the floor and sputtered for a 
moment. 

The gray haze at the edge of his vision had faded. He realized that the amulet 
was helping Gwen, making her stronger and faster. Not stronger and faster enough. He 
rolled to his feet, shrugging off the blow, and bounded to the kitchen. 

 John gripped the amulet and yanked it off the chain that held it around her neck, 
the snapped links flying, as she plunged the scissors into his chest again, again. They 
both collapsed on the floor, unconscious. 

 Peter stood trembling for a moment, unable to take in what was happening. Then 
his mind had it all worked out before the numbness wore off. He snatched the phone 
and punched in 911. He rattled off the address and requested an ambulance, then 
dropped the phone without hanging up. Scooping up Gwen, he dashed upstairs and 
slipped out the window, fired out web, and swung into the night. 

 “Come on, Doc, be home,” Peter whispered as his webs carried himself and his 
passenger towards Greenwich Village. “This is just too damn weird.” 

* 

 A light tapping on the glass of the intricately designed skylight roused the Doctor 
from his reverie. He glanced up to see Peter Parker clinging to the roof holding a 
woman. “Downstairs,” he murmured, standing and striding towards the door of his 
Sanctum Sanctorum. Parker dropped out of sight. 

 Doctor Strange met him at the door. “What‟s going on?” he asked. 



 

412 

 “Can I come in?” Peter asked, his eyes a little wild. Strange stood aside and 
gestured, and Peter dragged the limp girl in with him. 

 Strange shut the door. “Please explain.” 

 Peter caught his breath. “Okay, this is my girlfriend Gwen, Gwen, Doc Strange, 
Strange, Gwen. So I go back to the house after she kicks me out and she‟s stabbing her 
dad with scissors and then things get a little gray and she whacks me, whoom, through 
the door, then the amulet is grabbed and—“ 

 “Amulet?” Strange said. 

 Peter stopped, blinked. “Let me try that again,” he said. “First can we put her 
somewhere?” 
 “Upstairs,” Strange said curtly. 

 When she was arranged on the bed and Peter had a small cup of tea, Strange bent 
over Gwen. 

 “She is sleeping,” he murmured. “A dark force has released her. She will recover in 
an hour or two.” He looked at Peter. “There should be a talisman of some sort; a 
bracelet, a necklace—“ 

 “An amulet,” Peter said decisively. He grabbed a piece of paper and a pen. “Like 
this.” He sketched it out, with the two tines on top and the two on the bottom and the 
wedges cut out on the sides. “Wicked looking thing.” 

 “Appearances do not deceive,” Strange said, his face dark. “This is most 
unfortunate. I know this piece. If it has fallen into the wrong hands, it must be retrieved 
before further damage can be done. Where is the amulet now?” 

 Peter opened his mouth, then winced. “Last I saw Captain Stacy grabbed it. He‟s 
on his way to the hospital. He might have dropped it at the house.” 

 Strange‟s eyes unfocused slightly, then his scowl deepened. “He is at the hospital, 
and he has the amulet. We have no time to waste.” He shrugged on his red coat and 
headed for the stairs. 

 “What does the amulet do aside from grant some distraction, speed, and power?” 
Peter called after him as they hurried down the stairs. 

 “The amulet is called the Wings of Needless Sorrow,” Strange said curtly as they 
moved through the front door and headed for Strange‟s sleek car. “When its power is 
invoked and targeted, it causes people to do their best to take the lives of those they 
hold most dear.” He fired up the car as Peter hopped in, then they were roaring through 
traffic. 

 “Oh,” Peter said in a small voice. 

 “Now,” Strange said, “if you‟ll keep an eye on the Captain then I‟ll return to the 
house and watch over Gwen. Seems they have a powerful enemy. Once I‟ve got the 
amulet in my possession and I‟m assured that Captain Stacy is not tainted by its power, 
then we will be out of the woods.” 

 “Sounds good,” Peter said. “Thanks for your help.” 

 The doctor said nothing, and Peter was not even sure he heard. 
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 It took twenty minutes to get to the hospital. Before they were fully parked the two 
were out and moving to the emergency room. 

 Peter, running behind Strange, saw his red coat shift to a white one, saw the 
stethoscope around his neck as an afterthought. He blinked and pretended he hadn‟t 
seen anything unusual. 

 Strange trotted up to the desk of the nurse on duty. “Retired Police Captain John 
Stacy was just brought here. I need to see him.” 

 The nurse nodded. “Of course, doctor. Let‟s see. He was in berth 18.” 

 “Was?” Strange said, checking himself before he left the desk. 

 “Oh yes. He was fine,” nodded the nurse brightly. “Just a little bump on the head 
and a couple shallow cuts." 

 “But you did take a blood sample,” the doctor pressed. 

 “Yes, before we knew he was alright,” the nurse replied. 

 “Bring it to me. I need to run a test on it,” Strange said, looking deep into her eyes. 
Something in her expression went limp, and she mechanically walked back to get the 
blood sample. 

 “What does this mean?” Peter asked, knowing the answer. 

 Strange ignored him, reaching for the tube the returning nurse handed to him. His 
eyes unfocused, and he uncorked the sample tube and dripped the blood onto the 
pristine white counter. 

 Three drops fell, spattering; Peter gasped as he saw that their splash pattern was 
identical to the outline of the amulet… 

 “We have no time to waste,” Strange said. “Captain Stacy is in the thrall of the 
amulet now, and with the power it gives him he can ignore his wounds and be a very 
dangerous man indeed. Once he has completed the task it gives him he will be released 
to wallow in the grief his act will bring him. He must be stopped.” 

 “Where is he?” Peter asked. 

 Strange said nothing for a moment. Peter‟s eyes widened. Kill the one most dear to 
you. 

 Gwen. 

 “Let‟s go!” Peter said. 

 “No, not two of us,” Strange said. “It is your task to stop him.” 

 “What are you doing then?” Peter asked quickly. 

 Strange narrowed his eyes. “I need to find the one that unleashed this force on the 
world and make sure he can‟t do anything this rash again. Who and where was the one 
responsible for this? Do you know?” 

 “He‟s called the Owl,” Peter began, and Strange listened intently. 

* 
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 Gwen woke with a start. Outside, distant thunder rumbled. She blinked, looked 
around, blinked again. 

 “Dad?” she said, her voice uncertain. She managed to push herself up off the bed, 
and she looked around the musty room, smelling peculiar ancient spicy smells. Heavy 
drapes covered the window, and the door to what looked like a hallway was open 
slightly. 

 “Dad?” she repeated, as a memory 

 flashed 

 she started to tremble. “Dad!” she said. She looked down, saw the blood on her 
hands. 

 Downstairs, a door slammed. 

 Her heart beat rapidly, and it was hard to breathe. She stood trembling, listening, 
motionless as she heard a slow heavy tread come up the stairs. Her voice failed her. 

 With a slow creak, the door to the room drifted open, and she saw a familiar figure 
in the dimness of the hall. Outside, a police car howled by, and by the dancing light it 
cast up into the room she caught a glimpse of her father. 

 Relief died stillborn in her chest, cold and terrifying; his eyes were not his own. 

 “Hello, Gwendy,” he rasped. “You have the right to remain silent.” His smile 
widened, and his teeth almost glowed in the dimness. 

 She saw the amulet hooked on his jacket pocket like a badge… 

 Another door out of the bedroom. Gwen lunged for it, threw it open, dashed 
through, terror galvanizing her and sending her hurling into the adjoining room in the 
suite. 

 “I‟m about to give you all the rights you‟ll ever need,” came the hauntingly familiar 
alien voice from behind her. She couldn‟t even scream. 

 Then he began to laugh, a sound that swelled through the empty house like a living 
thing. She battered the locked door, sobs erupting with her breath. 

He cut off her escape. 

* 

 Peter briefly wondered why all his fastest cross-town web excursions were 
motivated by Gwen as he pushed his aching body to shoot further, swing faster, race 
across the town like a restless ghost who no longer felt gravity or air resistance. Carrying 
Gwen at top speed through town to Strange‟s was the first time he had accomodated a 
passenger, and the unfamiliar balancing had worn him more than a trip three times that 
distance normally would. Now he was in full mesh, whipping through the night like a 
dislodged shadow, trying to prevent further intra-family assault. 

 He cut through the air like a diver, only moving up instead of down. There, at the 
end of the block, was Strange‟s house. Peter spun in mid air and fired a web at the lamp 
post, reaching the end of his upward arc and using his downward momentum to whip 
that direction; he let go of the web moving fast in a flat spin. He nailed the corner of 
Strange‟s brownstone and tugged hard, for he saw a face in the window, the terrified 
visage of Gwen Stacy with a look he would carry to his grave—duck, sweetheart 
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 and he smashed through the window, over her startled head and into John Stacy, 
hurling him back and smashing into the locked door leading to the hallway. The two 
figures toppled through the hardwood, Stacy taking the brunt of the blow. Peter hopped 
back lightly, suddenly cold with the thought he might have killed the old man. 

 No need to worry. John was on his feet with catlike grace. He smiled, blood 
flowing from his nose and mouth, his eyes feral. 

 Peter‟s mouth opened to start up the witty repartee, then he realized Gwen was 
standing there; she would hear him. He couldn‟t reveal himself to her. Not yet. He 
gritted his teeth and shut up. 

 No need to fight here. Peter darted in low, and John‟s swing went wide. Peter 
rolled upside down, put his foot up and touched the amulet with his toe. Adhering to it, 
he rolled back out, tossing the amulet up with his foot and catching it neatly in his hand. 

 John folded, thudding down on the carpet. The amulet didn‟t leave people gently. 

 Gwen peeked out of the room, shaking. 

 “It‟s over,” Peter whispered, smiling, relieved, hardly noticing that he had slipped 
the amulet into the mesh over the back of his hand… 

* 

 They had just finished loading the semi truck with the last of their gear from their 
former base. The thug walked up to the Owl. He smiled, even though his nose was 
taped and his eye was swelling and one arm was in a sling. 

 “Your plan worked, Master,” he said. “The amulet is in circulation. Great pain and 
sorrow will result.” 

 “I need it back,” the Owl hissed. “To become the greatetht athathin of all time. 
Onth it‟th done with Parker.” He smiled, his filed teeth gleaming. The thug grinned 
back, his teeth still pink from his earlier beating. 

 A strange, chill wind whirled around them. Fifteen thugs moved to surround their 
leaders, looking around uneasily. The Owl sniffed the air, his head moving in peculiar 
jerky motions. “Thomething‟th coming,” he murmured. 

 The chain link fence bent over and crumpled in a twenty foot section. A dark, 
saturnine man in a red coat walked deliberately over the wreckage and faced them. 

 “Oh,” the Owl said, blinking rapidly. “Oh.” 

 “You don‟t know me,” the man said softly. “You never will. I have come to stop 
you. Never again will you unleash forces like the Wings of Needless Sorrow.” 

 The Owl and his thug exchanged a glance, and then all the thugs opened fire, their 
bullets shredding through the air and pounding the man, throwing him back through 
the air as they mashed through his coat, punctured his flesh, tore him to pieces. 

 “Kyaaa!” howled the strange man in goggles, triumphant. Police sirens flared up 
not far away. 

 Then a peculiar light touch on the back of his head; “Stay back,” the stranger‟s 
voice said, and the thugs whirled to see him standing behind the Owl. “Your master 
commands hypnosis, but the reality of illusion is mine. Tell them to drop their weapons, 
Owl.” 
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 He gestured; they dropped their weapons. Strange leaned his face in close to the 
Owl‟s ear. “Now listen carefully, hedge wizard. I‟m going to search you, to see what you 
can and cannot do. Resist me, and I‟ll still find out what I want to know but you will 
experience extraordinary pain.” Strange let his eyes drift half closed, and the Owl made 
peculiar whimpering noises as he twitched. He struggled, then shrieked as a small line 
appeared in Strange‟s forehead. Blood squirted into the goggles from the Owl‟s tear 
ducts, and as the Owl trembled the blood danced behind the glass, the lenses a third 
full. 

 “They always resist,” Strange said softly to himself. “I will let you live, Owl, but you 
will never again be able to use your magic. I have spoken.”  

 “Nothing changeth, withard,” snarled the Owl with a whimpering hiss as Strange 
released him. He collapsed, his voice on the edge of tears. “Onth releathed, the Wingth 
will do what they mutht do!” 

 As silently as he had come, the stranger left. Police cars screamed down the street, 
closing in on the scene of the firefight. 

 The Owl and his followers did not wait to be arrested. By the time the police 
arrived the lot was empty. 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 “It was horrible,” Gwen said in a weak voice. “He said… he said he would kill 
me… with his bare hands, just for the feel of my bones snapping under his grip…” 

 Peter stood, every muscle taut. Gwen sensed something was wrong. 

 A dark wave swept around him, and as Peter resisted he felt it encircling him, 
pushing him down. As he struggled against the killing urge, he absently wondered how 
long John had lasted. Then he dropped to one knee with a hoarse gasp, gripping his 
skull as though it were about to explode. Gwen‟s eyes widened; she knew what this 
meant. She grasped her father‟s shoulders and tried to drag him to the stairs. 

 Peter felt himself bending. “Strange!” he shouted as a last effort to resist, then he 
was…someone else. The amulet flared beneath his mesh. 

 “Where are you going,” the spider ghost asked softly. 

 Gwen dragged her father‟s body down the stairs, her desperate gasps carrying tears 
in them. 

 The spider ghost moved to follow, then hesitated. The Wings hesitated. Something 
in this one was not entirely human…the spider ghost bore no particular love for these 
two. The dark magic was, for a moment, confused. So was Peter Parker. So was the 
spider ghost. The three of them struggled for supremacy. 

 Gwen reached the bottom of the stairs and threw her last desperate strength into 
dragging her father out the front door. 

 “Must—not—follow,” gasped Peter. 

 Then the dark magic got it all sorted out, and plunged the other two beneath its 
weight. The spider ghost lazily bounded over the railing and landed in front of the door. 
He opened it, and came face to face with Doctor Strange. 
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 Quicker than thought, the spider ghost‟s fist whipped out and smashed a crushing 
blow through Strange‟s head, which vanished like smoke in the same instant his coat 
flared towards the spider ghost, effortlessly lifting the two up and whacking them 
against the back wall. The spider ghost had it figured out before they hit the wall. 
Strange was an illusion, but his coat wasn‟t! 

 He whirled to the side, but the coat countered him. He slid up the wall, and the 
coat was on him. Lashing out with his leg to kick the coat away, it swirled over his leg 
and pushed him over against the wall. Then Peter had the most peculiar sensation… 

* 

 Strange hastily finished the protections to keep his body empty while he was gone, 
hoping his coat had reached the scene in time to prevent a tragedy. He finished the last 
chalk mark then sat in lotus position, breathing in for the space of three heartbeats and 
then with the skill only an accomplished master possessed slipping free of his fleshy 
vessel, bounding clear into the Astral Plane. 

 In an instant he was back at the house, and he saw the four entities battling on the 
wall; Peter Parker, the spider ghost, the Wings of Needless Sorrow, and his coat. Diving 
into the fray he gripped the Wings, amorphous gray wickedness distilled to a life force 
all its own. 

 They grappled. 

 The wings were pure foulness and evil and sadism, but Strange did not let them 
taint his ghostly form. The Wings had taken three hosts, and each one had put up a 
fight. Strange gripped it, tugged it, twisted it, wrenched it, and the battle was over. He 
forced the magic back into the metal, then whipped back to his body in a heartbeat 
before his body had even exhaled. 

 Peter dropped to the floor. The coat whipped away from him, out the door and up 
into the night. He lay on the floor panting, blood flowing from his nose. He 
remembered taking the amulet from John Stacy, but after that nothing…  

 He tore the amulet from the mesh on the back of his hand and let it ring from the 
floor. He stood shaking, staring at it, feeling filthy. He blinked, then ran up the stairs 
and into one of the guest rooms. Tearing open the wardrobe, he pulled out a suit and 
scrambled into it with all his unnatural speed. Doing the best he could, he dabbled the 
blood off his face. He darted to the stairwell, dropped down, was through the front 
door. There; halfway down the block Gwen was dragging her father. Peter bounded up 
the building and was ahead of her in no time. He dropped to the cross street and 
strolled to meet her from the other direction. 

 “Gwen, what happened?” he asked, shocked. 

 She whirled with a yelp, then almost collapsed with relief. “Oh Peter it was 
horrible, I don‟t know where I am and dad tried to kill me and there was this creepy 
house and I don‟t know where I was all afternoon oh Peter what happened I don‟t 
know I—“ 
 “Ssh,” he said, pulling her to him for a moment. “Let‟s get you home.” Only he 
saw Strange drop from the sky to the pavement behind the group. 

 “Perhaps I can help?” Strange said, and Gwen spun around again, breathless. 

 “Doc, just the man I was coming to see,” Peter said. “Can you help?” 



 

418 

 “I‟ll do my best,” Doctor Strange said with a peculiar smile. 

* 

 “This is your house?” Gwen asked warily, looking at Strange askance. 

 “Yes,” he said shortly. He propped the half-conscious retired police captain in a 
chair, and Gwen and Peter sat on either side of him. “I‟ll get some tea on,” Strange said, 
“then tend to those stitches for the captain.” 

 “I want some answers,” Gwen said, anger trembling in her voice. 

 Strange turned and looked deep into her eyes. “You will forget them. And the 
questions.” 

 For a moment she sat frozen, mouth half open, eyes dilating. Peter bowed his head. 

 “Please,” came a hoarse whisper from the captain. “Please don‟t do that to me.” 

 “Why?” Strange asked the captain. “Surely it would be simpler for this event to go 
away, rather than forcing you to deal with the questions and the answers. I‟ll cover the 
emergency room bill. Your house was broken into, end of story.” 

 “No,” Stacy said, shaking his head. He blinked, his eyes clearing. “A man is the 
sum of his experiences, when all is said and done. Even the unpleasant ones. I earned 
these memories, and these questions. You must not take them from me. Please,” the 
captain said again, his voice quiet. “I won‟t compromise what you‟re doing. I am dying 
of curiosity, but I‟ll respect your boundaries. Just don‟t… don‟t take anything away from 
my mind.” 

 “Doc?” Peter said. 

 Strange sighed. “Don‟t make me regret this, Stacy,” he said, his voice grim. 

 Stacy let out a sigh of relief. “I suppose this is too soon to ask for an explanation.” 

 “Entirely,” Strange said. “What explanation you do receive, if you ever get one, will 
come from Peter.” 

 “And I‟m not sure I know everything that‟s going on,” Peter said, looking pointedly 
at Strange. 

 “For now,” Strange said, “the story is over.” He held up the disc of metal, and 
Peter held his breath. 

 Strange laughed. “I have defeated it,” he said. “It is inert until some nimwit wakes it 
up again.” 

 “The amulet,” Stacy mused. “It revolves around the amulet.” 

 A smile flitted across Strange‟s face. “Yes, the amulet is coated with a psychotropic 
drug that lowers the resistance of the human mind to suggestion. The man who gave it 
to Gwen was a master hypnotist, and his accomplice waited for the amulet to come to 
you so you could be influenced in turn. In fact, if you stare into the flat metal here you 
will feel yourself become hypnotized. As a hypnotist myself, and a chemist, I have 
arranged for myself to be immune. Does that help?” 

 “Lots, thanks,” the former captain said, keeping the rest to himself. He watched 
Peter for a moment. 



 

   419 

 Peter took a deep breath. “Let‟s deal with the rest of this tomorrow. I‟m 
exhausted,” he said. 

 “Where are your shoes?” asked Captain Stacy, looking at Peter‟s bare feet. 

 The Doctor pulled out a kit with a crescent needle and thick black thread. 

* 

 Peter walked toward the Stacy residence, noting the repairman at work replacing 
the dining room window. He knocked, and John opened the door. 

 “Morning, Peter,” he said, and he returned to the den after letting him in. “Gwen‟s 
upstairs.” 

 “About yesterday,” Peter said, following him into the den. Stacy picked up his pipe 
and lit a match. 

 “Peter,” he said carefully, “I know enough about what‟s going on to know that 
you‟re a good kid wrapped up in some heavy stuff. When the time comes when you 
need someone to talk to,” he said, studying the pipe bowl as he lit the flame, “I will be 
there for you. Just do me a favor, please?” 

 Peter waited wordlessly. 

 “Don‟t lie to me.” The captain made eye contact briefly, then returned to his paper. 

 “Thank you, sir,” Peter said, and he backed out of the room and headed for the 
stairs. 

 “Gwendie, you up there?” he said. 

 “In my room,” she called. 

He trotted up the stairs and leaned on her door frame. “You okay?” he asked. 

 “Yeah,” she said absently. “Just painting.” 

 He looked at her painting. With black paint on a canvas she had roughed out the 
shape of the amulet on a white background. 

 “So, what are you painting?” he asked. 

 “A shape,” she said vaguely. “Something about it is familiar somehow.” 

 “Yeah,” Peter said, distracted; he noticed for the first time that the amulet, stylized 
as it was in Gwen‟s painting, also resembled a crouched spider. The notion stopped him 
cold, and he looked at the painting, losing his train of thought. 

 “You too, huh,” Gwen said, looking over at him. 

 “Me too,” Peter said. “Look, we need to go to the store to get food for lunch with 
Aunt May tomorrow. I was wondering if you wanted to come. If you‟re on a roll with 
this, I can do it myself,” he said. 

 She looked at him, eyes unfocused for a moment. Then she blinked. “No,” she 
said. She blinked again and tossed her brush in the paint water. “No,” she said, 
sounding more businesslike and sure. “I‟ll go with you. This‟ll keep.” 

 Peter smiled and extended his crooked arm. She threaded her arm by his and they 
walked to the stairs. 
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 “Bye dad, be back later,” Gwen called.  

 “Take care,” he called back from the den. “Be good.” 

 They trotted down the front steps and walked down the sidewalk. Gwen looked at 
the shattered dining room window and the workmen that were replacing it.  

 “I wish I knew what punk broke out our window,” she said. “I‟d like to get my 
hands on him.” 

 “I bet you‟d make a mess of him,” Peter said. “Probably punch him through a door 
or something.” 

 She laughed. So did he. 

* 

 The front door opened and Aunt May walked in, followed by Peter in his best suit 
and tie. 

 “Why Peter,” Aunt May said, “it smells like roast beef in here.” 

 “Ta daa,” Gwen said, stepping out of the kitchen and pushing stray hair back from 
her face with the back of her hand. “Lunch is served! How was church?” 

 “Dignified,” Peter replied. “Now, Aunt May, you know this is all class. In the 
dining room, even,” Peter said with a smile. “On the china.” 

 “Oh, Peter, Gwen, how nice,” Aunt May said with a  smile. Peter helped her out of 
her coat. 

 “After lunch,” he said, “we‟re taking you to get a manicure. No use resisting, we 
already have the appointment.” 

 “You two,” she said, blushing. “Well, thank you.” 

 Without further ado they sat down to eat, with roast beef and carrots and potatoes 
and salad. Cheesecake was served for dessert. 

 “I‟m positively stuffed,” Aunt May declared at the end of the feast. 

 “We‟re not quite through with presents,” Gwen said, a twinkle in her eye. Peter 
raised his eyebrows, but Gwen ignored him and headed for the living room. She 
returned with a picture frame, turned glass away from Aunt May.  

 “This is a present I painted for you myself, Aunt May,” she said. She turned it 
around. 

 “Why, it‟s beautiful,” Aunt May said, her hand straying to her neck as she looked it 
over. The still life painting amazed Peter too. 

 A beautiful dim vase dominated the painting, with a spray of orchids spilling from 
the top. It stood on a glass table with silk draped around one side of it. Within the 
vase‟s outline Peter made out the shape of the amulet that had started the painting. It 
was concealed, overlaid, become beautiful. 

Peter felt his throat constrict and he felt heat in the back of his eyes. The 
image was overcome. Defeated. He looked at Gwen and felt a strange pride welling 
through him. He saw his own emotion echoed in her eyes. Something ugly had become 
beautiful through her. 
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 They were suddenly aware that silence had fallen in the room, and Peter felt 
himself laugh. He got up and hugged Gwen, then carried the painting into the living 
room. “This is perfect for the living room,” he said. “Right over the couch.” 

 “I say, that is a good place,” Aunt May said. 

 “Let us do the washing up,” Peter said to Aunt May, “then I‟ll take you to the 
manicure shop.” 

 “No rush,” she said, settling herself and picking up her knitting. 

 Peter and Gwen quickly cleared the table and stacked the dishes, then ran 
dishwater. 

 “How about you wash,” Peter said. “I‟m not the one with an appointment with the 
manicurist.” 

 “You are such a weenie,” Gwen said, smiling. 

 “Yeah, don‟t tell anybody,” Peter said in a conspiratorial tone. 

 There was a quietness between them for a moment as the dishwater ran, then Peter 
sighed. “You are so beautiful,” he said. “Not just the way you look, but the way you are. 
You know,” he said, taking her hand and pulling it to his chest as he looked into her 
eyes, “you bring wonder to my life. You bring things I wouldn‟t know I didn‟t have 
without you there to show me. You bring me a kind of beauty I could never get any 
other way.” 

 She blushed furiously, but her eyes drank in his gaze. “Why Peter Parker,” she said, 
“I do believe that‟s the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me.” 

 He swallowed hard. “I mean it, too.” 

 She opened her mouth to speak and couldn‟t. She blinked, her eyes shimmering. “I 
know,” she whispered. 

 For a long moment, they just held each other. 

 Then the moment slipped away, and they cleared their throats and turned their 
attention to the task at hand. In no time, the dishes were polished and put away. Peter 
and Gwen headed out to the living room, where Aunt May was pulling on her coat. 

 “Well, young lady, we better be on the move,” Peter said. 

 “I‟m ready,” she replied, patting at her hair. “You know, I just love you two kids to 
death,” she said with her sweetest smile. 

 Peter and Gwen glanced at each other, and for just that moment Peter thought that 
was the weirdest, funniest thing he had ever heard. 
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A More Perfect Frame 
 

Friday, July 10 

 Peter wandered out of his room, bleary eyed and attracted to the scent of brewing 
coffee. “Good morning, beautiful,” he said with a grin. “Damn you look sharp in a suit 
and tie.” 

 The young man seated at the table raised an eyebrow at him. “Ah, the half-dead 
beatnik photographer lumbers forth, seeking the magic brew that will jolt him to 
consciousness.” He checked his watch. “Still five hours until noon. Don‟t let the sun‟s 
rays hit you directly, no telling what that might do.” 

 “Hey Harry, you weren‟t planning on drinking that whole pot yourself, were you?” 
Peter asked wistfully, blinking the sleep from his eyes and sniffing hungrily. 

 “I don‟t even bother with the two cup jobber any more,” Harry said. “Need to get 
one of those diner setups with the two pots. Didn‟t anybody tell you that gargling coffee 
in the morning stains your teeth?” 

 “At this point I won‟t even taste it on the way down,” Peter said, closing in and 
snagging a mug off the drainer board. “It might not even hit my teeth.” 

 “I don‟t bother with the gourmet coffees anymore if you‟re home,” Harry 
shrugged, a smile on his face. “Just start with brewed dirt. You can‟t tell the difference.” 

 “It‟s not that I can‟t tell,” Peter said, sitting down opposite Harry, armed with a cup 
of hot coffee. “It‟s just that I don‟t care.” 

 “What‟s getting you up this early anyway?” Harry asked casually. “It‟s a Friday, in 
case you weren‟t sure.” He grinned his elfin grin, the one that made him look like a 
mischievous ten year old. Peter couldn‟t help but grin back. 

 “What, are you implying I don‟t know what day of the week it is?” he asked, 
putting a hand to his wounded chest, bunching up his nightshirt. Then he looked down 
at his coffee. “Gwen‟s coming by. We have a date.” 

 “In the morning?” Harry said, amused. 

 “Yeah,” Peter said, and just then there was a crunch of tires on gravel outside. 
Peter perked up, smiling, coffee forgotten. “That would be her.” 

 Harry shook his head. “You kids have a good time now,” he said. “Shoulda guessed 
it didn‟t have anything to do with, you know, working.” His grin had a bit of an edge to 
it. He met Gwen at the door. 

 “Good morning,” he said, holding it open. She breezed in, her floral print dress 
flaring in the breeze of her passage. She smiled at Harry. 

 “You look awfully sharp this morning, Mr. Osborn,” she said. 

 “Thank you,” he said with a stiff bow. He smiled back. “I‟m off to work,” he said. 
“Keep it legal.” 

 “What are you doing this summer?” Gwen asked. 
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 “I‟m interning at Blank and Piscus Law Firm.” 

 “Really?” Gwen said, visibly impressed. “Wow.” 

 “Harry‟s gonna sue Bill Gates then retire, a one case career,” Peter said dryly. 

 “A man‟s gotta have a plan,” Harry said with a shrug and a quick smile. “Later.” He 
stepped out the door, fished his car keys from his pocket, and made his sleek black road 
machine beep. He put on his mirrored shades and dropped down into the leather 
interior of the car, and a moment later it was roused to life with the throaty growl of a 
powerful engine. The dim thud of his stereo filtered into the house as he backed out 
and hit the road. 

  After a moment of silence, Peter grinned at Gwen. “I‟m up!” he said with a grin. 

 “Yes,” she said, “very good. Now you need to get dressed.” 

 “Do I have to wear a tie?” he asked. 

 “Yes,” Gwen said firmly. “This is a big deal for dad.” 

 “Yeah,” Peter said, looking at the table. 

 “And you promised.” 

 “Yeah,” he said, looking up. “And it‟s a date.” He grinned, and stood. “You wait in 
here, I‟ll go get dressed.” He got up, and strolled out of the main room. She watched 
him go with a smile, absently wondering why he was wearing sweats and a long sleeved 
shirt in July. 

 She sighed, and picked up his coffee mug. She sniffed the coffee, made a face, and 
put the cup down. She let her eyes wander the room. The entry room was nice, then 
there was a connected living room, headed back to the kitchen and bathroom. The 
living room also connected to Harry‟s bedroom, while Peter‟s connected to the 
entryway. All in all, the place was sparely decorated and tidy. She smiled to herself. It 
was possibly the tidiest men‟s dwelling she‟d ever been in. She got up and wandered 
over to Peter‟s room, glancing in. 

 Except for the rumpled bed and the wad of clothes growing on it as Peter went 
through his closet, it was also fairly tidy. 

 “Hm,” she said quietly to herself as she saw his bare back; he had just shrugged off 
his shirt and he stood, bare chested, rifling his closet. He stopped and turned, looking a 
bit startled. 

 “Er, can I help you?” he said. 

 “I‟m going to help you get into your suit,” she said, her eyes wandering his torso. 
“In a minute.” 

 She stepped into his room and closed the door. 

* 

 “See?” Peter said. “Ten minutes before the auction starts.” Gwen stopped the car, 
and they got out. He squinted up at the imposing stone face of the museum at the top 
of the hill. “Don‟t you think they got a little carried away when they built this goofy 
thing?” 
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 “It‟s baroque, I think,” Gwen said. He walked around the car and offered her his 
arm, which she took. “I think the dome gives it a very Washington look.” 

 He looked at the dome over the central exhibition area. “The columns definitely 
give it that snooty feel,” he said. “Got our invitations?” 

 “Right here,” she said, slipping them out of her purse. She handed him his. He 
opened the brochure.  

 “You are invited to the Museum of History and the Arts for their 8th annual 
auction sponsored by the Fellowship of Antiquarians,” he read. “Lessee, they plan to 
sell off three collections today. Hang on a sec while I get a grip on myself so as not to 
hyperventilate with enthusiasm.” 

 “Oh, Peter,” Gwen sighed. “We aren‟t here for the auction, we‟re here to support 
dad. This is a big deal for him. The Fellowship of Antiquarians appointed him as chief 
of security for this thing.” 

 “Yes,” Peter said. “And I might as well get some photos for the school paper.” He 
grinned. 

 “Because the whole college will be dying to know who gets the lots,” Gwen said. 

 “Hey, I‟m not writing copy. Oh no. I am arteest, with zee shaping of zee light as my 
meediemm,” he said, gesturing with his limp wrist and hunching his shoulders as he 
hopped up the steps sideways, his eyes on hers. 

 Gwen laughed as they trotted up the steps past the small groups of smokers who 
were getting ready for the auction. At the door they traded their invitations for a 
booklet with the day‟s activities explained in it. They strolled into the echoing 
murmuring dimness of the lobby, where groups of men and women in business attire 
chatted and laughed. Peter glanced over at the refreshment table wistfully. 

 Gwen glanced at her watch. “It‟s almost eight thirty,” she said. “I wonder where 
dad is.” She looked around. Peter did too. 

 “He‟s probably in with the auction displays,” Peter said. “Let‟s go.” They headed 
through the archway to the bidding gallery. Peter sat down with Gwen on the back row 
and pulled up his book. “Let‟s see what treasures await the lucky few today. In the first 
lot,” he said with a dry stuffy voice, flaring his nostrils and leaning against Gwen‟s arm, 
“the collected portfolio of unfinished works by deceased local artist Arl Schwinters, 
completed by his daughter Meg Schwinters. Following will be the complete library of 
the deceased Doctor Charles Xavier, an expert on the workings of the human mind. 
The last lot available for today‟s stuffybeak display of obscene wealth will be the 
collected drafts portfolio of Abricus Finch, three time winner of the Laurel Crown and 
current holder of the Naugahide Fellowship.” 

 Gwen, stifling her giggles and glancing around, punched him in the arm. “Can it, 
buster,” she managed, “or we‟re gonna get kicked out.” 

 “Oh, right, sorry,” he said, obviously not so. He looked at Gwen with an 
irrepressible smile. “Hey, this is a date, not church,” he said. 

 “Oh, there‟s dad,” Gwen said, standing up and waving. Peter looked down her line 
of sight and saw the tall, slightly stooped shoulders of retired police captain John Stacy. 
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Stacy glanced over the crowd from where he stood by the stage, then stood and strode 
back behind the stage. 

 Gwen‟s smile faltered. “I guess he didn‟t see me,” she said. 

 “Relax, babe. It‟s impossible to miss you at thirty feet or less, but he‟s getting old 
and there‟s a lot on his mind. C‟mon, have a seat,” Peter said, grinning. 

 “You‟re impossible,” she said as she sat down. 

 “Yeah,” he reflected. “Yeah, I know. At least he‟s lookin spiffy in tweed.” 

 “Oh, hush,” she said, batting him with her purse. 

 “Hey, how long until this shindig gets on the road?” Peter asked. 

 She glanced at her watch. “Right about now, I would think.” 

 People were gathering in the room; a surprisingly large crowd to Peter. He glanced 
around a few times, then settled into his seat. “I guess they never start on time,” he said. 
“Got to let everybody get here.” 

 “Yeah,” Gwen said. “Besides, I have you to keep me company.” 

 A rather worried looking thin woman with gray hair walked up to the podium and 
stood looking over the crowd for a moment. “Excuse me please, may I have everyone‟s 
attention?” she said. She cleared her throat as the room quieted. 

 “As most of you know, I am Marcy Clesk, President of the Fellowship of 
Antiquarians. Due to a complication, I‟m afraid today‟s auction must be cancelled. 
Thank you for coming, I apologize for your disappointment.” She quickly stepped back 
from the microphone and through a door in the back. A startled murmur sprang up 
through the room, and security guards appeared to assist in ushering people out. 

 “Okay, that‟s surreal,” Peter said. “Why don‟t you head out to the car.” 

 “What about dad?” she said. 

 “I‟ll look for him,” Peter said, already scanning the crowd, his senses unfolding. 
“Just go, please.” 

 She looked at him for a long moment. “I‟ll wait in the car,” she said in a small 
voice. He nodded, already expanding his sweep. 

* 

 “Couldn‟t find him,” Peter said, his voice worried. “Let‟s take you home.” 

 “Okay,” she said, and they got in the car and headed out of the parking lot. 

 They didn‟t talk much on the way home, their minds racing for what questions to 
ask. As soon as they were parked Gwen rushed up the steps and let herself into the 
house, Peter on her heels. “Maybe he got home before us,” Gwen said. “Dad! Dad?” 

 Peter headed for the study, and Gwen went to the living room. “Dad! Are you 
okay?” he heard her say, and Peter changed course. 

 “Mm?” John Stacy said, blearily blinking. He was sitting in an easy chair, his shirt 
half unbuttoned, one cuff done up and the other loose around his wrist. “Gwen! Hello, 
what time is it,” he muttered, levering himself forward. 
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 “Almost ten,” Peter said. “You must have driven pretty fast to get back here before 
us.” 

 “Back?” he said, confused. “Ten? But… Oh, no, I must have missed the beginning 
of the auction!” he said, his eyes suddenly wide awake. 

 Peter felt the hair stand up on the back of his neck as his mind tried to put the 
pieces together and couldn‟t find them all. “What‟s the last thing you remember?” Peter 
asked. 

 “I had just finished breakfast,” John said, gesturing with his bony hand towards the 
breakfast nook with its large bay window. “Came in here, sat down for a moment… 
that was just after six.” He blinked again. “You kids leave the auction early?” 

 The doorbell rang, and the three of them froze. “I‟ll get it,” Said Gwen. 

 She opened the front door. A man with a grim look on his face stood on the stoop. 
He raised his hand with its badge, and though the words cost him great effort, he said 
“I‟m Detective Brilhart. Is your dad home?” 

 She took a long, dizzy moment to collect her answer as she looked the Detective 
over. His face was old for a man as young as he was; he was thirty but his eyes were far 
older. His dark hair was combed, his suit neat enough. She nodded curtly and stepped 
aside. He had been here for dinner many times. He knew the way to the living room. 

 “Hello, Jim,” John said as the detective walked into the room. “What‟s going on?” 

 “I‟m afraid I‟m going to have to ask you not to leave town, John,” the newcomer 
said. “The auction lots. They were stolen. You are a suspect, John.” 

 Retired Police Captain John Stacy went white to the lips. 

 “Ah, come on now,” Peter said. “Based on what? What‟s the charge?” 

 The detective looked at him sideways. “Someone stole all three exhibits for the 
auction today. We have some evidence that is incriminating, John. We‟ll need a 
statement from you two as well.” 

 “This is unreal,” Gwen murmured, sitting on the couch. 

 “I‟ve dissuaded them from taking you to the station,” Brilhart said to John. “Please 
don‟t do anything rash. I‟ve got to go. I‟ll get your statements at the station if you 
wouldn‟t mind dropping in,” he nodded to Peter and Gwen. “I believe you know the 
way. Speaking of which, I can show myself out.” And he did. 

 The room was bathed in stunned silence for a long, long moment. No one made 
eye contact. 

 “Incredible,” John muttered. “Simply incredible.” He half turned, then his mind 
dropped into first gear, pulling him out. 

 “The guestbook is where they‟ll start,” he murmured, his eyes distant. “They‟ll get 
statements from everyone who signed in and begin to cross reference the list with 
what‟s on the videotape surveillance to see who‟s missing or who doesn‟t belong. Yes. 
And the staff, too.” He sank into his chair. 

 “I saw you there,” Peter said. “We both did. You were at the auction.” 
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 “I have no memory of that,” John said, looking at him. “I can‟t deny it, but if I was 
there I took the car. Come on,” he said, and he got up and headed out the door. Gwen 
and Peter exchanged a glance, then followed. 

 John walked up to the ancient luxury sedan he cruised town in. “Here,” he said, 
putting his hand on the hood. “It‟s cool, see?” he said. He unlocked the car, and popped 
the hood. Peter raised the hood up and touched the engine. It was cool. 

 “It‟s a twenty minute drive to the museum,” John said quietly. “Unless I took the 
bus?” He and Peter looked into each other‟s eyes for a long moment. Then John looked 
to his daughter. “Gwen, could you please get me something to drink. I‟m quite 
overcome.” He slumped at the wheel. 

 “Yes, just a minute,” she said, and she trotted back up into the house. 

 “Peter,” the retired captain said, his eyes and voice suddenly sharp, “I need you to 
trust me. I might know a little more about you than I let on. I keep my eyes open, as it 
were. And if anyone can help me in this unusual case, it‟s you. Will you trust me when I 
say I didn‟t do it?” 

 There was a pause that threatened to stretch out indefinitely. Peter thought back 
over his time with Mr. Stacy. There was only one answer. 

 “I trust you,” he said. Then, with more conviction: “I trust you.” 

 “Then let‟s figure this out,” John said in a low, hard voice. He stood, energy fresh 
in his figure. They returned to the living room, where he took the water from Gwen, 
who sat. 

 “What was I wearing?” he asked. 

 “Your gray tweed,” Gwen said. “I saw you distinctly.” 

 “For the moment let‟s operate on the hypothesis that I wasn‟t there. We can 
modify later if appropriate,” John said. “We can be confident I did not arrive under my 
own power, so if I was there, someone took me. But as you see,” he said, looking down, 
“I‟m half into my brown suit.” 

 “Why change you?” Peter asked. 

 “This is odd because I put on my gray suit this morning, but was changing into this 
after breakfast because I dribbled some jam on it,” he said. He left the room and 
bounded up the stairs, followed by Gwen and Peter. In his bedroom, he stopped. The 
gray suit was neatly laid out on the bed. “I put it there to go to the cleaners, and it has 
not been moved, I wager,” he said. “Still, to have the same suit, someone must have 
seen me this morning, so I was under observation.” He paused, rubbing his hands 
together. 

“Now the question is,” he said, turning to them, “did they acquire the suit before 
today, or on the spot? I would think that if they were professionals it would be before 
hand, which means they either observe me closely, check with my cleaners, or have 
entered the house before to inspect my wardrobe. Let us keep that question in mind and 
see if other questions can inform a theory.” He turned and walked back down the stairs, 
and sat in the den. They joined him there. 

“It is not like me to fall back asleep in the mornings,” he said. “I think I was 
drugged. The question is,  how? I had just completed breakfast, so there could have 
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been a chemical agent there. Or they could have drugged me in my sleep with 
something that didn‟t kick in until later. If they put a chemical drug in the food, that 
could be dangerous because it could get Gwen instead of me, or it could be found by a 
thorough police investigation. No, it is more likely someone entered the house and put 
something in my food while I was looking the other way. Gwen, did you see anyone this 
morning?” 

“No,” she said, wide eyed. “I just said goodbye to you on my way out.” 

“I mean when you came back to change your shoes,” John said. “When you 
got a piece of toast for yourself?” 

“I didn‟t come back,” she faltered, glancing between him and Peter. “When I 
left here, I went straight to Peter‟s place.” 

 “She called first, woke me up,” Peter said. “There wasn‟t time for her to go back.” 

 “Then we‟re dealing with multiple imposters,” John said, his brow furrowed with 
thought. 

 Or someone who can impersonate both Stacys. Peter‟s eyes narrowed. “I have a 
theory. I‟m going to go talk to the detective,” he said, and he stood and headed for the 
front door. 

 No one stopped him. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Peter waited in the lobby of the museum, by the police line over the entry to the 
exhibition gallery where the auction had been cancelled. 

 “You wanted to see me?” Brilhart said, meeting Peter with the police tape between 
them. 

 “I‟d like to help,” Peter said. “I‟m familiar with the Captain, and I think I can be of 
some use to you.” 

 “Or some use to him?” Brilhart said, raising an eyebrow. 

 “I want the truth to come out,” Peter said firmly, making eye contact. Brilhart 
thought it over. 

 “What do you want?” 

 “I just want a chance to look at the video tapes, that‟s all,” Peter said. 

 “Forget it, kid,” the detective said, turning away. 

 “The captain spilled jam on himself this morning,” Peter said. “Remember, when 
you showed up he was in a tan suit. The suit he took off, with the jam on it, was the 
gray tweed you‟ll see in the tapes.” 

 Brilhart looked at him. “Maybe he got dirt on it, ripped it.” 

 “Do you really think he nodded off without chemical assistance? You think he 
faked it to cover his tracks? You think a brilliant detective like Stacy couldn‟t come up 
with a better alibi than he dozed in his chair?” 

 There was a tense moment of silence. 
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 “Okay, you can look at the tapes, but that‟s IT,” Brilhart said. 

 Peter ducked the tape and headed in. 

* 

 They stood in the museum‟s security office, watching the tape. On the screen, Stacy 
stood on the dock, glancing around, holding down the button that opened the bay door 
to the dock. Two vans rolled in, and Stacy hit the “close” button on the door and 
followed the van in. 

 “This is the only camera he hadn‟t disabled,” Brilhart said quietly. “He took down 
every camera in the wing from this office, but forgot this tape because it is perimeter 
security.” He glanced at Peter. “This is damning. There were six guys in those vans, and 
this was time-stamped seven fifteen this morning. It times out just right for when he 
would have left. That left him enough time, as security director, to cordon off the 
exhibit and steal it with that manpower.” 

 “The vans are gone?” Peter said. 

 “Yes,” Brilhart said. “You happy now?” 

 “I‟d like to rewind a half an hour,” Peter said. Brilhart looked at him, his forehead 
creased with doubt. 

 “Please,” Peter said firmly, still watching the tape. Brilhart grudgingly rewound it. 

 Stacy stepped out at seven precisely. He shuffled his feet for a minute, then fished 
out a cigarette and lit up in a practiced motion. 

 “There,” Peter said, feeling excitement awaken. “There, you see that?” 

 “Yes,” Brilhart said. “Stacy smokes. Nothing new.” 

 “But he smokes pipes,” Peter said, glancing at the detective. “I‟ve never seen him 
smoke a cigarette before.” Especially not one that expensive, he thought to himself, but 
the tape offered insufficient detail to add that to the official evidence. 

 The captain in the tape saw the vans coming, and fumbled with a key ring. He tried 
one, two, three keys before he opened the security box over the bay door controls. 

 “Odd that he wouldn‟t know which of his keys opens the console,” Peter mused. 

 “Maybe it‟s the pressure of the crime he‟s about to commit,” Brilhart said. 

 “Maybe,” Peter agreed. “Look, I need to take a look around the crime scene. 
Please? I‟ve been helpful,” he said. 

 “You have, huh,” Brilhart said. “Aside from commenting on the Captain‟s smoking 
habits, you‟ve brought me nothing.” 

 “Give me a chance,” Peter said. “I might surprise you.” And his eyes grew very 
deep. 

 The detective looked away. “Percy,” he yelled. A cop poked his head through the 
door. “This is Peter Parker, Parker, this is Officer Percy. Officer, please escort Mr. 
Parker as he tours the museum.” 

 “Yes sir,” said Officer Percy. 

 “Thanks,” said Peter. And he headed out. 
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 Brilhart rewound the tape and paused it as Stacy took a drag on the thin cigarette… 

* 

 Peter started in the parking lot, where he let his senses unreel as he looked all 
around. He sniffed, got on his hands and knees and crawled around, got into the trash 
can. Then he opened the dock door and ran inside and listened. He walked down the 
back hall to the auction lot storage room, then he searched the room briefly, and went 
outside and down to the maintenance room, where he scowled to himself. From there 
he went to the back hall, and he knelt to inspect several doorknobs. Officer Percy kept 
pace, giving up on small talk; he suspected Mr. Parker couldn‟t even hear him. 

 “Take me back to Brilhart,” Peter said absently. 

 Brilhart was filling out some paperwork in the security office. He looked up briefly 
as they walked in. “Solved the case yet, Parker?” he asked. 

 “Not yet,” Peter said, “but if I give you a third of the missing collection will you 
promise me full cooperation?” 

 Officer Percy and Detective Brilhart stared at him in a moment of unabashed 
wonder. Brilhart barked a laugh. 

 “Sure, kid, on the condition you tell me how you found out, whether it incriminates 
Stacy or not.” 

 “Trust me to be fair,” Peter said with a curt nod. “I have your word? Full 
cooperation?” 

 “You have my word,” the detective said. 

 “Follow me,” Peter said. 

 “If you‟re wrong, you‟re outa here,” Brilhart muttered darkly. 

 “That‟s fine,” Peter said. “Call a janitor. I need through… this door,” he said as 
they rounded a corner and stood in front of an unmarked, innocuous door. Brilhart 
nodded, and the officer got on the radio. In a matter of moments a janitor approached, 
a ring of keys jangling on his belt. 

 The door opened and Peter led them down the narrow steps to the storage cages 
down below. He glanced around, unnaturally alert, then he walked down an aisle, turned 
left, watching the floor, and walked to the end of the alley. “Here,” he said. “Give me a 
hand with this.” He touched a huge, heavy bureau that was backed up to one of the 
cages. The three men put their backs into it and shifted the heavy furniture. 

 “Woulda thought that‟d be heavier,” puffed the officer. “Looks like it‟s made of 
solid oak.” 

 But Peter and Brilhart were looking behind the bureau, to where the storage cage 
was. Peter jerked the cage once, and it opened. He stepped inside, took hold of the tarp, 
and whipped it off the pile like a magician completing the trick. 

 There were stacked canvases. 

 “The Schwinters collection,” breathed Brilhart. “I‟ll be damned.” He rounded on 
Peter, his eyes flashing with what could be anger. “Okay, now talk.” 
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 “They shut off too many security cameras,” Peter said. “They needed to kill three, 
including the one on the dock. They knocked out fifteen, not including the one on the 
dock. That gives me two clues. One,” he said, holding up a finger, “they want you to see 
Stacy on the dock. Two,” he said, “they plan to do something somewhere else in the 
building. I checked the second clue first. Storage, the loading dock, and the exhibit are 
all connected by back corridors likely to be abandoned on a Saturday morning. If you 
check the door upstairs, you‟ll find a sticky residue on it by the knob. They used packing 
tape to keep the door from latching. This would only be necessary if they had no lock 
picking skills or no time for that on their timetable and they only had one or no master 
keys.” 

 “But you didn‟t even come down here,” the officer said. “How did you know it 
would be in this particular storage cage?” 

 Peter looked at him. “Once I got down here, I just looked for the most 
inconvenient place in storage. In this case, behind this bureau. That‟s where they‟d put 
the artwork, so a casual search wouldn‟t turn it up.” He looked back at the detective. “If 
they hide the art down here, it would be simple enough to return to collect it and 
anything else later, when the heat dies down.” 

 “You haven‟t helped Stacy any,” Brilhart said. 

 “I‟m not here to help Stacy,” Peter said. “I‟m here to get to the bottom of this.” 

 “Why the interest?” Brilhart asked, his eyes narrow. 

 “Because this stupid theft soured my date,” Peter said, “and I hate that.” 

* 

 “Yes, a complete inventory of the storage area,” Brilhart said to the officer, who 
nodded and left to coordinate. He turned back to Peter, who was comfortably seated in 
a chair in the security office of the museum. “Okay, you got your cooperation. See what 
you can make of this. They found one of the vans about ten minutes ago, abandoned at 
a Quik Trip. It was empty, no traces of any art. I figure they switched vehicles. Clever 
bastards.” 

 Peter said nothing, his eyes narrowed, his mind racing along different threads, 
looking for connections. He stood. 

 “Thanks for your time and cooperation. Please give me a call at this number, we 
have an answering machine, if anything else comes up. I have some more questions for 
the captain,” he said. 

 “Keep me posted,” Brilhart said. “You wanted cooperation, it comes at the price of 
cooperation.” 

 “You got it, sir,” Peter said as he headed out. 

* 

 Gwen met him at the door. “Peter! How did it go?” she said. 

 “I found some more out,” he said. “Getting from the museum to here by bus is 
murder, though.” 

 “We‟re more interested in theft, I believe,” the retired police captain said dryly 
from the hallway inside. Peter stepped in. 
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 “I hate to be a pest, but do we have any food?” he said. “I haven‟t eaten today.” 

 “Of course,” John said as Gwen stepped into the kitchen. “How‟s the investigation 
going?” 

 “They‟ve found a third of the artwork, it never left the building. Also, one of the 
two vans that was in the theft has turned up empty and abandoned. I have the feeling 
time is slipping away from us, but I think I know where another third of the collection 
is.” 

 “What are you going to do?” Stacy asked. 

 Peter looked him in the eye. “Wait until nightfall.” 

 Stacy slowly nodded. “I‟ve done some checking of my own,” he said. “As for the 
artists, there‟s nothing unusual in that background. I also looked into the poet. If they 
are any kind of mysterious figures, it‟s very well concealed indeed. Also, their works 
aren‟t worth that much in any market, much less one that would warrant their theft. I 
suspect it‟s the Xavier collection that the perps were after. Not a fortune involved, 
unless I miss my guess; more likely some kind of information. He was involved in a 
shady institute that did research into mental powers, psionics, weapons grade research if 
I read between the lines correctly. That being the case, perhaps they want his notes to 
duplicate some specific process.” 

 “We can‟t allow that,” Peter said. “And we‟ve got to clear your name in all this.” Of 
course, it would be a weapon the thief would be after. His eyes narrowed. “Captain, I 
need your help.” 

 “Just ask.” 

 “Do you know of a place that the feds would keep under constant surveillance, 
somewhere across town from the station?” he asked. 

 “I know of at least four places.” 

 “Tell me,” Peter said. 

 “Well, the most famous one is Gorozani‟s Eatery, it‟s a mob hangout.” 

 “Perfect,” Peter said to himself.  

 “Let‟s get you something to eat,” John said, putting his arm around Peter‟s 
shoulders. 

 Peter desperately hoped he was right and Captain Stacy was blameless in all this. 

* 

 A shadow among shadows, the spider ghost slipped up the side of the building, up 
to the prominent dome over the exhibition area. He was sure he was right. Just a matter 
of proving it. 

 He moved, liquid and graceful, even after a long night of cross-town swinging 
checking out a remote location. He stealthed around to the roof access hatch. Under his 
black mesh, he smiled. Military grade trip-mine, gas grenade style. He reached around its 
wire trigger and checked the door. Not locked, which was a nice break for him. He slid 
the door open while still clinging to the ceiling, then he opened it just enough to slip 
through and shut it behind himself, scuttling up the ceiling. 
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 From below, the exhibition hall had a flat ceiling. So he knew there was a room up 
here. A room no one would think to check. 

 Currently a room full of crated boxes of books, with a table in the middle of the 
room covered by Charles Xavier‟s personal notes being examined and cross referenced 
by four professionals. 

 Sleeping in a chair at the end of the table was an attractive blonde. Her feet were up 
on the table, and a silvered pistol was on the table by her ankles. The spider ghost saw 
the blade in her belt, recognized it. He had guessed correctly. He took the note he had 
prepared, slid to the floor, and crept up to her. Ever so gently, not daring to breathe, he 
put the note in her lap, not so much as a touch to rouse her. Then he was up the ceiling, 
through the trapped and guarded door, gone into the night grinning like a madman.  

 The plan was in motion. 

* 

 “What?” Gwen said, her jaw dropping. 

 “I said,” Peter said, “the three of us need to go to the police station today, to turn 
ourselves in for protective custody.” 

 “But why?” John asked, his brow furrowed. They were seated around the remains 
of breakfast; today Peter had driven himself over. 

 “It is especially vital for you, Captain, that you be under constant guard with 
someone watching you all day. We can be released about 4, so we can get home in time 
for supper. Detective Brilhart has promised me cooperation, so he‟ll be okay with our 
request. He has to be.” 

 “This is a strange move,” John mused, watching Peter. “What‟s your plan?” 

 “That‟s it, sir,” Peter said. “The police must be absolutely sure we‟re under lock and 
key so if the imposter tries anything by impersonating any of the three of us…” 

 “Airtight alibi,” John mused, his eyes lighting up. “And you have a way to 
encourage the imposters to show themselves?” 

 “Perhaps,” Peter said, his eyes merry. “Perhaps.” 

* 

 The retired police captain relaxed in his twelve foot by twelve foot room. On the 
security camera, they could see but not hear him chatting with the wary guard. 

 Peter and Brilhart stood shoulder to shoulder watching the camera feed. Brilhart 
looked up at Peter. “Let‟s get back to my office,” he muttered. Peter nodded, and they 
left. 

 “I don‟t know what your game is,” Brilhart growled, “but this is a damned weird 
request.” 

 Peter shrugged. “I‟m testing a theory. Did you know I‟m a science major?” 

 “Shoulda guessed,” Brilhart muttered. “You trying to intern for a forensics job on 
the force with this stunt?” 
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 “No,” Peter said, smiling and shaking his head. “I want a job with some money in 
it, some prestige, where I don‟t have to go racing off to pick over dead people at three 
in the morning.” 

 “Imagine that,” Brilhart said, a smile threatening his stern demeanor. “Ambition.” 

 They stepped into his office. “You get your own, huh,” Peter said, looking around. 
“Swanky.” 

 “Have a seat and amuse yourself quietly until Officer Percy gets here,” Brilhart said. 
“He gets to be your babysitter today.” 

 “That will work,” Peter nodded. “Let‟s get this going.” 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Peter and Gwen sat back from the table as Percy took the pizza box out of the 
room and down the hall. “This is quality care,” Peter said. “Ordering in is a good plan.” 

 “Peter, I‟m scared,” Gwen said in a small voice. “I really don‟t know why anyone 
would target dad.” 

 “They didn‟t,” Peter said. “He was the door. He was the tool. The target was one 
of the exhibits. Some people and organizations, they don‟t care who gets hurt as long as 
they get what they want. Right now they think that your dad serves them better as a live 
red herring than as a dead clue to who committed the crime. They didn‟t even bother 
with a good frame, just a few sloppy gestures to throw the police off long enough for 
them to get away.” 

 “Are they going to get away?” Gwen asked. 

 Peter chuckled uneasily. “No, they aren‟t,” he said. 

 “The police will get them?” she asked, a peculiar question in her voice as she 
looked him right in the eye. 

 Peter opened his mouth, then shut it, then shifted position. “Yeah,” he said. 
“Probably.” 

 She put her head on his shoulder, and for just a moment he would have given 
anything to read her eyes. 

 Then Officer Percy was back. Peter looked at the clock. “Figure we‟ll leave at 
four,” he said. 

* 

  The Stacy‟s, Peter, and Brilhart stood on the steps of the police station.  

 “Good luck to you,” Brilhart said. He shook his head. “Sure you don‟t want to stay 
the night?” 

 “Shouldn‟t be necessary,” Peter said. “Hey, do me a couple more favors, huh?” 

 “You are running low on favors, civilian,” Brilhart growled. 

 “These are for your own good,” Peter said. “Check with Agent Farley of the F.B.I. 
and ask to look at surveillance tapes of Gorozani‟s Eatery between ten and two today.” 
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 “What? That‟s a known mob hangout.” 

 “Yeah,” Peter said, “under constant independent federal observation. See if you 
can get anything useful to your case. Trust me on this one.” 

 “God I hate the feds,” Brilhart said, shaking his head. “Okay, you have me curious. 
I‟ll check it out. What‟s the other favor?” 

 “Send a forensics team up to the dome of the museum. The janitor should know 
how to get you up there. Shouldn‟t be any boobytraps, but keep your eyes open.” 

 “What am I looking for up there?” Brilhart said.  

 Peter smiled, turned, and headed down the steps. 

 “Parker, what am I looking for up there?” Brilhart barked. 

 “A library,” Peter said over his shoulder. 

* 

 The phone rang, and then it jumped off the table and smacked against the wall. 
Where it stuck. It rang again. 

 Peter‟s face popped up off the bed, looking along his wrist‟s line of fire. Phone. 
Daytime. He blinked, becoming conscious, and then swore. 

 He hopped out of bed and pried the phone off the wall, taking a bit of plaster. 
Note to self. Get backboard for phone. He dragged the handset off the base, trailing 
sticky strands of web. “Morning,” he said. 

 “Okay, Parker, enough games. You‟re going to come down to the station right 
now. You‟ve got some explaining to do. If you aren‟t here in thirty minutes I‟m sending 
a black and white after you.” 

 “Easy, easy,” Peter said with a grin. “You see the tapes? Are they date and time 
stamped by a federal agency?” 

 “Now, Parker!” 

* 

 Brilhart came out of his office before Peter could get to the door. “Get in here,” he 
snapped. Peter followed. 

 “Okay,” Brilhart said. “Here.” He pushed play from where it had been paused. The 
video looked over a street corner 

 Retired Police Captain John Stacy walked to the phone booth and put his back to 
it, waiting. He pulled out a thin cigarette and smoked it. 

 The time was yesterday, ten fifteen exactly. Peter grinned broadly. 

 “That‟s across town from here,” he said. 

 “And most of Xavier‟s library collection was in the dome.” 

 “Just missing the personal documents,” Peter added. 

 “I suppose you know the second van, with the Finch collection turned up 
abandoned?” 
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 “I didn‟t know that,” Peter admitted, “but I‟m not surprised.” 

 “They left it in the theater parking lot, down the street, where it could sit for days 
without being reported.” 

 “Clever, aren‟t they?” Peter asked. 

 “Now you tell me what‟s going on and things will go easy for you, but you leave me 
with a shred of doubt about your loyalties and you‟ll find it unpleasant,” Brilhart said, 
the doubt in his eyes making him afraid, which made him angry in one easy slide. “How 
did you figure this out?” 

 “You‟ll note the expensive cigarette,” Peter said in a small voice, pointing to the 
agitated Stacy imposter on the video. 

 “Get to the point, Parker.” 

 Peter sat down. “From the beginning it seemed clear it wasn‟t about theft for 
money. Too dangerous, for too little reward. Nobody's even heard of Finch before, for 
example. So they were looking for something else. Captain Stacy did a background 
check on everybody, and Xavier came up with espionage style research possibilities in 
his spotty past. Personal library, notes. Okay so far?” 

 “Okay so far,” the detective said, arms crossed over his chest. 

 “It wasn‟t a frame, either, too sloppy. So the criminal aspect of it was just a cover. 
If they stole only the notes they wanted, it would pop up red flags a lot more visibly, 
revealing their goal, to others of similar interests. Implicating Stacy in the theft was an 
afterthought.” 

 “What, spies are the perps?” 

 “Yes, exactly,” Peter said. “But operating outside government auspice or they 
would have headed for a safe house right away, so whatever they‟re looking for 
probably isn‟t very nice and no one wants to claim responsibility for looking for it. 
Didn‟t you ever watch James Bond or Mission Impossible?” 

 “Go on,” Brilhart gritted out. “I‟m more a Hills Street Blues, N.Y.P.D. kinda guy.” 

 Peter shrugged. “Any evidence I secured would be suspect because of my 
connection. To establish reasonable doubt, I had to get an outside confirming source. 
So the eatery.” 

 “How did you know the imposter would be there?” 

 “Back to the dome. From inside the exhibition hall, the ceiling is flat, and it‟s under 
the dome. So I knew the dome was close, and unused, and perfect for their purposes. 
Also, they were camped out up there researching while you all were running around 
right under them. Nerves of steel.” He shrugged. “I left a note where they would find it. 
An invitation to wait for a phone call, only Stacy and no one else. So the imposter 
expected to be spotted, but didn‟t know about the rest of my plan.” He sighed. 
“Everything‟s back, they just thought they‟d check some books out of the library for a 
while.” 

 “Hell of a library card,” Brilhart said, watching Peter sideways. “That‟s some fancy 
detective work, kid.” 
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 “Think so?” Peter said. His mind followed that for a while, seeing where it could 
lead. 

 “I think so,” Brilhart said. “So now how do we catch the perps?” 

 “All seven of them?” Peter said with a smile. 

 “Yeah,” Brilhart said. “Got any genius left?” 

 “First,” Peter said, “do you think this is enough to clear Stacy‟s name?” 

 “We‟ve established he has a double,” Brilhart said, “but they could be working 
together.” 

 “What‟s Stacy‟s motive?” Peter asked, exasperated. “Money for a collection he 
didn‟t sell?” 

 “If it‟s spies, there‟s money in that,” Brilhart shrugged. “Maybe they paid him.” 
 “Then why bother with a double?” Peter said. “Or why not come up with an 
airtight alibi to begin with? Why reveal yourself and put yourself at risk?” 

 “Maybe he was doublecrossed.” 

 Peter looked at him for a long minute, then shook his head. 

 Brilhart nodded. “Let us do our jobs, kid. You aren‟t the police.” 

 “Don‟t I know it,” he said, standing. “I‟ve been as honest with you as possible. Can 
I go?” 

 “One other thing,” Brilhart said. 

 “Yeah?” 

 “Where were you last night?” 

 “At home, in bed.” 

 “Really?” Brilhart said, a glint in his eye. 

 “Really,” Peter said, challenge in his. 

 He left. 

* 

 Peter walked along the sidewalk towards his car, fists jammed in his pockets, eyes 
down, mind racing. Something was out of place. He stopped, blinked. He paid close 
attention to his senses, raising his eyes. 

 There was a meter maid standing by his car, writing a ticket. 

 Peter set his jaw and approached. 

 “Hey blondie,” he said. “Sure I can‟t talk you out of writing that ticket? Seeing as 
how I‟m paid up on the meter?” 

 She turned, her green eyes bright. “You must think you‟re very clever, Peter 
Parker,” she said. “Tell me what your connection is to the shadowy man with the 
adhesives or I‟ll kill you right now.” 

 “He‟s called the spider ghost,” Peter said.  

 “How do you contact him? Have you ever seen him under the mask?” 
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 “Never have. He‟s a friend of John Stacy. He asked me to help him out clearing his 
name.” 

 “How do you make contact?” she asked. 

 “I don‟t, he finds me. He‟s kinda stupid, though, and mouthy as hell.” 

 She nodded once. “I have an errand to run, then we‟ll talk about that some more. 
Don‟t try to skip town.” 

 “Hey, about Stacy,” Peter said. “Don‟t be a sore loser, okay?” 

 Her eyes went frosty for a moment. “I‟ll show you sore loser,” she murmured. Then 
she turned and walked into the crowd. In a single reflexive motion Peter sucked on his 
tongue and spit a thin stream of pheremone loaded saliva at her; it sprayed her calf. She 
didn‟t seem to notice. 

 Peter watched her go as he absently tore up the ticket. 

* 

 “Lookin good, stud,” Harry said, slapping Peter on the shoulder. Peter looked 
down, wearing Harry‟s clothes, borrowed for the occasion. Band collar shirt, baggy 
slacks, wingtips, a silver studded belt. 

 “I‟m wearing my last paycheck,” he said nervously. “You sure this is okay, Harry?” 

 “You‟re clubbing with MJ and Gwen and me tonight, Pete,” Harry said firmly. 
“You can‟t have a delicious arm ornament like Gwen and not club, kapeesh? 
Furthermore, you‟re going to have a good time or I‟m gonna hurt you. You‟ve been all 
wrapped up in this crime thing for the last couple days, and you seriously need to relax, 
my friend. So we‟re going to go relax, let it all hang out. It‟s Saturday night, for God‟s 
sake. C‟mon, man, you‟re built like a dancer. Show Gwen your stuff. This is your chance 
to show MJ what she could have had if she had stayed with a bum like you instead of 
going for the gold.” He grinned, then turned to the mirror and combed once again 
through the controlled, contained mat of curly burnt umber hair. 

 “Okay,” he said, looking at his reflection. He spritzed his mouth with freshener. 
“Okay. Tonight God loves women, because you and I are unleashed, roomie. Ready to 
go?” 

 “Sure, Harry. Let‟s get outa here.” 

 A car pulled up in the driveway, thudding bass dully penetrating the walls. The 
horn beeped once, twice. They headed out to see an extremely attractive redhead 
hopping out of Gwen‟s car, wearing a sheer, tight black dress that could be a slip, 
accessorized with four inch stiletto heels and black and silver jewelry. 

 “rrRRow,” she said, her eyes roving the two men. 

 “Cut it out, MJ,” Gwen said from inside the car. 

 “Didn‟t say which one I was looking at,” MJ said with a predatory grin. 

 “Both,” Harry said. “You look smashing, darling. Shall we go?” 

 She hopped into his car after he unlocked the door with his remote. Then they 
roared off. Pete slid down next to Gwen and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “Ready?” 

 “Let‟s go,” Gwen said, and they followed. 
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 She turned off the stereo once they got on the road. “Peter, you seem… 
preoccupied.” 

 “I don‟t think we‟re ready to celebrate yet,” he said, his thoughts distant. 
“Something else is going on with the case.” The Stacys were threatened. Peter felt time 
slipping away, knew that as long as the spy was on the loose they were in grave danger. 
But he couldn‟t tell Gwen that. She said nothing further, watching the road. She bit her 
lip once or twice; she was thinking too. He didn‟t notice. 

 Harry didn‟t even ask, he covered the door charge for the four of them to head 
into the thudding, dim interior of Elektroflash. They found a table, and Harry led the 
charge to the dance floor. 

 Peter absently copied one of the other dancers, mimicking his moves almost 
subconsciously. He was vaguely aware of Harry‟s hoot of amusement, impressed with 
Peter‟s concealed history of dance; Gwen didn‟t need to do much dancing, she was 
beautiful enough to move with the music and attract looks. MJ was wriggling like a 
fiend, and Harry was keeping time. This was one rocking party. 

 Here and there, under the heavy smell of dozens of perfumes and body odor and 
cigarette smoke and other smoke, Peter kept catching flashes of his own breath, flashes 
of a face in the crowd, of a hundred faces in the crowd. Peter‟s mind flashed along what 
the spy had done, what the spy would do, how he could counter it, the danger that 
surrounded him. He stopped dancing at the end of the song, not even winded, and the 
group trooped off to a table. 

 “Peter, you okay?” Gwen said. 

 “I‟m really not feeling well,” Peter said. 

 “Tuckered out, mister dervish?” MJ said, her eyes sly. “You sure don‟t look it.” 

 “I think I gotta go. Thanks, Harry, see you tomorrow, Gwen. I just need some rest 
right now, sorry guys,” Peter said as he stood and took his leave. “Can I take the car, 
Gwen?” he asked. 

 “Sure,” she said, her eyes unreadable as she gave him the keys. 

 Harry watched him go, his mouth a tight line. “Doesn‟t know how to work or play,” 
he muttered. Then he looked back to the ladies. “There goes a troubled man with no 
instinct for territory,” he said, grinning at Gwen. “It falls to me to make sure you ladies 
get the time of your lives tonight.” 

 “Here we go again,” MJ said, rolling her eyes, leaning her head back on Harry‟s 
shoulder. 

 “Be back in a minute,” Gwen said with a quick apologetic grin. She moved at the 
best semi-casual speed she could after Peter. 

 “Still hasn‟t dumped him,” MJ said without shifting position. 

 “Yep,” Harry said, his voice tight. 

* 

 The streetlamps flashed by overhead in time to the slow strobing of Peter‟s 
thoughts. First back to the apartment, wouldn‟t dare try anything in borrowed clothes. 
Get some mesh. Yes. Then go stake out the Stacy residence. That‟s where the spies 
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would wait for the spider ghost, both the spider ghost and the spies using Stacy as bait. 
Peter‟s eyes narrowed. This wasn‟t going to be pleasant. 

* 

 Gwen reached the parking lot. 

 “Hey babe,” said Peter. 

She turned, gasping, a hand reflexively going to her chest. “Peter?” 

 “I didn‟t want to do this in front of the others,” he said, casually tilting his head 
toward the club. 

 “I‟ll go with you,” she said. “I want to be with you anyway, not them. You‟re the 
one I love, Peter,” she said, anguish in her eyes. “I can‟t stand to see you like this. You 
get so… distant sometimes. Like no one else is in the world but you, and whatever 
you‟re after.” 

 He gently put his hands on her shoulders. “That‟s because you can‟t keep up, 
Gwendy,” he said softly. “Let‟s face it. When you‟re not dead weight, you‟re boring. 
Here, tonight, with MJ… I mean, face it. You‟re a cow. It‟s not even fun to trash you to 
my friends anymore. I‟ll take your car home, you can get it tomorrow.” The expression 
on his face was still tender and cruel. “Am I being clear? Did I leave anything out?” 

 “But… I thought you loved me…” She couldn‟t even gasp for air around the cold 
stab of agony in her chest. 

 A slow smile grew on his face. “God you‟re stupid,” he said. “I love you more than 
Harry and MJ, that‟s for damn sure. At least I‟m finally coming out with it to your face 
instead of keeping you around for amusement value. You should hear them go on, 
about what a moron you are. Go back inside now,” he added, his voice soft and 
paternal. “Go play with the closest thing you‟ll ever have to friends.” His voice 
hardened. “Go.” 

 Slowly, almost staggering, she went. 

 Peter sighed, smiled, looked up at the moon. He fished a cigarette out of his pocket 
and lit it, smiling in his own incense. “Have a nice night, Peter Parker,” he smiled to 
himself. “I‟m just getting started. Sore loser, indeed.” 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 Peter swung from one tree to another, firing web, whipping up the building, and 
landing with a roll on the roof. Damned traffic held him up there at the end, Saturday 
night in a residential neighborhood, who knew, but he had changed in record speed and 
now he dropped into place on the building facing the Stacy residence. 

 Just in time to see himself walk out the front door. 

 His stomach went cold as he caught a whiff of spider tracer. It was the spy, who 
looked like him, who was wiping his hands off on a towel, leaving pink traces— 

 Peter came face to face with a choice. Go check on John and do some difficult 
explaining, or catch up to the spy and put an end to this. 
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 It took a moment only. He saw himself get into the black sedan, and he was in 
motion. 

 Two blocks down, a red light. He launched through the air, slapped onto the 
streetlamp over where their car idled, and he lowered himself on a web strand, moving 
fast. He could hear them. 

 “didn‟t even know she had it. But now we know where his New York safehouse is, 
used to be a testing site for his precious Institute.” 

 Peter hit the ground and scuttled under the car, flipping and holding on, staying out 
of the way of moving parts and straining his hearing to make out the conversation in 
the car. 

 “Lock and load. We take Xavier tonight, before he gets wind of our interrogation of 
his girlfriend.” Yep, it was the metermaid talking. 

 Okay, Parker, think this through. Four goons plus the spy in the car. Assume 
they‟re heavily armed. Going to confront some guy, Xavier, who‟s supposed to be dead 
or they wouldn‟t be selling his library off. They found out about his girlfriend in his 
personal notes, so they interrogated her for his whereabouts. She didn‟t know, but she 
had some bit of information that gave him away. Don‟t know where his safehouse is, so 
can‟t beat them there. Don‟t really want to take them down in a fight, as turning them 
over to the police would solve nothing and make them angry, and killing them is out of 
the question. Think… 

 The car turned into the dock district, and before long they pulled up. “Okay, let‟s 
move, by the numbers, fast and hard,” the metermaid said. 

 They moved. Peter rolled out from under the car, fired web up to the rooftop, and 
whipped up to shadow them from above.  

 The team whipped submachine guns out of their coats and dashed into the dark 
warehouse. Peter tensed, waited. He‟d make his move when they came back out. 

 He waited. 

 And waited. 

 Then he heard a blast of gunfire; maybe one shot, or a number of shots all at once. 
His blood ran cold, and he checked his internal clock; they‟d been in there ten minutes. 

 He settled down to wait some more. They‟d need their car. 

 He waited half an hour, and he was just standing to move when someone came out 
of the warehouse; he ducked immediately. 

 It was a bald man, walking unsteadily, as though unsure of his balance. He headed 
down the block, walking with increasing confidence as he went, then turning the corner. 

 He smelled of the tracer; it was still the spy. Why the new form? 

 Peter nodded to himself. He could follow the tracer after he checked out the 
warehouse. He dropped from the roof and stealthed into the warehouse. He began to 
search. 

 The stairs were easy to find, and from there he smelled blood. He stopped in the 
doorway to the office reception area on the second floor gantry; inside, four men lay on 
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the ground, sprawled, their blood and brains sprayed all over the ceiling and floor and 
walls. It looked almost like suicide. 

 Feeling cold, he moved around into the office reception area, then into the office. 

 There, against the wall was an egg shaped chamber with a porthole. He saw a pale, 
thin middle aged man with upswept eyebrows. He stepped up to the porthole, grateful 
for his mask. He tapped on it. 

 The eyes fluttered, then opened. “Spiderghost,” the man said. 

 “Yeah,” Peter said warily. 

 “This is Mystique. We danced at Stark‟s place, remember?” 
 “Oh, I remember all right,” he muttered. 

 “Listen, you‟ve got to help me,” the man said. 

 “I would, except you left a few minutes ago. I don‟t know who you are, but you 
aren‟t Mystique.” 

 “Heh,” the man said. “You saw Xavier leave in my body. Xavier is a psycher, he 
affects peoples minds, makes them do things, makes them see things. He faked his own 
death. We tracked him down to end the madness, but he got the better of us. We had 
countermeasures to help us against psychers, but… they weren‟t enough. He‟s got my 
body, spider ghost, and he put me in his.” 

 “The four goons you came in with?” the spider ghost said. 

 “He took control of their minds, made them commit suicide. He took control of 
my mind too, and I just climbed right in that chamber next to me by myself.” 

 The spider ghost looked over, and indeed there was another chamber just like this 
one that was now open. 

 “He‟s switched our minds, spider ghost,” the thin man said again. “Now he can 
manipulate minds, and he‟s a shapeshifter too. You must stop him. If he gets away, no 
one will be safe from him,” Xavier‟s body said, edging on panic. 

 “You want to come with me?” he asked. 

 “No,” said Xavier‟s body. “No, this body is a cripple. I need a wheelchair just to 
get around. I‟d slow you down.” 

 “Is that why he stole yours?” the spider ghost asked. 

 “He contacted a doctor a couple months ago to try to get use of his legs back. I 
think that‟s one reason. Being a shapeshifter won‟t hurt either.” 

 “I might be able to get you out of this,” the spider ghost said. “If I do, that‟s worth 
a favor. If get your body back, that‟s worth another. Agreed?” 

 “I have little choice,” Mystique said from Xavier‟s body. 

 “Okay,” the spider ghost said, mind racing down different avenues of thought, 
trying to assemble a workable plan. “Okay. Does Xavier have any explosives here?” 

 “I think so,” Xavier‟s body said. “Check in the closet downstairs, it‟s locked up and 
should have some military explosives there.” 
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 “With a timer?” 
 “What are you thinking?” Xavier‟s body said with a quaver in his voice. 

* 

 Xavier had gained confidence, and was out of breath from running a short distance 
when he stood, breathing heavily on the street corner. Running. A real body. He smiled, 
a wide grin. 

 So much effort, to hold this formless body together, to give it direction. He 
reflected that Mystique had been able to perfect her control over the course of a 
lifetime. He was still forced to mentally micromanage his shape. It was unsettling, new, 
different, distracting. 

 Exhilarating. 

 Click. 

 Xavier turned to see a man dressed in a black leotard with two large white eyespots 
toss a remote control detonating switch over the rail into the water. 

 “What is the meaning of this?” he asked, sensing that the dark man was looking 
right at him. 

 “I just started a three minute countdown,” the dark man said. Xavier snatched his 
name; Peter Parker. 

 “Meaning?” he pressed. 

 “Meaning the explosives I just piled around Professor Charles Xavier‟s body with 
Mystique‟s psyche will detonate in two minutes and forty five seconds.” 

 There was a tense moment between them. 

 “And what do you hope to gain by that?” asked Xavier coldly. 

 The dark man shrugged. “Maybe your psyche has moved over,” he says, “and 
maybe your psyche has the power of your mind. Then again, maybe your psyche draws 
that power from its brain,” he said pointedly, “which will be a charred lump in two 
minutes and thirty seconds. Now just a second,” he said, stepping back and raising his 
hand. “If you take control of me, you might make it back in time, but without my skills 
you‟ll be stuck with just my ability. And if you try to take too many bodies at once,” he 
shrugged, “who knows what could happen to you. Is it hard keeping the shape shifting 
under control?” 

 “You have no idea,” Xavier gritted out. “What are your demands? You are not a 
killer.” For that much he easily sensed. 

 “All you have to do to live is to let go of Mystique‟s mind and return to your body. 
She‟s unconscious, I saw to that, but you could overcome that unconsciousness, am I 
right?” 

 “You are right,” Xavier said, his voice cold. 

 “The timer is on your lap. It‟s a simple matter of hitting the „cancel‟ button and 
there will be no explosion. No tricks. I‟m not lying. I‟m not trying to kill you, only to 
stop you.” One minute fifty seconds. 

 “All I want is to walk again,” Xavier said. “Why is that so wrong?” 
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 “Because you want to walk again at the expense of a life,” the spider ghost said 
softly. “I can no more allow you to destroy Mystique to serve your ends than I can 
allow Mystique to destroy you for hers.” 

 Xavier blinked. “You would stop her from attacking me? You don‟t even know 
who I am.” 

 “That‟s why I followed her, to prevent bloodshed,” the spider ghost said. He 
extended his hand. “Trust me. Let Mystique go. There has to be a better way than this.” 
One minute thirty seconds. 

 “You would follow me, to protect others?” Xavier said warily. 

 “Seems like you have enough enemies without adding me to the list,” the spider 
ghost said. “You have done nothing to me and mine. If there‟s anyone I have a grudge 
against, it‟s Mystique. I mean to settle up with her, but not like this.” 

 Xavier lowered his head and thought for a few seconds. When he spoke, it seemed 
he was thinking aloud. 

 “You shame me, Parker,” he said. “You make my vision seem shallow, my honor 
seem hollow.” He looked at the spider ghost directly. “Where I seek enlightenment, for 
myself and others, you seek to make the world around you more sane, at the expense of 
power. You take this incredible risk for nothing more than an idea.” 

 Peter felt Xavier in his mind, learning him, and he shivered. 

 “Please stop,” he said quickly. “You have fifty five seconds.” His voice was urgent. 

 “You really don‟t want to blow anyone up, do you,” Xavier mused. 

 “Not at all,” the spider ghost said. “Not anyone. But there is no honor in side-
stepping your handicap,” he added. “The only honor is in overcoming it. Honor can be 
built on achievement, but not deception. That means staying in your own body. You‟ve 
already killed four men tonight in one of the most treacherous ways I can imagine. 
Being this close to you makes me feel sick to my stomach. But you deserve a chance. I 
won‟t lie to you. Part of me hopes you decide to call my bluff. See if both you and 
Mystique are destroyed by your mad and heedless lust for power.” Peter was shaking 
with a number of emotions wildly mixed with each other. “And you have twenty five 
seconds. How long do you think it will take for you to get back and conscious?” 

 Xavier considered for a moment. Then he regarded Peter directly. “I will not forget 
you, Peter Parker. For better or for worse,” he mused. Then he sat down on the 
pavement, closed his eyes, and exhaled slowly. His mind and his breath slid out of him 
as one. 

 Peter hopped out, snagged the body, and jumped back into the concealing shadow 
of the alley. 

 “You have ten seconds,” he murmured. “Five, four, three, two, one.” 

 No explosion rocked the night, no pyrotechnics. Nothing. The form of Charles 
Xavier blurred and settled in a blue-skinned woman with dark crimson hair. Either she 
was dead, and the body reverted, or she was in there somewhere. 

 “Let‟s get out of here,” Peter murmured, and he tossed her body over his shoulder 
and sprang up the wall. 
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* 

 Xavier sat in his chair, feeling weak and thin as paper, as refined and empty as tea. 
He took a long, shuddering sigh as he looked down at the wad of plastic explosives in 
his lap with the counter frozen at two seconds. All he had to do was push the “resume” 
button and all the pain, all the sacrifice, all the difficult choices would go away. 

 Also on his lap was the cell phone with Geraint‟s number programmed on the 
speed dialer. 

 Xavier reviewed his options, alone in the dim room, while blood congealed in the 
room next door. He thought through the possibilities, the best case scenarios, the worst 
case scenarios. 

 The cell phone or the timer. The fateful choice before him, his instincts pulling him 
towards the phone while his weary soul longed for the flash and oblivion. 

 Seconds ticked by, looming in him as he squeezed his eyes shut and pushed the 
button. 

 “This is Geraint,” he heard, far away and tinny. 

* 

 “I feel like a sack of wet dogfood,” Mystique managed. She looked around, noting 
she was on a rooftop opposite the police station. It was shortly after midnight. 

 “Your body was possessed by a psycher who was micromanaging it,” the spider 
ghost said simply, “and you owe me.” 

 “Ah yes,” she said dryly. “Better than coffee to wake a girl up.” 

 “Hey, I saved you and got your body back. It‟s been a rough night, in fact a stupid 
couple of days and it‟s your fault so I‟m not in a generous mood. I‟m not a believer in 
counting on you to let me redeem my favors later, so here‟s what I want.” 

 “Please, no hedging, I‟m not a psychic,” she managed, slowly sitting up. “Can‟t we 
just get to the point? I‟m thirsty, too, thanks for asking.” 

 “Cry me a river. First, leave the Stacys and that stupid Parker kid alone. The only 
reason they‟re involved is because you involved them. Got it?” 

 She shrugged. “The op is scrubbed and I had my fun. Sure.” 

 “You had your fun? What‟s that supposed to mean?” the spider ghost snapped. 

 “Ask Parker,” she said with a smile. “Never mind. What‟s the other favor?” 

 “You‟re gonna love this,” he grinned. 

* 

 “Where is he,” Brilhart snapped as he dashed into the police station. 

 “Interrogation room three,” the officer at the front desk said. Brilhart ran. 

 He gathered his composure outside the room, then opened the door and stepped 
in. 

 A weedy, shifty-eyed man was seated at the table, an officer on either side of him. 

 “You‟re here to confess to the theft at the museum?” Brilhart said sternly. 



 

446 

 “Yeah, you ready to take my statement?” he said in a nasal voice. 

 “We‟ve got recorders going. Continue,” Brilhart said. 

 “My name is Jordan Wankerson, known as Slim. I copy police, I copied Stacy.The 
mob hired me to do a trial run on the museum, ta see if me an my gang were up to a 
challenge. Well, since youse all got the exhibits back, the mob tole us if we don shoot 
ourselfs they‟ll shoot us. So two a my boys are on flights to Mexico, four done shot 
themsefs in a warehouse, I‟ll give you da address, and me? I‟m gonna turn states for you 
alls.” 

 “A few more questions, Slim,” Brilhart said with a smile, “and we‟ll have you in 
your cell.” 

 

CHAPTER FIVE 

 He was waiting for her in the alley down the street from the Stacy residence. 

 “How‟d it go?” he asked. 

 “I gave them Slim Wankerson,” she said with a shrug. “They bought it, hook line 
and sinker. Of course, their search doesn‟t do much good against me, so with my gear I 
was out of the station  twenty minutes from when I was put in a cell. I‟ve been Slim 
before, so they even have a police record on him. That‟s over with, and it‟s their fault he 
got away. Your man is cleared. So here we are.” 

 “Here we are,” the spider ghost agreed. “You made good on one favor. Now for 
the other.” 

 “Watch,” she said. “I‟m walking away.” 

 She turned and walked away, not once looking back. Peter watched her go. 

 Peter let out a deep sigh. What a night. He checked the time; just after two. Time 
for some sleep. 

 Ugh. He shivered at the thought of facing Harry at this point. After a moment of 
thought, he smiled. 

 His room at Aunt May‟s was just the way he‟d left it. 

* 

 Peter let himself in to his apartment. He strolled in, putting his bag on the chair. 
Then he stretched, and sighed. Ten in the morning on a Sunday. Captain Stacy cleared. 
No bloodshed in the secret wars of the spies. Yep, he was on his way towards the end 
of the weekend with no permanent harm. Then he noticed the quiet. 

 Harry was watching the television, had a game show on, but it was still too quiet. 
“Hey Harry, what‟s up?” he said. 

 “I sure hope you‟ve been soul searching,” Harry said without looking at him, “and 
I sure hope you found one.” 

 “What do you mean? About last night?” 

 Harry just shook his head. “I can‟t believe it, man, I had you figured all wrong.” He 
still wouldn‟t look at Peter. 
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 “What do you mean?” Peter asked. “I brought your clothes back in good shape, 
didn‟t I?” 

 “Good thing it‟s just you and me here, Parker, „cause I understand that sometimes 
there are things that a man‟s gotta do. But MJ, she‟d have your eyes out by now.” 

 “What happened, Harry,” Peter said, feeling his stomach drop. 

 “Well,” Harry said with a deep sigh, “after MJ found Gwen sobbing her eyes out in 
the women‟s restroom and spent an hour talking her down, we went to Perkins and had 
some coffee and talked for another couple hours, then we took her home and MJ spent 
the night there just in case you showed up for round two. And for future reference, the 
next time you decide to wreck somebody, leave MJ and me out of it, okay?” There was a 
cold anger in his voice. Still he did not look at Peter. 

 Oh no. 

 The scent at the nightclub. 

 Ask Parker. 

 “I gotta go,” Peter said quickly. 

 “I guess you do,” Harry said as Peter dashed out the front door. 

* 

 Peter hopped out of the car at the Stacy residence and walked up the stairs. 
Mystique had been leaving here last night. Peter at that moment wanted nothing more 
than to turn around and walk away, leave the Stacys behind, move back in with Aunt 
May, abandon everything Mystique had touched. “But this is bigger than me,” he 
murmured to himself. He straightened his shoulders. “This is about what is right, and 
about pain dished out in my name. I gotta come clean.” 

 He knocked on the door, every nerve on end, already feeling pain before he met 
their eyes. He could only guess what had been said and done by the creature wearing his 
face last night… 

 John opened the door, and he almost flinched when he saw Peter. Peter saw that 
he had a black eye and a cut on his lip. 

 For a moment there was silence, then Peter said “Please give me a chance to 
explain.” 

 John turned from the door and walked into the house. Peter followed, closing the 
door behind him. John walked into his study and sat in his chair. Peter stood in front of 
the desk. 

 “Last night,” Peter said, “a master of disguise took my form. While I was trying to 
find her, she impersonated me and talked to Gwen, then came here. I saw the disguise 
artist leaving the house and followed her. She won‟t be back. But I don‟t know what she 
said or did while she looked like me. This is the same one who impersonated Gwen to 
drug you then impersonated you at the museum. I knew about her, from a past 
encounter, but I couldn‟t just come out with it. Now she‟s done her best to wreck my 
life by attacking people I care about. Please believe it wasn‟t me last night, that I didn‟t 
do or say the terrible things that this person who looked like me did or said.” 
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 There was a long moment of silence, and for Peter he felt like he was in freefall in 
the dark with no idea what the bottom of that long ugly silence held. 

 “When this began,” the captain said slowly and deliberately, “I asked you to trust 
me, and to help me. You did both. Now you ask me to do the same for you.” 

 “Please,” Peter whispered, tingling with pain. “Please believe it wasn‟t me that did 
whatever she did.” 

 He nodded. “At some level, even last night, I knew it wasn‟t you. You don‟t drink, 
or do drugs, or any of those other nasty behavior altering activities. In my time on the 
force I think I saw it all. But last night…” he shook his head. “It was positively eerie. 
You knew things, said things.” He trailed off. “I choose to believe that wasn‟t you. Both 
of us know what it‟s like to do things… alien to our nature,” he said, and they both 
thought of a certain amulet. “I had suspected it was a backlash of sorts from the Wings 
of Needless Sorrow.” 

 “This feels a whole lot worse,” Peter said. “Now the hard part is convincing Gwen. 
That witch said something to her, something terrible, and I don‟t even know what.” 

 “Gwen just told me that you broke up with her,” the captain said softly. “That‟s all 
she said. But her friend was here all night, and just left twenty minutes ago. I suspect 
that‟s good for you. She did not look at all pleased.” 

 “I have to face her,” Peter said. “I have to sort this out.” 

 “She‟s in her bedroom, Peter,” the captain said, pulling out his pipe and tobacco. 
“Good luck to you.” 

 “Thank you, sir,” Peter said. “Did you hear the good news about Brilhart‟s capture 
of the perp?” 

 “That I did, and the subsequent escape,” the captain said, “and I think I don‟t need 
to know any more about it.” 

 “Just glad justice was served,” Peter said, and he headed for the stairs. 

 John thoughtfully packed his pipe. 

* 

 Peter knocked lightly on the door. 

 “I‟m not hungry,” came a weepy voice. Peter braced his nerve.  

 “It‟s Peter,” he said. 

 It got very quiet on the other end. 

 “I don‟t think we have anything to discuss, Parker,” she said in a voice made from 
the ice of frozen tears. 

 It took every ounce of courage the young man possessed not to turn around and 
walk back down the stairs. “We need to talk, Gwen,” he said. 

 “I think we already did,” she said.  

 “That wasn‟t me,” he said. “That was the same master of disguise that 
impersonated you to your father, your father to us, then me to you.” 

 “You don‟t think I could tell the difference?” she snapped. 
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 He leaned his forehead against the door. “Actually I was sort of hoping you could,” 
he said in a small voice. 

 There was a pause, then the door opened. Peter was shocked at her appearance; her 
face was pale and blotched with red, her eyes puffed and bright with tears, her hair in 
ruins. He had never seen anyone in such total abject grieving. 

 “That‟s the Peter I know,” she said in a voice hoarse from sobbing. 

 “I don‟t know what this other person said while looking like me,” he said, “but this 
is the real Peter, and I love you. These last few months with you have been great. You 
are the highlight of my days, beautiful.” 

 “Even like this?” she said with a  helpless gesture. 

 “All I care about,” he said, taking her hand in his, “is who you are inside. Right 
now, seeing you in pain is what‟s killing me, babe. I didn‟t do this, but you thought it 
came from me so I feel responsible. I wish there was a way I could turn back the clock 
and stop that witch from impersonating me. But I can‟t. Whatever she said is wrong, 
baby. This is real. This is me. And I love you.” He risked a hug. 

 She did not resist him, but she didn‟t embrace him either. He stepped back, feeling 
a bit awkward. 

 “Maybe he wasn‟t you,” she said softly, “but he could have been.” 

 “What do you mean?” Peter said. 

 “He said I was dead weight, that I was just slowing you down, that I was boring. 
You think I don‟t notice, Peter? You think I can‟t tell when you take a break from 
whatever we‟re doing to go to that other place, to become your other self, when you 
look like you‟re a hundred miles away? You think I can‟t tell that you walk faster than I 
do and have to work at slowing down when you‟re with me? You think I don‟t know 
when we‟re walking through the park and you are something else and then you have to 
remind yourself you aren‟t alone? Peter,” she said, “it wouldn‟t have hurt if there wasn‟t 
any truth to it. And it‟s been harder for me to be forced to face that, to face that I‟m 
limiting you, than it would be to face that you‟re a stupid man.” 

 Peter could find nothing to say, words utterly deserting him. He was defenseless. 

 “I love you,” she said, touching the side of his face, “and that‟s why this hurts so 
bad.” Tears welled up in her exhausted eyes. “The thing that was trying to be you told 
me to go back to my friends last night, and when I did they were there for me. You 
never are, Peter. When anything happens, when it‟s important, you‟re somewhere else 
and I have to face it alone. You don‟t deserve to be limited, and I do deserve to be with 
someone moving more my speed. I‟m sorry, Peter. I don‟t know if this is the end of us 
or not, but I need some space for a while. I need to think things through.” 

 “Sounds like you already have,” Peter managed, staggering, unbalanced. 

 “I don‟t even know you,” she said, her voice quiet and devastating. “When this 
happened to my father, this weekend, I saw a side of you I never knew existed. You‟re 
showing me what I want to see. Every time I trust that façade I‟m hurt when it isn‟t the 
whole picture.” Tears forced her to stop for a moment. Then she went on. “I love you 
too much not to notice. I love you too much to let it go on. And I have to think about 
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myself in all this. If I don‟t know you, then I can‟t trust you. If I can‟t trust you,” she 
said, “then a master of disguise can tear out my heart.” 

 Peter‟s throat was swelling, hot fierce tears pushing the back of his eyes. “Yeah,” he 
managed. Then something cold and dark came through him. Enough of this. Enough 
pain. 

 “I have to go,” he said. He quickly turned, was down the stairs, and out the front 
door. 

 Gwen sat on the floor. In her hands was a locket, a locket with no pictures. 

* 

 “She had her fun,” Peter snarled under his breath, his rapid steps carrying him 
along the path in the park at good speed. “If I ever meet her again, if that shape shifting 
creature ever comes under my power, we‟re gonna have a tiff.” Then his eyes shut as 
the pain swelled through him again. “That‟s not fair. She couldn‟t have done this if 
things between me and Gwen were good. There was a weakness, she just stepped on it 
and it went from a crack to a snap. Damn her.” He heaved a sigh. “Damn me too.” 

 Hey honey, I can run up the wall and shoot webbing out of my wrists. Wanna 
tango on the ceiling? How hard would that have been to come out with? 

 “And you shut up too,” he muttered to his thoughts. 

 At least Harry and MJ found her sobbing in the bathroom. No shoulders for you to 
cry on, strong flippant type. 

 “Did I say enough already?” 

 Who ya gonna call? Strange, or Ramsey, or Logan? How come you don‟t have any 
normal friends? 

 “Because I have stupid voices in my head that send me out flying through the trees 
at two in the morning,” he whispered savagely to himself. 

 Ooh, getting personal now. Okay, have it your way. Time to call Kravinoff? 

 “No,” he whispered to himself. “No, I‟m not gonna freak out. This is hard. 
Relationships are. It isn‟t over yet. She wants time and space. I can give her that.” 

 And then what? What‟s gonna change? You gonna give up wall crawling and 
squirreling? You gonna get an eight to five job, commute home and watch tv while she 
has a career? You gonna slow down for her? Cause she‟s not gonna speed up for you, 
pal. 

 “Pal?” Peter muttered. “Great. The voices in my head call me „pal‟.” 

 Question stands. 

 “Shut up,” Peter muttered uneasily. “Give her some credit. You never know how 
she‟d take the spider ghost in me.” 

 Really? 

 Peter let out a deep sigh. He walked up into the gazebo and sat down, looking out 
over the park. Tears welled up behind his eyes. 
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 No more of this sissy crap, come on. Take it like a man. Tears are for weenies. You 
really broken up over this? Let‟s go flying. Find some girl who does want a little spider 
ghost in her. 

 “No more macho crap,” he whispered. “Maybe I‟ll just have to go it alone.” 

 You‟ll always have me. 

 “And you wanted me to stop crying. I wish I had real friends.” 

 I call it like I see it. Hey, we should get you a new date. Let‟s go back to the pad 
and watch the Nature Channel. 

 “Ouch.” 

 Better than peroxide, some whippin wind. Let‟s get moving. Come on. You‟ll feel 
better. 

 Peter stood. Yes. Like it or not, he was a mover, and a body in motion can 
sometimes outrun its sorrow. It was a short trip to the alley, and he left his clothes in a 
bundle behind a dumpster. Then he was up the wall and moving, wrapped in his 
protective mesh. 

 One way or another, the decision had been made. The spider ghost was more 
important to him than Gwen. Time to get his money‟s worth. 

 “Out for a Sunday stroll,” he whispered to himself as he hissed through the air 
from one tree to another. 

 The tears were absorbed and diffused in the pale eyes of his mesh mask. 
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The Art of  Shaping 
August 2 

 He caught glimpses of himself as he ghosted down the shattered pave of bone and 
brick. His connection with the spirits of this place was strong, and as they traveled 
around him, curiosity drawing them to their visitor, their senses got a little tangled with 
his. 

 He stopped before a heavy, ancient statue that had once been a warrior; it was 
carved in the likeness of a race that had been extinct for a thousand years. 

 “You push your boundaries, mortal,” the statue ground out using the shattered 
bones that lay in drifts and piles around it in the dimness as sounding boards. Its 
language was one designed to describe pain, an ancient language from before the short 
lives of men measured time on the planet. 

 “My quest is urgent,” the thin man replied in the same tongue, not yet raising his 
mystic defenses. “I am the defender of Prime. There have been stirrings there, 
tremendously powerful stirrings, as though some entity were trying to break through the 
veils that protect that world. Yet I have been unable to identify my enemy. I have 
searched long,” he said, raising his hands in supplication. “I have bled much. Yet I 
cannot find him. His minions draw veils of shadows over themselves, and as yet I do 
not know where to look. You see much. Can you add insight?” 

 The Guardian shifted, rubbing its vast eye. “I see much, and feel more,” it rumbled. 
“There has been a disturbance. There is a force that surrounds your world and seeks to 
squeeze it. I can tell you no more. Your fight is not my fight.” 

 “When one dimension falls, those who defend it suffer,” the thin man said. “This 
force; do you think it would be content to stop once my realm has fallen?” 

 The Guardian grunted. “More so if I do not attract its attention, your time runs 
thin and danger grows all around you, mortal.” 

 “I will be gone in a moment,” the thin man said, raising his hand. “First…” His 
face creased in pain. “I am desperate to know, Guardian. The Flames of Faltine are at 
my disposal, and the Precepts of Crymorn obey my call. I may not be in my home 
dimension,” he added, squaring off, “but I will have the information I seek if I must 
tear it from your shattered form.” Dark fires began to flicker along his outline. 

 “You play a dangerous game, wizard,” rumbled the stone beneath the thin man; the 
bones fell to powder with the force of it, the wizard‟s nose began to bleed. 

 “What force,” the thin man said, implacable. “You have seen it.” 

 A long moment of silence seemed to reel off its own dimension. Then the statue 
grunted again, allowing the energies to relax their grip on the insolent mortal.  

 “I will tell you a sign, and you will leave now,” the Guardian said. 

 The thin man nodded. 

 “That which seeks your world,” rumbled the vast statue, “dwells in darkness.” 
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 The thin man was not one to push his luck. “My thanks, Ancient One,” he 
murmured, and then he slid through the ground as though he was nothing but a ghost 
himself. 

 An instant later he was free of that dimension and once again in the ether. 

 “A solid lead, as wizardry goes,” he murmured to himself. “The dark presence 
grows stronger. I must search more actively if I am to find out more…” He began to 
retrace his path back to his solid, inert body that was so far away from the when, where, 
and what of his thoughts that there was no measure. 

* 

 The violin was wailing uncertainly to itself as Illyana kissed the little pink pill and 
then popped it in her mouth. “One a day,” she whispered to herself. Then she glanced 
over at her roommate.  

 “What‟s that you‟re playing?” she asked, a wince in her voice. 

 “Sounds like nothing to me,” the tall blond sighed. “Sounds like an animal being 
tortured, slowly, for information it doesn‟t have.” 

 “Very poetic,” Illyana said, grinning. “Poor thing. I‟ll call the ASPCA immediately.” 

 “What‟s that pill you take every day?” the blond asked, nodding towards the small 
bottle Illyana quickly moved out of sight. “Does Strange know about it?” 

 “Who can tell what Strange knows?” Illyana said. “I prefer to keep my enigmatic 
aura of mystery, if you please.” 

 “Suit yourself,” the blond said, shrugging. She raised the violin to her shoulder, and 
attempted a firm steady stroke across the strings that instead sounded a little drunken. 
She set her jaw, refusing to be discouraged in the face of complete ignorance. 

 Illyana walked to the window seat and looked out at the rain-swept street below. 
“Awful dark for ten in the morning,” she murmured to herself. The bright lights inside 
the apartment threw her reflection into view on the glass. For a moment she looked at 
her petite form, her slim waist and womanly shapes, her sleek reddish hair, her eyes. In 
her reflection, her eyes were dark holes to the street beyond. 

 “Strange is coming,” she said, noticing the doctor walking down the sidewalk. “You 
want to play for him, Valeria?” 

 “I‟d just as soon not,” Valeria said, quickly stooping and putting the violin in its 
case. She picked it up and headed out of the living room. Illyana was grinning as she 
watched her roommate go. 

 “Burns you up that you‟re not perfect at it, I bet,” she said. 

 “Shows what you know,” drifted Valeria‟s voice from the other room. She stepped 
back into the living room, arching an eyebrow. “I enjoy challenges.” 

 “Sure you do,” Illyana said with a knowing smile, spotting the telltale signs of 
consternation in the corners of Valeria‟s carefully maintained expression. 

 Three rapid knocks hit the door. 

 Illyana opened it. “Enter at your will, O Mystical Presence,” she intoned with a 
deep bow. 
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 “That‟s lovely,” Strange said, stepping in. He was thin and dapper, his red coat snug 
against him, streaked with water droplets that rolled off and spattered the floor, leaving 
the fabric dry. His mouth curled up in a saturnine smile. “Have you been practicing?” 

 “My studies of the deep enigma of the mystical arts leave me little time for 
etiquette,” she murmured, only a trace of puckish glee behind her eyes. “I endeavor to 
serve with my meager store of knowledge." 

 “Let‟s see what we can do about deepening that meager store today,” Strange said. 
“Did you do your homework?” 

 “Yes,” she said. “I learned the Seven Sigils of the Vistanti so I could repeat them, 
in order, forwards or backwards.” 

 “Excellent,” Strange said, looking pleased. “That will be useful to you once you 
learn what can be built on top of such a foundation of power.” 

 “If you don‟t mind my asking,” she said, “I haven‟t seen you invoke greater powers. 
I want to learn the magic you know.” 

 “When I am sure of you,” he said quietly, “we can revisit that issue. Until then, it 
would do you no good to learn about what I use if you have no sound foundation to 
build further learning upon. Until you are confident as an invoker, we will not move on 
to other methods and styles. The pilings are the most important part of the bridge.” 

 “Yes,” she sighed, “and elegance is simplicity, the more we know the less we show. 
I‟m familiar with the rote.” 

 “You know it verbatim,” Strange said with a slight nod, “but not by heart.” 

 “Your timing is good,” Valeria said. “I was just headed to the library.” She picked 
up her jacket and book bag. 

 “Before you go,” Strange said, reaching into his coat, “I‟ve crafted a gift for you.” 

 “A gift?” Valeria said, arching an eyebrow. 

 “Indeed,” Strange said. He pulled out a case and opened it as though it contained 
precious gems. “These should serve you well.” 

 Valeria put her book bag down and picked up the case. She looked at Strange, 
puzzled. “Glasses?” 

 “I know your vision exceeds perfection,” Strange said with a nod. “But these are 
special glasses. Try them on.” 

 Valeria tossed her jacket over the back of the chair and put the glasses on. They 
had slim steel rims; they were neither attractive or unattractive. 

 Illyana gasped. Valeria had changed, subtly. Her hair lost its luster, her skin became 
less perfect, her eyes unnoticeable and ordinary, her figure slightly shifted. 

 Mortal. She looked… mortal. 

 Strange nodded thoughtfully. “You are still a very attractive young woman,” he 
said, “but now even to the trained eye and the mystic probe you are mortal, one who 
could have been born on this planet.” 

 Valeria looked down at her hands, her expression unreadable. “I don‟t feel very… 
different,” she said. 
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 “Your powers remain,” Strange said with a shrug, “but they are in check, weakened 
a bit. Your excess life force that makes you so much more than human is diverted and 
concealed. You won‟t want to wear those for a battle or excessive action. They may 
smooth your everyday life, however.” 

 She looked him in the eye, then looked down as she slung her jacket on and picked 
up her bag. 

 “Thanks,” she said, squeezing his arm gently as she moved past him to the door. 
“Now maybe I‟ll fit in.” She didn‟t make eye contact as she opened the door and moved 
out into the rain, trotting down the steps and walking down the slick puddled sidewalk. 
She didn‟t look back. 

 “Perhaps it‟s time we went,” Strange said absently as he watched Valeria walk down 
the street, eyes to the pavement. 

 “Perhaps so,” Illyana said. “Where to?” 

 “Take us to your Limbo,” Strange said, looking at her. “I‟ll direct our travel from 
there.” 

 A flaring dark wreath of energy slid into being beneath them and whirled up 
around them. The apartment was empty. 

* 

 “Can‟t say I‟m fond of the smell,” Illyana said, glancing around the studio. 

 “Beauty comes in many forms,” Strange said, shrugging off his coat. He wore a 
simple tee-shirt beneath, and Illyana noticed he was wearing jeans and sneakers. 

 “So what are we here to learn?” she asked. 

 “I‟m here to learn about you. You‟re here to see what you can glean from watching 
me instruct. And, of course, the riddles.” 

 “Of course,” she said dryly. “The riddles.” 

 “The first riddle,” Strange said, holding up a clay jar. “How do you reshape this?” 

 She bit her lip, thinking for a moment. “You mystically re-weave its structure,” she 
said. 

 Strange maintained eye contact as he hurled the jar to the floor. It burst into 
dozens of shards. 

 “First you smash it,” he said, “then you mix it in with wet clay.” 

 “That was my next guess,” she said. 

 “Have you ever thrown a clay pot?” Strange asked. 

 “I think you just did,” she said sweetly. 

 “Not exactly what I meant,” Strange said. He pulled a tarp aside, revealing squatted 
mounds of damp clay. “Take some of this… some slip…” he said, moving a bucket 
with a thin oily slick of clay in water and putting it next to a flat disc-shaped table. 
“Then…” 

 She watched him quickly go through the preparatory steps. He seated himself on a 
short stool, and put his foot on the pedal under the table.  
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 “You get the wheel spinning,” Strange said, and as he worked the pedal the wheel 
began to turn, faster and faster. “Then, you touch the clay. Fingers—so. Thumbs—so.” 

 She watched, fascinated, as his hands became one with the clay. As the wheel spun, 
the clay at the center rose under his deft touch, and she could hardly tell whether the 
clay shaped his hands or whether his hands shaped the clay. 

 “Now that‟s magic,” she whispered. 

 He smiled. “In its way,” he murmured, “just as the miracle of birth is magic, the 
weaving of a spider‟s web in its intricate and senseless detail is magic, the shimmering of 
sunlight on water is magic. The whole world is made of magic,” he said, “and there are 
few mortals gifted with the sight and the taste for it.” 

 “Is that another riddle?” she said. 

 He raised an eyebrow, not taking his eyes from his work. “The greatest riddle of all, 
the riddle that will underlie all your teaching, is the distance between what I teach and 
what you learn. In spite of our best efforts,” he said softly, his eyes never leaving the 
clay, “that gap will never be fully closed. I will teach. You will learn. In the end, if we are 
successful, you will be transformed into a creature of power and compassion.” 

 “What a lovely title,” she said. “Perhaps I should do a cross-stitch with that phrase 
and put it over my bed. A creature of power and compassion.” 

 Strange shifted his hands just slightly, and the beautiful shimmering vase became a 
twisted broken neck of clay. A smooth motion and he scooped it up and tossed it back 
in the kneading trough. 

 “Your turn,” he said. 

 “My turn?” she echoed, not entirely pleased. 

 He stood, dragged a smallish wad of clay from the trough, and slapped it down on 
the wheel. He smiled at her. “Your turn.” 

 She sat down hesitantly. Strange pulled up a stool next to her and began to gently 
pump the pedal, spinning the disc and the clay. 

 “Hands, so,” he said, demonstrating. “Thumbs, so.” 

 She touched the clay, and it came alive under her hands. Her breathing grew 
unsteady, her eyes shone as it moved and shifted under her delicate touch. “Incredible,” 
she whispered. 

 Then her hands closed a touch too tightly, and the clay crumpled and buckled. She 
stared at it blankly for a moment. 

 “What have you learned?” Strange asked with a smile, a peculiar light in his eyes. 

 She glanced over at him, then set her jaw. She reached deep inside herself, closed 
her eyes, and focused. Then she opened her eyes, gesturing with her slick hands, and the 
clay twitched, then smoothed, rising into an oddly graceful sweep of earth. 

 “I have learned to make a superb vase,” she said with a touch of triumph. 

 Strange looked at the curve of clay for a long moment. 

 “Nothing to say?” she asked, arching an eyebrow. 
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 He looked her in the eye. “It would shatter in the kiln,” he said softly. He stood, 
and walked into the back of the studio. “Let‟s get cleaned up. The rest of today‟s 
teaching is in Limbo.” 

 She sat staring at the vase, her jaw tight, seeing nothing. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

August 3 

 “You‟re here for the half hour, eh?” the middle aged man said. He smiled. His face 
and his hair were gray, and he wore a black turtleneck and slacks, and converse 
hightops. He smiled, a tired smile. “Let‟s see what you know.” 

 “I‟m self taught,” she said, a bit apologetically. 

 “What‟s your name again?” the man asked, squinting. 

 “Valeria,” she said. She tucked the violin under her chin and drew the bow across 
the strings. 

 “Say,” the teacher said, looking over his glasses. “You have a fine touch. Excellent 
wrist control. Instinctive, almost. That‟s good, very good.” 

 “You‟ll teach me to fiddle, not play the violin, right?” she asked a bit anxiously. 

 “You bet I will,” he said with a smile. “You‟ll be ready for the ho-down in no time 
flat.” 

 “That‟s what I‟m counting on,” she said, her returned smile just barely short of 
brilliant. 

* 

 They casually skirted pools of gurgling, snarling lava as they headed for an empty 
stretch of Illyana‟s vast Limbo. From the moment they arrived, her legs had 
transformed below the knees, her shins graced with fetlocks, her feet replaced by dainty 
cloven hooves. A thin slick of ever-renewing blood and ichor perpetually burned off the 
lava, creating a dense mass of unwholesome smoke that curled and clung to everything. 

 “This abandoned enough for you?” she asked, looking at him with a peculiar grin. 

 “It will do,” he said, nodding. “Now, let‟s see you make a throne.” 

 She smiled. “We‟re in my world now,” she said. “I can do whatever I want.” 

 “Indeed,” Strange said. “Show me.” 

 She reached out, her arm and fingers stiff, and flexed. Shimmering eldritch armor 
slithered up her arm from her fingertips, and the earth trembled. Then a throne thrust 
itself up through the rock, its proportions magnificent, huge and solid and hulking on a 
dais over the gory lava pools. She sipped the air a little faster than she had before, but 
her eyes were bright with victory as she looked at Strange. 

 He smiled, but his smile seemed a bit sad. Her expression faded into wariness. 

 “Reshaping is much simpler,” he said softly, “when the clay is yet unformed. 
Watch.” He turned his back to her. “You can feel everything the land feels, just as it can 
feel everything that you are. Pay close attention,” he said. Then his hands moved 
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slightly, a reflexive echo of his thought. He was not as powerful here; Illyana felt that, 
she felt her power swelled to tremendous proportions and his diminished a great deal, 
so far from Prime, from the Earth that was commonly known. Her smile was almost a 
leer. 

 His fingers moved rapidly, and two pools of gory magma flinched then rose as 
pillars. As she watched, the pillars split and expanded, split and expanded, surface 
curling and coiling with magma. The pillars resolved into trees, and as she watched they 
branched and leafed out with the energies of her realm. They began to cool as the 
ground around them shifted, flexing. Their angry red began to crust into the darkness of 
cooled rock. 

 One of his hands gentled toward the new trees, the other cranked into an 
impossible position and pinched ever so carefully at the sky. Strange stood, bowed, his 
shoulders flexed as though under a great burden. The sky began to shift and coil. Where 
before it had reflected the eternal roiling burn of otherspace, now it began to smooth, 
to darken. As she watched, coils and waves of flame were compressed to circles, then to 
brilliant shining pinpoints of light and swathes of the texture of space. Clouds formed, 
first black and full of the foulness of the land‟s reek, then shifting and becoming pale, 
billowing cumulus. 

 Strange shifted and murmured soft words of binding over the reverberating silence 
of his magics. Then he shifted position again. 

 “Now for life,” he whispered in English. Then he put his hands together, carefully, 
and the very air shimmered with a twist of refined power. The ground creaked as antlers 
slid up on either side of the throne, then they fused and wove together forming an 
intricate pale pattern behind the dark blocks of stone. The base of the throne smoothed, 
shimmered, paled, formed steps. Twisting and curling from the cracks of the shattered 
dark stone, blades of grass sprang free and stretched. Trees and grass and stone began 
to copy themselves, flowing out, gathering momentum as they gathered mass and space. 

 Strange turned to Illyana, his hands lowered. She felt the magic still twisting around 
him, but somehow he had given it momentum and now he simply shaped that 
momentum. She took a halting step to the side, and she stepped in a mat of grass. 

 “But,” she said, and she gestured helplessly. 

 “I did not shape what is,” he said softly, not even winded. “I felt the shape of what 
could be. Power is nothing without vision. Without vision, you cannot make the world 
anything but what it already is, and more so. That which can forget its shape has much 
more power than that which is trapped by its belief in its own nature. That which has a 
strong sense of its nature can bend itself to become more.” 

 “That‟s a paradox,” she said. 

 “Everything that matters is,” Strange said, his smile twisting and for just a moment 
frightening. A faint witch-light drifted clear of the branches of the tree and wove 
through the air behind him. 

 She heard the cough of water and turned to see a spring spit once and then begin 
to flow from the base of her throne down the dais, then one on the other side, sending 
rippling water down to frame the steps up to the seat. Behind the seat was a delicate 
screen of filmy thin branches interwoven into mystic symbols. Illyana looked around at 
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the shaped earth, the trees, the grass. Here and there, a confused demon crouched 
behind the trees or sniffed at the witch-lights. 

 Her world had grown beautiful. 

 Strange gestured, and the magic halted, poised, then lost momentum and slid back 
into itself. 

 The eldritch wood glimmered and shone with its own inner light. The stars far 
above sparked in the deep night. Illyana looked around, breathless. 

 “It‟s beautiful,” she said. 

 Strange looked at the ground, then looked at her. “The past can be reshaped in 
only one way,” he said. 

 She looked at him. 

 “It must be smashed,” he said, “then ground up into powder and mixed with the 
elements that make your future. You‟ll recognize the texture,” he said, “but you‟ll be 
free to make something new with it.” 

 “How did you do that?” she asked, not yet able to demand. 

 “This world, this dimension is malleable,” Strange said. “It is eager to be bent to 
your will. You are its Sorcerer Supreme, now that Belasco is gone. This world aches to 
fulfill your whim.” 

 “How do I make it do this?” she asked. 

 “Vision,” Strange said. “And the art of asking and not taking; guiding, and not 
forcing; giving and not imposing. Everything longs to be something,” he said, “and the 
greatest power you can ever possess is to give form to the wholesome longings of those 
you meet.” 

 She stared at him. A part of her mind noticed that his hands were trembling 
slightly. 

 “I think that‟s enough for today,” he said. “I have my own studies to attend to. I‟ll 
be interested,” he said with half a smile as he looked at her, “to see what you learned 
today.” Then he gestured, transporting himself back to Prime without her help. 

 She stood staring at the trees, the grass, the spring. The delicate, filigree patterning. 
She caught a whiff of cigar smoke. 

 “Sym,” she said automatically. The big demon behind her bowed at the waist, then 
stood and took a deep elaborate puff on his cigar. 

 She knew what he longed to do right now. 

 “Burn it,” she said, her eyes cold and harsh. “Burn it all. Burn it to the ground.” 

 Demons squealed in fierce unholy joy and tore into the scenery. Illyana, the 
Swordbearer, stared up at the sky as roiling sheets of flame swept away the unreachable 
galaxies above. 

* 

 Illyana trudged through the front door of the apartment, glancing over to the 
couch where Valeria relaxed with a book. Valeria looked up and smiled. 
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 “You look like I feel,” she said. “Rough lesson today?” 

 “I don‟t get it,” Illyana said, kicking off her clogs and shrugging off her coat. 
“Strange is teaching me magic, so I have to stay, but what do you get out of the deal? 
Why do you stick around him?” 

 “Because I said I would,” Valeria said, putting up one finger, “and because he‟s 
paying me,” at which Illyana made a rude snorting noise, “and finally,” Valeria added 
with a mock stern look raising a third finger, “because he offers me belonging.” 

 “Belonging?” Illyana walked over and flopped down on the couch. 

 “Belonging,” Valeria said with a nod. She shifted, lowering her book and facing 
Illyana. “When I first came here, I knew no one, had no grasp of what it was like to live 
in a world with intact governments. In the place where I am from—“ she stopped 
abruptly, and shook her head once. Her eyes were haunted. “When Strange pulled me 
from the ether, when he brought me here, I wondered if this was better than death.” 
She looked Illyana in the eye, and the younger woman‟s neck prickled. 

 “Strange is a man of many worlds,” Valeria continued, her voice soft. “He found 
me in between them. What‟s more, he knows a world you and I may never fully 
understand. He started out as a normal man, with the sorrows and joys of a normal 
man. But then, later, he became something… more. He became powerful, on a scale 
that only a few on this plane can comprehend. In short,” Valeria said, leaning back, “he 
knows the life of a mortal, and he knows the life of one from the stars. He has found a 
way to balance them without sacrificing either wholly. When I seek a skill I do not have, 
how better to learn it than to watch one who is accomplished in its use?” 

 “Sounds thin,” Illyana said skeptically. 

 Valeria couldn‟t help but smile. “That‟s because you are young and foolish. 
Observe the wisdom of your elders, and benefit from their wells of depthless 
knowledge.” 

 “I‟ll give you depthless knowledge,” Illyana said with a grin, scooping a pillow off 
the couch. She flung it at Valeria, who was on her feet in a moment, deflecting the 
missile. Illyana closed with a swift kick, which Valeria also deflected, spinning, pushing 
the red-head back to bounce on the couch. 

 “Now, young grasshopper,” Valeria said with a grin, “You will see the benefit of 
learning to use great power with subtlety. You will see the true meaning of gentleness.” 

 “What‟s that?” Illyana said, clumsy as she hauled herself off the couch and 
balanced. 

 “Strength under control,” Valeria said with a smile. “That is true gentleness. That is 
what we‟re here to learn.” 

 For a moment they forgot they were playing and they stood looking into each 
other‟s eyes. 

 The phone rang. Illyana turned and picked it up. “Power Pad, this is Goddess,” she 
said. 

 “Hey, Yana,” said an amused voice on the other end. “Just seeing if we‟re on for 
dinner tonight, the three of us. I was about to start cooking.” 
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 “You bet, Doug,” Illyana said. “When should we show up?” 

 “Whenever you like,” Doug replied. “I‟ll be cooking for about half an hour. You 
can feel free to come over and watch me cook if you want, or you can take your time. 
Just don‟t let it get cold, okay?” 

 “We‟ll be there,” Illyana said. “Bye.” 

 “Chou,” Doug said, and he hung up. Illyana looked at Valeria and grinned. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Doug hung up, shaking his head and raising his eyebrows. “Power Pad. Really.” 
Just then there was a sharp knock at the door. He walked over and opened it. 

 “Hi,” Illyana said with a brilliant grin. “We‟re early.” 

 “Hey, come on in,” Doug said, chuckling and turning his back. Valeria and Illyana 
stepped in and closed the door. 

 “Water‟s ready to boil,” Doug said. “Make yourselves comfortable.” 

 Illyana glanced around his apartment. The mini-kitchen was in the same area as the 
living room. A short hallway led back to the bathroom and the two bedrooms. All the 
doors were open, and the luminous glow of computer screens filtered into the hallway 
from the guest bedroom. Illyana found a comfortable couch and seated herself. Valeria 
leaned on the counter. 

 “You ladies don‟t waste any time,” Doug said. 

 “It‟s been a long day,” Valeria sighed. “It‟s good to unwind with dinner.” 

 “I agree,” Doug nodded. “No activity is more social than eating.” He quickly and 
expertly sliced a loaf. 

 “Where‟s your tv?” Illyana asked, glancing around. 

 “No use for one,” Doug said. “It‟s too slow. Plus, I can‟t suspend my disbelief,” he 
said. “Not even a little bit. Not even for the duration of a stupid story. Not even for 
CNN‟s version of the truth. I see too much,” he said, gesturing out from his eyes. “No 
good.” He expertly spread half-melted butter between the slices, followed with a dash of 
garlic salt. 

 “I think we‟re boiling,” Valeria said. Doug tossed a handful of raw spaghetti wands 
into the hot water, where they spun around into a fan before beginning to soften. 

 “In a past age,” Doug grinned, “I would have been an oracle, a soothsayer. I can 
throw spaghetti and read the future,” he said. He quickly began to stir the noodles. 

 “What does the future hold?” Valeria asked, something sad in her eyes as she 
looked at him. 

 He looked down into the pot. “The future has true knowledge, knowledge that can 
save the world and save a soul, but the cost is dear. The cost is always dear.” 

 There was a long moment of silence. 

 “You really a prophet?” Illyana asked. 
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 Doug glanced up and grinned, shrugging. “We‟re all prophets,” he said. “Some of 
us are just a bit more accurate, that‟s all.” 

 “Hey, Illyana,” Valeria said. “Why don‟t you make the sauce?” 

 “Saucy wench!” Doug said, his smile threatening to engulf his whole face. “I‟ll 
direct you as we go.” 

 “Gimmie that frypan, I‟ll show you saucy wench,” Illyana said, jutting her jaw out 
and narrowing her eyes in mock consternation. She sashayed into the kitchen. 

 “Just dump the wet stuff on the hot stuff, spice it up, and serve hot on a bed of 
noodles,” Doug said, his shoulders bouncing with contained laughter. 

 “I thought tonight was family programming,” Illyana said, glancing at Doug and 
grinning mischievously.  

 “A tv edit doesn‟t change reality,” Doug said, sighing. “Much as we sometimes 
wish it would.” 

 Ten minutes later the bread was out of the oven, the noodles were strained and 
buttered, and the sauce was heated and soothed and spiced. The rest was just a quick 
and graceful ballet of food collection, then the three sat down on pillows around the 
coffee table in the living room. 

 Talk was thin amid the eating, and the food was good. Ten minutes of quiet was all 
the time it took for most of the food to meet a quick and thorough end. 

 “Well,” Valeria said, stretching, “Thank you for a positively lovely evening, Doug.” 

 “It‟s my pleasure,” he said, nodding. “I don‟t get a lot of company. You two have 
made my week tonight.” 

 “Maybe we should do this weekly then,” Illyana said, looking at him directly. 

 “I wouldn‟t think of disrupting the schedules of a couple of jet setting goddesses 
like yourself,” Doug grinned, leaning back on his palms. 

 “Speaking of which,” Valeria said apologetically, glancing at her watch. “Catch you 
at work tomorrow, Doug.” 

 “See you,” Doug said, watching her go. 

 “I‟ll catch up, if that‟s alright,” Illyana said as Valeria shrugged into her coat and 
kicked on her shoes. Valeria nodded, smiled, waved, and was out the door. It closed 
behind her. 

 Doug and Illyana looked at each other. Illyana smiled and shrugged. “Thought I‟d 
help clean up.” 

 A few short minutes later Illyana was washing and Doug was wiping the dishes and 
putting them back in the cupboards. 

 “Thanks for helping out,” Doug said. “I don‟t have a dishwasher.” 

 “No problem,” she said, smiling. “I don‟t have anything to rush home to.” 

 “I like you too,” Doug said, “but we‟ll never be an item. I‟m sorry.” 

 “What are you talking about?” Illyana said sharply, looking at him. He didn‟t meet 
her eyes. 
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 “I break code,” Doug said simply. “I‟ve done it since puberty. Any encoded 
information, I can cipher it out. Languages, military encryption, visual basic, html, you 
name it. That includes social pattern and body language.” He shrugged. “I read people 
like you‟d read an email. You think I‟m cute and you‟re working out your chances. You 
figure you‟ll invite me to oh, not a movie, a walk in the park might work. After that a 
cup of coffee. That would give you the chance to see how we look together. I‟m sorry,” 
he said, shaking his head and looking down at the increasingly dry plate in his grip, “I 
don‟t ask for this information, it comes to me.” 

 “That‟s incredible,” Illyana whispered. 

 “Gets better,” Doug said, turning away from her and slowly putting the dish in the 
cupboard. “You hate Strange, but you need him. You‟re trying to decide what to do, 
how to keep your feelings secret, but you‟re scared of him, of what he knows, of what 
he can do. Mostly your feelings, good and bad, revolve around the fact you can‟t control 
him.” 

 Doug turned and finally looked her in the eye. “Don‟t worry about it, I don‟t tell 
everyone what I see. I‟m a man made of secrets, body and soul. I like you. I think you‟re 
cute. But we‟ll never be together. Because I drive people crazy, and they drive me crazy. 
I need fourteen hours all to myself in every twenty four hour period. Because if I don‟t 
get my time away from people, bad things happen. There‟s less of me and more of what 
I‟m seeing and feeling and understanding. When it gets bigger than me,” he said, 
shaking his head. He stopped talking, his eyes meeting hers. 

 She reached out and gently touched his face. “You know what that says?” she 
asked. 

 He stood, breathing hard, unblinking. “It‟s been a great night,” he managed. 
“Maybe…” 

 “I don‟t need any special talent,” she said, a certain sadness in her eyes, “to know 
what you‟re saying.” 

 She turned, picked up her coat and slipped on her shoes, and left without looking 
back. Doug was alone. He let out a deep breath and sagged back onto a barstool, 
leaning his head back and closing his eyes, his merciless hungry senses playing back 
every nuance. 

* 

 The sword whipped around and down. Just as the man in the red coat started to 
turn, the blade caught him in the shoulder; it‟s razored length of ensorcerelled energy 
lashed through his ambient defenses and tore through bone, meat, grating to a stop on 
his spine. His arm, spinning off below the shoulder, bounced knuckle first as blood 
spattered out of his startled visage. Kicking hard with her goat foot, she knocked him 
clear of the blade, screaming as she whirled another slash and her demons bounded in. 
The cut snapped into his chest, almost cutting him in two, and as he collapsed unable to 
speak, his jaws working like those of a dying fish, the demons hunched around him and 
began stuffing his flesh into their maws.  

 “Do not kill him quickly,” the Swordbearer said, her gleaming armor covering her 
body. “Savor his dying.” Four gestures preserved his life so long as his head remained; 
this could last for years. She stepped back, raised her head and screamed victory at the 
roiling flame of the sky— 
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 Illyana sat bolt upright in her bed, trembling, chest sipping air rapidly as she 
clutched her tee-shirt to her chest. Soaked. She was soaked with cold sweat. 

 She grunted as she slid her legs off the bed. She dropped to the floor, headed for 
the kitchen. Heart still racing. She wondered if Strange could feel her dreaming. 

 She hoped he couldn‟t. 

 Illyana opened the fridge and pulled out the milk. By the light of the open fridge, 
she poured herself a glass, then replaced the milk. She moved to the window and looked 
out at the sleeping street. She sipped her milk, then looked down. Her knees bent 
backwards, her shins had fetlocks, her cloven hoofs printed the carpet. 

 She sighed. 

 “Enough of this anyway,” she muttered. Taking a long drink to finish the milk, she 
gestured and a flaring disc of eldritch energies slid up from the floor. 

 “Miss me?” she asked Sym as she dropped to the floor of her throne chamber with 
a clack. The huge dark demon shrugged. 

 “Sure,” he said. “We miss you every time you go. You are the center of our world.” 

 “See to it I‟m not interrupted,” she said. She hopped up on her throne, curled up in 
the seat, and let out a sigh. 

 In seconds she was sound asleep, untroubled by dreams. 

* 

August 4 

 Valeria let herself in to the apartment. She headed back towards the bedroom with 
the violin case. 

 “How‟s fiddling going?” Illyana asked from the dining room table. She looked up 
from her books. 

 “Not too bad, actually,” Valeria said. “I know enough to learn the rest on my own. 
You should have seen the look on the poor teacher‟s face after I got a day of practice 
in.” 

 “I know the feeling,” Illyana said wryly. “I suppose you can remember the Eighteen 
Aspects of the Flames of Faltine.” 

 “As a matter of fact,” Valeria said with a smile. She bent over Illyana‟s much erased 
and redrawn diagram. “No, Fritalis and Urnoma are juxtaposed, Fritalis isn‟t opposite 
Slitorvia. And the eighteenth point is here, not there. Otherwise, you‟re coming along. 
That‟s a great start.” 

 Illyana stared down at her paper for a long moment before she started to erase and 
redraw yet again. “You probably know more of this micky mouse crap than I do,” she 
muttered. “I‟m tired of this. For months Strange has been giving me what he calls 
„foundational training‟. I‟m ready for the real magic. For the good stuff. For the spells 
and wards and protections and researches. I‟m going to be old before he gets to the 
power.” 
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 “Discipline is the foundation of power,” Valeria said. “Maybe the information is a 
route to build discipline as well as inborn knowledge. Maybe he‟s teaching you how to 
learn.” 

 “Why do you always take his side?” Illyana asked, eyes fixed on the paper. “If you 
know so much, why don‟t you study magic?” 

 Valeria laughed. “If you take power over the magic, you give the magic power over 
you. No,” she said, shaking her head, “I‟ll be content with my, as we say, foundational 
knowledge and leave the mystic manipulation to others. I do not wish to be drawn into 
the intricate responsibilities that come with the powers. Besides, I don‟t always take 
Strange‟s side. I respect him, but I find it difficult to entirely trust him, if that makes 
sense.” 

 “Because he comes across a little snobbish?” Illyana said, raising an eyebrow and 
smiling. “A little cold? He makes it so difficult not to notice that we‟re tools in his 
master scheme.” 

 “That is unavoidably true,” she said with a smile. She shook her head. “He‟s a great 
man with great power, but he can be so secretive and stubborn.” 

 “And Strange,” Illyana said with a puckish grin. 

 “Speak of the devil,” Valeria said, glancing out the window. 

 Illyana quickly finished the revised diagram, then stood and brushed herself off. 
Valeria strolled over to the door and opened it as Strange reached the top of the steps. 
His expression was grave. 

 “Good morning, ladies,” he said.  

 “Finished your round at the Planetary?” Illyana asked. 

 “Yes, I got things squared away there,” Strange replied. He looked at Valeria. “I‟m 
afraid I‟m asking you to take over the operations for a while,” he said. 

 Valeria‟s eyes opened wide. “Why?” she asked. 

 Strange closed the door, then stood lost in thought for a moment. “In my astral 
probing and in my scrying, I‟ve discovered a force. Some powerful creature, tied in with 
our world, yet not in it or of it. I sense its power swelling, but all the spirits can tell me 
about it is that the creature „dwells in darkness.‟ I have skimmed the darkest realms, but 
I can not find this creature. I fear the fate of the world may hang in the balance. It is 
critical that I discover this threat while it is still birthing, because if I wait until it 
arrives…” he sighed. “It may be too late. It‟s time I started searching more intensively. I 
need to leave Prime for a while.” 

 There was a long moment of silence. 

 “What about my training?” Illyana asked in a small voice. 

 He turned to her with a smile. “I‟ve given you a beginning. I will return to finish it. 
Be patient. For the moment, that is your instruction and your training. Wait until I 
return, remain diligent to your tasks, and we‟ll see if you have the stamina to remain 
focused over time without someone as a taskmaster. Sorcerers must be self-disciplined 
or the magic masters them in time. Valeria can continue your martial arts training as 
well.” 
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 She nodded, watching him with unwavering eyes. 

 “In the mean time,” Strange said, looking back and forth between the girls, “Be 
good to each other and to the world. Doug will help you with anything else you need.” 
He smiled over the awkward moment. “I‟m not good at saying goodbye,” he said, and 
he nodded curtly and let himself out. 

 Valeria stepped over to the window and put her hand on the glass, watching him 
walk down the street. Illyana stayed by the door. 

 “He goes to the dark places,” Valeria murmured as she watched him go, “to protect 
those who live in the light.” 

 Illyana was silent for a moment. “I go to the dark places too,” she said. A stepping 
disc flared up around her, and Valeria was alone watching the Sorcerer Supreme walk 
away. 

 Strange turned the corner and was out of sight.  

 The world suddenly seemed very, very heavy. 
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Ill Wind 
August 5 

 “It‟s good to know you have a homey side, Valeria,” the trim young woman said 
with a malicious grin. “Here I thought you were all about fluted goblets, veddy proper 
English, and refined living. First fiddling, now a farmer‟s market.” She shook her head. 
“A girl doesn‟t know what to think.” 

 “Then think that I‟m tired of your cooking and want to make something fresh and 
delicious,” the tall woman next to her said. She wore dark-rimmed glasses, and she was 
outfitted in khakis and a t-shirt, looking every inch a professional. Her blonde hair was 
up and back in a bun with two tines through it, leaving a vaguely Eastern impression. 

 “Hoo hoo!” her companion said. “Must have hit a sore spot, getting all personal 
and insulting on me. No, I‟m just here to see you hobnob with the country folk, that‟s 
all,” she added, still grinning. She was in frayed cutoff jeans and a tank top and canvas 
shoes, not at all professional looking, her hair in a pony tail. 

 They trotted down the brick steps to the open air market. Folding tables were set 
up and loaded with produce, and pickup trucks heavy with watermelon had their 
tailgates down. Posterboard signs with prices vied for customer attention. 

 “Alright, Illyana,” Valeria said, “how do you want to play this? Stick together or 
meet back here in half an hour?” 

 “Are you kidding?” Illyana said. “Split up, we‟ll cover more ground. I‟ll be back 
here in thirty minutes.” 

 “Be careful,” Valeria added. 

 Illyana cocked her head at her and blinked. “Why?” she asked, a bit surprised. “I 
think we‟re safe enough here. I mean really. Who‟s going to do anything to us?” 

 “Just a feeling,” Valeria said. “Strange is gone, and I‟m feeling a bit… cautious, 
that‟s all.” 

 Illyana shook her head. “Half an hour, bottom of the steps.” Valeria nodded, and 
they went their separate ways. 

 Valeria looked around and sighed, then stepped into the shifting maze of shoppers, 
tables, and food. It just wasn‟t the same. A faint diesel smell hung in the air, the people 
were loud, plastic was everywhere, and so few of those here were having a good time. 
She glanced at the high tension power lines that skirted the edge of the park. Not the 
same at all. 

She bought some eggs, some onions, some peppers, some corn. The food was 
different, too; she missed the turnips and radishes, the huge leafy lettuce and cabbage. 

 She glanced at an apple cart as she walked by. An old woman sat behind it, half 
asleep as the morning‟s heat shimmered down. 

 “Excuse me young woman,” the old woman suddenly said as Valeria was walking 
past her cart. Valeria stopped, and turned. “Here,” the crone said, offering an apple. 
“Please, try my wares. If the others see my apple making you happy, they‟ll come and 
buy themselves one to become as beautiful as you.” 
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 “No thank you,” Valeria said with an apologetic smile. She turned to move on. 

 “If not the apple, then the advice,” the old woman said, her voice lowering. Valeria 
found it difficult to turn her back; she looked at the old woman, puzzlement creasing a 
line in her forehead. “Listen close, your life is in the balance, and more. Soon you will 
be tested,” the crone said, an urgency thrilling through her voice. “If you pass your test, 
then they will come in force. If you fail, you die. Be ready. The fate of the world 
depends on it.” 

For a moment, her eyes were piercing in their intensity. Then she stood and 
walked away from the apple cart. Just then, a family pushed past Valeria, arguing about 
whether to go to the fair or the movie after this, the harried mother and father trying to 
mediate as they struggled through the crowd. Valeria didn‟t dare force them to the side, 
and the old woman was moving with startling speed, vanishing into the crowd. Valeria 
pursued, but after ten steps the old woman was gone, vanished as though she had never 
been. 

 Valeria stood unmoving in the midst of the crowd, a cold feeling creeping up her 
spine. All day she had been uneasy with danger, danger at the edge of her senses that 
she could not explain. Something was going to happen. 

 Maybe something was happening. 

 “Illyana,” she murmured under her breath, and she began to search for the young 
woman. 

 On the other side of the market was a bridge that led to the park. About fifteen feet 
below the bridge was a shallow stream. Relief leapt within Valeria as she saw Illyana‟s 
long straight hair falling around her face, concealing it as she looked down into the 
stream. She was seated on the broad stone lip of the wall along the side of the bridge. 

 Relief froze into shock as a loop of rope whipped up, snapped around her ankle, 
and yanked Illyana down off the bridge. 

 Valeria glanced around, then snatched her glasses off and tucked them in her 
pocket. She almost flew to the side of the bridge and she leaped, splashing down in 
water that ran it‟s chilly swiftness past her ankles. 

 Shadowed figures in dark loose outfits waited for her, their faces concealed in 
masks that showed only their eyes. Their eyes concealed all expression but ruthless 
determination.  

 “Where is Illyana?” Valeria demanded. 

 After all, there were only five masked figures. 

 One took a step to the side and cut a thin taut cable; behind him, off the other side 
of the bridge, a counterbalance plummeted towards the water. A net slashed up through 
the water, surrounding Valeria in whipping stinging steel cable. Jaw set in irritation, she 
shredded the net and dropped to the water after being pulled up only as far as a short 
hop would have carried her. The cabled net sang up and across the bridge. She was 
soaked. 

 “Very nice. Where is Illyana? If I must ask again, there will be violence,” she said as 
her eyes narrowed. 
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 The five exchanged a glance, then spread out to flank her. One drew a straight 
sword, one a pair of nunchaku, one extended a staff, one paired katar. The fifth drew no 
weapon. 

 Valeria smiled. “Foolish. Come then. Show me what you have.” 

 As one, they snapped into action. Her palm guided the sword thrust past her body, 
missing by spare inches. The nunchaku slashed across her eyes viciously as she lashed 
back with a kick that carried the one with the staff back out of the fight, most likely for 
the duration. A duck and a sidestep carried her away from the whickering knives as their 
wielder slid in low. They barely disturbed the rippling current they danced on. 

 She slid a kick at the back of the knife wielding man, but he twisted to the side and 
deflected most of the force. He slashed his knife across her inner knee; if she had been 
human, that would have cut her tendon, crippled her, and ended the fight. The knife 
instead slid across her flesh as though the blade had no edge. 

 Moving with incredible speed, she snatched the front of his garb and gently tossed 
him into the „chucker; the two snapped together with shattering impact and hissed 
through the air, thudding off the bridge‟s underside support and splashing awkwardly 
into the shallow stream. 

 On one side, the man with the sword. On the other, a woman in black garb, who 
held no weapon. Valeria looked at neither, instead settled into a stance, allowing them 
the first strike. 

 They took it, simultaneously. Valeria whipped out two fingers and touched the tip 
of the sword; it shattered. Her forearm lashed forward and down, deflecting the 
momentum of the other figure. The kick was a diversion, and the leaping unarmed 
woman spun in midair and punched a thumb needle into Valeria‟s neck. The needle 
snapped, and Valeria shifted her stance, her shoulder pivoting into her attacker. Who 
flew twenty feet and pounded across the underside of the other side of the bridge, 
spinning over the shallow stream and skidding down in a sheet of water. 

 One on one. Valeria squared off with the remaining assailant. “I have been gentle,” 
she said, her voice a bit strained. “Where is Illyana? Neither of us wants this to turn 
lethal.” 

 Her unarmed assailant whipped to the side in a cartwheel, then backflipped twice 
keeping his footing in the slick bed of the stream then bounding up and catching on the 
underside of the bridge. Valeria followed, stepping gracefully through the water. “You 
will find no safety up there,” she said. “I grow tired of asking,” 

 Movement caught the corner of her eye, and quick as she was she got no more 
than a glance of a dark figure lowering a thick heavy cable into the stream— 

 Voltage from a high tension power line shocked into Valeria through the water, 
popping her out of it and smacking her against the underside of the bridge. Then the 
line was removed, and four of the ninja were facing off with her when she hit the water. 

 She pushed herself up, and stood, glowering. “That wasn‟t very nice,” she said. She 
tried to conceal her surprise. They must be a lot tougher than they looked. She had tried 
not to kill them, but they should be closer to death than they appeared. 

 “Where is Illyana,” she said, her voice insistent. She was beginning to grow angry. 
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 “Right here,” came a voice from the bank. Valeria looked over, and to her surprise 
so did her assailants. 

 Illyana stood on the bank, her hair up in a ponytail. “You mind telling me what 
you‟re doing to my friend?” she asked, a dark glee in her eyes. She snapped, and behind 
her a flaring disk whipped into the air perpendicular to the ground. 

 In that moment, a dark clad figure burst free of the brush and whipped through the 
air at her, blade at the ready. Too late to adjust; the figure slid noiselessly into the disk 
and vanished. 

 “Let‟s move this party,” Illyana said, and she shifted and gestured. The attackers 
leaped— 

 A sheet of water slapped down and hissed on the hot stone, followed by Illyana 
and Valeria and one of the dark figures. 

 “Three escaped,” Illyana said, her legs shaky. “Not bad at all. That was a big „port,” 
she managed, and she gracelessly slid down to sit on the ground. 

 Valeria saw a pile of demons, and a waving arm and twitching foot sticking out. 
“The other one?” she asked, nodding.  

 “Yeah,” Illyana said. “Standing orders that if anyone comes through without me 
they are to be „restrained‟ until further notice,” she said. She looked over at the 
remaining assailant. He was crouched, ready for combat, deeply unsettled. 

 The sky was a dark sheet of eternally roiling flame, the ground was hot stone, dark 
and blasted, and pools of lava roiled and belched in the darkness of the steaming 
landscape. A dim miasma hung in the air, and thin smoke curled and twisted free of 
rents in the earth. Surrounding the four who came from the stream was a ring of 
demons, their knobby hides and twisted claws and ferocious leers considerably more 
unsettling than the scenery. 

 “Welcome to my world, ninja twerps,” Illyana said as her feet twisted back into 
cloven hooves, her shins and calves slimming further and sprouting fetlocks. She rolled 
easily to her feet, replenished by this place. “Boy did you pick the wrong gals to mug.” 

 “Ninja?” Valeria asked, her face troubled. 

 “See, you need to watch more movies,” Illyana sighed. “Sic „im, boys.” 

 The remaining standing ninja yelped as demons uncoiled at him from all directions. 
He leaped and spun, blades slashing. Valeria and Illyana ignored the combat; it was 
foregone that he would lose. Both of them knew from unpleasant experience. 

 Illyana formed a claw with her fingers, and the stone rippled up and around the 
captive ninja. The demons backed off; one of them licked at his wounds. 

 “Heya, bub,” Illyana said, squatting in front of the ninja. “Mind telling me what‟s 
the big idea here?” 

 His eyes were cold as she ripped his face mask off. His mouth was shut in a thin 
line. She slowly smiled. 

 “I hope you don‟t say much,” she says, “because I have ways of getting information 
out of you that you won‟t like nearly as much as I will.” 

 “Illyana,” Valeria said softly, her eyes stern. “Please.” 
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 “You‟re right,” she sighed. “Get him boys,” she called to her demons. “When 
you‟ve got him pinned, get Sym to rock „em up until I get back.” The ninja cried out as 
one of the demons bit his calf. Illyana was smiling as she teleported herself and Valeria 
home. 

 “You enjoy that far too much,” Valeria said. “It is one thing to have darkness 
within you. All of us do, to one degree or another. But you must not ever revel in it,” 
she continued. “If you do, then it will claim you. If that happens, then Strange has made 
a mistake and I urged him to make it. I believe you are better than that,” she said 
earnestly, putting her hand on Illyana‟s shoulder. “Please. For all our sakes.” 

 Illyana met her eyes, and for a moment there was uncertainty. 

 “Not to interrupt,” came a voice from the doorway to the bedroom. Both women 
spun to see someone in their apartment. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 The newcomer was trim, toned, with smooth Asian features and sleek black hair. 
She was dressed in a business pant suit, a purple deep enough to pass for black. Her 
mouth smiled, but her eyes were serious. 

 “Who are you?” Valeria asked as she and Illyana shifted, ready to fight. Valeria 
faced the newcomer, Illyana looked the other direction. 

 “As you may have guessed, I am a ninja,” she said, holding her hands out, palms 
facing Valeria. “I mean you no harm. Hear me out.” 

 “You have an odd way of meaning us no harm,” Valeria said, anger creeping into 
her voice.  

 “All ninja do not have the same allegiance, any more than all sorcerers do,” the 
woman said pointedly. “Call me Lock. I am here to help you.” 

 “At least hear her out,” Illyana said. 

 “Very well. Say your piece. Make it both quick and convincing,” Valeria said, her 
eyebrows lowering. 

 “The ninja who attacked you are members of a secret clan known as the Hand,” 
Lock said. “They trained me, and I abandoned their ways and their teaching. They have 
been shadowing you for days, and I have been shadowing them. They have an interest 
in you two.” 

 “What interest is that?” Valeria asked. 

 “I don‟t know,” Lock said simply. “Whatever it is, it‟s big. I have gathered that the 
Jonin, their leader, has come here from Japan for some purpose that involves the two of 
you.” She paused. “That is not common. Whatever he wants you for, it‟s critical to 
him.” 

 “Sounds a lot like „good ninja, bad ninja‟ to me,” Illyana said. 

 “I have no reason to hide my motive from you,” Lock shrugged. “I was trained 
with the understanding that I would serve the interests of the Hand. I have managed to 
evade their control, and I have no intention of serving them. I must be silenced, so I do 
not teach others what I know. By my very existence and knowledge I am a serious 
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threat to them. My intention is to reach and kill the Jonin, the one who rules their clan. 
He is very old and very powerful. As long as he is alive it is only a matter of months 
before I am caught by his agents. He is invulnerable in Japan. Here, though,” she said 
with a gesture, “I might be able to get to him.” 

 “You are an assassin,” Valeria said with distaste. 

 “For what it‟s worth, I‟m not for hire,” she said. “It really doesn‟t matter what you 
think of me. Either you can profit from my skills and knowledge or you can serve as 
bait. Either way you serve my purposes. Say the word and we never met.” Her eyes were 
hard. For a long moment, she and Valeria looked into each other‟s eyes, gauging 
resolve. Valeria nodded. 

 “Very well. What do you suggest we do?” 

 “Tell me about that light under the bridge,” Lock said. 

 “I can teleport people,” Illyana said. “I got two prisoners.” 

 “Really,” Lock said, a new respect in her eyes. “I would like very much to speak 
with them.” 

 Illyana grinned. “Here we go,” she said. 

 The disk slid up around them, and Valeria was alone. She walked to the window 
and looked down over the street, watching the passersby, feeling the traces of paranoia 
deepen within her. She absently rubbed her arm, feeling a slight chill. Maybe it was time 
to meditate. 

* 

 Strange drafted down through the leafy canopy of the shifting forest. He settled to 
his feet and adjusted his coat. A faint giggle rippled through the surrounding greenery. 

 “Nyat tomaris Schaelin,” Strange said, with a short bow. “My greetings to your 
court.” 

 “Whassamatta?” squeaked a little pixie, dancing out on goat legs, almost tall enough 
to rest her chin on the top of Strange‟s foot. “Earth spirits get too boring?” 

 “Not at all,” Strange said, kneeling. “But your Queen sees many things, knows 
many things, and I am searching for her wisdom. Can you tell her?” 

 “She knows,” came a voice like cool mist from the shadows of a tree. Strange 
slowly stood, not turning. 

 “I have come because something is trying to enslave Prime,” Strange said softly. 
“Not trying to break in; no, seeking a more subtle passage, and so far my every search 
for the invader has been countered.” 

 “It has been long since I looked upon you, mortal wizard,” the voice said. “Face 
me.” 

 Strange turned and faced the tall willowy shadow, made of breeze and stillness. 
“You can speak for the Queen, I know. She expected I would come?” 

 The shade nodded. “She can not help you, mortal. The force that threatens your 
world is beyond her powers to counter. It could destroy this realm, corrupting our 
magics against us until we were thinner than air.” 
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 For a moment Strange was silent. “But she told you who might be able to tell me 
more.” 

 “Of course,” the shade nodded. “Kutori, Sage of Ether. You know the way to find 
him?” 

 “He does not grant audience lightly,” Strange said. 

 “The Queen has vouched for you. He will see you,” the shade said. 

 “I am most grateful,” Strange said with a bow. 

 “See that you remember that, mortal, if we ever have need of you,” the fey creature 
said. Then Strange slipped sideways out of their dimension, sailing into the ether 
between worlds. 

* 

 To her credit, Lock only seemed stunned for a few seconds. “Where are we?” she 
asked, breathless in the sudden heat. 

 “This is an underspace, a dimension outside what you‟re used to. I call it Limbo,” 
she said. “There are deeper places,” she added with a shrug. 

 “Indeed,” murmured Lock, her eyes still wide. “And where are the prisoners?” 

 Illyana gestured toward two columns of rock with heads poking out the top. 

 “Oh,” Lock said. She walked over to them, smiled, and bowed slightly. She greeted 
them in Japanese. 

 “I didn‟t want to know what you were talking about anyway,” Illyana said. She 
squatted down on her goat legs and watched. 

 “Where is the Jonin going to stay?” Lock asked in fluent Japanese. 

 Both of them stared at her, unresponsive. 

 “I am going to kill him,” Lock said. She nodded. “You know who I am. You know 
I can do what I say. You have two choices. Either you can tell me where he will be and 
we will keep you snug and safe here until he is dead, or I can have you released right 
now and find the Jonin on my own.” She raised her eyebrows. 

 Both of them stared at her, unresponsive. She saw fear in the eyes of one. She 
sighed. 

 “Either you can talk to me,” she continued in Japanese, “or I can leave you to this 
witch and she can feed you to her demons. I will succeed. You have the chance to save 
yourselves. Protect the body. Do so you may live, or have a chance to go down fighting. 
But here?” she gestured. She shook her head and sighed. “My friends, you are dead 
men. Nothing more than meat. Last chance.” 

 “All I know is that August the eighth will be the day of the Great Ceremony, which 
the Jonin himself will preside over,” one of the ninja blurted in Japanese. “That is all I 
know! Spare me!” 

 “Why the eighth?” Lock snapped. “Speak quickly!” 

 “That will be the hottest night of the year,” the ninja replied. “That‟s all I know!” 

 “Where are your headquarters now?” 
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 “They move each day until the Jonin arrives! I do not know where he will be!” 

 “Silence fool!” snarled the other ninja. 

 “What hell will be worse than this?” gasped the talkative one. “What honor is lost 
in revealing so little knowledge to one who knows our secrets?” 

 Lock eyed the two for a long moment, then turned to Illyana. “Well,” she said in 
English, “It‟s a start. They need you two for a great ceremony on the eighth.” 

 “Let‟s see,” Illyana said, “today is the fifth.” 

 Lock nodded curtly. “Can you keep them intact until after this is over?” 

 “Sure,” Illyana shrugged. 

 “Alright then,” Lock said. “Send me back.” 

 Lock stepped out of the disk and brushed at her clothes distastefully. “What a 
stink,” she murmured. 

 Valeria sensed she was not alone. She opened her eyes, then stood in a fluid motion 
and strolled out into the living room. “Hello,” she said. “Welcome back.” 

 “I discovered that they need you on the eighth,” Lock said simply. “If you can last 
the next few days, we should be past the danger point. Hopefully I‟ll get the Jonin and 
you two can return to your normal lives.” She smiled. 

 Valeria tried to smile back. 

 Lock looked around and sighed. “Your place,” she said. “It‟s been carefully picked 
over by ninja. They have learned everything they can know about you by examining 
your living space, maybe a bit more. They have ways of seeing.” She shook her head. “I 
wouldn‟t stay here if I were you. It‟s vulnerable.” 

 “Tell me more about these ninja,” Valeria said with a gesture. 

 Lock sighed and seated herself gracefully on the couch. “Ninja were in a way a 
counter to the samurai of Japan. Samurai were creatures of honor and 
straightforwardness, where ninja had no scruples and were creatures of roundabout 
tactics and darkness. The yin and yang; yet while they complement each other there is 
still not the clean dualism that a westerner would like. Where one leaves off the other 
begins, and they do coil around each other. For more practical purposes,” she said, “the 
ninja operate in secret societies, clans. To reach the level of skill they reach, they have to 
sacrifice much of their humanity.” She stopped for a moment. 

 “The way of the ninja,” she said, continuing more slowly and not looking at 
Valeria, “is the way of death. They must either give it or take it. There is no 
compromise. They sacrifice themselves that they may be whoever they wish to be. Their 
individualism is absorbed in the needs of the clan, and they become tools. Individuals 
aside,” she said, “the ninja know no fear, no selfishness. The price they have paid to 
become what they are renders any punishment you can inflect on them secondary at 
best. They cannot be stopped short of death or a shift in the will of the clan. That is 
why I must kill the Jonin. His successor might be willing to recognize I am less 
dangerous if ignored than I am if assaulted.” 

 “Does this describe you? You said you were a ninja,” Valeria said, crossing her 
arms. 
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 Lock looked up with a hint of a smile and haunted eyes. “This is what they tried to 
make me,” she said. “I turned my back on the way of death. I have the skills they 
ingrained in me, yes. But I do not follow their path. According to their belief, if I turn 
from them they will kill me; if I turn from the Code I will kill myself.” 

 “Is that what this is all about?” Valeria asked. “Escape through suicide?” 
 “No,” Lock said. “No, I want to live. Very much. I have things I want to live for, 
you see. My world is bigger than their narrow focus of power and pain. For them, death 
is in its way a release, not something to be feared. They do not throw their lives away, 
but they do not protect them as jealously as a normal person would.” 

 “So their prediction about you is wrong?” Valeria said. 

 “I hope to be the exception that proves the rule,” Lock said, her gaze unwavering. 

 They lapsed into silence. Outside, the afternoon waned. 

 “Well, thank you,” Valeria said, feeling a bit awkward. Lock stood, smiling. 

 “I‟ll be nearby,” she said. “At least until after the eighth. That‟s when they‟ll make 
their move, if not before. Be careful,” she said, her eyes solemn. “They adapt. They may 
look like anyone.” 

 “Was it you that was pretending to be an old woman, who warned me right before 
the attack?” Valeria asked, suddenly remembering. 

 “No,” Lock said, looking at her sideways. “I arrived at the scene right at the end. 
An old woman?” 

 “Forget it,” Valeria said, shaking her head. She smiled. “Be careful,” she said. “You 
may need caution more than I do.” 

 “You may have something special about you,” Lock said, “but if you get sloppy…” 
she shook her head. “Just don‟t get nailed.” She stepped out the door and hit the street, 
taking ten steps and vanishing into the pedestrian traffic. 

 Valeria watched her go, shaking her head. She wondered briefly how they could 
have attracted the attention of a ninja clan, then she dismissed the thought. “Could have 
been anything,” she murmured. “Who knows why these people seek us out. Maybe we 
are just freak magnets.”  

 She cooked herself some supper. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

August 6 

 Strange settled himself on the surface of the spinning brass globe in the twirling 
twilight of a pastel ethereal backdrop. “Kutori, Sage of Ether, I am come. Through the 
Veils of Snirotha and the Channels of Chroga I have made my way, with proper signs 
and sigils, to partake of your wisdom. I come recommended, I ask audience.” 

 “Aren‟t we confident of our worthiness,” resonated a voice through the brass shell. 
“Go away.” 
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 “I can do that,” Strange said. “I will drop by and leave a note with the Queen, she 
will be most interested to hear how her recommendation has become worthless with 
Kutori the Sage.” 

 “Nasty mortals,” grunted a voice inside as the brass warped and shifted, creating a 
portal big enough for the thin wizard. “No patience, no long view.” 

 “Indeed, that‟s my problem at the moment,” Strange said, slipping down into the 
globe. On the outside it was impossible to sense the dimensions of the globe in the 
ether. Inside, it was miles across. Strange stood on the balcony of a vast library, face to 
face with a hulking mound of a creature. An eyestalk slipped down to inspect him as 
delicate fingerlike legs moved books around and turned pages, studied by a dozen other 
eyestalks. 

 “Kutori, the Queen was vulnerable to the dark force that threatens my dimension. I 
cannot find it, however. I sense that in its way it already has bypassed my veils of 
security, but I can find no breach in the defenses of the Earth. At every turn in my 
search I am countered, this threat is two steps ahead of me. The Queen said you might 
know more.” 

 “Prime is not my specialty, wizard,” grunted Kutori with the wave of a tendril 
grown for just that purpose.  

 “Just so,” Strange said. “But the ether is, and ways of entering and leaving sealed 
dimensions. 

 For a moment there was quiet between them. “You do not need me to cipher this 
riddle for you,” the Sage rumbled. “You know all you need to for the problem to be 
discovered, though solving it is beyond any of us I fear.” 

 “I am not a sage,” Strange said, choosing his words carefully, “but my body of 
knowledge is nonetheless significant. I don‟t suppose you could help me narrow it 
down?” 

 “Sages are for gaining information you lack,” the Sage said with a sniff from several 
nostrils. “You have the information you need, save for a name that will clarify the entire 
riddle. This is beneath me, and hardly worth riddling with you. Seek out the Weaver. He 
will help you weave your information into a tapestry with a view that becomes clear as 
you work.” 

 Strange stood still for a moment. “I sense I have little time,” he said softly. 

 “Then perhaps you shouldn‟t dawdle,” the Sage said, withdrawing his eyestalk. 

 When next he looked, Strange was gone. 

* 

 Valeria sat down to eat, then with a faint hissing whine the stepping disk swirled 
behind her. “Looked good,” Illyana commented. “Mm, smells good too. What is it?” 

 “Goulash,” Valeria said shortly. “Help yourself.” 

 Illyana settled opposite Valeria. “So what do you think of our ninja friend?” she 
asked. 

 “Probably shouldn‟t discuss it here,” Valeria said, glancing around meaningfully.  
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 “Oh, yeah, whatever,” Illyana said. “You were talking to her for like ten minutes or 
so.” 

 Valeria sighed. “It really isn‟t polite to scry on people,” she said. 

 “Oh yeah,” Illyana said, a distant look in her eyes. “I keep forgetting.” She 
shrugged and dug into her supper. 

 “So you caught the discussion on the ninja?” Valeria asked after a quiet moment. 

 “Sure did,” Illyana said. “That‟s something else.” 

 “Indeed,” Valeria said with a nod. “Tell me something. Would you say that after 
that kind of sacrificing of what makes you human, by sheer biology you are still counted 
human?” 

 “What do you mean?” Illyana asked around a mouth full of food. 

 “If you kill a ninja,” Valeria said, her face troubled, “does that mean you kill a 
human?” 

 Illyana‟s chewing slowed, and she leaned back in her chair. “Hm. What do you 
think?” she asked. 

 “Well, I imagine they could still reproduce,” Valeria said, looking down at her plate, 
“so they‟re the same species. They started out human, certainly. But if you trade your 
humanity for power,” she said, brooding, “perhaps you trade in the very essence of 
what makes you a member of the human race.” She lapsed into silence. 

 Illyana‟s eyes were cold. She swallowed her food. “Yeah,” she said. “yeah maybe. 
Look, Valeria; it doesn‟t matter what they are. They‟re willing to trade their lives for 
ours. We‟re going to have to do some killing to stop them. Now you do what you need 
to do. If you need to make your pretty ideals conform to that necessity, then you do it 
however you need to. You can just dance however you want. The simple fact is that 
there‟s going to be killing. You need to grow up.” She picked up her plate, standing, her 
eyes ice cold. 

 “Keep me posted on what you decide about who‟s human,” she added, locking 
eyes with Valeria, who was a bit startled. “I‟ll be wanting to know whether your judgement 
lets me pass the human test.” Her feet twisted into fetlocks, and with a faint whining 
hiss a disk began sweeping up under her.  

 “Good goulash, by the way,” she said. Then she was gone. Valeria blinked. 

 Valeria sat trembling for a moment as emotions seethed. “Grow up?” she 
muttered. “Grow up?! From her?” Anger bloomed in Valeria‟s chest. 

 She stood up. “No,” she said, closing her eyes and gesturing. “No, we‟re not doing 
this. I am a mature woman.” She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Just because 
Illyana believes something doesn‟t make it true.” She took a deep breath and let it out 
slowly. “She‟s just baiting me.” She took another deep breath and let it out slowly. And 
at the bottom of that breath was the uncomfortable suspicion that Illyana might have a 
point. 

 “I need to talk to someone,” Valeria said, shaking her head. She picked up the 
phone. 

* 
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 The elevator door opened, and Valeria stepped out and glanced around the office. 
Behind his bank of glowing monitors, Doug turned his chair and grinned at her. 
“Hello,” he said. “Step into my office,” he added, standing and walking over to a box of 
couches all facing each other. He hopped over the back of a couch and flopped back. 
“Sounds like you‟ve had a hell of a day.” 

 “And then some,” Valeria sighed, climbing over the back of the couch opposite 
Doug and settling on it. She leaned back into the cushions and sighed. 

 Doug nodded. 

 “What do you see, Doug?” Valeria asked, her eyes fixed on the ceiling. 

 “Roomie trouble,” Doug said. “Illyana is a brat, it‟s not your imagination.” He 
smiled broadly. “I don‟t know about the rest. I‟ve never seen you scared before.” 

 She looked him in the eye. “I don‟t know how you do it.” 

 “Insane,” he said, tapping his temple. “I‟m a madman. We‟re gifted by the gods by 
greater sight, weren‟t you told?” He smiled broadly. 

 “Seems I need to brush up on my mythology,” she murmured. “You might want to 
be careful what you say about Illyana. She has a nasty habit of scrying on people.” 

 Doug chuckled. “If she was sitting right here I‟d call her a brat. If I talked to her 
tomorrow and found out someone had told her I called her a brat I‟d have no qualms 
about fessing up. I still like her. But she‟s a brat.” 

 “It‟s her… her chilling disregard for life that unsettles me. She doesn‟t seem to be 
fighting her darker nature. She seems to be reveling in it. If she wants to be the Queen 
of Hell, that‟s fine as long as she stays there.” Valeria shook her head. “I can‟t be 
associated with that. We can‟t be friends if she is wallowing in cruelty. And because of 
me, Strange is teaching her magic.” Valeria sighed. “I don‟t know,” she said softly. 

 “She must have told you to toughen up,” Doug said, nodding sagely. “Make your 
own decisions, Valeria,” he added. “You spend more time with yourself than anyone 
else. Be sure that the one person you‟re stuck with is a person you like.” 

 For a moment she just looked at him. “That‟s incredibly profound, Doug,” she 
said. 

 He smiled. “Don‟t do anything you can‟t live with. If you do, your solitude will 
drive you mad.” He tried to smile. “Hard earned wisdom, Valeria. I hope it does you 
some good.” 

 “Well, Mister Ramsey, thank you for deepening my perspective today,” she said, 
standing. 

 “Going so soon?” he said, a bit surprised. “I put some coffee on when you came in 
the door downstairs. It should be about done.” 

 “Now that you mention it, it does seem a bit selfish to unload on you then run,” 
Valeria said. “Talking to you sure does save a lot of explanation and beating around the 
bush, though.” 

 He just smiled. “It‟s good coffee,” he pointed out, sniffing. 

 She smiled. “Sure. I‟d love some coffee.” 
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 Doug clambered over the back of the couch and strolled over to the coffee maker. 
“Just one other thing before social time,” he said, his back to her. She waited. 

 He turned. “If Illyana ever crosses that line, get out,” he said seriously. He paused. 
“If you wait that long.” 

 She felt a faint chill. 

 He turned back to the coffee maker. “And with that out of the way, would you like 
a donut too?” 

* 

 Valeria strolled down the street towards the apartment when she noticed a bag lady 
keeping pace with her without seeming to keep pace with her. She let out a deep breath. 
It could be a ninja. Or it could be a bag lady. She gritted her teeth. Intolerable. This 
paranoia was intolerable. 

 She turned and jogged across the street, headed for the bag lady. She looked both 
ways crossing the street; when she looked back the shopping cart was there but the bag 
lady was gone. 

 “I knew it,” Valeria gritted out, and she darted towards the cart to see a figure 
disappear around the corner of the other end of the ally; so fast! She whipped after. 

 Coming out the other side of the alley, she saw that there was no foot traffic at 
dusk on this street. But the ninja was gone. She looked around at the thousands of 
hiding places on this street alone, and she warily retreated. 

 She took a long, long look at the apartment. Then she went to the pay phone at the 
end of the street. She dialed her number. 

* 

eep 

“Illyana, if you‟re home I recommend you go to a safer place to sleep. I have a bad 
feeling about the apartment. I‟m going to sleep elsewhere tonight. You know how to 
find me if you need anything. Be careful,” 

eep 

 In the shadowed apartment, dark shapes flitted through their living space, tracing 
sigils on the wall with their fingers, silent, almost shapeless, their eyes cold. 

* 

 The bag lady shifted her clothes and hair and almost flowed up out of the window 
well below street level. Now she was a blue collar factory worker on the way home. 
Shoulders bowed, she headed down the street. She caught the bus to the pier, where she 
got off and walked to an isolated lot behind a warehouse. 

 “I know you‟re following me,” she said in clear Japanese. “I won‟t take you to the 
Jonin.” 

 Lock dropped from the shadows. “So he knows I‟m coming for him.” 

 “Does it matter?” the other ninja said with a shrug. 
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 Lock drew her shortsword. The woman she faced slid nunchaku from their 
concealment. They squared off. 

 “I can‟t let you take word of my presence back,” Lock said softly. 

 The other woman nodded curtly. 

 They whipped around the edges of the Tao, circling then whirling sideways towards 
each other, weapons whickering as they met in the center. Lock curved away from the 
attack path, as did the other woman ninja. 

 Lock breathed out, closing her eyes. The other woman fell, dead. 

 Lock cleaned and sheathed her blade, then took the fallen form of the other ninja 
and slipped off to a nearby park. She swiftly scaled a tree, carrying the body until she 
reached the upper branches. Then she pinned the body to the tree under the ribcage 
with the shortsword. She nodded to herself. It would be some time before the body was 
found, and the Hand would most likely find it first. But not before August eighth. 

 Lock dropped from the tree and vanished into the city. The first blows had been 
exchanged. The stage was set. She nodded to herself. For now, that would have to do. 

 Night fell. 
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Symbolism 

August 7 

 “So what‟s left, Sym?” asked the woman on the seat of the throne, elegantly 
perched on cloven hooves. Her hair tumbled down around her shoulders, she rested her 
elbows on her knees and laced her fingers together. 

 “We have about half of each ninja left,” the huge dark demon grunted, and he took 
a puff on his foul cigar. “What they have to say is useless, mostly terrified babbling and 
the occasional „Oh it hurts, it hurts,‟ nothing we haven‟t heard.” He shrugged. “Do you 
want to keep them alive, Swordbearer?” 

 The Swordbearer sighed. “I can‟t think we‟d improve the world by setting them 
loose in it,” she said. “Use your discretion.” 

 A slow smile showed all the translucent black teeth of the big demon. “Sym likes 
the sound of that.” 

 “I suspected you might,” she said, standing in a smooth motion. “If you don‟t 
mind, I have homework to do. Scat. I need an hour or two uninterrupted.” 

 “Your whim is my reality, O Queen,” the big demon said, bowing in supplication. 

 “You‟re a pip, Sym,” the Swordbearer said. He grinned, and trotted off. The 
ground echoed his footfalls back. She hopped down and dragged out a few books, 
stacking them on a stone slab she was using as a table. She lightly sprang up on the 
table, lay full length, and pulled out the first book. “Wish I could use a highlighter on 
these texts,” she grumbled as she flopped open the first hoary tome of magic. 

* 

 She raised her dripping face and looked in the mirror. Then she toweled her face 
vigorously. She let out a deep breath, then she stepped into the other room. 

 The guest room was dim. She breathed the air deeply, tasting the ancient spice and 
dust of Strange‟s house. Somehow, the place was a comfort right now. She sat on the 
thick cushion on the floor, listening to the old clock tick quietly to itself; it seemed 
slower than a normal clock, and it was paced just right for meditation. She settled into 
the old familiar posture, began running her mind through exercises she learned what 
seemed like an age ago. 

 “I must find my inner peace,” she murmured, “if I am to mirror it in my outer 
world.” She began breathing with discipline, focusing her body to reflect the stilling of 
her whirling thoughts. “I must become,” she thought, “what I wish the world to be.” 

 She began her meditation. 

* 

 From the bridge in the park, you could see over the back fence into the industrial 
district. Between the park and the river was a square concrete pump station, for sewer 
overflow. It had been built decades ago, before the sewer system was as high tech as it 
had become. The building was probably abandoned. 

 Nonetheless, a tourist raised his opera glasses and looked at it for a long moment. 
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 “Scuse me sir,” said a policeman, strolling up to him.  

 “Yes?” said the tourist, blinking in surprise. 

 “This your wallet?” the policeman said, holding up a battered leather bifold. 

 “Yes! Yes it is! I‟m Ebert Schwinn! I didn‟t even know I‟d lost it.” He slapped at his 
back pocket. 

 The policeman nodded. “You have to be more alert about these things. Come on 
with me and we‟ll sign some paperwork, and you can be on your way. This is New 
York. Can‟t be too careful, right?” he said with a winning smile. 

 Lock lay still in the tree and watched the ninja guide the tourist away. She released 
her influence on the tourist‟s mind. So. The ninja were making sure no one paid any 
special attention to the pump station. Every clue she had uncovered had led her here. 
Today was August seventh. Today or tomorrow, the Jonin would use the Hand ninja 
clan to abduct Illyana and Valeria for a Great Ceremony. Lock sighed. Enough ruining 
the day of poor tourists. The ninja would get suspicious, even if he didn‟t feel her touch. 
She rolled out of the tree and dropped. 

 The Jonin was near. She could feel him looking for her as she looked for him. Both 
were careful to be as oblique in their search as possible, neither wanted to give away 
their position. But she felt him, brooding, near. 

 She‟d just have to be careful, then, wouldn‟t she. 

* 

 “Quite a maze you have there,” the thin man in the red coat said. 

 “Like it, do you?” said the creature hunched in the center of  a vast loom. 

 “Not even a little,” the thin man shrugged. “I have come because I need your help, 
Enitharmon.” 

 The creature chuckled. “Good to see you again, Strange. Still pleased with my 
reshaping of  your cloak?” 

 Strange shifted in his red coat. “It saves me considerable illusion and effort,” he 
said. “It is a consummate masterpiece, as usual.” 

 “Enough chit chat. I hear you‟re wanting to know what force has infiltrated Prime.” 

 “That‟s the rumor,” Strange said, looking around. 

 Enitharmon‟s realm was a vast perfectly ordered tangle of  woven reality, and at the 
center the short purple creature was hunched in a loom complex, with weaving stranded 
out in all directions while he worked, pulling in raw materials of  all sorts and crafting 
networks no mortal mind could grasp. Strange found a relatively clear spot and sat on 
the floor, careful not to touch anything. 

 Enitharmon clicked away like a mad spider. “It is not possible for you to get the 
first strike, or even a direct strike against the threat that faces your world,” the weaver 
said. “You can never banish it, for it has a rightful place on your world. But you must 
keep the balance, it‟s your task to do, and this creature threatens that.” 

 “Singular?” Strange asked. 
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 “Yes,” the weaver nodded. “One creature with hundreds of  thousands of  minions. 
Some are unwitting, some are greedy, some are frightened. They do not matter. Only the 
one. You cannot face it on Prime, for if  it ever does manifest fully your dimension will 
have to cease to be Prime to accommodate it. If  you confront it where it dwells in 
darkness, your power will wilt and its will wax strong until you are destroyed. A few 
seconds, tops,” the weaver nodded to himself. 

 “But my situation is not without hope,” Strange prodded. 

 The weaver glanced at him, his lavender beak‟s flesh upturned in a smile. “Of  
course not. You must follow your wisdom, as you have, and use agents, as your enemy 
does. Its plans can be defeated on Prime, and in these times that‟s all you can ask.” 

 “What makes these times different than any other, old friend?” Strange smiled. 

 “I don‟t know what you mean,” the weaver said, echoing Strange‟s smile. “Things 
are completely different, just like they have always been.” 

 Strange‟s smile faded. “What must I do, Weaver?” 

 Enitharmon sighed. “You must go to Churanalathitaras.” 

 “The Deep Oracle?” Strange breathed. “I have never been so far from Prime as 
that. How will I survive the… energies of  those distant expanses?” 

 For a moment it seemed Enitharmon‟s eyes grew sad. “I will show you the way, 
wizard,” he said, almost to himself. 

* 

 “It‟s been an hour,” Sym said from outside the ring of standing stones. “The boys 
thought you could use a little study break. Some song and dance or something.” 

 “No thanks,” Swordbearer said wryly. “I‟m not sure they‟re ready to open for a 
show on Broadway.” 

 “How‟s studies?” Sym asked, daring a step inside the standing stones. He leaned 
against one, taking a deep drag on his ever-burning cigar. 

 “Studies suck,” the Swordbearer said, whirling to a sitting position and kicking the 
book shut with one dainty hoof. "Serving in heaven sucks, and Strange won‟t let me be 
the sole ruler of hell, if you know what I mean.” 

 “Sym does, he really does,” Sym said, nodding sympathetically. “Sym might be able 
to help.” 

 “Really,” Swordbearer said, doubt and amusement written in her features. 

 Sym shrugged. “What if Sym could find a trick that only the ruler of the realm 
could do and not some carpetbagging wizard? Even a minor one?” 

 Her eyes brightened. “Do you think you could?” 

 “Hey,” he shrugged. “Sym was here before wizards claimed this realm. If there‟s 
something like that here, Sym will find it.” 

 “Thanks for the show of support,” Swordbearer said, not sure whether to be 
touched or worried. 

 Sym bowed. “Sym lives to serve.” 
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* 

 Valeria‟s breathing was one with the tides, with the cosmic swell, with the city 
traffic, with the expanding and contracting of steel and concrete and asphalt in the 
shifting of the seasons. She was unfocused, unmoored, everywhere, nowhere. 

 As she breathed, she practiced the defenses against magic first, working them until 
they were fresh in her mind, in her spirit. She knew she was stalling, but this was good 
practice too, and practice she had been neglecting for a week or so. She refreshed the 
mystic wards within and upon her. They were simple things, defenses taught to her by 
two masters in time past. They would serve to slow a mystic assault, possibly long 
enough for her to escape, but that‟s all they were good for. 

 Now for her psionic barriers. She breathed more deeply, touched the power of her 
own mind; she was not a psion, but she had been taught techniques of deflecting some 
of their probes and assaults. She opened herself. 

 As her senses focused on the realm of ether and the mind, she felt a sweeping 
touch like a lighthouse beam, and for a moment it shivered past her. Then in a snap it 
returned. 

 Who are you? came the simultaneous question. 

 Valeria swiftly dropped out of meditation, and sat shivering, breathing fast. What 
was that? 

* 

 Sym squatted down next to the mutilated ninja. “Sym is back, did you miss Sym?” 
he grunted, and he laughed, a slow grating horrible sound. “Now tell us more about this 
Beast.” 

 The ninja, half dead and delirious with blood loss, began to babble in Japanese. 
Sym paid close attention; the ideas in all languages moved through his mind, the details 
in none. Japanese was as good a language as any other that was not… native to his 
people. 

 “The Beast is powerful, it wishes to destroy the world, it gives us power, we are its 
servants, we must bring it into the world,” the shredded man babbled. Sym reached 
down and gripped his face. 

 “How does the Swordbearer figure into this?” he rumbled. 

 “To bring the Beast—to bring it to our world—“ the ninja said before he lapsed 
into unconsciousness from blood loss. 

 Sym grasped the dying ninja and sank his teeth into the wretch. A few minutes 
later, he knew a lot more about the Beast than the ninja had been given a chance to tell 
him. And he liked what he learned. 

 “Maybe Sym can summon this Beast to a meeting,” Sym muttered. “Maybe this 
Beast and Sym have goals in common.” His eyes narrowed. “Maybe the time has come 
for Sym to get underspace all to Sym‟s self.” 

 He eyed the other ninja and a slow smile crept across his bloody features. “You‟ll 
do,” he said, and he gripped the ninja and dragged him deeper into underspace. 

* 
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 Valeria stepped out of Strange‟s house, unable to shake the sense of being 
observed. This was a different feeling than she got from the ninja, though. She sensed 
none of the malevolence that radiated from them. She had felt it since she had 
meditated and, what? Made contact? Brushed someone else? She shook her head, 
unsure of what had happened or what it could mean. She trotted down the steps to the 
sidewalk and started strolling towards her apartment. 

 Around the corner and two blocks down, a man tottered to a lamp post and leaned 
against it, breathing heavily. He was close now to the mind he had felt in his meditation, 
the incredible strong pure mind that had, just for a moment, touched into the psi plane. 
He had never felt a mind like that.  

 He leaned back against the post, freely sweating. He closed his eyes for a moment. 
These days, he really should stay inside one of his few remaining safehouses and not 
venture out. But the lure of this mind… he shook his head. Incredible. Breathtaking 
potential. She even had rudimentary psi shields that protected her from casual scanning. 
That alone was intriguing. 

 And she should be coming around the corner any minute now. 

 He tugged off his baseball cap and rubbed his bald scalp briefly, then put his hat 
back on and stood looking down the street. She would round the corner any minute 
now and he would know who he was dealing with. If nothing else, he‟d like to introduce 
himself… 

 A mind stirred, briefly, a mind that he had not detected before it moved. He froze. 

 Too late, his reaction was too late. A small dart whipped out from a blow gun and 
stung into his tear duct, delivering its venom almost instantaneously. The man who had 
fired it put the tube back under his arm and relaxed on the steps while a noose whipped 
down from the tree over the drugged man, looped around his arms and chest, and 
hauled him up with unnatural swiftness. 

 Valeria rounded the corner and saw nothing as the ninja spirited their prize away. 

* 

 Sym brushed his hands against each other as the last of the ninja‟s blood drained 
into the Nether Pool at the end of the underspace. “Come on, little one,” he said to the 
dead ninja, “summon your master. Beast! I call upon you!” Then Sym, a fairly patient 
creature when the situation demanded it, squatted by the pool and waited under the 
burning sky. His thick tail very slowly lashed in anticipation. 

 After a time that could have been seconds or weeks but was more likely hours, 
there was a stirring in the dark face of the lake; this was more than a lake, it was a portal 
that opened to deeper realms than underspace, a portal best left locked. 

 A shadow shifted on the other side, and Sym thought he could almost make out 
forms. “Are you this ninja‟s master?” he asked. 

 I AM THE BEAST rumbled a reply that might have knocked Sym down had the 
creature been in the same dimension. 

 “Sym hears that the ninja are trying to get you up on Prime with them to destroy 
the world,” Sym said casually, puffing on his cigar. 
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 I WILL DESTROY THEIR WORLD the voice vibrated the stone, vibrated the 
air, I WILL CAST IT INTO DARKNESS AND DEVOUR ITS LIGHT 

 “Sym can get you up to Prime,” Sym said, “Sym doesn‟t care what you do to Prime 
as long as you leave Sym ruler of underspace. You must destroy the Swordbearer.” 

 THIS PALE SHADOW IS NOTHING came the chest rattling expression of 
the Beast. THE SWORDBEARER IS NOTHING ALL WILL BE CAST INTO 
FLAME AND DARKNESS AND BITTER COLD 

 “Sounds to Sym,” the demon said, grinning and chomping the butt of his cigar, 
“like we have a deal.” 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 “From here the city looks so peaceful and beautiful,” Valeria murmured to herself 
from where she perched on a skyscraper downtown. She sighed. Safe enough up here. 
Her mind wandered over the mortals she knew. “How do you do it?” she breathed. No 
place they could run. Strange could always escape, if he had to; Illyana had her 
underspace limbo, Valeria could fly. But what about Doug? The secretaries and 
executives and other staff of the building upon which she sat? The cab drivers, tooling 
around in their tiny yellow dots down below? When danger threatened, how did they 
stand it? 

 “Life is so random,” she said distantly, her eyes roving the city, her incredibly sharp 
sight slipping through windows and seeing those who knew they were unobserved; 
picking out facial expressions on pedestrians on the streets over a hundred stories 
below. “At any moment,” she murmured, snapping her fingers. A car swerves out of its 
path. Drug dealers get in a gunfight. Cancer. She shook her head and sighed. Ninja. You 
never can tell. 

 She looked down at her own hands. “Am I ready to shed blood?” she whispered to 
herself. “Am I ready to kill those that pursue me? Or do I risk the lives of everyone 
around me by letting them live?” She bowed her head. “Are their lives worth sparing? 
Are they beyond reform, now that they have chosen their path?” 

 The answer haunted her. She looked past it, kept looking. 

 “Oh, Strange,” she murmured. “You picked the wrong time to leave the dimension. 
I need you for this.” She shook her head, envisioned the saturnine wisdom of the 
sorcerer‟s face. She listened to his voice, to see what he would do. In her imagination, 
he was silent. Would Strange kill them? 

 “Maybe you could come up with another way,” she murmured, “but I‟m not you 
and I‟m fresh out of ideas.” She took a deep breath, and hardened herself. 

 “They follow the path of death,” she said to herself. She nodded curtly. “If the 
choice is between giving death and receiving it, I choose to give it to them. I have little 
choice.” 

 Something inside her quivered at the ramifications of her choice.  She gazed up 
into the afternoon sun. 

 “Forgive me,” she whispered. 
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* 

 Arrhythmic thudding drumbeats roused him from his swoon. The bald man 
blinked once before his heavy eyelids slid down, too heavy to lift. The room was viscous 
with shadow, slithering dark. He tried to focus his thoughts, but he was immersed in 
cloying incense that scattered his thoughts, twisted his reason.  He felt tiny threads of 
pain shoot through him, unpredictable, startling. His mind felt tender; thinking was 
pain. The drumbeats throbbing around him were impossible to fathom, there was no 
rhythm to grasp. His pulse stirred in an off kilter pattern. He struggled to move and 
barely twitched. 

 This is the veil of life, the veil of pain, came a voice from his past. 

 “Jonin!” he gasped.  

 We meet again, Charles Xavier, the silent speech of the voice said. You have come into my 
power. 

 Xavier struggled to gather his thoughts, to bring his formidable mental power to 
bear, to find and shut down the Jonin while he still had a shred of power left. But he 
could not focus, could not push past the peculiar torture to bring his thoughts to 
coherence. He gasped wetly, thrilling with poisonous adrenaline and unable to act. 

 You come from one place, move through life, go to another place. But here all is confusion. There is 
no past. There is no future. You must deal with the now. And in the now the only relief you will find is 
in capturing her—flash, an image of Valeria, he suddenly knew her name; an image of the 
one he had been waiting to meet—her who you touched, you must bring her to us. 

 “I will not!” gasped Xavier as the pain shifted and raced in circles around the bones 
of his left hand. 

 Laughter surrounded him like dry leaves in an autumn wind. He began to struggle 
to open his eyes. 

 You will, Charles Xavier. But please. Let us speak silently. 

 He managed to force one eye open, and he saw that he was naked on a slab, with a 
dozen long needles in his chi meridians, sigils painted on his flesh, half lost in the haze 
that curled and drifted around him from the glowing points of incense. Silver threads 
were tied to the head of each needle, like marionette strings, and they swooped through 
the darkness to a shadowed man‟s hand. 

 “I will not submit,” Xavier gritted out. 

 The Jonin‟s smile could be felt. This is the veil of life, the veil of pain, he whispered 
without speaking. 

 Xavier‟s head thudded back on the stone slab as he fought with all his might; he 
had so little left to fight with… 

* 

 The demon snarled and snapped at Sym as he put his back into it and pushed it 
into the lake. It‟s hind leg slapped down in the water, and its snarl abruptly shifted to a 
mewling yelp. Sym gave it one last shove, and the demon lost its footing on the slick 
shore and flailed out into the lake. It howled, desperate and alarmed, and Sym stood 
looking at the lake, pleased with himself. 
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 The demon‟s howling abruptly shifted to a scream as something moved in the lake. 
The demon was yanked deep enough so only it‟s screaming face was above the surface. 
It choked, jaws working, eyes desperate. 

 UNTIL I REGAIN MY FORM THIS WILL DO the demon‟s face whispered, 
rocking the foundation of the lake. The demon crawled out, pitch black as though 
painted with oil. 

 The Swordbearer cleared the ridge. “Sym!” she shouted. “What are you doing to 
my demon?” She planted her fists on her hips and glared at the tall dark demon, her 
thin tail lashing. 

 “Sym likes your new tail, it‟s fetching,” he grinned. 

 “Answer the question or burn, demon,” she growled. 

 He gestured at the tarry black demon hunched at his side. “Sym was doing what 
you asked,” he said. “You know if you teleport demons out of underspace, they die, 
right?” he said. He clamped his cigar in his teeth. “Sym bonded this demon to 
underspace. You can take this demon with you to fight in Prime and he will be able to 
fight even away from underspace.” Sym grinned, very proud of himself. “No one else 
but you can do that, Swordbearer.” 

 “Oh,” she said, hesitating for a moment. “Oh, good,” she said, brightening. “Very 
good,” she beamed, upon reflecting. Then her expression darkened again. “It doesn‟t 
feel like it‟s bonded to my realm.” 

 Sym shrugged. “Had to use old demon magic trick. Had to coat it with 
portalwaters. It has to cure into new hide for the demon. Until then it will feel a little 
strange.” 

 Swordbearer looked at the ground beneath the demon‟s feet. The ground was 
cracking, shriveling. “Seems a bit more… powerful, too,” she said. 

 “Of course,” Sym said with a grin. “Sym juiced it up a little for you, since this one 
is not expendable. Worth any ten other underspace demons.” 

Swordbearer smiled, her mind working the possibilities. “Thanks, Sym. Next 
time I‟m in a battle I‟ll have to try this fella out!” 

 “Good,” Sym said with a grin. She turned to go, and he narrowed his eyes. 

 You do that. 

* 

 The chanting started. Ninja in the darkness, in a circle around some kind of 
platform, chanting ancient and mysterious words over and over. Xavier trembled, not 
sure if he was sweating or not. Exquisitely sharp specific pain wandered under his 
sternum, down ribs and up again, and the cloying incense was the only air he could 
remember. He struggled, his muscles twitching, whimpering slightly. 

 The Jonin broke the pattern he had endlessly repeated in the months that Xavier 
had been here, the years. But there was no past. There was no future. There was only 
now. And the only way to find relief— 

 Xavier struggled to raise his defenses, the meditations and barriers he had 
meticulously erected over the years. But his breathing was not his own to control, the 
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flow of blood and concentration in his body and brain was disrupted, and he could not 
properly—he could not properly do anything. He lay gasping, desperate, piteously 
flinging his will against the inexorable command of the Jonin. 

 Why do you fight me? the Jonin whispered into his mind. Your students, slain. Your 
Institute, life‟s work, in shambles. Your power so easily reduced to nothing. All those you crafted so 
carefully, turning on you. Emptiness and nothingness wait for you in the world you try so desperately to 
reclaim. But with us, Xavier. With us you will have greatness. You will be able to do what no other has 
done in the history of humanity. You will help us as we usher in a new age. THAT is to be your 
greatness, Xavier. The ritual is begun. Bring us—the girl—and all of this suffering will end. 

 Xavier shuddered, struggling to speak. “I will not submit,” Xavier managed, 
“because you are… evil.” 

 So now you are pure? That is not what I recall from our time together at the Institute, the Jonin 
smiled in the darkness. 

 “But I,” Xavier gasped, “I would never destroy the world. I won‟t be part of this.” 

 The Jonin‟s smile faded. Really. 

 Xavier struggled to breathe. 

 The girl will not be killed. She will transcend herself. You must bring her, docile, to the 
summoning ring and you will receive a swift, painless death. 

 “No,” Xavier huffed, fighting for precious air in the thick fog of incense, his lungs 
not drawing properly. 

 We shall see. This is the veil of life, the veil of pain. You come from one place, move through life, 
go to another place. Here all is confusion. There is no past. There is no future. You must deal with the 
now. And in the now the only relief you will find… 

 Xavier tried to scream and failed. 

* 

 Lock lay on her back in the trees not far from the pump house. Her eyes were 
squeezed shut, tears seeping from their edges. Oh, Xavier. How did you get pulled into 
this? 

 She felt his pain, his agony, the slow burn of his will consumed in the dark magics 
of the ninja. His will was fierce and strong, but it could not withstand… what was 
happening in the concrete building right now. 

 Again half a dozen rescue plans whirled through her mind, but each and every one 
of them was pure suicide. Alone she could not save Xavier. None of her allies could get 
here in time, and even if they did, they could do nothing against what lurked in that 
building. If she tried to shore up his will, the Jonin would send ninja who would, no 
question, find and kill her while she was distracted. 

 One more day, Xavier. Hold out one more day. Silent tears rolled down her face. 
She knew that it was impossible. 

So she lay at the end of the world, desperately trying to think of a plan to 
prevent its destruction. 

* 
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 Strange blinked, struggling to rise. Enitharmon put a restraining hand on his 
forearm. “Rest, wizard. You‟ve been through an ordeal.” 

 Strange felt blood seep in the marrow of his bones, his flesh limp and torn at a 
cellular level. He gasped to breathe.  

 you will remember when the time is right echoed a memory— 

 Standing on the edge of the Oracle, a presence surrounding him, each mote 
seeming to contain as much energy as his dimension, where mortals cannot go— 

 Her voice so gentle; you will remember when the time is right— 

 Darkness, tearing. Strange fought to breathe. 

 “Did you discover what you were after?” Enitharmon asked as he began the 
laborious mystical task of unweaving Strange from the pattern that had taken some part 
of him deep enough for a few words with the Oracle and kept him sane and living. 

 “I don‟t know,” Strange managed, blood freely flowing from his eyes, nose, mouth, 
ears. “I don‟t know what I learned.” He managed a cough. 

 “That‟s the way of the Oracle,” the weaver said with a solemn nod. “Now what will 
you do?” 

 “I have been away from Prime too long,” Strange managed. “I must leave at once. I 
sense danger, great danger. The spirits of Earth call to me. I must answer.” 

 “You will die before you escape my realm,” the weaver said. “You must stay until 
you have healed.” 

 “A little sleep, a little food,” Strange murmured. 

 Enitharmon half smiled. “I must get you healthy enough to escape my realm, 
Strange. I rather like you and would not want to have to pluck your flesh sack out of the 
fabric should you die.” 

 “Enitharmon,” Strange said, fixing the weaver in a bloody gaze, “You‟re good to 
me.” The wizard passed out. 

 The weaver sighed, pulled a blanket over the unconscious wizard, and smiled to 
himself. “You‟re worth it,” he said softly to himself. He cocked his head and listened for 
a moment, and his expression grew dark. “An evil wind from Prime,” he murmured to 
himself. He shook his head. “Heal up fast, Strange. They have need of you.” 

 He climbed back into his alien loom, and the universe continued to unfold. 
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Xalvation 
August 8—Hottest Day of the Year 

 Valeria stirred, muttering and shifting. The most horrible dream… She 
remembered drumming, all out of synch, and whispering and insanity in the dark, the 
most dank foul smell. She shrugged, blinking sleep out of her eyes, yawning, stretching. 

 She looked down, startled. She was drifting in the breeze, fifty feet above the city 
street, dressed in her panties and a tee shirt. She blinked, scrubbed at her eyes. “Never 
flown in my sleep before,” she murmured to herself. 

 A power clamped down on her, not leaving her sense enough to scream; she 
struggled wildly, but the attack was too fierce, too sudden, and it tasted of desperation. 
Her mind writhed under the iron grip then grew still; she was no longer her own. 

 A few minutes later, she drifted down into the park, towards the concrete building 
over its back fence. Her eyes were empty and terrible, her features a writ of pain, absent 
as her body slid silently through the air towards captivity. 

 Another woman stood on a rise not far away, her face contorted by frustration, her 
fists opening and closing. The ninja woman Lock desperately turned the situation over 
in her mind, trying to figure out how she could attempt to save Valeria without 
committing suicide. 

 No ideas came to her. 

 Valeria floated to the door, and it opened to admit her. She disappeared inside. 
Lock settled with her back to a tree, deep in thought, wondering how to proceed. Her 
head drooped as she became one with her surroundings, working through plan after 
plan. There was no one she could call who would arrive in time to stop what was 
happening inside that building, and even if one or more of her allies could arrive in 
time, they could do little against the ninja gathered there. Against their captive telepath. 
Against the Jonin. 

 So Lock waited for an idea or a shift in the situation to present itself. Less than an 
hour later, that‟s exactly what happened. 

 A faint whine and a hiss, and a teleportation stepping disk slid up from the ground, 
leaving a reddish blonde sorceress in its wake.  

 “Lock?” Illyana said uncertainly. “I can‟t scry on Valeria. Do you know where she 
is?” 

 Lock was immediately on her feet. “I feared they had somehow captured you as 
well,” she said, touching Illyana‟s shoulder as though to convince herself the young 
woman was really standing there. “As long as they only have one of you, perhaps their 
Great Ceremony will fail.” 

 “I don‟t mean to be captured,” Illyana said with an arch of her eyebrow. Then her 
eyes widened in alarm. 

 Lock stood with her back to the sorceress. “I can assure that they only get one of 
you,” she said softly. 
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 In that tense moment, Lock thumbed her slim knife loose in its scabbard, and 
Illyana braced to teleport. 

 Lock sighed, and turned to look into Illyana‟s eye. “I am not like them. You do not 
deserve death for doing nothing more than attracting their attention. The way of life is 
riskier than the way of death, but the rewards can be much greater. I am committed to 
the way of life. Please excuse my lapse, the stress is getting to me.” 

 “Sure, no problem,” Illyana said warily. “So what‟s the plan? Valeria is in that 
building?” 

 “Yes,” Lock nodded. “The Jonin has captured a powerful telepath and bent him to 
the will of the ninja. He summoned Valeria. When he calls,” she shrugged, “there‟s little 
any mortal can do to resist.” 

 “Whoah,” Illyana said uncertainly. “So what chance do we have? The ninja alone 
were enough, don‟t you think?” 

 Lock nodded. “The way of the ninja is the way of overwhelming odds, surprise 
attacks, and cheating. Expect nothing less. I have formed a plan.” 

 “Let‟s hear it,” Illyana said, shifting uncomfortably and looking at the concrete 
square of the building. 

 Lock nodded. “You take out part of the wall on two sides of the building. You 
move in one side, I‟ll come in the other. Whatever happens, don‟t be distracted. Do 
your part, teleport Valeria out, then you two just stay in your underspace for a while. 
Okay?” 

 “What about you?” Illyana asked in a small voice. 

 “Today,” Lock said, her eyes hard, “I will face the way of the ninja. Don‟t worry 
about me. And a word of advice. If we fail… don‟t let them take you alive.” Her eyes 
said much that her voice didn‟t, and Illyana nodded meekly. 

 They moved away from each other. 

* 

 The Jonin presided over the Great Ceremony as he had been destined to do since 
he was born under the bloody fingernail of new moon so long ago. The time was right. 
The chanting was in a holding pattern, waiting for the inevitable interruption without 
which the ceremony would fail. Two keys, the prophecy had said, two keys would be 
needed to unlock the barriers between the Beast and the world. 

 One floated before him in a chalked circle, slowly spinning, unconscious, her arms 
gripping her shoulders and her head lolling to the side. She would be the perfect vessel 
for the Beast to inhabit. 

 Silver threads almost too fine to see or feel were collected in the Jonin‟s palm. Each 
thread traced through the air to wrap around the head of a needle, a dozen needles in 
the chi meridians of Charles Xavier. Xavier lay flat, his head rolled to the side, bleeding 
from his nose and mouth and eyes. He was dying. The Jonin smiled. In a few minutes, 
that wouldn‟t matter; not to Xavier, not to anyone else. 

 The Beast would touch the earth and all life would swirl to dust in a maelstrom of 
flame and darkness. 
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 Right on schedule, two portions of wall flared and vanished. 

 Allow them in, the Jonin said to his ninja in the silent speech. Xavier feebly struggled 
against the Jonin‟s domination; was he trying to warn them? To free Valeria? The Jonin 
contemptuously sent his will through the threads, into Xavier‟s body, and the telepath 
subsided once again. 

 The two women attacked as one, leaping through the holes on opposite sides of the 
building. The ninja fell back, forming a ring around Valeria and the chanters. 

 The Jonin watched Lock, felt the indecision; she had two objectives as she surveyed 
the situation the instant she arrived. To kill the Jonin; that was her purpose initially and 
she would not abandon it until one of them was dead. But there lay Xavier; could she 
abandon him to his fate? 
 His smile widened as she moved. She would choose the path of life. 

 And she would die. 

 She sprang to get around the ninja, and they moved to intercept her. Blades 
whickered around her, slashing her clothes to ribbons as she wildly gyrated, an 
elemental expression of painfully refined death that transcended violence and instead 
became a dance. Distance and time were acute as she spun into the cloying stench of 
decay and incense that flowed out of the breached wall. Her every motion was 
measured by the breadth of a hair as the ninja moved to stop her, to kill her. She fought 
for more than life; she sought to pass through their wall. 

 Her shortsword moved faster than the eye could follow, snipping through throats 
and arteries and pressure points as she tensed and relaxed, whirring into the teeming 
mass of dark cloth, catching lethal strikes a quarter inch from the killing point, taking a 
dozen cuts in the first seconds and managing to take them in meat and bone instead of 
in the sensitive places, the weak flesh that would stop the whole body if it were 
damaged. 

 She moved like a spirit bereft of flesh, then in one shimmering perfect moment she 
spun clear, within sword‟s reach of the Jonin, who remained seated, watching her. 

 If you try to free him he will die, the Jonin thought to her in that moment. 

 Her eyes narrowed as she moved. Maybe, she thought, maybe. 

 In a single clear ringing note higher than the human ear could detect, the silver 
strands leading to the Jonin‟s hand separated as her unnaturally sharp sword slid 
through space they occupied. 

 Xavier clenched, locked in a scream his body lacked the strength to make audible. 

 Illyana stared at Valeria, who drifted oblivious to the battle. The ninja stood 
between Illyana and Valeria; the young woman struggled to call a stepping disc, but 
there were wards and ancient sigils she had no knowledge of; they locked the building 
within its own space.  

 Illyana would have to enter the building to make this work. She was trembling. 

 Her breath came short and shallow as Lock vanished into the mass of ninja, all a 
swirling morass of shadow punctuated by gurgles and puffs of blood that whipped up 
into the air. Her hand flexed, and her Soulsword was called from its resting place into 
her hand. She managed a thin scream as she charged into the building. 
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 In that moment, the Jonin snapped both hands shut. The keys. They were within 
his grasp. 

 The time had come. 

 The world would end. 

 Illyana lashed out wildly at the ninja, who did not counter-attack. They instead 
focused on her, on deflecting her. Illyana felt suddenly dizzy in the stench of incense, 
with the alien buzzing of the ninja chanting ringing in her skull as though of all those in 
the world only she could hear it; in the background, laughing. Could that man seated on 
the cushion be the Jonin? 

 She struggled to teleport Valeria, but she could not focus on that pillar, she could 
not grasp what was within the simple chalk circle on the floor. Then the ninja 
surrounded her as Lock whirled up by the Jonin. 

 Illyana felt suddenly cold, vulnerable. A thought rang through her mind; summon 
aid! This battle was beyond her! And almost in a daze, she reached through time and 
space, into her realm, for the one demon who could join her. In a flash, the disc 
appeared— 

 All hell broke loose. She didn‟t remember the demon being so huge… then as she 
brought it, as the disc opened the creature forced its way in, though all the world closed 
in on that moment, on that place, to stop it. There was a chest rattling cough that 
startled dust from the concrete walls.  

 Something was coming. 

 Illyana desperately tried to close her own portal, but it was too late. Something was 
coming through, and nothing she could do would stop it. 

 In that moment she realized she had been betrayed. She also realized that unless 
something changed dramatically in the next few seconds, it wouldn‟t matter any more. 

 The Jonin‟s thin cackle rose, twining with Illyana‟s scream. 

 The lock was breached. The Beast was summoned. 

 The Beast tore reality by the corrupting touch of its presence as it ripped its way 
clear of the stepping disk. Already its demon form was rippling, splintering. The thing 
that had masqueraded as her pet had no form. But it was here. It was too late. Illyana fell 
on her back and scrabbled for the corner, shocked out of her senses, forgotten. 

 The creature bounded through the ninja, who let it pass, and then it sprang up to 
latch onto Valeria— 

 In that moment all became clear. The Beast needed a form, and the Jonin had 
found it one that was unstoppable— 

 Valeria struggled clear of Xavier‟s haze in time to catch a glimpse of what leaped at 
her, but it was too late to evade the mighty spring. It crashed into her with no sound, 
and she was forced to the ground by the weight of the thing. It began to push through 
her defenses, casually and ruthlessly and inexorably.  

 I AM THE BEAST it Spoke, and some of the ninja gripped at their chests or 
heads, trying to contain the blood that flowed from them as the power of its Thought 
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rolled out from it. I WILL BRING FLAME I WILL BRING DARKNESS I WILL 
BRING THE WINTER THAT NEVER ENDS I AM DESPAIR 

 “No!” Lock screamed, her voice thin in her own ears. And the Jonin threw his head 
back in unholy joy; his life was complete, his destiny fulfilled. Death to him now would 
be an afterthought. 

 Lock caught a faint plea, as from a great distance, and she quickly glanced to see 
Xavier trying to reach for her. Oh, I am dying, he thought, and she dropped her weapon 
and knelt at his side. His spark of life, so weak… 

 Live. Her command to him was a whisper in the maelstrom of the Beast‟s 
malignance, but she felt Xavier grip it with his remaining strength. The will to live had 
been stamped out in him, almost entirely. She breathed on the embers that remained, 
and he fought to heed her call. 

 For a long moment Lock closed her eyes, heedless of her danger. The way of life… 
it was riskier. 

 The rewards were so much greater. 

 All the strength she had left flowed through a link she forged with Xavier, flowed 
into his mind, his will. She was completely vulnerable; one strike would slay her. But she 
focused on Xavier, on reviving him, on bringing him back to a world he could recognize 
after his long sojourn into darkness. 

 Xavier revived. 

 He lashed out. 

 Valeria pulled all of her self-hood, everything that made her who she was into her 
center to battle the dark force that was casually overwhelming her; this was worse than 
any rape could ever be, for this creature flowed into every part of what made her an 
individual. This creature was stealing her. 

 “I am a child of the sun!” she managed to gasp as the creature of darkness casually 
leaned its weight on her flagging defenses. Her strength was gone— 

 Then another strength came, she did not know from where. Suddenly she could 
feel her self again, she could feel the sun, and she drove into the darkness that was 
becoming her with all her might. It was as though she was rocketing to the surface of a 
deep, dark lake; she broke the surface, triumphantly who she was, startling the creature 
that clung to her. 

 “I deny your primal night,” she hissed, eyes flaring. “It shall never return. I am a 
child of the sun. You cannot use me for death.” 

 She locked with the Beast, it was pushed out to her skin. They struggled fiercely 
with minds, with bodies, with spirits; if any of her three defenses failed she would be 
utterly corrupted. 

 Illyana cowered in the corner, her eyes pouring blood as the shockwaves of evil 
rolled from the Beast and crashed over her. She was forgotten, her part was played. 

 The ninja surrounded Xavier and Lock; Lock revived just enough to blearily look 
up and see her death poise to end the contest. She managed a smile, her teeth pink from 
the blood in her mouth. 
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 With a peculiar thudding sound, the Jonin‟s head rebounded from the wall behind 
his seat. His body slumped to the side, decapitated. The ninja spun. 

 One of their number tugged off her mask; the others were genuinely shocked. 

 Silent stood, her eyes riveting them to the ground, as she drew her other sai and 
spun the weapons. Prepare yourselves for the First Rule, she said in the silent speech. Then 
she was moving. 

 The tips of her sai touched the ninja as she whirled past them. She was one with 
the hopelessly chaotic fog of incense. The ninja whirled and slashed, but she was 
untouchable. Their training was sound, but they were out of their depth and their leader 
had been slain before their eyes by one the might of their clan had been unable to stop. 

 It was not battle. It was slaughter. 

 Lock swooned, consciousness slipping away from her as the poison from the ninja 
weapons and the shock of her dozens of wounds caught up with her. 

 Valeria was locked in a delicate balance of strength with the Beast, but she was 
wearing down too fast and it seemed inexhaustible. Desperate sips of air were all her 
tight torso could manage for breathing, and as she refused to bend she began to break. 

 Then a voice, in her mind, clear and sharp; I am sorry we never met, the voice said with 
a touch of regret. 

 Power rushed into her; mortal, raw power that tasted of blood and the soul. She 
realized in that final moment that the entire life force of the man on the stone slab was 
surrounding her and lifting her up. She took his energy, focused it, and flared raw 
defiance into the shadow that sought to claim her. 

 For a shimmering second the Beast was blown clear, teetering on the edge of losing 
balance and falling backward. It took one step back, outside the circle— 

 Illyana screamed as she focused her entire will into a stepping disk that lashed into 
existence behind the Beast. In one last push, Valeria took a short step and pounded her 
mightiest blow into the thing of shadow. It lost its balance and its power, knocked back 
into the shimmering disk. Illyana slashed through a disk of her own. 

 Valeria collapsed, her chest wracked in dry sobs. Xavier sagged, his muscles 
relaxing, a faint smile on his face. Silent whipped her sais around once more. 

 The battle was over. 

* 

 The Swordbearer, Illyana, dropped on the shore of the lake to see the Beast 
struggling in the surface, trying to escape the Deep Portal. 

 “You shall never pass into my realm again while I have the power to prevent it,” 
snarled the Swordbearer. She hurled her Soulsword, and it arced then lashed down out 
of the sky with a rolling crash like thunder, smashing the Beast down through the portal 
and sealing the lake with a thick layer of mystic ice. 

 The Swordbearer staggered, then collapsed at the edge of the sealed lake, senseless. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 
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 Lock struggled to open her eyes. She saw Silent crouched over her, tossing away a 
syringe. 

 “We won?” she managed. 

 “Drink this,” Silent said, her voice curt. She offered a curled leaf with a foul liquid 
on it. “For the rest of the poisons.” 

 Lock managed to choke it down, then she struggled to sit up. She was bandaged in 
the dark cloth of the ninja‟s clothing, and another set of clothes was over her bandages. 
There were plenty of corpses willing to part with their gear. Silent glanced around and 
sniffed. 

 Xavier lay unmoving, and Lock couldn‟t immediately tell if he was dead or alive. 
Valeria was on her hands and knees, swaying as her exhausted body and spirit and mind 
trembled. 

 “I don‟t… know how to thank you…” Lock managed, smiling at Silent. 

 “Don‟t,” Silent said with a shrug. “We both needed the Jonin dead. You captured 
his attention. You led me to the two keys and you did your part to stop the Beast.” Her 
serious eyes lightened a shade. “Jonin dead. Beast banished. Hand scattered.” Silent 
nodded to herself. “Job well done.” 

 Silent stood, turned her back on the carnage, and took ten steps toward freedom. 
She was gone. 

 “I think that‟s your old woman from the market,” Lock managed, her voice shaky. 

 “What… what just happened?” Valeria choked out. 

 “You‟re better off not knowing,” Lock shrugged. “You can trust me on that or I 
can lay it out for you in all the detail I know.” 

 “I think you‟re right,” Valeria managed. “I don‟t really think I want to know. I‟ve 
never felt evil like that before.” 

 “Hopefully you never will again,” Lock said quietly. She struggled to turn. 
“Xavier,” she said, cupping her hand around the side of his face. “Xavier, are you 
alive?” 

 Lock quickly checked his vitals. “He‟s in a coma,” she murmured. “These can‟t be 
helping.” She carefully removed the needles. Then she started rubbing at the painted 
sigils on his flesh. 

 “We have no time for this,” Valeria said, forcing herself to her feet. “Some of the 
ninja escaped. They will return soon. We are in no condition to face them.” 

 Lock forced herself to her feet. “I‟m not sure where I can take Xavier. He is out of 
safehouses.” 

 Valeria touched his forehead tenderly. “I wish we could have met,” she echoed 
softly, looking at his glazed and empty eyes. “I will take him and keep him safe. Do you 
think he will recover?” 

 “I don‟t know,” Lock said honestly. “I don‟t know what happened there. I think he 
gave you everything he had, keeping nothing back. His mind is driven so far out of his 
body…” she shrugged. “I don‟t know.” 
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 Valeria nodded curtly. “I cannot thank you enough. You saved me, us, the world. 
Without you,” she said, and there were no words to follow. 

 Lock smiled faintly and touched Xavier‟s head in parting. “His name is Charles 
Xavier,” she told Valeria. Then she turned and walked away. She did not look back. 

 Valeria picked Xavier up as though he weighed nothing. “Well, Charles Xavier,” 
she said, “let‟s get you to a place where we can wash those nasty sigils off.” 

 Then the concrete building was empty except for flies and carnage and a smudged 
chalk circle. 

* 

 Lock stood on the bridge with the other tourists, looking down into the river. “So 
what‟s the moral?” she asked herself softly. She pulled the bill on her ball cap down a 
little further over her bruised eyes. She watched the light dance on the shifting surface 
of the water as it flowed below. 

 “Morals are for those who live,” she murmured. “Could it be that the cruelest of 
men may have their moment of greatness? Or perhaps no matter what sacrifice they 
make for a good cause, evil men always get punished?” She sighed, her body a pulsing 
mass of pain. “At least this time it doesn‟t fall to me to find you a place,” she whispered 
as tears jostled in her throat and behind her eyes. “This time, you earned your refuge.” 

 She turned and walked away into the hot morning through a veil of tears. “Thank 
you,” she whispered with the last of her voice, thinking back to a room beneath a snowy 
chateau. “Thank you for vindicating me.” 

 She vanished into the crowd as though she had never been. 

* 

 For a long moment Valeria stood on the steps to Strange‟s house, gazing up into 
the flaring heat of the sun. “I am your child,” she whispered to the sun, and she felt the 
last traces of darkness burn away inside her. She half smiled. “Strange, Strange, you just 
can‟t leave your dimension for ten minutes.” She shook her head and hefted Xavier, 
then entered the mansion. 

 Ten minutes later Xavier was laid out in the guest room, unclothed, a towel over 
his waist. Valeria had a wash bowl and a wash cloth. She began delicately dabbing at the 
peculiar gummy paint the ninja used to draw the sigils on his flesh. “There‟s no call for 
these to be on you a moment longer,” she murmured grimly to herself. 

 She heard the familiar sound of the stepping disk in the hallway. Illyana, pale and 
drawn, stumbled in and sat on a chair by Xavier. For a few minutes, she sat and watched 
as Valeria carefully wiped at the runes, smearing and then removing them. Then Illyana 
picked up a washcloth and dipped it in the bowl. She began dabbing Xavier‟s scalp, 
which was particularly crusted with the painted sigils. 

 “I‟ve been thinking,” Illyana said, her voice strained. Valeria continued her work 
without looking up. “I‟ve been thinking about my future. About what we‟re doing 
here.” 

 For a few more minutes they continued washing Xavier. Illyana cleared her throat. 
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 “I never want to be… I want no part of that,” she managed in a slightly shaky 
voice. “Evil, real evil is not pretty. I thought…” she stopped, cleared her throat, and 
wrung out her cloth. “I see that more clearly now.” 

 “It has a taste all its own,” Valeria said softly. Illyana met her eyes for the first time. 

 “Yes,” Illyana said. “Yes. I think… I think I‟m ready to trust Strange now. I will 
never be the Queen of Hell. There is a lot out there more evil than I will ever be. I 
just… I just never saw that before.” 

 Valeria quickly looked down so Illyana would not see the tears in her eyes. She 
nodded. 

 They continued washing Xavier. 

 “So what do you think Strange will want us to do with him?” Illyana asked, 
nodding at Xavier. 

 “I have no idea,” Valeria said, “though I can‟t imagine he‟ll object to us offering 
him refuge. Not after… after what Xavier here did.” She almost laughed. “I‟m content 
to let Strange be the one with the answers,” she added. 

 “I am too,” Illyana said, a new determination in the set of her features. “I think I‟m 
ready to learn a better way.” 

 “You‟ll be a hero yet,” Valeria said, and that‟s all she could trust her voice to say. 

 Illyana smiled a bit forlornly. “Thank you… thank you for believing in me.” 

 Valeria‟s eyes were brimming with tears as she looked up. “Thank you for making 
me right.” 

 Outside, the sun began to set on the hottest day of the year. 

* 

 “I‟m staying here for the night,” Valeria said as they finished eating sandwiches in 
the kitchen of Strange‟s house. 

 “Me too,” Illyana nodded. She shivered. “Not quite ready to go back to the 
apartment. Brr.” Illyana went upstairs shortly afterward, and Valeria put away the 
remains of the meal. She headed upstairs, and hesitated at the top of the steps. 

 “Just like old times,” she said, touching the banister and remembering her 
confusion when she first arrived in this place. She shook her head, but decided to check 
on Strange‟s room before going to bed herself. Perhaps in looking at his space she could 
feel a bit closer to him. Right now that would be a comfort. 

 She opened the door, and gasped. 

 Strange lay unconscious on the floor by the bed. 

 “Doctor Strange,” Valeria said, kneeling by him. Then she was up—kitchen—
water—steps—back in one monumental gust of wind that whirled around the inside of 
the house like a pent-up ferret. She propped him up on her knee and fed him a sip of 
water. 

 He revived with a bit of a groan, blinked once. Valeria was appalled to see that the 
whites of his eyes were flaring red. It was a most unsettling effect. 
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 “Valeria,” he managed. “Good to see you again. I think I need some sleep.” His 
head lolled to the side, and he was unconscious again. She hefted him and put him on 
his bed. 

 “Nothing that can‟t wait until tomorrow, Strange,” she murmured, and she turned 
off the light. 

* 

 He listened attentively to the entirety of the story the two young women presented, 
asking questions from time to time. It gave him much to think about. 

 “So it never fully manifested,” Strange said. 

 “It never fully gained control over me,” Valeria said with a nod. “If it had…” and 
words failed her. Strange sat back, nodding thoughtfully, matching up his clues and 
riddles. 

 „What did you find out?” Valeria asked. 

 “Well,” Strange said slowly, clasping his slender hands together, “it sounds like this 
might be the threat I sensed. The Beast was well prepared to end life on this dimension 
one way or another. The ninja were already in this world, a part of it, and arranged to 
bring him through. Both the ninja and their Beast „dwell in darkness.‟” 

 “But,” Valeria prodded. 

 Strange sat with a distant look in his eye for a moment. Then he shook himself 
slightly. “As Sorcerer Supreme you develop a keen sense of paranoia,” he said with an 
apologetic smile. “Seems like that‟s the end of it.” 

 “It will be if you help me seal that thing out of my dimension,” Illyana said in a 
small voice. 

 “I will,” Strange said. “But first… first I will see to Xavier. He sounds like a 
remarkable fellow.” 

 “Would it be alright if we move back in for a few days? Until the dust settles?” 
Valeria asked with a glance at Illyana, who nodded. 

 “That would be fine,” Strange said. “You can go and get what you‟ll need from the 
apartment. I‟ll tend to Xavier.” 

 They went their separate ways. Strange quietly entered the room where Xavier lay 
senseless. 

 Strange sat by him, touched his face in four places, murmured to himself tones that 
would call to the lost. He closed his eyes and slipped his senses into the dark emptiness 
of Xavier‟s mind. 

 No one home. No forwarding address. 

 Strange sent a call out into the darkness. There were no barriers to reflect it. 

 Xavier would return when he was ready to find his way back. Strange nodded to 
himself. Then, for a long moment, he sat watching Xavier. 

 “Should have been me,” he said softly. He clasped the senseless body‟s hand. “This 
burden should not have come to you.” For a moment, the three days of sleep that 
Strange needed swirled up around him and made him dizzy, made the weight he bore 
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shift and sway over him with its crushing mass. He was the defender of this dimension. 
“No,” he whispered, closing his eyes. “My choice was correct and unlucky.” He looked 
down at Xavier for another long moment. “Let us both hope the threat is ended,” he 
murmured. 

 “Until you return,” he said, and he began to cast his spell. 

* 

 The Swordbearer and the Sorcerer Supreme stood by the edge of the gummy, 
cracked, foul ice over the Deep Portal. In the center of the ice block was a shining 
sword. The Swordbearer stamped her dainty hoof on the stone, and it chipped. 

 “I‟m not sure this would hold much longer,” she said quietly. 

 “It won‟t have to,” Strange said, his eyes hard. He gestured, and the Soulsword tore 
up out of the ice and whirled through the air, ringing down into stone and swaying 
upright. The ice shattered— 

 Strange closed his hand into a fist, and the creature below the ice was halted. 

 “You no longer face mentalists and apprentices,” Strange hissed in a language best 
left forgotten, one the Beast could not misunderstand. “You are not welcome here.” 

 The stone began to ripple and creep towards the center of the lake, leaving 
concentric circles like the rings in a tree‟s flesh. The stone buckled and heaved as the 
creature below fought to enter the underspace to engage in real battle. 

 One impossibly long taloned appendage whipped clear. Strange hissed, narrowing 
his eyes, and gore exploded from the limb as its bone center grew rotating bone spurs, 
shredding flesh and mangling the arm. Strange gestured, and the arm shattered and was 
rammed down into the gap. The Deep Portal was sealed, the Beast driven back into the 
outer darkness. Strange turned to face his apprentice, his eyes bright and sweat beading 
on his face. 

 “He could not have found you unaided,” Strange said. 

 “Sym,” the Swordbearer said, her eyes cold. “He betrayed me.” 

 “Do you want me to deal with him as well?” Strange asked. 

 “No,” the Swordbearer said, shaking her head. “The Beast can be forgiven. I was 
none of his business. But my own demon…” She gritted her teeth. “I need to review 
the command structure with him. It‟s best if they associate rulership with me directly, 
no offense.” 

 “None taken,” Strange said with a shrug. “If you‟ll excuse me, I have about three 
days of sleep waiting for me.” 

 “Thank you, Master,” she said, every word sincere. She pulled her Soulsword from 
the stone and looked along its edge. There was a tint to the metal now, and the edge 
seemed sharper than ever. “I don‟t know how much longer I could have held that 
creature back.” 

 He smiled at her briefly, and was gone. 

 The Swordbearer walked slowly out on the rings of stone where the Deep Portal 
once was. She glanced around, then buried the point of her Soulsword in the stone and 
rubbed her hands together. She focused, concentrated, sensed. 
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 Sweat rolled down her face as she used a part of her magic that was new and alien 
to her. But after time, she dared to open her eyes. 

 In the center of the rings rose a single dandelion. In a deliberate motion, it opened 
up, its yellow a stark contrast to the barren stone around it. 

 “It‟s a start,” the Swordbearer said with a smile. 

* 

 Valeria effortlessly carried the seven foot block of crystal down the hall into the 
Sanctum Sanctorum. She put it on the stand by the far wall as Strange had instructed 
her to. Then she stepped back and looked at Xavier, embedded in the crystal, protected 
until he began to awaken of his own accord. 

 “Sleep well,” she said, touching the crystal. “Dream only of pure things.” 

 “Purely good things,” Strange said from the doorway behind her. He joined her by 
the crystal. “He will not age, nor be possessed, nor suffer any harm until he awakens,” 
Strange said. He nodded to himself. “This will have to do until he‟s ready to return 
under his own power.” 

 “Did you try to bring him back?” Valeria said. 

 “I‟ve done that before,” Strange said with a shrug. “Chased down those driven 
from their bodies and restored them. Until they choose to return, however, there‟s an 
empty space in them that can never be filled.” He sighed. “Better that Xavier find his 
own way back.” 

 “Sounds almost like the voice of experience,” Valeria said, looking at him directly. 

 “It does, doesn‟t it,” Strange said with a faint smile. “All of us need to find our way 
back one way or another. We all leave when it gets to be too much,” he said, touching 
the crystal and looking at the peacefully sleeping body within. “There‟s no shame in 
that. I pity those who never find their balance again.” 

 Valeria watched him steadily for a moment. “Get some rest, Doctor,” she said. 

 He smiled. “Good advice,” he said. “I‟ll see you again when I wake up. D‟you 
suppose there‟s a Planetary article in all this?” he asked. 

 “How about one on mind over matter techniques and stealth technology developed 
hundreds of years ago?” Valeria said dryly. 

 “Just as soon as I find someone to write it,” Strange smiled. 

 “I met a woman named Lock who might be able to help you,” Valeria said. 

 With a click, the Sanctum Sanctorum sealed behind them, protecting everything 
within. 
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Shadowboxing 
August 15 

 “You wanted to see me?” Creed said, hulking over Fury‟s desk. 

 “Siddown,” Fury said. “I‟ve got some news for you. The higher ups made their 
final decision on the next recipient of the adamantium grafting.” 

 Creed sat down, the small chair creaking and shifting under his weight. His face 
was blank; too many emotions were behind it for it to reflect only one. 

 Fury looked him right in the eye. “Not you.” 

 Creed gripped the desk. “Come again?” 

 “Not you,” Fury said. “Just thought you‟d want to know. Didn‟t want to keep you 
in suspense.” 

 “Not… me…” Creed said, his claws digging deep into the heavy desk. 

 “You are too unpredictable,” Fury said. “Every time things don‟t go your way, you 
end up AWOL. Your record and your potential do more to keep you here at the Project 
than your performance does. You‟re useful as backup. You are just too damned 
squirrelly to be trusted as a regular field agent. In fact, there is a theory among some of 
your supervisors that you‟re just with the Project until you get this upgrade then you 
plan to defect.” 

 “Not… me…” Creed said. 

 “On the bright side,” Fury said, “your request for leave is granted. You have a 
month.” 

 “What if I prove myself?” Creed rumbled, a whine in his voice. 

 “We just don‟t have enough adamantium to do two agents,” Fury said. “Sorry, 
Creed, I did all I could. You haven‟t done yourself any favors, you know.” 

 “What if I got you some,” Creed growled. “What if I bring you Logan?” 

 “Yeah,” Fury sighed. “I‟ll hold my breath. Dismissed, Creed.” 

 Creed slowly stood up to his full height, glowering down at Fury. 

 “A month,” he said. 

 “A month,” Fury agreed. 

 “I‟ll be back in a month,” Creed rumbled. He turned and left. The door slid shut 
behind him. 

 The office was silent for a moment. 

 The side door to the conference room opened. A tall man shouldered in and stood 
by the desk.  

 “Do you want me to follow him, sir?” the big ugly man said. 

 “No, Garret,” Fury said. “He‟s a predator.” He leaned back in his chair, clamping 
his cigar in his teeth. “Let him hunt.” 

* 



 

504 

 “Your calling card,” the slim executive said. “It was… distinctive.” 

 “So is my proposal,” the huge man said to him, his voice deep and slow and 
marked with a Russian cadence. 

 “Well then,” the executive said, sitting at the conference table, “Let‟s hear it.” 

 “As you know by now, Mr. Stark, I am skilled at obtaining that which is difficult to 
obtain,” the tall dark man said. “I am a hunter, by nature and by trade.” 

 “Indeed,” Stark said. “I‟ve been looking for a copy of the original blueprints for a 
Model T for years.” 

 “I hope my modest gift has done more than grant me audience,” the tall man said. 
“I hope it has also predisposed you to my proposal.” 

 “Mr. Sergei Kravinoff,” Stark read from the card that had been attached to the tube 
with the blueprints. “You have my undivided attention.” 

 “I ask that you allow one of your employees the freedom to consider a sporting 
challenge,” Kravinoff said, smiling. His teeth were square, sharp, too white. His face 
was broad, his forehead tall, his eyes deep. His salt-and-pepper beard was neatly 
trimmed, and his vast muscled body was complimented by a tailored suit. 

 “What sort of challenge?” 

 “If he declines,” Kravinoff said, tilting his head, “I will not pursue it further. 
However, I wish to invite him to a sporting event.” 

 “Out with it, Kravinoff, I‟m a busy man.” 

 The big Russian leaned forward. “I wish to hunt him.” Kravinoff leaned back. “I 
have, through my sources, obtained the cure for Tymaz Nine, something I believe he will 
risk his life for. If he defeats me, I will give him the cure. If I defeat him, his life is 
forfeit.” 

 “Wow,” Stark said. 

 Kravinoff nodded. “He is both more and less than either animal or man; he 
combines the pleasure of hunting each. I wish to try my skills against him. No guns, just 
what primitive traps and devices I can fashion and simple hand weapons.” 

 “You are a big guy, granted,” Stark said, “but if you go up against Logan in hand to 
hand,” he shook his head, “that‟s just a bad idea, Mr. Kravinoff.” 

 “Please allow me to take the risk. I come to you first because if I am successful, he 
will no longer be able to act on your behalf, for he will be dead.” 

 “Coming to me first was smart. If I agree to this harebrained scheme, I can‟t 
punish you if you win. I don‟t like your idea one bit, but you‟ve earned the right to run it 
by Logan. I‟ll call him in,” he said, gesturing to one of his aids, who left the room at 
once. 

 “How did you find out about Logan, anyway?” Stark asked, eyeing Kravinoff. 

 The big man smiled. “I discovered him in my search for the cure for Tymaz Nine, 
along with others,” Kravinoff said. “He intrigued me. He is mysterious, but he has led 
an illustrious life.” 

 The door opened, and Logan walked in. “You called for me, Mr. Stark,” he said.  
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 Immediately, he and Kravinoff were eyeing each other; Stark thought he could 
detect flexing under their skin, he glanced at Logan and saw him sniff the air. He sighed. 

 “I have the feeling I‟m going to regret this,” he said. “Mr. Logan, Mr. Kravinoff. 
Kravinoff wants to hunt you, Logan, and if you survive the hunt he‟s willing to give you 
the cure to Tymaz Nine.” 

 “The cure?” Logan said. He looked sharply at Kravinoff. 

 “It has been tested,” Kravinoff said.  

 “Oh, yeah?” Logan said. “On who?” 

 “Me,” Kravinoff said gravely. “We will be on an island. No guns, no outside access. 
Only hand weapons and what can be found or made on the island, that is all. I will have 
arranged terrain to my advantage, but that will serve to even things, as you have... 
natural advantages.” 

 “To the death?” Logan said. 

 Kravinoff solemnly nodded. 

 “Then how do I get the cure, if I kill you?” 

 “At dawn, twenty four hours after we arrive, a call will be placed to a fax machine 
in the island‟s interior. The fax machine will have a cellular connection to a satellite 
network, and a portable energy generator. The fax will come in with instructions for 
reaching the contact who will supply the cure. I swear that it is not a trick. It is in my 
best interests to be honest with you. Please trust that the hunt is much more critical to 
me than the cure for Tymaz Nine. If you defeat me, I will bear you no ill will.” 

 “That‟s a hell of a risk,” Stark said. 

 “That‟s worth it ta me,” Logan said, his voice hoarse. He stared at Kravinoff. “As 
you knew it would be.” 

 Kravinoff nodded. “I have studied you, Mr. Logan. I did not want to kidnap you, 
or hunt you in New York. No, you deserve better. You are fascinating to me. I want to 
compete with you for the only prize that‟s worth anything,” he said, his eyes gleaming, 
his nostrils flared. 

 “Life,” growled Logan. 

 Kravinoff nodded. 

 “Whoah,” Stark said. “Any more testosterone in here and I‟m going to have to get 
a canoe. Logan, be reasonable.” 

 “How‟s your work on the cure coming?” Logan asked, staring Stark right in the 
eye. 

 Silence. Stark regarded him, weighing his options. 

 “I‟m in,” Logan said, looking at Kravinoff. “Just give me the when and wheres.” 

 

August 16 

 Rain poured down on the seedy bar in Duluth, Minnesota. 
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Creed tensed. 

 “Don‟t you,” the big man behind him said softly. 

 “Who the hell are you?” Creed growled. 

 “What if I told you I knew where you could find him?” the big man said, his voice 
still gentle. 

 Creed rose to his full height and turned to face the man standing behind him. “I 
said, who are you? Make me ask again and I‟ll pick through what‟s left of yer meat and 
clothes and find the answer myself.” 

 Creed was a bit surprised when he did not tower over the dark man. He only had a 
few inches of height on the tall and solidly built man who was smiling in the face of 
Creed‟s wrath. 

 “I know you want Logan, and I can give him to you. In fact, I can arrange for you 
to fight him.” 

 “Guess you aint listenin,” Creed said. Claws slid out of his fingertips, and he lashed 
out. 

 The big man sidestepped, reaching into his coat. Creed gasped in startlement as a 
hand axe snipped through the flesh of his chin on its way towards embedding itself in 
his collarbone, splitting his sternum. As a follow through, the big man kicked him hard 
in the chest, knocking him off the axe and back into the bar. 

 “Arright,” Creed spat, his voice frothy with blood that sprayed into his throat from 
below. He hunkered down, flexing. The patrons of the bar shouted and yelped, 
tumbling over each other to give the fighters space. 

 “I don‟t want to fight you here,” the big man said smoothly, lowering the hatchet. 
“I want to take you to an island, just you me and Logan, survivor walks away.” 

 Creed hesitated. 

 “If you come with me,” the hunter said, “I will give you the chance to kill Logan 
and myself. If you do not,” he said, shrugging, “how will you find Logan? How will you 
reach him to complete your burning need for his death? What if I kill him before you 
can? If you truly wish to kill Logan, I am your best hope. You may kill me,” he added. 
“But not here.” 

 Sirens wailed in the near distance. 

 Creed still hesitated. 

 “If you prove to be the hunter your reputation makes you out to be,” the hunter 
added, his eyes narrow, “you will kill Logan and me and also walk away with the cure 
for Tymaz Nine.” 

 Creed blinked. “Okay,” he said. “Okay, I‟m in. I know some people who want 
that,” he added. And he suspected he knew how badly. He smiled broadly to himself. 
He‟d show Fury success. 

 

August 17 
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 Three sea planes bobbed out beyond the reef, and three rubber boats droned in 
towards the shore of the imposing island. 

 Logan stared at the island‟s outline in the dim morning as the sun rose behind it. 
Three days without a cigar; his body‟s healing factor kept him from the worst of the 
withdrawal. He didn‟t want to make it any easier for them to smell him. This wasn‟t a 
fight. 

 It was a hunt. 

 He stopped his mind before it headed into the obstacle course of apprehension, 
desire, anger, and uncertainty it had been running through for the past three days. The 
time for thinking was over. The time for action had come. 

 He looked over at the other two rubber boats slapping their way over the surf, 
headed for the island. He saw Kravinoff, crouched in the bow of his boat, and in the 
other one the unmistakable hulk of Creed. 

 Not a bit surprised. 

 The boats grounded, and the three men clambered out. Then the boats turned 
around and headed back towards the sea planes. The three men were in heavy canvas 
pants and combat boots, bare chested. 

 “Welcome to my island,” Kravinoff said with a huge grin. “You have both been 
given instruction. In twenty four hours, it will be assumed only one of us still lives. The 
information for the contact for Tymaz Nine will come in to the fax machine in the 
interior. Know that it is a cartridge fax, not film, so there will be only one copy. You 
have twenty four hours until the plane returns. Use your time well. May the best hunter 
win.” 

 “How about I kill you two right now,” Creed said, flexing. 

 Kravinoff and Logan faced him. 

 “Feelin froggy,” Logan said, “just jump.” 

 Kravinoff just stared at him. 

 “Twenty four hours, huh,” Creed said uneasily. 

 “That‟s what I figure,” Logan said. He turned his back and started walking along 
the beach in one direction. 

 Kravinoff turned and headed into the jungle, towards the island‟s mountain. Creed 
watched them go. Then he sat down. 

 “Question is,” he muttered, “which one do I wanna bag first?” He chuckled. “I‟ll 
just sit here by these two scent trails until I make up my mind…” 

* 

 Kravinoff ignored the itch in his skin as he squatted on a narrow platform, high 
above the jungle floor. Below, Logan came out of brush cover, his sweep of the area 
complete. Kravinoff smiled. 

 “Good,” he whispered to himself. “You found fresh water, checked out the area, 
disabled some of my traps.” He nodded to himself. “We will all need fresh water.” 
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 He was camouflaged with clay and crushed herbs. When the mixture set, he would 
smell almost exactly like the surrounding jungle.  

 He was one with the canopy as the breeze swayed his hideout. He simply watched. 
Time enough to act once he was confident of victory. 

 Logan squatted on the stream‟s bank. He dipped his hand into the water, sipped 
from the cup of his hand. He looked out over the sparkling surface. This was the 
stream‟s deepest, slowest point. He cupped more water out and dumped it on his head, 
enjoying the feel as it found its way down through his hair, down over his neck, 
streaking down his back. Hot. This place was hot. And his senses were still learning the 
sounds of the wind across alien leaves, the peculiar unique noises of this place‟s wildlife. 
He couldn‟t trust his senses yet. By tomorrow he‟d be acclimated. 

 Some distant part of his mind was simply slack-jawed that he was in this lethal 
situation. “Life‟s sudden,” he muttered to himself. “If yer gonna get ahead, you gotta be 
ready to deal with that.” 

 The stream slapped a small wave against the bank. Logan narrowed his eyes, looked 
into the water— 

 A huge surge just below the surface; Logan got a brief glimpse of swelling water 
over the savage visage of Creed, attacking from below, like a gator— 

 As water exploded up over him, he rolled back, his claws whipping through the 
skin of his knuckles with the disturbing ring of steel on steel only slightly muffled by his 
flesh sheathes. Not fast enough. Creed‟s talons trailed down one arm, laying the skin 
and muscle open. Logan managed to roll under most of the attack, and then he was up 
and springing back as Creed darted after him, slashing and gouging. 

 His mind was far from battle frenzy as he faced off with Creed; the stakes were too 
high to go for deep sticks, so he‟d settle for cuts, for nicks, for painful injuries that 
would slow Creed down. The big man leaped at him again, muscles tight and packed 
with the thrill of battle. Logan darted to the side and jabbed with his claws, cutting 
Creed‟s forearm and taking a chip of his elbow. As Creed whirled with a sweep of his 
arm, Logan ducked and jabbed as a single motion, sticking Creed in the knee. 

 Creed wasn‟t leaping at Logan, either; he couldn‟t afford to let Logan cut him too 
deep too fast, or Logan‟s claws just might finish him off. They squared off, and Creed 
feinted for a grab. Logan‟s claws hissed at where Creed‟s wrist would have been, and 
Creed‟s other hand darted out and grabbed the short man by the wrist. 

 In a smooth motion, his massive muscles flexing as one, Creed swung Logan off 
the ground and smashed him head-first into a tree. With a dull clang, the tree shivered. 
Creed whipped Logan toward another tree when the smaller man twisted his wrist in 
Creed‟s grip, his unspeakably sharp claws snipping through Creed‟s forearm flesh and 
cutting the tendon to his hand. Creed lost his grip in a scream of primal pain, and Logan 
sailed into the underbrush. 

 “Nice move,” Logan said, springing up from the ground. He was almost twenty 
feet from his large attacker. 

 “Plenty more where that came from,” Creed grunted as his flesh re-knit itself; he 
felt the tendon send out thin strings of new flesh, pulling his arm back together. “You 
got sharp little fingerknives, you know that, runt?” 
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 “I know it,” Logan said with a nod. “You know it too. I can‟t believe Fury agreed 
to let you come to this shindig just to get my metal bones.” 

 “Fury had nothin ta do with it,” Creed snarled. “You got no better claim to that 
metal than I do.” 

 “I didn‟t even ask for it,” Logan said. “Believe me,” he added, nodding, “I wish 
they had put it in you from the start.” He shivered. “All things bein equal, though, I‟d 
have to say I‟m using it at the moment and not willin ta part with my bones.” 

 “Maybe I can convince you,” Creed said, a snarl beginning in his chest. Logan 
grinned, spun, and darted into the undergrowth. Creed was right behind him. 

 Far above, the observation stand was empty, swinging gently with the wind. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Logan ran out onto a large rock that formed a clearing in the jungle. The rock was 
over thirty feet to a side; plenty of room for a tussle. Even early in the morning it was 
warm with the sun. One side dropped over a shallow slope down to more jungle. 

 “I still can‟t believe you shot Mysty in the leg,” Creed said, shaking his head as he 
walked out of the jungle. His cuts were fading. 

 “You think I shoulda shot her in the head maybe?” Logan growled. 

 “After what she did for you. After what she was to you,” Creed said. “Only time in 
my life I wasn‟t sorry to handle the leftovers.” He leered at Logan. “We been real close 
the last couple a decades.” 

 “Ancient history, bub,” Logan growled. “Aint that simple ta rile me. She always 
made her own decisions.” 

 “Not like Sweet Lisa,” Creed murmured, his eyes lidded and full of memory. 
“Mmm.” 

 “Awright,” Logan grunted, and he hurled himself to the ground, rolling. Creed 
hopped back, braced, and lashed down. Logan was ready for that. He changed the 
course of his roll as he came in without even watching for Creed to attack; he had 
predicted the strike. Logan came up with a backhand swipe that caught Creed‟s jaw, lay 
his face open, and chopped his nose in two as teeth sprayed out of his shredded visage. 
Creed‟s claws darted out, latched into Logan‟s exposed ribs, and tore his flesh wide 
open as he flung the smaller man through the air, spinning, to crash into a tree and 
bounce to the ground. 

 “Hm hm hm,” Creed chuckled, pushing at his face with his claws. “Taste a home, I 
was,” he said, his voice odd and slurping as his face struggled to reform. 

 “Shut up,” Logan snarled, leaping back toward his tormentor as blood spun in 
droplets through the air behind him. He leaped right at Creed, and Creed slashed 
towards the air he would have to cross. 

 Logan‟s claws whipped out to each side, catching Creed through the palm of one 
hand and the wrist of the other, and Logan slammed a kick home with all the power of 
his heavy body. His boot snapped right into the shredded cheek, pounding bone and 
blood and flesh into Creed‟s windpipe. Creed‟s face and skull were mangled. Logan 
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spun twisting, and Creed‟s hand tore badly, his wrist almost cut in two. Logan landed, 
crouched in a flashing circle of whirling blood, clear. 

 He was startled as Creed stomped on his upper back, slamming him to the ground. 
In a swift motion, Creed shoved Logan down with all his weight, using Logan to 
support him; before Logan gathered presence of mind to shift, Creed brought his other 
foot smashing down square on Logan‟s skull. 

 Logan gasped, dark fireworks exploding behind his eyes as his ribs flexed and his 
spine protested the weight. His claws—pointed the wrong direction—Creed so damned 
heavy— 

 Desperate, Logan bent his arm at the elbow, putting claws up over his head. Creed 
had no time to change course; his boot rammed down on the angled claws protecting 
Logan‟s head; claws punched through the top of the combat boot, transfixing the huge 
man‟s foot. Creed screamed. 

 Balance lost in a slithering and awkward struggle, the two men fell and groped at 
each other‟s wounds for a moment before Logan rolled clear and up to one knee, 
blinking and choking. Creed rolled, slower, and hauled himself up to his knees, his good 
eye fixed on his enemy. 

 Both men struggled to breathe as their magnificent healing fought to clear their 
breathing passages, rebuild what could be quickly rebuilt. 

 The underbrush swished, and then another one was with them. Kravinoff spun 
between the two and stopped for just a moment. 

 For that one frozen moment the other two hunters saw him, in his mottled 
warpaint with his eyes shining like beacons, a magnificent and terrible man. A huge 
knife was strapped to his belt, and in his hand a simple club. 

 Then Kravinoff was moving, unwilling to sacrifice his surprise. He took a quick 
step to Creed and whipped his club through the air, catching him on his wounded hand. 
Bones crunched and shifted; Creed howled. Logan was already leaping, but Kravinoff 
ducked into a compact squat, his arm whipping up in a hook shot motion that rammed 
the tip of the club into Logan‟s eye socket. Between the force of the blow and the force 
of the leap, Logan felt a ringing snap as his eye ruptured. 

 Kravinoff was free and spinning, the club clanging off of Logan‟s exposed ribs as it 
sent him crashing to the side. A fluid lunge with the tip of the club rammed it into 
Creed‟s mashed face with enough force to knock him on his back. Kravinoff said 
nothing, instead shifting his combat stance as Logan dragged himself up to his feet and 
Creed lay on his back scrabbling for leverage to rise. 

 Logan moved sideways, wary, low to the ground in a battle crouch that made him 
even shorter than he already was. Kravinoff shifted stances, watching both him and 
Creed. He wasn‟t even out of breath. He wasn‟t nervous, Logan realized. Only excited. 

 Logan spun towards him, claws slashing high for his face. Kravinoff easily shifted 
back, the claws swishing past; but before he could counterstrike— 

 —he gasped in agony as Logan‟s other claws punched down through the top of his 
foot, pinning him to the ground. Some deep instinct spoke in Logan and he whipped 
his claws straight back out instead of simply twisting and destroying the hunter‟s foot. 
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 They crouched, just out of each other‟s reach. 

 “Thanks fer shuttin him up,” Logan muttered with half a smile, inclining his head 
toward where Creed managed to get to his feet. “Now I think yer done dancin. Sorry ta 
kill ya, but yer deeply nuts.” Logan shrugged. “Sorry.” He crouched. 

 In a swift deliberate motion, Kravinoff whipped the long knife out in his other 
hand. He twirled the weapons once, ignoring the blood pooling from his wounded foot. 

 Creed sailed in, and Kravinoff leaped to the side ducking under one sweeping arm. 
He stood spinning, taking all the momentum from his move and channeling it into the 
club, which slapped into Creed‟s elbow, snapping it from behind. He lashed out with 
the knife blade jutting away from the heel of his hand, ramming it through Logan‟s 
forearm as the short hunter leaped and using the force of his slash to knock Logan off 
track, flying past Kravinoff instead of into him. Allowing his knife to pull him into a 
spin with Logan‟s momentum, Kravinoff slashed down with the club, catching Logan 
square on the back of the head as the short man tumbled away. Kravinoff was facing 
Creed as the big man spun to charge again. Logan tumbled across the rock and lay 
panting for a moment. 

 “Yer good,” Creed managed, awkward through his crushed face. “Thtrong, too.” 

 Kravinoff said nothing, his face devoid of emotion, and he twirled his weapons 
once and settled into stance. 

 Creed struggled to catch his breath. His foot was mostly better, but his hands were 
still badly torn, and his right arm was useless from the elbow down. He glanced at 
Logan, who managed to regain his feet; the smaller hunter‟s face was a gory nightmare, 
one eye crushed. He seemed to have a little trouble with balance. 

 Darting forward in a lunge that was so fast it belied his bulk, Creed managed to 
catch Kravinoff in his sweeping grasp and bear him to the ground. Blood spattered both 
men as they thudded to the ground, Creed‟s gory injuries spraying. Creed propped 
himself up on his shattered elbow, about to lash down with his claws when the club 
smacked across this throat and the big man under him twisted. The claws came down, 
but the mangled wrist was blocked by a forearm. Creed felt something tear, but he 
could not scream. Then, in a single powerful wrench, he felt himself thrown over. He 
lost track of where Kravinoff was— 

 The knife hissed down at him as he tried to roll. Then it clanged to a stop. 
 For just a moment Kravinoff and Logan locked eyes as the knife was stopped 
between two of the claws jutting from Logan‟s fist. 

 Logan twisted his wrist in a deft motion. Two pieces of knife fell on Creed. 

 Kravinoff sprang back and landed on his good foot, then slid into a stance, club 
ready, wary. 

 Creed lay on the ground, panting, as Logan crouched and sidled closer to the 
hunter. 

 “You are going to have to let go, to survive this,” whispered Kravinoff. 

 “I figure I won‟t,” Logan growled. “You may be a hunter, bub, but ta me yer 
chump change.” 
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 Logan leaped to the side of Kravinoff and spun into range, claws whipping through 
the air. Kravinoff leaned back just far enough, then snatched at Logan‟s wrist. Logan let 
his spin carry him around, but before his free claws could catch Kravinoff in a 
backhand Kravinoff‟s club smashed into his wrist. The big man crushed his knee up 
into Logan‟s kidneys, then roared as he dropped the club and snatched Logan‟s wrists. 
Crossing them, he bent his mighty muscles into gripping Logan. 

 Logan‟s claws swept up by his shoulders, but Kravinoff‟s arms were huge, and he 
had Logan in a crushing grip. He dropped to one knee, forcing the shorter man down 
so he couldn‟t engage footwork. Logan kicked against the ground as hard as he could, 
violently rocking back, but Kravinoff was just too strong; Logan couldn‟t push free, he 
didn‟t have the leverage. 

 Then he heard the slap of wet footsteps, and Creed smashed into both of them. 
The tangle of three crashed to the ground and spun off the edge of the rock— 

 Ten feet down they smacked off the slope, busting the group of hunters apart, and 
each scrabbled at the slope as they slid away from each other. 

 For a moment Logan lay still, panting, feeling every muscle in his body ache. He 
heard Kravinoff spring up and retreat. He also heard Creed laying on the slope 
unmoving. He didn‟t raise his head to talk. 

 “Great,” he managed. “Just great.” 

 “Tboos,” Creed said. 

 “What?” Logan said, propping himself up and looking over at Creed. 

 Creed pushed at his face. “Truce,” he said. “Till I can talbk.” 

 Logan lay back and felt his ribs regain their flesh, his head heal, his eye itch as it 
began to grow back in. He lay still, a mass of pain. Truce sounded like a pretty good 
idea… 

 After a few minutes, Creed started clearing his throat. When he could do so 
without obstruction, he rolled over and looked at where Logan lay some twenty feet 
away. 

 “Way I figure it,” he said, “This nutjob is gonna git both of us if we loosen each 
other up for him. I think we know that now,” he said, glancing up at the flat rock above. 

 “Yeah,” Logan said. “Yeah, I think yer right.” 

 “He‟s only beating us because we‟re distracted. I say until we‟ve beaten Tarzan we 
forget about the past. Agreed?” 

 “Agreed,” Logan muttered. “Let‟s check out the blood trail. 

 The two hunters rose and ghosted into the jungle. 

* 

 “Runnin water,” Logan said, squatted by the edge of the stream. “An about two 
dozen false trails all through here of different ages.” He sighed. “Looks like he even 
scraped the moss off the rocks beforehand. It‟s not gonna be easy trackin him deeper 
in.” 

 The underbrush rustled. Logan and Creed turned, tensed. Sniffed. 
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 Then their assailant burst from the undergrowth, hurling towards them like a 
heavily muscled torpedo. Logan‟s claws were out, he caught the brunt of the assault on 
the six blades, let himself be hurled back, twisting, stabbing. 

 “I wasn‟t gonna say anything,” Creed said, looking on in academic interest, “but I 
am starvin ta death.” 

 “Shaddap,” Logan grunted, shoving the dead boar off his chest, “an help me carry 
this thing to the beach.” 

* 

 Afternoon was waning when they got the skinned boar hoisted up over their 
campfire. 

 “I still think it‟d be a lot easier ta eat the damned thing raw,” Creed grumbled. 

 “You can eat yer part raw if ya want,” Logan muttered. “I‟m cookin mine.” 

 A short time later they sat by the campfire, forty feet from the treeline, twenty feet 
from the sea, tearing into the crisp, chewy flesh of the burnt hog. 

 “Sis good,” Creed nodded at his shoulder joint of meat. “McDead Pig,” he said, 
and grinned broadly. 

 “Prolly voilatin forty er fifty health codes,” Logan said around his mouthful of ribs. 

 Then it was quiet for a good long while as they stuffed themselves, and their bodies 
hungrily broke down the food and healed their grievous wounds. 

 Dusk was settling in as they finished eating, licking their hands. They waded out 
into the water and washed the grease off, then trudged back up onto the beach. 

 “One helluva sunset,” Logan said, looking out across the foam-crested water at the 
blazing glory of the day‟s death. 

 “Yep,” Creed grunted. “Thanks fer supper.” 

 Logan froze, and slowly turned to look at Creed. Creed sat unmoving, watching 
him. 

 “So you figure you can take him alone,” Logan said, echoing the thought in Creed‟s 
tone. 

 Creed slowly nodded. “Figure I can,” he said. 

 “What about us trackin him down together?” Logan said. “That was yer idea.” 

 “I‟m feelin much better now,” Creed said. “Figure I‟ll polish you off, use yer smelly 
hide fer bait.” 

 “You just want me for my body,” Logan murmured. “Some things never change.” 
He took a deep breath, lowered his head, then raised it and looked Creed right in the 
eye. “If that‟s how it‟s gotta be, what d‟ya think yer waitin for?” 

 Creed stood. “I was gonna jack you in the back when you weren‟t lookin, or wait 
until you slept, but that just seems unsportin after all our adventures together. C‟mon, 
Logan. Show me what you have left.” 

 They squared off. Creed started to growl. Logan‟s face was set; almost a little sad. 
He waited. 
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 Then a glittering bit of metal hissed out of the night and stuck into Creed‟s leg. 
Creed hesitated, looking down. He plucked an eight sided star out of his leg. Another 
peculiar whirring, and another bright bit of metal tacked into his chest. He growled, 
looking into the shadow beyond the edge of the campfire. 

 Kravinoff stood at the edge of the treeline, bandaged where necessary, waiting. He 
flicked another shuriken with a simple motion of the wrist. 

 Creed sidestepped. He looked from Kravinoff to Logan to Kravinoff. 

 “Do what you gotta do,” Logan said softly. 

 “I‟ll be back fer you,” Creed hissed. “First I‟m gonna stomp down Tarzan.” 

 He sprang up the beach, moving at inhuman speed toward the edge of the trees. 
Kravinoff spun and dashed into the gathering gloom of the jungle. 

 Logan squatted down on his heels, stirred up the fire, and watched the edge of the 
trees. He felt old. 

 “Yer on yer own,” he murmured, but he wasn‟t sure who he was talking to. 

* 

 Creed‟s animal senses kicked into overdrive; he felt and tasted the jungle as he 
pushed through, on the edge of rage and frustration, ready to kill. The forty foot 
headstart Kravinoff had begun with was rapidly narrowed down. Kravinoff was fast, 
and he knew the trail, but Creed‟s senses drew him along the trail with a force few 
sentient creatures could understand. Ahead, a clearing. Creed bounded, no longer even 
running. Kravinoff reached the clearing first, launched himself through the air, caught a 
vine and climbed. If Creed had been slower he might have lost the trail. 

 But he was not slow. He leaped and caught the vine too— 

 Kravinoff let go of that vine and snatched to one next to it; under Creed‟s weight, 
the vine tore loose of the tree above, and Creed tumbled down ten feet to the trail. He 
landed easily on his feet— 

 smashed through the pit trap‟s cover, clawed wildly at his surroundings as they 
swirled down around him, a surreal moment as the entire jungle slid into the hole with 
him— 

 then the pain smashed into and through him, incredible pain. His eyes were useless, 
down here in the pit, but he realized what he was feeling. He was feeling sharpened 
stakes, four inches across, at the bottom of the fifteen foot deep pit. One was through 
his calf, one through each leg, one rammed up from the small of his back into his torso. 
Blood; he was losing too much blood— 

 For a moment Creed lay panting, desperately trying to get air as he lay impaled on 
the spikes. Could have escaped. Could have sensed the trap, but he was falling. It was 
too late. Everything was too late. 

 Kravinoff‟s head was silhouetted against the grayscale dimness of the jungle above. 
Why not. Creed tried to bark a laugh, but only a wheezing hiss escaped. Pain. Too much 
pain. 

 Kravinoff drew a machete from its sheath at his side. He slid down into the pit on 
the wrecked cover that had concealed it from Creed. 
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 “Crazy,” Creed managed, his breath whistling out. “Bring it.” 

 The next few seconds in the dark were intense, brutal, and inhuman. 

 Then it was done. 

 Kravinoff managed to crawl out of the pit, freely bleeding. He dragged himself to 
his feet, bent down, picked up his prize. 

 Brandishing Creed‟s heavy severed head by the hair, Kravinoff howled victory into 
the gathering night. 

 On the beach, Logan lowered his head and slowly exhaled. He gathered his 
strength. Then he stood and walked away from the light, into the jungle. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Kravinoff pushed himself up the tree to his perch. He looked out over the beach. 
His brow creased. The fire was still burning brightly, but Logan was nowhere to be 
seen. His instincts flared, a moment too late. 

 A hard hand snatched his ankle and tugged sharply. Reaching out with instinctive 
swiftness, Kravinoff snatched his tree stand frame, and did not fall. A quick scrabble on 
bark, and he felt a powerful blow pound into the small of his back. Still he managed to 
hold on. 

 Then he heard the slitting sound of unsheathing claws. 

 He let go. 

 Tucking and trying to control his fall, he was lashed and whipped by branches 
before he crashed to the ground twenty feet below. Another thud, and he looked up to 
see Logan, crouched, claws out, his adamantium weapons gleaming in the moonlight. 

 Kravinoff rolled away and came up drawing his machete. He settled into stance. 

 “Yer not gonna punch my ticket,” Logan growled in a soft voice.  

 Kravinoff smiled. 

 “Suit yerself,” Logan shrugged. He walked towards Kravinoff. 

 The hunter stepped forward, lashing down with the machete. Logan slashed in a 
backhand that caught the big man‟s blade in his claws, shattering it, as he drove his 
other fist towards Kravinoff‟s chest. Kravinoff hopped back, catching his ankles on a 
fallen log; he toppled over backwards and Logan was on top of him. 

 Kravinoff managed to jerk to the side, feeling Logan‟s fist brush him as Logan‟s 
claws drove deep into the loam where his flesh had been a moment before. Logan 
kicked his foot, his punctured foot, and Kravinoff bit back a scream. With a mighty 
shove he pushed Logan away, airborne back into the small clearing. Logan landed and 
launched as Kravinoff rolled to his feet and ducked behind a tree. 

 Logan‟s claws punched into Kravinoff‟s ribs as he slammed them through the 
narrow tree trunk and into the hunter. His other claws whipped around the tree and 
caught Kravinoff on the back of his hand, effortlessly slicing through mere flesh and 
clinking against the machete hilt Kravinoff still gripped. Logan slid both claws free and 
sidestepped towards Kravinoff. 
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 Their eyes met. 

 For the first time, Kravinoff saw death in Logan‟s eyes. 

 For the first time, Kravinoff felt a touch of fear. 

 The big hunter darted to the side, and Logan followed. Kravinoff slid down a slope 
onto a trail, and Logan followed. Kravinoff scooped up a rock, and tossed it at the trail. 

 In an explosion of the jungle floor, a noose whipped around where an ankle would 
be and the counterbalance dropped somewhere in the jungle; Kravinoff leaped, catching 
the retreating noose, and was hauled up into the canopy. Logan watched him go. 

 “No matter,” Logan said slowly. 

 He headed toward the island interior. 

 

August 18 

 Kravinoff‟s hand shook as he wound bandages around his punctured hand. He 
murmured an African prayer to himself, his eyes half closed, slowly swaying. Pain. The 
pain was enormous. But he would last it.  

 He packed his fist tight. Fortunately, the cut had not severed tendons. He bandaged 
his fingers together into a fist to keep it that way. He looked down at his boot, also 
tightly wrapped in bandages. His ribs were patched, but combat would open those 
wounds again. He did not have time to stitch himself up. 

 He glanced down into the valley below, saw Logan move through a clearing, 
headed towards the mountain at the center of the island. Indeed, that‟s where the fax 
machine was. There could be no better bait. Kravinoff was assured another 
confrontation. 

 His hands itched for a rifle for just a moment, then he shook his head. 

 “No,” he said aloud. 

 He looked over his collection and then, almost lovingly, he picked up a hatchet. 

 He bent his fear, turned it until it was behind him. 

 It propelled him out of his shelter, towards the island mountain‟s crater. 

 “Live or die,” he murmured to himself, “this, this is a hunt.” 

* 

 Logan walked up the trail that cut along the face of the mountain at an angle so it 
would not be too steep. He was sure this would lead deeper in, and he got the feeling 
Kravinoff didn‟t expect the hunt to get up here. 

 He sniffed. Blood; Kravinoff was upwind. Logan kept walking, eyes narrowed. 

 Kravinoff stood on the path. “You shall not pass,” he said. 

 “I thought hunting was about striking from ambush with all the odds in your 
favor,” Logan said. “What are you doin out in the open?” 

 “Satisfying my honor,” Kravinoff said. “I fear you. To cut you down in ambush 
would be wrong. For the rest of my life I would wonder if I could have mastered you.” 
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 “Instead yer gonna get cut ta pieces in combat,” Logan said, skeptical. 

 Kravinoff nodded. “If need be. That is a gentler fate. But I do not think I will 
lose.” 

 “Suit yerself,” Logan shrugged. He dropped into combat stance. 

 By now both men‟s pants were shredded, torn from the hips down and hanging 
from the knees in tatters. Their boots were cut and scratched, their torsos bloodied by 
the long thorns and sharp leaves in the undergrowth. They faced off, and all the pain 
went away. 

 Kravinoff skipped sideways, favoring his injured foot. Logan hopped to keep up 
with him. The two men faced off. Kravinoff twirled his hatchet once, in the hand that 
was not bandaged into a fist. Then he stepped in close enough for Logan to attack. 

 Logan darted in and slashed with his claws, but Kravinoff had expected him to aim 
for the hatchet; as he spun it out of the way of Logan‟s claws, he slid around and buried 
it in Logan‟s ribs from behind. He tore it free as Logan staggered forward under the 
force of the hit; for a second Logan was grateful Kravinoff only had one hand in this 
fight. The small man spun with a backhand slash at Kravinoff‟s torso, and Kravinoff 
jumped back so the lethal claws hissed past. 

 Logan was startled by the powerful clang of the hand axe slapping into his head, 
right between the eyes up on his forehead. His head rocked back on his shoulders and 
he stumbled; the axe head thudded into his neck. 

 In a reflexive motion he whipped his claws around in front of him. Just in time, 
Kravinoff released the axe haft and yanked his arm back, the claws hissed through the 
hatchet handle without slowing down. Logan yanked the axe out with his other hand 
and threw it away. 

 Kravinoff reached behind himself and pulled out another heavy survival knife. 
Logan grinned. 

 Kravinoff hopped in again, and Logan slashed at him. But Kravinoff evaded the 
claws, plunging the knife into the back of Logan‟s hand and guiding his claws to clang 
into the claws of his other hand. 

 In the moment it took Logan to untangle himself, Kravinoff slammed a powerful 
blow home with the bandaged fist that rocked Logan‟s head back on his neck again. 
Then Kravinoff stepped forward and wrapped his massive arm around Logan‟s head, 
yanking to the side. 

 A lesser man‟s neck would not have merely snapped, it would have nearly been 
torn in two. Logan felt his spine give, strain as he was whipped to the side. For a cold 
moment his spine barely held under the strain. 

 Kravinoff plunged the knife in to the hilt in Logan‟s gut; Logan could not scream. 
His elbow snapped up and crashed into Kravinoff‟s face, but the big man would not let 
go. The knife tore out, taking some of Logan with it.  

 Everything went red. Logan fought the rage that boiled up within him, the berserk 
fury that would, no question, kill Kravinoff. Logan wrenched to the side, and Kravinoff 
was hurled off him and sent tumbling across the road. The big hunter was on his feet in 
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a moment, and Logan was whipping through the air at him. Kravinoff dropped to the 
side, grabbing Logan‟s ankle and pulling with all his strength. 

 The smaller man‟s leap became a swing, and he was suddenly spinning through the 
air. He crashed into a tree and dropped, blood flying out of his deep wounds. But he 
was on his feet and moving. 

 The world seemed to drop into slow motion for Logan. Kravinoff was before him, 
his face determined. He jabbed with the knife, and Logan swept his claws across it, 
knocking it out of the big hunter‟s grip. Then he was up, and his feet lashed out and 
caught the big hunter in the chest. The two of them crashed to the ground, Logan on 
Kravinoff‟s chest knocking all the wind from him and breaking some ribs, and the claws 
drove down— 

 Kravinoff lay on the ground, eyes open, stunned, a claw slicing deep in either side 
of his neck. He tried to look up; he realized that the center claw, the one that would 
have gone through his windpipe and spine, was retracted. The other two pinned the 
meat of his neck to the ground. 

 “You can get out of this with scars,” Logan rasped. “I beat you. Admit it and you 
live.” Logan put his other fist on Kravinoff‟s shoulder joint. “Don‟t make me kill you.” 

 “The hunt is over,” Kravinoff whispered, squeezing his eyes shut from the pain. 
“You are the victor.” 

 “Damn straight,” Logan said, and he retracted his claws with a slithering hiss of 
steel on steel. He unsteadily stood and stepped off of Kravinoff‟s chest. “Ow.” 

 Kravinoff lay struggling to breathe. 

 Logan slumped to the ground, trying to stem the flow of blood. “How many hours 
till dawn?” he asked, his voice ragged with pain. 

 “Why,” Kravinoff managed. “Why didn‟t you kill me?” 

 Logan looked at him for a long moment. “You aren‟t the trophy, Kravinoff,” he 
said, his voice quiet. “The cure for Tymaz Nine, that‟s the trophy. You are just an 
obstacle.” He lowered his head. “Besides, if somethin goes sour getting the contact info, 
I‟ll need you for my plan b or this whole jaunt‟s fer nuthin.” 

 Kravinoff‟s chuckle turned into a cough and lapsed into silence. 

 Logan stirred. “It‟s not too late fer me to kill you.” 

 Kravinoff said nothing. 

 “There‟s a cost fer your life, hunter,” Logan said. 

 “What is that?” Kravinoff said softly. 

 “Someday I‟m gonna need a hunter to hunt somethin down for me,” Logan said. 
“When I call for you, I want you to do a hunt just for me.” 

 “I can do that,” Kravinoff said. “You have my word that I will. 

 There were long minutes of silence as the two rested. Logan was feeling much 
better except for a dull ache in his neck and shoulder. Kravinoff tried not to bleed too 
much. 

 “Creed‟s dead, aint he,” Logan said, looking out over the jungle. 
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 “Yes,” Kravinoff said. “I took his head.” 

 Logan shook his head once sharply. “You did me an the world a big favor there,” 
he said. “He was a good sparrin partner,” Logan added. Then he sighed. “An that‟s all 
he was good for.” 

 “That‟s why I brought him,” Kravinoff said, shifting so he could see Logan from 
where he rested on the ground. “He was not complete without you. To hunt him alone 
was to hunt an animal. To hunt you without him was to hunt a man. You were, 
together, one creature,” Kravinoff said. 

 “What?” Logan said. 

 Kravinoff managed a smile. “All Creed wanted was revenge, and no man is smaller 
than vengeance. He was bigger than his goal. You have always wanted something bigger 
than yourself. That is why you were bigger than he was, even though he had a larger 
body. You were willing to bet your life on a cure for someone else. He came here just 
for a chance to kill. I knew he could not defeat you.” 

 “I think you‟ve lost a little too much blood,” Logan grunted. 

 Kravinoff shook his head. “No. Not yet. You see, as a hunter I judge a man by the 
shadow he casts. You, Logan, cast a deep shadow.” Kravinoff gathered his breath. 
“Who will mourn Creed?” he asked. “If I had killed you, who would mourn you?” 

 “Where‟s yer nearest stash?” Logan asked abruptly. “I better get you patched up or 
you‟ll die of blood loss.” 

 “Up that tree at the bend,” Kravinoff said. 

 A few minutes later Logan was bandaging Kravinoff‟s wounds. “That should hold 
ya,” Logan said as he treated and bound the gashes through both sides of Kravinoff‟s 
neck. “Can ya breathe okay?” 

 “Fine,” Kravinoff wheezed. Logan squatted and looked him over. Damn near dead, 
this man was. 

 “You okay to head up to the fax?” Logan asked the hunter. Kravinoff wheezed, 
and blinked twice. 

 “Yes,” the big Russian said. 

 Logan nodded. “I‟ll catch up.” 

* 

 He stood at the edge of the pit, looking down at the mutilated headless meat at the 
bottom of the pit. He slowly shook his head. 

 “Wish I had somethin ta say,” Logan murmured low. He swallowed hard. “I wish 
you coulda seen another way,” he whispered. Then he turned his attention to the small 
canister of kerosene from Kravinoff‟s stash. He slopped some over Creed‟s body, far 
below in the pit, then he tossed the can down. 

 “Goodbye,” he whispered, snapping the lighter open.  

 He dropped it. 

 For a long time, he stood staring into the pit, into the flame, watching it end. 
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 Making sure. 

* 

 “I figure it‟s less‟n half an hour till sunup,” Logan said as he caught up to where 
Kravinoff was hobbling up the mountain trail. 

 “Go on,” Kravinoff said shortly. “I‟ll be fine.” 

 “No, I think we better get up there together. That‟s where the chopper‟ll come 
down, right?” 

 “Yes,” whispered Kravinoff, his face chalk white from blood loss. Logan supported 
the huge man, and together they stumbled toward the top of the trail. 

 “Only thirty meters,” Kravinoff managed. “I‟ll catch up.” 

 “Maybe you will, maybe you won‟t. I‟m stayin with ya. I want that cure too much to 
risk losin it, you hear me?” 

 “I hear you,” Kravinoff choked. 

 The sun flared over the lip of the ocean. Logan looked out across the water, and 
his sharp senses picked up the thudding blades of an incoming helicopter, still out of 
sight. He smiled. 

 He heard an electronic ring not too far away. 

 “Ten meters,” Kravinoff managed. “Then we‟re to the tunnel in to the crater.” 

 They covered the ten meters, then the twenty meters of tunnel to the crater. Then 
they walked into the open space, with the tent over the fax machine in the center. 

 Logan leaned Kravinoff against the wall and jogged over to the fax machine. 

 “Uh,” he said. He quickly checked the paper tray. “Uh,” he said. “The, uh,” he 
managed, tapping the machine. “The fax. It‟s gone.” 

 “What?” Kravinoff said, genuinely shocked. 

 Logan sniffed, his eyes narrowing. 

 Just the faintest hint of brimstone… 

 “The fax is gone,” he said, his eyes furious. “We‟re gonna hafta tell yer contact to 
head for cover, before it‟s too late.” 

 “No good,” Kravinoff said. “I set it up through a double blind. I don‟t know who 
the contact is. If I did, the information could be tortured out of me.” 

 “Dammit!” Logan said, with feeling. He turned to Kravinoff. “You owe me that 
formula. You have a copy?” 

 “Oh yes,” Kravinoff said quickly. “I will be able to secure it. I would not put my 
only copy up as the prize.” 

 “I‟m callin in my hunt,” Logan said, his eyes cold. Now they could hear the 
helicopter thudding through the air towards the crater. “It‟s time to find out who 
Trespasser works for. You‟ll like him,” he added, his expression dark. “He should be 
quite a challenge. And he‟s furry.” 

 “Furry?” Kravinoff said, startled. 
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 “I‟ll tell you on the trip,” Logan said, looking up as the chopper descended. 

* 

 They sat facing each other as the helicopter lifted off and swooped away from the 
island towards the mainland. Behind them, another helicopter lifted from a clearing, 
sleek and dark. 

 It was a gunship. 

 “That chopper usta belong to the Project,” Logan hollered. “Don‟t anymore,” he 
added. 

 “Trespasser?” Kravinoff shouted back. 

 “Yep,” Logan replied. “So you‟ll get that formula to me?” 

 “And a sample,” Kravinoff nodded. 

 “It‟s been a pleasure,” Logan grinned, “doin business with ya.” 

 The gunship streaked away and was soon out of sight. 

 

August 19 

 Stark nodded. “I‟ll hand it to you, Logan, that‟s one helluva story. So Creed‟s 
dead.” 

 “Perished,” Logan agreed, lighting up another cigar. “That‟s a load off my mind.” 

 “Let me take another one off,” Stark said, his face grim. “I know how Trespasser 
found you.” 

 Logan watched him, expressionless. 

 “I‟ve been looking over the scans we did of your skeleton when you first came 
here,” Stark said. “I found a spinal anomaly. It‟s a tracer. It‟s also a transmitter and a 
microphone that listens with your bones as a sounding board.” 

 “I suppose it‟s a bomb, too,” Logan said, still expressionless. 

 “No,” Stark said, shaking his head. “No, it‟s not big enough. They bothered to 
make the case out of adamantium, though. The whole affair is the size of a pencil 
eraser.” 

 “And you know how to get rid of it,” Logan said. 

 Stark smiled, and raised a small device like a television remote. He walked over 
behind Logan, pointed it at his spine, and pushed a button. He held it trained on one 
spot. “No telling who was listening in on that,” he said, “but they are real unhappy right 
about now.” He finally released the pressure. 

 Logan grimaced, then flinched. He felt something crack in his spine. “That it?” he 
asked in a strained voice. 

 “That‟s it,” Stark said. “You‟re a free man.” 

 Logan looked him in the eye. “It‟s been a long time,” he said softly. He stood and 
left the room. 
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 Stark watched him go, then looked down at the scrambler in his hand. He sighed, a 
deep sigh, and tossed it on the desk. Then he walked over to the window and looked 
out, his eyes and thoughts distant. 

 “You‟re free, Logan,” he said. “Now what?” 

 There was no answer. He was alone. 
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In the Bag 
 

September 10 

 The sinewy shadow crept along the roof of the house, then began to slowly climb 
headfirst down the wall towards the window. A dim wash of light from a screen inside 
the room glowed through the window as the stealthy figure climbed sideways, then right 
side up under the window, peeking into the room. 

 Infrared scans revealed no one in the house. The computer was powered by an 
extension cord, buried in the dirt and terminating in the neighbor‟s outside socket, most 
likely undetected. The phone line to this particular computer was an illegal tap to the 
line the entire street shared. Whoever set up this computer and its connection was a real 
pro, and it was either a trap or an amateur who almost succeeded in covering his tracks. 

 For a moment, the infiltrator listened. He checked his readings through again. 
Couldn‟t be a trap. No one hiding in the house to trigger it, no trace emissions from 
explosives, electric eyes, nothing. Made no sense. Things that made no sense made the 
infiltrator very uncomfortable. 

 “I am a professional,” he thought. “I can get away with this.” He jimmied the 
window open with the ease of an afterthought and sprang silently into the room. 

 No explosions. No gas. The trespasser‟s curiosity was piqued. 

 He hunched over the computer for a moment. Sure enough; the computer was 
online and its web page editor was up, working on the page. Evidence didn‟t get more 
damning than that. 

 The window snapped shut— 

 Trap— 

 Even as he reflexively shunted his body into underspace to teleport away, some 
part of his mind realized the real trap— 

 The monitor blew out as the delicate device within detected the potential for mass 
displacement a hair of a second before teleportation, and a shock wave snapped through 
the room. The fuzzy blue man toppled to the floor, faintly steaming, out cold. 

 A few seconds later the front door opened, then closed. Heavy footsteps trod up 
the steps. Then the door opened. A huge man stepped in, knelt over the unconscious 
trespasser.  

 “This won‟t hurt a bit,” he said as he administered a shot full of enough 
tranquilizers to keep his trophy unconscious for hours. He smiled. 

“Computers,” he said with a shake of the head. “I shall have to give my 
programmer a bonus.” Then he stood, tugged the remote control apparatus off the 
hinge of the window, pocketed it. He picked up the sack with his prize and left the 
house, smiling as he walked past its “For Sale” sign. He tossed his prisoner into the 
back of his van, climbed in, and was gone into the night. 
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September 11 

 Trespasser blinked, shook his head, and sat up with a groan. 

 “Mornin, Kurt,” said a hoarse voice. Trespasser bounded to his feet, trembling. 

 He was in a fifteen foot square room with a toilet and a bed and a door. Through 
the transparent window that took up much of the door, he saw a scruffy whiskered man 
sitting on a backwards chair. “Rise n shine,” the scruffy man said. 

 “I demand to know the meaning of this,” Trespasser said, his voice quivering with 
indignation. 

 “So you know, you‟re in Stark International‟s New York facility,” his captor said 
with a gesture. “It‟s got all the doohickies it needs to keep you snug in there, so don‟t do 
anything to hurt yerself. Plus you‟ve been searched. Believe me, you‟re glad to have 
missed that part, being unconscious and all. They were pretty thorough.” He tugged a 
cigar out of his shirt pocket and bit the end off. He squinted at his prisoner. “As fer the 
meanin, cast yer mind back a couple weeks to a small island off the coast of Brazil. A 
fax machine. A helicopter. Ring a bell?” 

 Trespasser‟s yellow eyes blinked once. “No,” he said, sounding puzzled. 

 “Just wait,” Logan said, nodding sagely as he lit up his cigar. “It will.” He grinned 
wolfishly, then took a drag on his cigar as he snapped the lighter shut. 

 “Your trap was cunning. More cunning than I would have expected of you,” 
Trespasser said, his voice low. 

 “I contracted that one out, actually,” Logan said. “How‟d he do it?” 

 “You do not even know the methods used to capture me?” Trespasser said, equal 
parts contempt and outrage in his tone. “It was childish and cute,” he said. “Fuzzyelf 
dot com. Little cartoons,” he sneered, gesturing with his three fingered hands. “A little 
animated cartoon demon, cute as a button” he spat “steals black helicopters and teleports 
around on the screen. It could not be missed by my employers. They were most 
displeased,” he muttered. “I was sent to investigate, with the information they gleaned 
about the origin of the site.” He abruptly stopped talking, his mouth a tight line. 

 Logan‟s shoulders jounced as his face contorted. He was trying very hard not to 
laugh. 

 “Oh, to you I imagine this is most amusing,” Trespasser spat, and he turned his 
back on Logan. 

 Logan‟s face was turning purple as his forehead bunched, containing the laugh that 
would not be contained. He put his head down on the back of the chair, struggling to 
regain his composure. 

 “Naw, that‟s not funny at all,” he managed before the laughter burst free. 

 “Neither is this,” Trespasser said, his voice even and cold. “I will get out, and I will 
get satisfaction for this… this rash and cowardly act.” 

 “Now you know I wouldn‟t lock you up for no good reason, fuzzyelf,” Logan said, 
mirth dying down. “You should have thought this through more carefully before you 
stole my prize.” 
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 “What prize?” Trespasser said with an expansive gesture. “Tell me what awful deed 
I have done to you, Logan." 

 “The cure for Tymaz Nine, nothing less,” Logan said, his face darkening. “I fought 
hard to get it, I won it from Kravinoff fair and square, and you just port in and snatch it 
for your employers. I won‟t have that,” Logan said. “You stole from me, and that‟s 
crossin a line I never thought we‟d cross.” 

 “You captured me,” Trespasser said, exasperation in his voice. “Especially after our 
history,” he added, “that is a line I did not think you would cross.” His face was grim. 
“Ever.” 

 “Looks like we were both wrong,” Logan said, his eyes hard. “I won‟t let you steal 
from me and get away with it, blue. I figured you tracked me with the device they put in 
my spine at the Project, but I‟ll get outa you who yer employers are before you leave 
that room.” 

 “It seems we have nothing to discuss,” Trespasser said coldly. 

 Logan stood, his face expressionless. “Get comfy, then,” he said. “I thought of you 
as an ally, maybe even a friend. That‟s why I can‟t let this slide. You just think about 
that.” 

 For a long moment their eyes met. Then, deliberately, Logan turned and walked 
away. 

 “Logan!” Trespasser called after him, taking a quick step to the door. “Logan?” 

 For the first time, he felt a cold touch of fear. 

* 

 Logan sat at the table, his brow creased with effort, a pen gripped tightly in his 
hand. His other hand propped up his forehead as he worked at the table. He sat writing 
a note. 

 Behind him, a faint hissing whine accompanied the flaring disk of energy that slid 
from the floor, leaving in its wake an attractive young woman with reddish hair. 

 “Logan, you rang?” she said. 

 He turned in his chair and looked at her for a long moment. “I did,” he said. She 
turned and glanced at the easel set up in his personal quarters. Scrawled on the paper 
with a thick black marker were these words: 

 Lisa 

 Need to talk 

 Now 

 “Here I am,” she said. 

 He looked her in the eye. “I‟ve got the cure for Tymaz Nine,” he said evenly. “An 
injection is all ready for you, whenever you‟re ready for it.” 

 For a long moment there was silence; Lisa swayed as the implications of what he 
was saying overwhelmed her. 

 “I‟ll be free of it?” she gasped. 
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 “Forever,” Logan nodded. “You ready?” 

 “You bet I‟m ready!” she said, a smile spreading across her face. 

 He stood and opened the door, headed out into the hallway. She followed. 

 “This is incredible, Logan,” she said. “Did Stark make the cure?” 

 “Nope,” Logan said. “I mean, he synthesized a quantity of it, but he didn‟t figure it 
out.” 

 “How‟d you get it?” she asked, breathless. 

 “Doesn‟t matter,” he said, his expression dark as she had only seen it a few times. 
She dropped it. 

 After another minute of walking, Logan opened the door to a clean sterile lab. Lisa 
followed him in, looking around. 

 “Wow,” she said. 

 “That‟s the reaction we go for,” said a dapper man with dark sleek hair. “I‟m Tony 
Stark.” He smiled. “Pleased to meet you.” 

 “The Tony Stark?” Lisa asked, her eyes growing large. Stark‟s smile grew. 

 “Just hop up on the table here,” he said. “Make yourself comfortable and we‟ll 
administer the shot.” 

 “I‟m surprised Logan didn‟t just have a syringe to stick me as soon as I showed 
up,” Lisa said wryly. 

 No one had anything to say to that. Her eyebrows raised, but she climbed up on 
the hospital bed. 

 A nurse came forward and prepared her arm, tying the rubber cord around her 
bicep and swabbing at her vein. Stark stepped around to the foot of the bed. 

 “Tymaz Nine is a remarkably clever weapon,” he said. “It comes on two stages, pre 
adaptive and post adaptive. The pre adaptive stage can go into anyone. It‟s pure, and a 
sample is not available outside the KGB. However, once it is injected into the host, it 
adapts to their unique physiology. The virus shapes itself,” he said, gesturing, “to meet 
the biological makeup of the host. That way it is guaranteed to kill when activated, and 
also it can‟t be replicated should an infected unit be captured.” 

 “You sure this will work on a post adaptive strain?” Lisa asked in a small voice. 

 “Oh yes,” Stark nodded. “You‟re the third person it‟s been tested on. The other 
two are now fine.” 

 Logan stood with his arms crossed, expressionless. “Let‟s get on with this,” he 
growled. Everyone in the room stopped and looked at him. 

 Stark nodded to the nurse, who swiftly and painlessly administered the shot. Then 
she stepped back. Stark smiled. 

 “We‟ll need you to stay in the area for the next few days,” Stark said, “in case of 
complications. But that should be it,” he said with a winning smile. 

 “Just like that,” Lisa said, “I‟m just cured.” She snapped her fingers and smiled with 
deep-seated relief. 
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 “Yep,” Logan said tensely. He turned and left the room. 

 Lisa glanced at Stark, who shrugged. She hopped off the bed and jogged after 
Logan. 

 “Hey Logan, what‟s wrong?” she said, catching up to him. “I thought you‟d be 
happy for me.” 

 “I am, darlin,” he gritted out. 

 “Oh, fine,” she said. “Don‟t go all mushy on me. Don‟t you even care?” 

 He stopped walking, eyes still fixed forward. “Course I care,” he said. “My honor is 
satisfied.” He looked her in the eye. “I surrendered to the Project to get you a cure. 
They wouldn‟t make one. So I got it another way. Things between us are settled up.” 

 “What, that‟s it?” she asked, irritation creeping into her voice. “I thought friends 
didn‟t keep score.” 

 “They don‟t,” Logan managed. He looked down the hall and started walking again. 

 “Hey!” she said, “don‟t walk away from me like this. Logan. Logan!” 

 He stopped and faced her. 

 “I just wanted to thank you,” she said, suddenly feeling awkward. “For all the 
countermeasure every day. For the notes on your board so I knew you were thinking of 
me. You know, for everything.” She blushed. 

 “Yer more than welcome,” Logan said. “Have a nice day.” He started walking 
again. 

 She stared after him for a moment. 

 A voice boomed behind her. “Is there no end to the women Logan brings here?” 
said an amused man. She turned to look at the newcomer. 

 He was tall, confident, a trim bulk of muscle. His dark hair accentuated his pale 
skin, and his eyes flashed with mirth. Then his jaw dropped, all color left his face, and 
he swayed on his feet. 

 “By the White Wolf,” he gasped. Then his eyes rolled up in his head and he fell 
senseless to the floor. 

 Logan and Lisa ran to where he lay. “Get him some water,” Logan muttered 
gruffly, fanning the senseless Russian. 

 “Why does he look familiar?” Lisa asked, unmoving. 

 “Get some water, dammit,” Logan said, not looking at her. 

 The huge man on the floor moaned and stirred. He blinked, opened his eyes. He 
looked at Logan, then gripped him with both hands. 

 “Logan,” he gasped, breathless. “I have just seen my mother!” 

 “An here I thought you hatched,” Logan muttered. “C‟mon, Pete, get a hold of 
yourself.” He winced. “And not me.” 

 “I am sorry, comrade,” the big man said, releasing Logan. He sat up and rubbed the 
back of his neck. “I could have sworn—“ He stopped cold, eyes fixed on Lisa. 
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 “Who are you?” Lisa asked, curiosity in her eyes. 

 “I am Piotr Nikolaevitch Rasputin,” he breathed, wonder in his eyes. “Who are 
you?!” 

 “I‟m Illyana,” she said, a wrinkle of puzzlement in her eyes. 

 “No! No, it cannot be!” Rasputin said with a dramatic gesture that almost knocked 
Logan over. Rasputin scrambled to his feet. “My sister, Illyana Nikolievna Rasputin fell 
through the ice and drowned so many years ago in Russia!” 

 “That name, say it again, quickly!” Lisa said, straining as though to pick out a strand 
of music in a crowd. 

 He drew himself up proudly. “Illyana Nikolievna Rasputin, my sister,” he said. 

 For a long moment they stared at each other. 

 “I was six,” she blurted. 

 “And I was eight,” he replied. “That day has been written in my heart with ash and 
tears and guilt since you were lost to me, and now, here!” he said with a gesture. He was 
overcome with emotion. 

 In a rush they clasped each other. “My first step,” Illyana said, “I remember it was 
so cold…” 

 “Whoda thunk,” Logan said with a small smile, tugging out a cigar. “Yer own flesh 
and blood, a capitalist piglet.” He shook his head, and lit up. 

 “We must check with Stark immediately, so he may analyze our blood,” Rasputin 
said quickly. “Though my spirit saw you with eyes beyond those of flesh and recognized 
you for my sister, still we must see what science can confirm.” 

 “Wow,” the woman who was both Illyana and Lisa breathed. “This is incredible.” 

 “Come! We have no time to lose! Then you must tell me everything about your life! 
Do you live in New York?” 

 “You bet, not far from here,” Illyana said as she jogged to keep up with her 
brother‟s strides. They headed down the corridor of the medical wing, looking for Stark. 

 Logan shook his head, turned, and walked away. He thought for a minute. “Hm. If 
I‟m Illyana‟s dad,” he mused, “that‟d make me Pete‟s step dad. Maybe I should start 
calling him Junior.” He smiled. 

 Then he stopped smiling. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Night was falling as Logan trotted along the perimeter fence. He stopped short 
when he saw Stark, straight out of Casablanca, in a white suit smoking a cigarette, 
looking out through the fence. 

 “Stark,” Logan said, strolling up. “What brings a busy guy like you out here? I 
thought you had your fresh air imported in expensive plastic bottles.” 

 “Oh, that smarts,” Stark said with a little playful wince. “Actually, I came out here 
to talk to you.” 
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 “How‟d you know I‟d be coming by here? Cameras have trouble with my route.” 

 “Your route, if you didn‟t know it, is legendary here,” Stark said. “Everyone knows 
about your roaming. I think it helps the staff feel safe, like someone is watching over 
them.” 

 Logan blinked. “People know about this?” 

 Stark chuckled. “You‟re more famous than you know, Logan.” He took a swift pull 
on his delicately held cigarette. “That‟s why it stings to lose you.” 

 “You gonna fire me again?” Logan said, his eyebrows raising in surprise. 

 “Not at all,” Stark said, shaking his head. He looked out through the fence. “No 
need for that. You have the cure for Tymaz Nine, and so does Rasputin. He got a sister 
to boot.” Stark shrugged. “That makes me expendable. Doesn‟t it.” He breathed out a 
thin streak of cigarette smoke. 

 For a long moment Logan stood unmoving. Then he glanced swiftly out through 
the fence, at the urban jungle beyond a short strip of darkness that served to buffer the 
installation. “Bein expendable is a heavy load, Stark,” he said. He shook his head. “I was 
never in it for the money. I didn‟t work for you just because of Tymaz Nine. You an 
me, we can learn from each other. That‟s why I‟m really here, Stark. It‟s about two 
people helpin each other.” 

 “Touching,” Stark said, his smile souring. “Credible.” He took a pull on his 
cigarette. 

 Logan looked out through the fence. “I‟d be lyin if I told you that I never thought 
about leavin as soon as I had what I needed from you. But you just showed me 
somethin that changed my mind about that.” 

 “What‟s that?” Stark asked, only a hint of bitterness in his voice. 

 “You‟d notice if I was gone,” Logan said softly. He looked at Stark. “Maybe you‟re 
payin closer attention than I thought.” 

 Stark looked over at him. “I‟m not sure I understand.” 

 “You make it easy to feel overlooked, Stark,” Logan shrugged. “There‟ve been 
whole weeks I felt like a little cog in yer master plan, and believe me that‟s not somethin 
I can be.” He looked back out at the city. “Stark,” he sighed, “You could be a great 
man. Not a great industrialist, or a great philanthropist, or a great inventor. A great man. 
I see it in you when you fergit ta pay attention to yer grand schemes, when for just a 
moment,” Logan said, squinting and pinching his fingers, “you let down your guard.” 
He shook his head. “I‟m a romantic,” he said with a shrug. “I wanna believe that 
anybody can be a hero.” 

 Stark struggled with a smile. “Not much in the way of benefits. Does the 401k roll 
over in retirement?” 

 “I don‟t know about that,” Logan grinned, “but I can say the benefits are great.” 
He nodded to himself. “You can tell a hero because when he‟s down on his luck people 
come outa the woodwork ta pay him back for the good he did in their lives.” 

 “No paupers grave for your heroes, huh,” Stark said. 

 “What can I say?” Logan said, grinning at him. “I‟m a romantic.” 
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Stark sighed. “I was just checking to see if you planned to stay because I‟m 
having Pepper put together the invitations for the staff picnic next week, and I needed 
to know who would be attending.” He dropped his cigarette and stubbed it out. 

 Logan chuckled. “Shouldn‟t you be inside countin yer beans?” he said. 

 “No no, I pay people to count those for me,” Stark said. “I‟ll be in playing with my 
tinker toys.” 

 For a moment they were more serious than they wanted to be. The shadows by the 
fence were deep, and their eyes gleamed with the reflection of the sentry floodlights 
pointed elsewhere. 

 “Thank you, Logan,” Stark said. 

 Logan tried to shrug that off. “Any time, Stark. Have a good night.” 

 Stark smiled, then turned and walked with his purposeful gait back towards the 
compound. 

 Logan watched him go, thinking things over. He shook his head, and continued on 
his run. 

* 

 An hour later, he moved quickly and quietly through the dorm wing, almost as 
though he was infiltrating it. His heart was beating fast when he spun into his room and 
slid the door shut. He finally relaxed, locking the door. 

 Not a moment too soon. He heard laughter in the lounge outside. He walked over 
and sat in his comfortable chair. Lisa or Illyana, finishing a story, the healthy booming 
laughter of her new brother Piotr. 

 His doorbell chimed. “Logan my friend, are you back?” Rasputin said into the 
door. 

 “Nobody home,” Logan whispered. He could almost see the big man shrug.  

 “Let me tell you of my top score on the pinball machine,” Piotr said, and his sister 
laughed. 

 Logan sat in his dim room alone and wondered if he‟d ever be able to hold on to a 
family. 

 He stood, walked over to the note he had been writing Stark. With a deep sigh, he 
tore it into little pieces and dumped it in the trash. “So much fer my resignation,” he 
muttered.  

 He felt an entirely different breed of resignation as he lay on his bed and did not 
sleep. 

 

September 12 

 Logan strode down the hallway, through the light of the early morning sun. Behind 
him, rapid steps moved to catch up. 

 “You‟re an early riser,” Illyana said to him. 

 “Yep,” he grunted. 
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 “Look, I haven‟t had a chance to talk to you,” she added. 

 “Nope,” he grunted. 

 “I want to tell you about what I‟m doing these days,” she said, a touch of 
exasperation in her shortening breath. 

 “Not right now, busy,” Logan said. 

 “I‟ll just walk with you,” she said, half jogging to keep up. 

 “Suit yerself,” he grunted. 

 “I just wanted to let you know, I‟ve found a teacher, I‟m learning more about 
magic,” she said. She gulped a little air and continued, still moving fast. “I‟ve got a new 
roomie, she‟s great, her name is Valeria.” She narrowed her eyes. “What‟s the matter 
with you, Logan? Why are you being so cold?” 

 He stopped abruptly and turned to face her. Her heart, already racing, beat faster. 

 “Why am I being so cold to you?” he snarled, low and fierce. “You checked out of 
my life and struck out on your own,” he said, throwing out his arm in a tightly 
controlled gesture of frustration. “I let you. You made your decisions like a big girl, a 
real grownup, and I let you. What‟s done is done. My debt is paid. But don‟t you forget 
this,” he said, his voice growing cold enough to snap dead wood, leaning in so close that 
the scent of his cigar was overpowering to her. “You betrayed me. I can‟t forget that. I‟ll 
never let you do it again.” 

 Abruptly, he spun on his heel and continued down the hall, shoulders set, strides as 
long as his legs would allow; he carried the sense of a stormcloud waiting to burst. 

 She stared after him, speechless. 

 She opened her mouth. 

 She closed her mouth. 

 She breathed for a moment, trying to collect her thoughts, to figure out what she 
had to say to that. Her face darkened with anger. “You‟re not turning your back on me, 
bub,” she muttered as he slammed through the maximum security vault door at the end 
of the corridor. 

 “We aren‟t done,” she said as her stepping disk deposited her at his side. She 
glanced over at the cell. “What‟s he doing here?” she asked, bewildered as she looked at 
Trespasser. 

 “This is a restricted area!” Logan barked. 

 “You think that means anything to me?” she asked, raising her eyebrows. “You‟d 
rather I stay in limbo and scry on you? Really, what‟s he doing here?” 

 “He stole the cure for Tymaz Nine right out from under my nose,” Logan said, 
glowering at the blue-furred creature curled on the cell bunk. Trespasser did not yet 
know they were outside. 

 “But, don‟t you have the cure now?” Illyana asked, confusion in her face. 

 “No thanks to this stinker.” Logan gestured at his nose. “The sniffer never lies.” 
He punched a panel, and Trespasser rolled to his feet as the window became 
transparent from both sides. 
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 “Lisa!” he said, surprised. 

 “Trespasser,” she nodded. “You stole the cure for Tymaz Nine from Logan?” 

 “I swear I did not,” he said, drawing himself up to his full height. “I don‟t know 
what he‟s talking about. Whatever else I am, I am not a liar.” 

 She looked at him for a long moment. 

 “Bout time you got lost,” Logan growled at her. She looked at him for a moment. 

 She extended her arm and clenched her fingers into a fist. Inside the cell, a stepping 
disk flared. Trespasser took a shock, but then he was gone. 

 Logan stood trembling with rage. “What?” he snarled. “What do you want? How 
many times you gotta betray me before it‟s enough? Why you gotta stab me in the back 
every time I turn around?” He actually vibrated with fury. 

 “Maybe you have no gratitude for being rescued from the Project,” she snapped 
back, “but I do. And from Belasco. Trespasser made my life possible. And it‟s illegal to 
hold someone without charges. If anyone should understand that, it‟s you.” 

 “Gratitude? Honor? From you?!” Logan spat. He spun on his heel and left before 
he did something permanent he would regret. 

 Upon reaching the hallway he broke into a mile-eating lope that she couldn‟t 
match. She let him go, doubt gnawing at her for the first time. 

 Her brother strolled up. “Looks like Logan is tightly wound today, as usual,” he 
said with a chuckle. “He‟s too high strung, too touchy,” he said as he shook his head. 
“Let‟s go get some breakfast. I believe a man should get his breakfast in before the first 
temper tantrum of the day.” 

 “Yeah,” Illyana said, and she bit her lip. 

* 

 Stark strolled up behind Logan. 

 “Seems you know my haunts,” Logan said without turning. 

 “I hear this is attractive because you can see all entrances and exits from this 
vantage,” Stark said, looking around. “It is a fine view.” 

 “Whatcha need.” 

 “I was wondering if you had any specific ideas on distribution of Tymaz Nine‟s 
cure. I mean, the disease isn‟t public and shouldn‟t be. So how do we distribute it?” 

 “I got what I wanted,” Logan said. “You said I could have some whenever I 
wanted, no strings attached, and I sold it to you for the cabin and a few other odds and 
ends. Cure‟s yours, do what you want. I‟m done with it.” 

 “You okay, Logan?” Stark asked, looking at his tense back. “Not like you to be 
caught without an opinion.” 

 “I am not okay,” Logan bit the words off. 

 “Whoah, settle down,” Stark said, sitting on the lip of the roof, facing Logan. 
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 “I go through life doin my best to do what‟s right, believin what I believe. Then 
every time I turn around I‟m wrong and there‟s nobody to blame. Everybody I get 
attached to betrays me sooner or later, or they disappear, or both. Maybe I need to go 
on walkabout and get my head on straight, figure out what‟s right and what‟s wrong.” 

 Stark noticed he was pale, his eyes bloodshot. “Why does it matter, what‟s right and 
what‟s wrong?” he asked. “Maybe if you just follow your heart right and wrong will sort 
themselves out.” 

 “Priceless,” snapped Logan. “Fine advice if everybody would follow their hearts. 
But they don‟t. And nobody‟s alone. That‟s why it matters. When nothin lines up right, I 
gotta know which side I‟m on.” 

 Stark sighed. “I have nothing to add to that. Look, if you need anything…” 

 Logan nodded. Stark stood, patted him on the shoulder, and left the roof. 

 “Don‟t make me wait,” Logan muttered. “I know yer list‟nin.” 

 A few seconds later a faint step whispered on the roofing. 

 “I am innocent, Logan,” the Trespasser said softly. “This time, I truly am 
innocent.” 

 Logan slowly nodded. “If I see you again, I‟ll kill you,” he said. “I can‟t take bein 
stole from, lied to, and betrayed all at once.” 

 Trespasser nodded with a sigh. “I get a lot of that,” he says. “I regret the end of our 
friendship. I take you at your word, Logan,” he said, a hardness creeping into his voice. 
“I won‟t be seen.” 

 He was gone. 

 Logan waited, feeling the sun climb in the sky. Soon. 

 Indeed, it was not much later when the Rasputin family came bounding out the 
front. Logan couldn‟t help but hear. 

 “And after I show you around and introduce you, how about some pizza? I know a 
great place,” Illyana said. 

 “That would be grand,” Piotr said. “I cannot believe that I had to cross an ocean 
and a philosophy to be rejoined with my lost sister!” 

 “You know I can‟t give up my new life here,” she said quickly. 

 “Nor would I ever ask such a thing of you,” Piotr said earnestly. “But I will be very 
much better in homesickness having family nearby. Nothing, nothing is more important 
than family.” 

 Lisa Sendry was left behind as Illyana Rasputin ducked into her brother‟s car and 
pretended not to see Logan‟s silhouette watching them drive away. 
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Widow’s Might 
September 25 

 A greasy film of mist lay over everything, and the thin drizzle did nothing to cut 
through it. Only a few people were around. The sun was setting in the west with a 
tremendous flaring display through the mist and clouds and dankness. 

 A woman walked across the slick sidewalk to a pay phone. She glanced over her 
shoulder, her sharp eyes taking everything in. She was dressed in dark sensible clothes 
and a long black leather coat that swirled around her legs. She carried no bag. Her hair 
was bright red, her stride determined. 

 The phone squalled. She snagged the handset and turned her back to the phone, 
saying nothing. 

 “Good that you have come,” said a voice on the other end. “Go to the park at the 
end of the street. Through the east entrance, three benches down. We will meet you 
there.” 

 “No,” she said. “The train station at the north end of town. I will meet you on the 
platform. Thirty minutes.” There was a long moment of silence. Her eyes narrowed. 
“Or I walk,” she added. 

 “Train station, thirty minutes, fine,” said the voice on the other end, sounding a bit 
pained. “You are a paranoid woman,” it added. 

 “If I wasn‟t, you wouldn‟t have contacted me,” she said, and she hung the phone 
up and started walking. 

* 

 “Whatcha got for me, Kravinoff,” Logan asked as he slung himself down in the 
booth. The huge man opposite him smiled, his teeth shining. He was handsome, in a 
brutal way. His dark hair was combed back from his broad features. 

 “I have a lead,” he intoned, his deep voice distinctly Russian. “I have a friend who 
helps me with computer work, he lives in Germany. I gave him a list of those I 
suspected might be infected with Tymaz Nine so he could tap into the world‟s airline 
computer network. If any of them travel, without changing their names overmuch, I 
know of it. There is a domestic flight, from Los Angeles, California, to Duluth, 
Minnesota.” 

 “Sounds thin,” Logan said. “You know this person?” 

 “By reputation only,” Kravinoff shrugged. “Her name is Natalia Allanovna 
Romanova. But she was travelling under the name Natasha Allanovna Shostakova. You 
see, Natasha is a nickname for Natalia, and Shostakova was her married name before 
her husband was killed. Your domestic agencies wouldn‟t know of those facts, so she 
could safely travel without attracting the CIA or FBI‟s attention.” 

 “Warmin up.” Logan nodded to the waitress who brought him coffee, then 
hunched back down. “So what makes you think this woman has Tymaz Nine?” 

 Kravinoff shrugged. “She was trained by the KGB, a product of their Red Room. 
As an international spy she operated for about five years under the Soviets, and since 
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then the command chain gets murky. She‟s been in the States most of that time. Her 
code name is the Black Widow.” 

 “Is she black?” Logan asked. 

 “No,” Kravinoff said with a smile. “I got you a picture, though it was not easy.” He 
handed Logan a glossy photograph of a woman with short red hair, striking features, 
bright green eyes. “She is masterful at what she does,” Kravinoff added, tapping the 
picture. “We will be fortunate to see her in person.” 

 “So you‟re thinking the Tymaz Nine would ensure her loyalty to the KGB, 
insurance against her joining the enemy, a failsafe they wouldn‟t be able to resist 
employing,” Logan said, leaning back. 

 “Just so. And with the current chaos,” Kravinoff shrugged, “I can‟t guess who 
holds her leash. I am sure she longs to be free, just as anyone would under those 
circumstances.” 

 Logan shrugged, watching the picture. “If she is a good spy, any number of groups 
would want to add her to the stable. I think you‟re on to something, Kravinoff.” 

 “My instincts tell me this is a solid lead,” Kravinoff said, nodding at the picture. 
“And there‟s more. I checked it out. Her ticket was paid by a third party whose paper 
trail evaporates before it is fully recorded.” 

 “Plus,” Logan said, “why on earth would someone want to leave L.A. to visit 
Duluth?” He shook his head. “Doesn‟t add up. Let‟s take a closer look. You‟ve put 
some thought into contact and surveillance?” 

 “Of course,” Kravinoff said with a somewhat unsettling smile. “Of course.” 

* 

 The phone on the counter rang, and the bored woman answered it; “Duluth 
Station, may I help you? Hm, I‟ll see if anyone by that name is here.” She cupped her 
hand over the mouthpiece. “Is a Natasha here?” 

 “Yes,” said a redhead, stepping up to the counter. 

 “Oh,” the receptionist said, blinking. “He seems to have hung up.” 

 Natasha glanced out the window and saw a man close his cell phone. She strode 
out the door onto the platform, glancing around. 

 “Two minutes to spare,” she said coolly. 

 “We do not wish to lose you,” muttered the tall man. His face was obscured in 
shadow, but he was dressed in a fedora and trench coat, about as cloak and dagger as he 
could be. 

 “What must I do? What‟s your price?” She glanced again across the tracks at the 
deep darkness of the twilight forest that stretched away from the steel rails of the fence 
and tracks and station. 

 “My employers wish you to work for us,” the tall dark stranger said. “In exchange, 
we will cure you.” 

 “No deal. You‟ve wasted my time,” she said, throwing her head back. “I‟d rather 
die than be shackled to yet another corrupt regime.” She turned to go. 



 

536 

 “But you have not yet heard what we wish you to investigate,” the tall man said, 
pulling something from his pocket and extending it towards her back. She half turned, 
stopping. 

 “You have ten seconds,” she said. 

 “We have a mystery,” the tall man said, “surrounding the whereabouts of Alexi 
Shostakov.” 

 She whirled and faced him, nostrils flaring, eyes bright in the dimness. “You are on 
dangerous ground,” she said. “Compelling evidence, now, and I‟ll consider your offer.” 

 “This, to start,” the tall man said, gesturing with the object in his palm. She took 
three steps to him, and lifted the object. It was a locket, made of gold, with a silver 
chain. Her hands trembled. She popped it open, and inside there was a picture of a 
laughing young red head on one side and a smiling, strong, dark eyed man on the other. 

 “Where did you get this,” she whispered. 

 “He wore it each time he tested a rocket, yes?” the dark man said. “We wondered, 
very much, how it could have survived if he was killed as a rocket exploded with him 
aboard as the authorities said.” 

 She clasped the locket and looked into his eyes. 

 “The answer seems guaranteed to be unpleasant,” he said. “We need someone to 
get to the bottom of this. We‟re a little short handed right now, and we lack personnel 
with the skills to navigate through the shattered remains of the iron curtain. We will give 
you countermeasure for Tymaz Nine enough to last through your investigation, and 
when you‟ve found out all you can then you are free, we will cure you.” 

 She stood speechless. 

 “Tomorrow morning, ten o‟clock, at the public library by your hotel. We will meet 
in the reading room,” he said, “and I will give you the countermeasure and our file of 
what we‟ve found out so far. Complete the assignment, and you will be cured.” He 
smiled. “Do we have a deal?” 

 “I‟ll see you there,” she said. She hung the locket around her neck.  

 The tall man turned and strolled off the platform, towards the street. She watched 
him go for a moment, then followed. 

 By the time she reached the gate, he was nowhere to be seen. She shivered; it had 
been a long time since she had failed to shadow someone. She flagged a taxi and headed 
back to the hotel. 

 As she rode back, she watched the thin rain bead on her window, then streak back 
away from the wind. Her mind turned over the appearance of the man she talked to, 
referencing and cross referencing her studies. He didn‟t match any profiles she could 
recall. If she had seen him before, she would remember. Even more unsettling. He was 
trying hard to look CIA, but he wasn‟t. She wondered who he worked for. 

 She strolled through the lobby of the hotel. 

 “Ms. Shostakova,” the clerk said, quickly. She looked over at him. “A package came 
in for you while you were out.” 
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 “A package, really,” she said, moving to the counter. The clerk ducked fumbled for 
a moment and came up with a small box. Her name was written on the top in black 
marker.  

 “Thanks,” she said, turning her back on him to open it. Inside was a cell phone. 

 She looked at it narrowly for a moment, then pocketed it and turned back to the 
clerk. “Thank you, you‟ve been most helpful,” she said with a smile. 

 She almost made it to the stairwell before the cell phone rattled off its warbling 
ring. She opened it. 

 “Greetings,” came a deep voice in Russian. “I am not KGB. May we talk a little?” 

 “Who are you then?” she asked in fluid Russian. 

 “There will be time for that,” the voice replied. “Of more interest to both of us is 
what I want, yes?” 

 “Yes,” she said. “You‟re running out of time.” 

 “I stole the cure for Tymaz Nine from the KGB, and someone in turn stole a 
sample from me. I‟m upset about that, and I want to know who else has the cure, so I 
can punish them for stealing from me. You are about to find out the identity of 
someone else who has it. I will cure you, if you reveal the identities of those you are 
negotiating with.” 

 “No deal,” she said, and she prepared to close the connection. 

 “I have the cure with me,” he said earnestly. “I can think of no better way to 
demonstrate my good faith than to cure you. I want nothing more than to keep you out 
of the clutches of yet another corrupt government.” 

 She hesitated, thinking. “How did you find me?” she asked. 

 “I saw your plane reservation, cross referenced known aliases with hotels,” the 
voice replied. “I do not want this to turn into any kind of confrontation. I thought this 
phone might be the best way for us to talk.” 

 “Who is this?” she demanded. 

 “I just want to make things right,” the voice replied. “When would you like to be 
cured?” 

 “How about right now?” she said. 

 “I‟ll meet you in the lobby,” the voice replied. 

 She turned and headed back to the lobby, snapping the phone shut. 

 Waiting for her there was a huge man. He stood well over six foot, bulked with 
muscle but free of fat. He smiled, his huge white teeth gleaming. 

 “Sergei Kravinoff,” she said, raising an eyebrow. “I would never have expected to 
see you here. How is hunting these days?” 

 “Much better since I was cured of Tymaz Nine,” he replied easily. They spoke in 
Russian, feeling confident that those around them would not understand even if they 
could overhear. 

 “You were infected?” she asked, her eyebrows raising with surprise. 
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 He scowled. “Yes.” 

 She understood. “Assassinations?” 

 He shrugged. “What‟s past is past. They paid for their crimes, and I obtained the 
cure. I detest the thought of Tymaz Nine being used to ensnare others, to make slaves.” 

 She glanced around the open lobby. “Perhaps we should move to the lounge,” she 
said. “Is the cure an injection?” 

 “Yes,” he replied as they headed for the somewhat dimmer and more private 
lounge. It was deserted. “The cure takes effect over about three days. Ideally there is 
supervision over that time, but we will not suggest that for you. It is hard enough to 
trust as it is, and I understand that. This cure has freed three so far with no ill effects, so 
I believe you should be fine.” 

 They stepped into the lounge, making a striking couple. Kravinoff guided her 
around to a booth towards the back. He fished in his pocket and pulled out a small glass 
bottle and a plastic wrapped syringe. He expertly freed the syringe and drew the 
contents of the glass bottle into it. 

 “I apologize,” he said with a smile. “I forgot to bring swabs. I do have a band aid, 
however.” 

 She shrugged out of her leather coat and tossed it on the table. Her shirt had no 
sleeves. She extended her arm, her eyes bright in the dimness. Kravinoff exhaled, and 
raised the needle. He hesitated, caution darkening his features. He glanced around, 
sniffing. 

 The syringe exploded in a fine shower of glass and liquid as a bullet passed through 
it. Kravinoff leaped to one side, Natasha to the other as more bullets pounded through 
the wallpaper and wooden screens. Silenced Glocks, close range. Kravinoff popped up 
behind the partition, Natasha peeked out from where she was prone behind a booth. 

 Three figures, dressed in black, silenced weapons. They moved closer, gunsmoke 
twirling in their wake. 

 “Autodial four on the phone! Call me!” Kravinoff said in a stage whisper. Then he 
stood, whirling, and plunged through the window in an explosion of glass. The lounge 
was on the first floor, so he hit the ground running, a few bullets zipping hungrily after 
him.  

 Natasha gathered herself for a spring. Three of them, and not the best in the 
league. She gave herself a four second time limit to have them on the ground disarmed. 
She glanced out to check distance. 

 Another figure stepped into the lounge doorway. A silenced gun barked three 
times, and the three gunmen sprawled forward without a chance to return fire. Natasha 
watched as the woman who shot them in the back stepped into the lounge and swiftly 
closed the doors. 

 “Natalia Allanovna Romanova,” the woman whispered. “Are you here?” 

 “That depends,” she replied from behind cover. “Do you want to shoot me too?” 
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 “No, not at all,” the other woman said, holstering her pistol. “More are on their 
way. Come with me.” The blonde dashed to the window Kravinoff had burst and 
leaped lightly through. Natasha was right behind her. 

 To the parking lot. They dropped into a battered dark luxury sedan, and the blonde 
fired it up and off they went. 

 At the other end of the parking lot, a car started up. Kravinoff smiled, and spoke 
into his CB. “You getting this?” he asked. 

 “Loud and clear,” said the gruff voice on the other end. “I‟ll be right there.” 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 “You must know it was curiosity, not fear, that brought me this far,” Natasha said 
sternly. “Pull the car over. We must talk.” 

 “I don‟t think we‟re a safe distance away yet,” the blonde said, glancing in her side 
mirror. 

 “Pull over now or I will pull us over,” Natasha said, her voice even. 

 The blonde glanced at her, then flicked on the turn signal and pulled off the road. 
She turned to face her passenger. 

 “You have thirty seconds to explain who you are and how you fit into this,” 
Natasha said. Her hands were folded in her lap, and she did not so much as gesture 
threateningly. 

 “My name is Ana Prentis,” the blonde said. “I‟ve been following you since you hit 
Duluth. Two groups are trying to get to you, a spy ring and a small coalition built by 
Kravinoff. He‟s gone mad in the last year or so and he‟s hunting down and killing 
Russian ex-pats. The spies can‟t be trusted but they do offer life and a cure. I‟m here 
because you‟re my hero,” Ana said, and she blushed. 

 “Is that so,” Natasha said. 

 “Yes,” Ana nodded. “I know some of your history. How your husband,” she said, 
and she paused for a moment to collect herself. “Your husband was killed in the line of 
duty,” she said, her voice thick with emotion. “I always thought that was sad, but I 
admired how it shaped you. The things around us shape us. My husband was… recently 
killed… in the line of duty. I was hoping,” she said, looking away, “we could work 
together. That would mean a lot to me. A shared burden is lighter, I am told.” 

 Natasha watched her. “My instructor told me that tragedy gives the true artist the 
strength to go on and become more, that anguish and suffering create vision. He was… 
is… a madman.” She looked out the window. “The thugs with guns. Who were they?” 

 “Central Intelligence Agency,” Ana said. “Kravinoff tipped them off to your 
meeting. He wants the authorities to bring you in.” 

 “Your story is full of holes,” Natasha said, her eyes distant. “Kravinoff cannot both 
want to kill me himself and want to involve the government. Besides, I‟d know CIA. 
They were something else. Playing for sympathy with a story about a dead husband is an 
old trick that has been tossed at me time and time again; it is offensive. And Kravinoff 
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has not been killing Russians.” Natasha opened the car door. “We have nothing further 
to discuss.” 

 “Wait!” Ana said, and something sharp was in her voice. “You walk away from this, 
from me, fine, we‟ll both deal with the consequences. But before you go,” she said, her 
voice hardening, “know that my husband was killed just a few weeks ago, and that the 
pain is very fresh in me, and that I do admire you. That‟s why I want this to go the easy 
way.” 

 “Life,” Natasha said, stepping out of the car. She leaned down to look at Ana. “It is 
sometimes so disappointing,” she said, shaking her head. She turned and walked down 
the sidewalk. 

 Ana got out of the car and half jogged after her. “Wait,” she said. “Just another 
moment.” 

 Natasha turned, taut, wary, irritation growing. “Let it go or you will be made to let 
it go,” she said softly. 

 “She never was real good at that,” growled a voice from the alley. 

 “Logan?” Ana said with a small gasp. A short man with wild upswept hair stepped 
out of the shadows between the two women. 

 “And you would be?” Natasha said, her eyebrow raised in an elegant arch. 

 “Kravinoff‟s partner at the moment,” Logan said. “Don‟t listen to another word 
this bottom feeder is tryin ta get into your head.” 

 “Bottom feeder?” Ana said. “Hardly polite.” 

 Logan looked at her. 

 Her hand darted to her belt, reaching for her knife as he sprang. She whipped it 
clear, sidestepped him, and jabbed with the knife. It drove into his shoulder, but he was 
turning already. She flexed back, and his punch slid in front of her face. Fast. He had 
almost forgotten how fast she was. 

 They squared off. “You can‟t take me down without maiming me, Logan,” she said. 
“You don‟t want to do that, do you?” 

 “Nope,” he said with a grin. He feinted towards her. Her eyes widened, she spun 
around— 

 Just in time to catch the whirling bola around her neck and shoulder. The weighted 
balls on the end of the ropes hit the end of their swing and swirled inward as she flailed, 
then they knocked her, hard. She awkwardly tumbled. Logan snatched the rope of the 
bola, jerked her up to her knees, and put his fist on her shoulder pointed down towards 
her joint, arm, collarbone, lungs… 

 “Nice distraction,” she said sourly. 

 “Look here,” Logan said to Natasha. “You‟ve been talking to a shapeshifter. Show 
her somethin she‟ll recognize, darlin.” 

 “Go to Hell,” Ana snapped. 

 “I know you can grow it back,” he said softly, moving his fist over her arm, “an I 
know it will hurt for weeks.” 
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 Her lips pursed in a thin line, then her outline blurred. Caught in the bola was an 
old man, in a trench coat, with a fedora. Natasha gasped. 

 “Shapeshifter,” Logan said grimly. “She works for an international project that 
specializes in super soldiers and humanoid weapons, tricky warfare, maximum punch in 
a minimal package. Case in point,” he nodded down at the woman under his fist. “They 
have low methods and do not, I repeat do not treat their employees well,” he said, 
glowering. “She can be whoever she needs to be to gain your trust.” 

 “What about the clues?” Natasha said. “What about the necklace?” She looked 
directly at Ana, who reverted to the blonde. 

 “The necklace is real,” Ana said. “When we found it, that prompted us to look 
further. The former Soviet Union is a difficult place for us to move in. We thought we 
could help each other if you got on board.” 

 “And if I passed this test, you‟d find a different way to leash me,” Natasha said, her 
voice sour. 

 Logan nodded. “They put a tracking device in my spine. Experimented on me.” 

 “Where is Kravinoff?” Ana asked. 

 “Around,” Logan said. “Don‟t change the subject. Ms. Romanova, you gotta walk 
away from these goons. Whatever they have, you can find it on your own. Don‟t let 
them leash you.” 

 “I have grown accustomed to my freedom,” she said. “I will not lightly surrender it. 
But if there is any chance, however slim…” she shook her head. “I don‟t know. What 
do I have to do to get the cure?” 

 “Go to New York with us. We have a facility there. We don‟t have any more cure 
with us.” 

 “Go with Logan and Kravinoff and you‟ll never get a shot at our file on Alexei,” 
Ana said. “They mean to trap you.” 

 For just a moment there was silence between the three of them. 

 With a loud spang, a bullet smashed into Logan‟s head and ricocheted into the 
brick wall. He was bodily lifted off his feet, and he thudded to the ground hard. Natasha 
was moving at once, twirling into the alley out of the line of fire. Ana dropped and 
rolled along the sidewalk, smoothly sliding under the car. Logan groaned, but he was 
unconscious. 

 “Natasha please,” Ana said as she effortlessly slithered out of the bola. “Come with 
us. We could be a great team. I respect you. I refused to copy your husband, which was 
the first plan proposed. I want you to come and work with us, not just for us. I want 
you to find your husband, even if it means you would then retire. I think we could be 
really good for each other. The offer still stands." 

 Natasha squatted down so she could look at Ana. “Even if you were completely 
honest and sincere,” she said, “you are being used by those you answer to, making an 
appeal they cannot match. One way or another they will gather me into the fold.” She 
shook her head. “I am sorry. I have seen enough blood to last me ten lifetimes, a 
hundred. I don‟t want to play this game anymore. I would rather die.” 
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 “You know it might come to that,” Ana said. 

 Natasha laughed. The sound was fearless, merciless. 

 At the end of the street there was a startled shout; Natasha risked a glance around 
the corner. A large man was sailing off the roof of a two story building, twisting in mid 
air, and crashing down awkwardly on the sidewalk. A shadow moved back from the 
ledge. 

 The sniper. 

 Natasha spun out onto the sidewalk, every sense razor sharp with anticipation, 
instinct, danger. “If I work with you,” she said to Ana as she reached Logan, “it will be 
on my terms, not yours.” She hefted the startlingly heavy man to his feet, and they made 
it to the alley. “Don‟t follow me,” Natasha said, and she supported Logan as they 
moved away. 

 Ana sighed, gave them a head start. Then she stood, brushed herself off, and 
walked down the sidewalk to the end of the street. The big man was sitting with his 
back to the steps leading up to a door. He was lighting a cigarette. 

 “Kravinoff?” she asked. 

 He nodded. “He‟s good. He‟s quiet. And strong.” He snapped the lighter shut. 
“Real strong.” 
 “You hurt, Garrett?” 

 He chuckled. “No. You need to pick a new identity, „Ana.‟ Everybody‟s recognizing 
the blonde.” 

 “This better?” she said, shifting into a redhead with strong features and bright 
green eyes. 

 “Everybody‟s a comedian,” he grunted. “Why? Why does everybody have to be a 
comedian?” 

 She shifted into a woman with long dark hair and pale skin. “Fine, fine, fine. We 
need to get after them.” 

 “No need,” the big man shrugged. 

 “We aren‟t taking no for an answer,” she said. 

 “Kravinoff got a small transmitter on her coat,” Garrett said. “HQ is tracking their 
location. Kravinoff and Logan are using bargain basement gear. Anybody can fix on 
their transmitter.” 

 Ana sighed. “I‟ll bet you fifty bucks the coat turns up in a taxi all by itself,” she 
said. “Come on, let‟s go.” 

 “You think we can shadow them?” he said. 

 “No need,” she said. “They‟re going to the airport to get out of town. Do you trust 
me, or your training and gadgets?” 

 He looked at her for a long moment. 

 She helped him up. 

* 
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 Kravinoff, Logan, and Natasha stood at the edge of the runway as the small prop 
plane prepped for takeoff not twenty yards away. 

 “Take care,” Logan said. “Kravinoff, you get her the cure. Thank you for trusting 
us,” he said to her. “I‟ll sleep better for every person we free from Tymaz Nine.” 

 “Thank you,” she said. “We should get going.” 

 Logan shook his head. “I‟m gonna stick around here in case the Project decides to 
give chase or get frisky. Git. Kravinoff, see you in New York. By the time I get there,” 
he added, turning to Natasha, “you‟ll be long gone.” 

 “Be careful,” Kravinoff said. They shook hands, then the two Russians turned and 
walked towards the plane. Logan watched them go, stood waiting until they pulled up 
off the runway and soared into the dark sky. 

 He turned and walked in to the airport. He headed for the elevators, glancing 
around. Not much going on here this late at night. No people. He stopped, sniffed, 
stiffened. Stepped around the corner, looking down the hall to the elevators. 

 Standing in the elevator was a woman, sleek, her flesh smooth and midnight blue. 
Dark crimson hair fell straight, framing her face. One hand held the “open” door in the 
elevator, the other pointed a silvered exotic looking pistol at Logan‟s chest. He gauged 
the distance. Thirty feet. 

 A long, long thirty feet. 

 “Logan,” she said, nodding to him. 

 “Mystique,” he said to the woman who had earlier been Ana. 

 “I won‟t forgive Kravinoff for this,” she said softly. “Not for stealing the Widow. 
Or for making me one.” 

 “You an Creed were never married.” 

 “We were as close as I will ever get,” she said. “I lost you; fine, these things 
happen, I got over it, and I still see more of you than I want to. Now I‟ve lost Creed. 
Times change, seasons change, years pass, but it is hard to lose an era. Every time it is 
hard.” She cleared her throat. “I will never see him again, Logan.” 

 “So you plannin ta shoot me?” he asked softly. 

 “Only if you require it,” she said.  

 They were quiet for a moment. Her gun did not waver. 

“Pretty low,” Logan said, “offerin the cure to Tymaz Nine when you don‟t 
have it.” 

 “Logan,” she said, “the blows that hurt the most are the ones you don‟t see 
coming. An ambush in a secured area. The contradiction of your instinct and 
experience. I got used to the idea that nobody would ever kill Creed. He was too strong, 
too resilient, and unburdened by honor and sacrifice. You can imagine how I felt when 
I discovered I was wrong. He was killed by a man. Not some super creature, or weapon, 
or poison, or explosion. Hewn down in hand to hand combat.” She shook her head. 
“It‟s hard to adjust, when you find out your senses lie to you, when you were wrong all 
along, that you‟re more mortal than you realized.” 
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 “I know this is hard for you,” Logan said, fumbling for words. 

 “I do not want your pity,” she said, her voice brittle. “That is the business we are 
in. Perceptions change. Truth shifts. We are not in this business for charity or for 
enlightenment. Some find it more difficult to change than others, that‟s all. I‟ve 
obtained a measure of my revenge,” she said, eyes narrowing, “but I‟m just getting 
started.” 

 “What… what do you mean?” Logan asked warily. 

 She removed her hand from the “open” button on the elevator door. As the door 
began to slide shut, she reached into her pocket. Pulled out a canister. 

 Her eyes locked with his as she pumped the small spray, perfuming herself. 

 Before the scent reached his senses he suddenly understood, his eyes wide. 

 Brimstone. 

 The door slid shut as Logan‟s mind reeled. Project helicopter. Project tracker. The 
Project had the cure. And he had been deceived. 

 Trespasser was innocent. 

 “What have I done,” Logan whispered. 

 His nose told him Garrett stood not far behind him. 

 He slowly turned to face the Project agent. 

 “Any questions?” Garrett said. 

 Logan stared at him for a moment. 

 Garrett nodded. “You walk away, I walk away. You want to confront, give chase, 
do battle,” Garrett said, looking around, “this is a public place. It‟ll get messy. Walk 
away.” He nodded. “Walk away.” 

 Logan walked away. 

 Garrett let him. 

 

September 26 

 The medical technician removed the needle and put a band-aid on the small 
pinprick. 

 “Congratulations,” Kravinoff said with a gleaming smile. “You are cured.” 

 She leaned back in the chair, closing her eyes for a moment. Kravinoff could not 
help but admire the elegant curve of her throat, her delicate jaw, high aristocratic 
cheekbones, her toned and lithe body. 

 The door to the medical bay opened, and a dapper executive strolled in. “Ms. 
Romanova?” he said. “I‟m Anthony Stark.” 

 “Pleased to meet you,” she said with a small smile, shaking his hand. “We‟ve… 
done business before. You did not know it,” she added with a smile, “but I have both 
helped and hurt your cause a few times.” 
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 “In that case,” he said with a grin, “let‟s hope you‟ll take advantage of the 
opportunity to retire.” 

 Kravinoff was surprised to realize he did not like the way she was smiling at Stark. 
He sighed and shook his head. This I do not need, he thought to himself. 

 “I‟m afraid to invite you to stay for a few days,” Stark said, “considering your 
career.” 

 “I promise to behave myself,” she said. “In a few days I‟ll have some business to 
conclude before I can go on with my life anyway.” 

 “I would guess I‟m happier not knowing about it,” Stark said. 

 “Without question,” she nodded. 

 “I‟ll be on my way,” Kravinoff interrupted. 

 “Okay,” Stark said. “Might want to leave a note for Logan.” He smiled at Natasha. 
“Would you like a tour?” he said. 

 They left the room together.  

 Kravinoff let out a deep breath, then glanced around the empty medical bay. For a 
moment, he felt very alone. 

* 

 Dawn. 

 Logan leaned his back against the post with the pay phone. The other end of the 
line he was listening to was ringing. Kravinoff picked up, “Hello?” 

 “Smee, Logan,” said Logan. “Everything okay in New York?” 

 “Natasha is cured, Stark is very friendly with her.” 

 “Hardly a shock,” Logan muttered, “Russians invented caviar.” 

 “What?” Kravinoff said. 

 “Not a thing,” Logan said quickly. “Look, I ran into Mystique. I was wrong all 
along, Kravinoff. The lousy stinkin Project got my copy of the cure for Tymaz Nine.” 
He paused. “You led me right to em, Kravinoff. I have my answer. You owed me a 
hunt and the identity of the thieves. You got me both. Yer a good man, Kravinoff.” 

 “It‟s been a pleasure working with you,” Kravinoff said. “We will meet again, as 
friends,” he added. 

 “Yeah,” Logan said, and for a moment he was lost for words. 

 “I am not an easy man to reach,” Kravinoff said, “but I will be in touch. Be careful, 
Logan, be swift and safe.” 

 “One helluva goodbye, I bet you say that to everybody,” Logan said. 

 Kravinoff chuckled. “As you wish. Goodbye, my friend.” 

 “See ya,” Logan said, and he hung up. His coins rattled down through the phone. 
He took a deep breath and looked up into the lightening sky, the colors flaring across 
the horizon. He took another deep breath. 
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 “Life goes on,” he muttered to himself. “Makin mysteries, solvin riddles.” He 
shook his head, and almost smiled. “Had about enough intrigue fer one day.” 

 He sighed. “Spies an ninja an robots, oh my,” he said aloud as he started walking. 
He lit a cigar. “Maybe,” he said to himself, “I‟ll win the next one.” 

 The sun rose, the city woke up, and Logan disappeared. 
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Reaching for the Light 
 

Wednesday, September 4 

 “We could always say the butler did it,” the moon-faced man said with a grin and a 
shrug. He dug into his small cardboard carton of Chinese food with a fork. “We really 
should get some paper plates for the office.” 

 “Tired, cliché,” the lean man sitting across the table said with a single shake of his 
head. “How about the gardener?” He grinned, and expertly tweaked a slick dumpling 
out of his box of Chinese with his chopsticks. “I can feel it, Foggy. There‟s a better 
suspect in this murder than our client.” He shrugged. “And that‟s all we need. 
Reasonable doubt.” He swiftly guided the dumpling into his mouth. 

 “That would be a lot easier if the victim wasn‟t so boring,” Foggy said, sighing. He 
jabbed his fork into his supper and shuffled papers around with his other hand. “Her 
performance reviews? Satisfactory. Good even. But not super. And not shoddy. She 
wasn‟t in love with anybody. Nobody was angry with her. In fact, she got her position 
because she lived up to her reputation of keeping an even keel personally and 
professionally. Nothing to pick a fight with, no rash decisions. This lady looks like she 
never did anything to attract enough attention to be murdered.” 

 Foggy shrugged. “I dunno, Matt, we don‟t have a lot to work with in the alternative 
suspect department. I mean, they are building a pretty solid net of evidence that Ledge 
was in town, in the neighborhood that night. If they successfully convict him of being 
an assassin, they can put all that data they built up on where Fisk and Ledge crossed 
paths to good use. To get from there to Fisk hiring him is a short jump.” 

 “We‟ve designed the defense that will try to cast doubt on the reliability of his flight 
information, and we managed to suppress his cell phone records,” Matt murmured. 
“Still, we have to mind the bigger picture, have something that can at least suggest 
someone else could have killed this woman and it was not just destabilizing the 
company for takeover. Read her name to me out loud again,” the thin man said.  

 “Sure,” Foggy shrugged. “Lessee… here it is. Kelsey Wheylan.” 

 “Kelsey Wheylan,” Matt muttered. “Right.” He held his supper in one hand, his 
chopsticks poised over it, lost in thought. Foggy shrugged, grinned, and dug into his 
own dinner. 

 Foggy scraped the bottom of his carton, peered into it, then looked mournfully 
over at his partner‟s half-full box. 

 Matt smiled, and handed the carton over. “I always order your second favorite.” 

 “Sweet and sour makes the world go round,” Foggy said as he beamed, taking the 
proffered food. “You keep thinking, I‟ll keep our strength up.” 

“Clearly not a mugger,” Matt said, standing and stretching. “If I remember 
correctly, her throat was slit before she was given a quick spinal injury in the lower back. 
Not an accident.” He tilted his head as though listening. “More like a message.” 
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 “Grand Inquisitor Judy Terrance is likely to point that out,” Foggy said dryly. 
“Which is why Fisk‟s brightest stars are out on this one. It has not escaped the attention 
of the prosecution that Bellington Chemical was recently defended by its owner, Stark 
International, against a hostile takeover bid by Fisk.” 

 “The prosecution,” Matt corrected. “If they can prove that Ledge was there and 
committed the murder, they‟ll say that our employer, Fisk Enterprises, had a motive to 
destabilize the plant. It‟s a stretch, but Terrance seemed to think she had an ace in the 
hole that would make the charge stick.” 

 “Considering the way Wheylan‟s underlings and superiors feel about her death, 
destabilizing will look like a solid motive,” Foggy said around a mouthful of sweet and 
sour chicken. “They‟re really torn up about this. She ran a tight ship and they‟re having 
trouble replacing her.” 

 Matt sat back down and rapped his knuckles on the desk. “We don‟t need 
innocence. We don‟t have to convict an alternative suspect. Just introduce doubt that 
they have the right perpetrator. That we can do. That will make linking Ledge and Fisk 
irrelevant.” He picked up a rubix cube from the desk, and began to idly twist the top 
layer, feeling its click as it turned. “The court is blind, Foggy,” he said softly, almost to 
himself. “Not to color or wealth. But to the truth. The court maintains order. 
Otherwise, if it was really about justice,” he said, “how could anyone defend a guilty child 
molester? It‟s gambling, it‟s a game, but the stakes…” He shook his head and flashed 
his partner a smile. “We can make a reasonable doubt.” 

 “We know Ledge and Fisk are connected,” Foggy muttered. “What if Fisk really is 
using him as an assassin?” he asked, watching his partner. 

 “Hopefully that will never come up,” Matt shrugged. “Mind if I finish your rice?” 

* 

 A breeze drifted through the trees as the night spent itself, moonlight at low tide on 
the manicured grass. A shadow moved, over the fence, across the lawn. The guard dogs 
did not react, did not see or smell. The shadow was to the house, almost drifting up the 
rough stone wall, soundless and unseen. Then to the roof.  

 Dressed all in black, with a black hood, the shadow bore no visible weapons. To 
the skylight, then, and a simple touch and it was opened. The shadow vanished into the 
shadows of the room below as a drop of water vanishes into a pool. 

 Breathing in the next room. A man, at a desk. With papers and two computers. A 
cd player, listening to some eighties hair band. The shadow slipped into his room.  

 The target sat behind his shaped ergenometric cubicle, surrounded by papers and 
books. He concentrated on reading the paper before him. He wore a bath robe. He 
would see nothing. 

 I will make it swift and painless for you, she thought to him. He sat bolt upright, then 
yanked open a drawer and reached for a gun. 

 “Who‟s there!” he demanded as he tugged off his headphones and stood. He was 
tall, and broad, muscled. He slowly scanned the room, the gun pointed at everything his 
eyes pointed at. 

 He felt the gentlest touch on the back of his neck and head. 
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 He gasped. The gun dropped from nerveless fingers, clattering down on the desk. 
He was lowered into his chair. 

 A slim, light knife. Hardly a weapon. 

 In one smooth move she slit this throat. Then she counted vertebrae, to make sure 
her message would be found in the proper place. 

* 

 Foggy Nelson tapped his feet as he waited for the elevator. Then he abruptly 
turned, shoved open the door to the stairwell, and started trotting up the stairs, 
briefcase swinging. 

 Several minutes later, he leaned on the door to the office and swung through, lungs 
going like a steam engine billows. He gasped and sucked at the air, staggering towards 
the inner office. Through that door, and he collapsed on the couch. 

 “You were perhaps chased?” Matt asked, raising an eyebrow. 

 “Nuhuh,” Foggy said, shaking his head as his chest heaved. “Gimmeminnit.” 

 Matt navigated the office easily, pouring his partner a cup of coffee and taking it to 
him. “When you‟re ready,” he said with a slight smile. 

 “Hokay,” Foggy said a minute or two later. “Hokay. You catch the news this 
morning?” 

 “I‟m afraid not,” Matt said. “What did I miss?” 

 “The murder of Arthur Swift,” Foggy said, his tone dark. “Last night, Swift was 
killed in his home. His office was blown up, but whoever killed him left him sitting in 
his Mercedes. Cut throat. And when they pulled him out?” Foggy said, wiping his face 
with a handkerchief. “He had a knife in his spine.” 

 “Arthur Swift,” Matt said, his mind whirling. “Isn‟t he one of the partners in Swift, 
Telleran, and Hodge?” 

 “Exactly,” Foggy said. “What‟s more, he personally handles Stark‟s legal needs.” 

 “We have a connection,” Matt said. 

 “Yeah we do. Swift has been one of the brain boys on a lot of the lawsuits that 
have slapped Fisk Enterprises around for the last year. Fisk has a motive, according to 
the prosecution. The official story is that Ledge was at a club with five of his well-paid 
friends. The prosecution is gonna look at that one hard.” 

 “Stark has a motive too,” Matt said softly. “Your defense attorney is in a good 
position to find things out about you so they can be hidden from the prosecution. If 
Swift let his knowledge get to his head, he could become a liability to Stark.” Matt 
stood. “We can use this connection. Check the databases, see how many Stark 
International employees have been killed in the last six months in the New York area.” 

 “I‟m on it,” Foggy said, standing back up and once more scooping up his briefcase. 
He let out a deep breath; his lungs were still struggling to catch up. 

 “Take the elevator,” Matt grinned at him. 

 “Yeah yeah yeah,” Foggy said with a wave at his partner. “I‟ll give you a call when 
I‟ve got some answers.” 
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 “Or some questions, some new questions will do nicely,” Matt called after him, but 
the door was quite deliberately shut. Matt grinned to himself, then straightened his tie 
and his hair, stood, and walked to the doors. His hands did not shake. He had no fear. 

 Which was unusual, considering what he was about to face. What he heard coming 
towards his office. 

 When Fisk Enterprises had first purchased this building, there had been a flurry of 
construction to put in an executive freight elevator and to make certain all the doors 
were double doors. 

The executive elevator stopped on this floor ten seconds ago. 

 Matt could feel the heavy deep thud of a unique heartbeat from down the hall and 
through an antechamber. 

 Not long now. 

 Indeed, it was a few short minutes later that Fisk opened the door himself. He was 
vast, huge. Matt felt overwhelmed by the sheer mass, the weight, the gush of air the 
man breathed, the cavernous pounding of his vast heart. “Mister Murdock,” Fisk said 
with a smile, “a pleasure to meet you.” He barely fit through the opened double doors 
into the office. He made himself right at home, his eyes roving the office with 
disinterest. 

 “Meet my new assistant, Charles Ledge,” Fisk said with a gesture. 

 “Yeah, hi,” the man with him said. “Murdock, huh. Like the guy in the A-Team?” 

 “A Team?” Matt asked dubiously. 

 “Forget it,” Ledge said. “Just forget I‟m here, okay?” 

 Matt heard Ledge‟s heartbeat; bored. But it was finely tuned. His heart was more 
than athletic. His body was toned, taut, powerful even at rest. He was not a pencil 
pusher. 

 He could well be an assassin. 

 Meanwhile Fisk had found Murdock‟s distractions. “What are these?” he asked, 
amused. 

 “I like to collect peculiar textures and tensile strengths,” Matt said. “Seems like I‟ve 
been interested in tensile strength and flexibility since I was a boy. How far something 
will bend, before—“ 

 “What‟s this?” Fisk asked, holding up a peculiar tube. 

 “Ah, sounds like you‟ve got the Mantelli cylinder,” Matt replied. “Its polymers 
render it unbreakable at a twelve inch length.” 

 Fisk flexed his hands. The tube shattered. 

 Fisk turned to look at Murdock. “Unbreakable simply means insufficiently flexible. 
I apologize for the mess and the inconvenience,” he said, brushing his hands against his 
suit. “I‟ve come to check on your progress with the Wheylan case.” 

 “Between Wheylan and Swift, and I suspect others further back that we don‟t know 
about, I‟m going to postulate that Stark is doing some housecleaning,” Matt said. 



 

   551 

Shattering the tube… Fisk‟s heartbeat hadn‟t even jumped. There was little effort in the 
gesture; it had been an accident. 

 His hands were huge… 

 “Good, that‟s very good. Do you think you can make it stick?” Fisk boomed. 

 “I think so,” Murdock said. “We‟ve just started digging once we discovered a 
possible connection. We could possibly be able to pin a lot of this on Stark. Of course, 
we can‟t convict him since he‟s not the defendant, but if it goes well we could ride the 
momentum of our defense into bringing charges.” Talking too much. Matt distantly 
noted he was talking too much. 

 “That would warm my heart,” Fisk said with a nod. “My assistant Ledge needs to 
be cleared of these… legal entanglements as quickly as possible. The scrutiny hampers 
his ability to carry out his work. I‟m glad to hear things are in good hands. You‟ve eased 
my mind and deepened my confidence in you. Keep up the good work, Murdock, I see 
a bright future ahead of you.” 

 “Thank you, Mister Fisk,” Matt said, nodding his head. So huge… He still struggled 
to grasp Fisk‟s actual size. 

 “See you around,” Ledge said. “Well, I‟ll be seeing you. I guess you‟ll be… smelling 
me around. Something.” He shrugged. 

 “That will be all, Ledge,” Fisk glowered at him. “Continue with your investigation,” 
Fisk said to Murdock. “If there‟s anything you need, anything at all, call me.” Murdock 
could hear the smile that filled Fisk‟s face. 

 Then Fisk was thudding down the corridor, followed by Ledge. 

 “God, what a geek,” Ledge said when he was safely out of hearing range of a 
person who was even close to normal. “You think this guy can clear me?” Matt listened 
as he picked up his miniature brush and dustpan to begin sweeping up the shattered 
cylinder.  

 “He‟s perfect,” Fisk rumbled. “He is good business on a lot of levels. And I have 
faith he can nail all this on Stark.” 

 “Yeah,” Ledge said reflectively. “Yeah, that‟d be okay.” 

 Their elevator arrived, and they stepped into the armored box and Matt heard no 
more of their conversation. 

* 

 She relaxed in the jets of the jacuzzi. She allowed idle curiosity to wonder whose 
rooftop penthouse this was. The owners were not home, however, and she liked the 
view of the city from here. 

 Then she felt it again. Doubt. 

 Lethal doubt. Doubt slows the reflexes. It interferes with speed, skill, rest. Doubt 
can offset the balance. Without the balance, nothing can be trusted. The balance is 
maintained by the Code. 

 The Code was chipping. She could feel it erode inside her. She had denied it. She 
had turned away from it a few times, just enough to give doubt a foothold. 
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 She closed her eyes and leaned into the jets of water, trying to decide what to do. 
She cast her mind deep, deep into her past to a place she no longer belonged, to a 
person she no longer was. She remembered when she had been plagued with doubt 
before, so long ago. Before the Hand had ended her doubt. But she had defeated them, 
and could never go back. Who then? 

 And she had her answer. She knew what she must do. 

* 

 “Wow,” Foggy said distantly. “You‟ve, uh… you‟ve been busy, Matt.” 

 “Yes,” Matt said decisively, sitting in a chair, his head back, relaxing. 

 “Look, I know Karen‟s out this week on vacation, and I know I didn‟t help you. 
How‟d you get all this cobbled together?” 

 “The telephone,” Matt shrugged. “Some friends. Operator assistance. It‟s been an 
expensive afternoon of research, but I think I‟m getting somewhere.” 

 “You‟ve got some good contacts in the IRS,” Foggy said, taking a closer look at the 
mass of data Matt had shaped over the course of the workday. Rush hour was drawing 
to a close outside, almost eight o‟clock. 

 “For some reason,” Matt said with a shrug, “they‟ve audited Stark deep and hard 
every year for the last ten years. All his financial records can be obtained from the 
government if you can outline a sufficiently compelling reason.” 

 “There‟s nothing solid here,” Foggy said, scrolling through his partner‟s research 
unerringly typed into the computer, “but… if anything solid comes up… you‟ve got one 
hell of a support system set up. I‟m really impressed, Matt. You did all this in one day?” 

 “No doubt Terrance is putting something similar together on Fisk, though his cash 
trails may be a little more difficult to dig up. That works both for and against us. The 
kinds of traces, hints, and possibilities I‟ve managed to find are pretty universal for an 
international corporation on the scale of Stark or Fisk. Nothing special. I just hope it 
gives us sufficient groundwork to pull this off if some real evidence presents itself. 
What did you find out about Ledge‟s whereabouts the night of the murder?” 

 “Club security tapes, signed affidavits. It is as sure as we can make it.” 

 “I hope that will do it.” 

 “You sound like you‟re not sure it will,” Foggy grinned. “Whassamatta, you think 
you can‟t pull this off with smoke and mirrors?” 

 “What if Ledge is the assassin? What if we‟re wrong?” Matt asked softly. “What if 
Fisk is having people killed by an assassin who is still on trial for previous murders? 
What if he really is that untouchable?” 

 Foggy looked at him blankly for a moment, then guffawed. “So much for your high 
speeches on the purpose of the court!” he chortled. “Matt,” he said, clapping him on 
the shoulder, “you are too much. Now. Do you think Ledge did it?” he asked. 

 Matt heard himself say “No,” in a distant voice. 

 “There you go,” Foggy said triumphantly. “Don‟t make this more difficult than it 
has to be.” Foggy glanced at the clock. “I gotta get home, Matt. I have a big day 
tomorrow, and so do you. Go home.” 
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 Matt smiled. “I‟ll see you tomorrow.” 

 “You want a ride?” Foggy asked. 

 “No, I‟ve got a stop or two to make before I go home,” Matt said. 

 “Oh,” Foggy said, hesitating. “Well, if you want me to drive you, I can,” he said. 

 “Go home,” Matt grinned. “Go to your wife. Remind her who you are. Have a 
dinner in your house for a change. Get a good night‟s sleep. Go!” 

 “Yessir I will,” Foggy said with a nod. “Night, Matt.” 

 Matt waited until he was gone, then shook his head and stood up. 

 A stop or two indeed. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 The night hid and protected her as she slipped through it, following ancient 
memory half buried in the silt of who she had once been. She would shortly know if he 
had moved or not in the intervening ten years. 

 Then she crouched on the rooftop and looked over the street, down to the second 
story apartment. A shiver ran through her whole body; a glimpse was enough. It was 
still his; the air here still held him in it. She sat on the roof, carefully arranging herself. 

 When she went into that apartment, she would not be the girl who had gone there 
for the first time, she would not be the girl who was playing at shadows. She was death 
now. Threading herself through meditations, she felt her heartbeat deepen and shift. 
She altered her scent. She altered herself. If she did not, then the woman made out of 
the girl she used to be would have her heart torn open by the scents and sights of that 
disastrous apartment. 

 He was the Chosen, the man she now sought. He was Chosen of Stick. The old 
man‟s favorite pupil, the pupil who turned his back on what he could have had. He was 
Chosen of Fate, blinded and gifted in the same bittersweet blow. And, once, he had 
been Chosen of a young woman who threw her heart away ten years ago. And now? 
Now, she must be careful. 

 She slowed her heart, altered its beat, then hid it altogether where he could not find 
it. She stood, and worked her way through shadows to a place where a cable stretched 
from one roof to the roof across the street. She sprang up on it and nimbly ran its 
length, then moved over to the roof of the apartment. She crouched over the skylight, 
and her fingers quickly discovered a secret catch. The gravel all around was impacted 
from considerable foot traffic. Of course. Walls could hold him no more than 
blindness. 

 She soundlessly dropped into the deep darkness below. 

* 

 They laughed, and their laughter cast as many warm hues on the wall as the indirect 
lighting. Matt sat back, relaxing, and the beautiful blonde across the table leaned 
forward with her chin on her hands. 

 “I‟m really proud of you,” she said. 
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 “How‟s that?” he asked. 

 “Well,” she said, running her finger along the rim of her wine glass, “you‟ve been at 
my place for going on two hours and you haven‟t said a word about work. That‟s a 
record.” 

 “I was listening to you,” Matt said, and he tossed the rest of his wine back in a swift 
motion. “Karen, it really sounds as though your modeling opportunities might take you 
away from the office.” 

 “How would you feel about that?” she asked, her eyes bright. 

 “Good,” he said firmly. “We can find another assistant. Not as good as you, of 
course, but they are out there.” He paused. “I just want you to be happy, Karen. I‟ve 
chased my dream, and it‟s dragged me through some unpleasant places. It‟s worth the 
chase, though.” He smiled. 

 “That‟s so sweet, Matt!” she said. 

 “It‟s the least I can do,” he shrugged. “You make me feel like a fully vested partner 
in the world, instead of some penniless pro bono client. You bring me in.” He shook 
his head. “I can‟t tell you what that means to me.” 

 “Maybe you can show me?” she asked, her voice softer and deeper. His senses 
picked up an extremely exciting shift in heartbeat, scent, and breathing that were 
unmistakable. 

 He smiled ruefully. “As much as I‟d love to stay,” he said, “I haven‟t been talking 
about work because it isn‟t going well. I need to be ready for tomorrow.” And there‟s 
something in the wind, something in my bones that won‟t let me relax, he mentally 
added. Something‟s going on… this is the wrong time to relax vigilance. 

 She shook her head. “Even after a year he plays hard to get,” she said with a smile. 
“Okay, okay, I don‟t know what‟s on your mind, I‟ll take you home.” She chuckled. “I 
know for a fact you can be involved in physical activity until the wee hours and put in a 
full day. But I‟ll let you keep your feeble excuse this time.” 

* 

 He trudged up the stairs to his apartment as Karen drove away. Physical activity 
was one thing. He could exercise for hours and not be worn down. But he had been 
wrestling against his blindness all day, groping for information that he could have easily 
found himself if he could read, if he could see. Instead he had to work through others, 
take notes, collect papers only his hypersensitive fingers could read. He was empty, 
exhausted, and a little frustrated as he opened the door to his apartment and stepped 
inside. His reading hand ached. 

 He froze, the door open. 

 A single heartbeat. 

 A shuriken hissed through the air, instantly caught and outlined by his strobing 
imaging. It slammed into the door, pushing it shut. Across the room, his imaging 
outlined a slim figure in loose clothing with a hood, and his incredible hearing strained 
for the whisper of cloth on cloth, or breathing, or a faster heartbeat; anything. He could 
not smell the intruder. 
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 Ninja, then. His expression hardened as he dove and rolled, the ninja snapping into 
action towards him, slippery and difficult to sense. 

 The ninja used no weapon, hands whipping at him as he popped up and 
backflipped over the couch. A whiff of scent; female, it was a woman. He landed, she 
was in the air behind him, and he slid to the side, spinning as her hands reached for him 
and missed. He was good. He was fast. 

 She landed and lashed out with a two-fingered strike that caught him in the back of 
the shoulder. In a shocking moment he felt his entire left arm go numb and useless. 

 Going for nerve centers? 

 He bounded over the end table, landing with one foot on the lamp cord. He tugged 
on the lamp in a smooth motion, popping the cord out of its ceramic base, then he 
flung the lamp at his assailant. She easily snagged the lamp out of the air and put it on 
an end table in a smooth motion. She was ready for him as he sailed in. She stabbed at 
him with her hands, but he deflected the first blow 

 shock of skin on skin 

 and ducked the second, then whipped his fist into her cheekbone, catching her by 
surprise. Her head snapped back as she reached for him. They struggled within each 
other‟s reach, within each other‟s breathing space. He knew the ways of ninjitsu and he 
anticipated her strikes, keeping her deadly hands from touching his vital points. For 
three seconds of eternity they stood face to face locked in a swift combat that needed 
only a fraction of a second to be lethal. He sought only to block her. She… she was just 
going for nonlethal points. Something was very wrong. 

 Then her thumb slipped through his defenses and jabbed at his jugular. In a dizzy 
raw moment, biofeedback sluiced through him, and his defenses wavered. He grunted 
as she hit him in the chest with a two-handed push that sent him sailing back to land on 
the couch. 

 “Why am I still alive?” he gasped as his body swiftly overcame her assault. 

 “I seek your master,” she said in a peculiar low voice. 

 He blinked in confusion. “Stick?” 

 She bounded forward and snatched the front of his shirt; instantly she realized she 
had made a mistake. Her concentration had slipped. 

 He caught her scent. 

 His eyes went wide, his jaw slack. For a moment, there was a look of deep shock 
on his face. 

 “Elektra?” he whispered. His heart skipped a beat. 

 Before she realized what she was doing, her focus intensified and she reached out 
and touched his face here; there; there. Their link, what they had shared so many years 
ago, awoke again. 

 “I am not Elektra,” she said softly. “I am Silent.” Then she turned and moved like 
a shadow into his bedroom. He didn‟t hear the skylight open and close, but he did catch 
a whiff of the night. She was gone. 

 He lay sprawled against the couch and did not move. Elektra… 
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 Two blocks away she stood with her back to a chimney, breathing hard, wishing 
her heart to stop its mad pounding. She felt emotion swirl around her. So long… it had 
been years since she felt anything like this. He did not follow. She wondered if he could. 
Then she vanished into the night more completely. 

 

September 5 

 Foggy bustled through the door as best he could with his arms full. “I don‟t know 
how you get here ahead of me,” he said with a grin as he began to unload on the desk. 
“I mean, I have a car, but you must have a magic carpet to get around that traffic snarl 
on 18th and Bleeker.” 

 “I jog,” Matt said with a smile. “Donuts, Foggy?” 

 “Hey, and coffee,” Foggy said. “Something for everyone. I even got you the boring 
bread kind.” 

 “Much obliged,” Matt said with a distracted smile. 

 “You okay?” Foggy asked. “You look a little peaked.” 

 “I had some wild dreams last night,” Matt said with a shake of his head. “I‟m 
feeling the stress.” 

 “Then let‟s get this puppy put to bed,” Foggy said with a decisive nod as he sat at 
the desk. He munched into a jelly donut, expertly gripping and tilting it to keep the jelly 
inside. He was a pro. His mouth multi-tasked, compartmentalizing donut so it could 
continue with law work. “Let‟s get started with some of the background on Arthur 
Swift.” 

 drop through shadows, man at desk 

 Matt stiffened as though he had been slapped. “What?” he breathed. His hand 
trembled. 

 “Arthur Swift?” Foggy said, looking a little worried. “He was murdered? Hello?” 

 tall black man with a gun 

 “I… I know,” Matt said. He tugged off his glasses and rubbed at his eyes. “I know. 
Okay.” The images came to him, clear and sharp in a fraction of a second. 

 “Got the police report this morning,” Foggy said. “He was found in his car;” 

 delicate touch on the back of his head and neck 

 “with his throat slit” 

 sschllk 

 “and a knife in his back.” 

 knife tapping its way up the vertebrate, counting, then slipping in 

 Matt let out a strangled gasp, gripping the desk. 

 “You really don‟t look so good,” Foggy said, putting the report down. 

 “He wasn‟t killed in the car,” Matt managed. 
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 Foggy looked back at the report. “The police figure he was killed in his office, then 
moved to the car. The office was found in flames” 

 elegantly dropping a match in kerosene 

 “but the family made it out.” Matt abruptly stood and steadied himself on the desk. 
“Matt?” asked Foggy, concerned. 

 “Gotta get a drink,” Matt managed, and he stumbled out of the office. Foggy sat 
and stared after him, unnerved. 

 He found the drinking fountain and let it run, dipping his lips in it and sipping. His 
mind swirled; it had been so long, so long, and the images he was getting through the 
re-connected link were breathtaking and violent. Matt heard a man walking up behind 
him; swagger, wingtips, thick cloying hair gel, cigarettes. Hemmersly. The heartbeat was 
unmistakable. 

 “So I hear you‟ve found some kinda connection between the Swift thing and the 
Wheylan case.” 

 she had made no noise as the knife found its mark 

 “That‟s right,” Matt said softly. “I‟ve found a connection.” 

 Hemmersly blanched at his tone. “Well, good luck with it.” 

 “Thank you,” Matt said, very politely and he strode back to his office, went in, 
through the receptionist‟s room, into his personal office, and he slammed the door. 

 Foggy watched him warily as he moved to his chair and sat. “We okay now?” 
Foggy asked. 

 “We are okay,” Matt said. “Keep up.” His hands idly found his cane, and Foggy 
swallowed hard. He knew what came next. 

 “We‟re looking for a connection between the murders,” Matt said in a soft voice. 
The tip of the cane gently tapped the floor. “Check the coronor‟s report and you‟ll find 
that there are two vertebrae between where Wheylan was stabbed and where Swift was 
stabbed. The assailant is working his or her way up the spine toward an indeterminate 
point. It is not copycat, because the media did not report the spine injury. That gives us 
enough to look for more.” He swiveled his chair, and gently rapped the cane against the 
floor again.  

 “So there is a pattern. You getting this, Foggy?” 

 “Yeah boss,” Foggy said, scribbling a note and limbering up his arm. 

 Tap. “So it‟s time to look for another connection. Arthur Smith was murdered on 
Tuesday, September third. Kelsey Wheylan was murdered on Thursday, August 29. The 
murders were four days apart. Foggy, the research you did. There was another murder 
sometime the week before of a Stark employee. Who was it and when?” Tap. 

 “Uh, uh,” Foggy said, shuffling his papers. “Here we go. Kate Bagley, HR director 
for Vista Electronics, New York New York. She was found in her office with her throat 
cut. But Visa Electronics is barely a subsidy of Stark, I mean—“ 

 “Date,” Matt said. Tap. 
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 “Date,” Foggy echoed, shuffling. “Friday, August 23. Man, I can‟t believe the 
police haven‟t picked up on this yet.”  

 “It‟s because they haven‟t connected the cases, and might not without record of the 
spine wound. But it‟s there. Your next murder case is on Friday, August sixteenth.” Tap. 

 Foggy looked up from his papers, his mouth hanging open. “Yeah,” he managed. 

 Matt nodded. Tap. “From the twenty third to the twenty nineth is six days, Foggy. 
From the twenty nineth to the third is five days.” Matt flinched, and Foggy just stared at 
him. 

 “So the next murder would be…” Foggy said, squinting to do the math. 

 “The seventh, a Saturday,” Matt said. “And it will probably happen inside Stark‟s 
complex.” 

 “What?” Foggy said. 

 “The first murder we know of. Kate Bagly. She was the HR director found in her 
office. The second victim was a CEO found in her health club, in the sauna.” 

 “She was found in the sauna?” Foggy said, shuffling his papers looking for the 
report. 

 “Third murder, someone who directly represents Stark, found in his car. The 
message is clear,” Matt said, his cane taking up a steady slow cadence. 

 “Clear?” Foggy said. 

 “Working up the ranks, closer to Stark. First an HR director, then a CEO, then his 
lawyer. The next one will be personally employed by the parent company. Locations; the 
first in an office, far from Stark. Then in a health club, a place of leisure. Another death 
this one dragged out to the car. It‟s a message. The victims are getting closer to home 
and so are the places they are found.” The can steadily tapped out Matt‟s thought. 

 “Surely you‟re stretching it,” Foggy said doubtfully. 

 “Check your records. There was a death on August 16.” 

 “Okay, hold on a minute,” Foggy said, sifting his information. “A factory floor 
worker named Robert Wilson, worked at Reflex Motors, New York New York. Found 
on the assembly room floor,” Foggy said, and he looked up and said in a hushed voice 
“found with a slit throat…” 

 “That‟s where it began,” Matt said, his voice rhythmic and hypnotic as his cane 
absently tapped. “Seven is a good number. There are two deaths between Stark and his 
killer.” 
 “But… why?” 

 “The next murder will be on Saturday, September seven, then another on the tenth. 
Then Stark will be next. Does the date September tenth mean anything to you?” 

 “Well,” Foggy said. 

 “On the twelfth,” Matt said, “Fisk has scheduled a press conference to talk to the 
media about his plans in South America. So far his efforts to consolidate power there 
have been blocked by Stark. By the twelfth,” he said, his face grim as his cane 
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accelerated its tapping, “Stark will have either let the matter go and allowed Fisk to do 
what he pleases or Stark will be dead.” 

 The cane stopped tapping and there was silence between the two men. 

 Matt slowly let out a shaky breath, and uncanny knowledge of ruthless deeds slid 
out with the breath. He smelled blood, and he felt her gaze from far away. He took 
another deep breath. 

 “What are we going to do?” Foggy asked in a small voice. 

 “We‟re lawyers, not police,” Matt said. “We handle the law. I no longer believe it 
was Ledge, for what that‟s worth. This is high-power out-of-town talent. Keep working 
on the angles I set up. I need… I need some time.” 

 “Take it,” Foggy said quickly, too quickly. “I‟ll see what I can put together. You 
look like you need some fresh air.” 

 “Just what I need,” Matt murmured through clenched teeth as he left the office. 
“Some fresh air.” 

* 

 They walked past each other in the park, but did not acknowledge. He took a 
breath of her scent and wavered. She could not bring herself to look at him. 

 He continued on in the waning afternoon, walking along the path, his cane tapping 
out a gentle cadence as he strolled along the familiar path. He found himself on the 
bridge. 

 She stood at the other side. 

 “I must see him,” Elektra said, her voice grim. 

 “Not a chance,” Matt replied with some heat. “Even if I knew where he was, which 
I don‟t. Even if I had seen him in the last ten years, which I haven‟t.” He scowled. “You 
know as well as I do how he would feel about hired killers. About… what you‟ve 
become,” he spat. 

 Hard words, she said to him in the Silent Speech. I could kill you where you stand. 

 “Yes, yes you could,” he murmured, pointing his useless eyes at the fascinating 
ripple of the stream below. “And maybe that would hurt less than meeting you again.” 

 She flinched, and remorse punished Matt. He wasn‟t sure what else to say. 

 Walk your path carefully, Chosen, she said to him in the Silent Speech. Then she turned 
and vanished into the heaving sea of the world that his senses wound themselves 
through. 

 “Elektra,” he said mournfully to himself, but now he was alone on the bridge. 

 “You are a paid killer,” he murmured. “Is it better for me if I‟m a paid liar instead?” 
He shivered. “If the killing stops,” he mused, “then the pattern falls apart. All patterns 
do, sooner or later,” he said, stretching his senses in the direction she had gone. 

 “I must do something,” he murmured. 

 Water flowed under the bridge. 
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Darkness Falls 
Monday, September 9 

 The day was beautiful; not too hot for early September, not a cloud in the sky. The 
birds sang and the small crowd was surrounded by the smell of fresh-cut grass. The 
undertaker discreetly stepped on the pedal that controlled the straps, lowering the casket 
down into the open grave. A man with a bagpipe began to play “Danny Boy” from ten 
meters away. 

 That proved to be too much for the dead man‟s wife. She let out a wail and turned 
to clutch her son, who was struggling with his own feelings. The minister looked over at 
them mournfully, but there was nothing left to be said. 

 Across the grave, a sleek executive dressed to the nines for the funeral looked up 
from the casket at the sobbing woman, his jaw tight and his eyes angry. The wind 
ruffled his immaculate hair, and he lowered his eyes back to the casket. The tall, broad 
man behind him raised a tissue to his eyes and dabbed at them as he sniffled. The short 
hairy man at his side jammed his fists deep in his pockets and glared around at the 
assembly. He looked somewhat out of place with his heavily gelled hair and his suit that, 
no matter how tailored, managed to look ill-fitting on him. 

 His eyes stopped on a slim waif-like woman standing at the edge of the dead man‟s 
family, like a distant relation. She blinked and sniffed, looking at the casket, obviously 
struggling with her grief. Then she looked at the executive, focusing hard. 

  [carnival] 

 The short hairy man narrowed his eyes. He sniffed. 

 She made eye contact with him. 

 Just try and stop me, she whispered into his mind. His eyes narrowed to slits, but he 
knew better than to leap across the grave and lay into her. She vanished into the 
assembly and made good her escape, and he let her. 

 Less than ten minutes later the service was breaking up, and the trio was headed for 
a stretch limo parked on the curvy road through the cemetery. 

 “Stark,” the short hairy man said, “Stark, she was there. The assassin who‟se gunnin 
fer ya. I don‟t think it‟s Ledge. What it is, it‟s bad news.” 

 “This is hardly the time, Logan,” remonstrated the tall man with the deep Russian 
accent. “A good man is dead, can you not grieve?” 

 “Okay, Rasputin,” Stark said. “Maxwell Hathaway was indeed a good man. He was 
also the head of security at the Stark International New York complex, where I happen 
to spend a lot of time. Social niceties aside, it‟s time we put this assassin down. This is 
getting too close for comfort.” He turned to Logan. 

 “It‟s a woman assassin,” Logan said, glancing around. They had almost reached the 
car. “No bombs or fancy electronics. She‟ll just cut you ta ribbons in hand to hand.” 

 They lowered themselves into the car, slammed the doors, and were on the way 
back to the complex. “Tell me more,” Stark said. 
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 “I don‟t know a whole lot,” Logan said. “This woman is called Silent. She‟s a ninja. 
Don‟t laugh,” he quickly added as Stark‟s eyebrows raised. “I‟da laughed too, before I 
saw what she can do.” He shook his head. “You are in some serious trouble, Stark. We 
can‟t protect you against her.” 

 “What am I hearing here?” Stark demanded. “Mister „you don‟t know how good 
you‟ve got it‟ is telling me that a woman is scaring him?” Rasputin chuckled fondly. 

 “Okay, laugh if you want,” Logan said. “You‟re the one who had his head of 
security skewered and left hanging from the gate. Four vertebrate left, Stark?” he added. 

 “That‟s enough, Logan,” Stark said quickly. “I‟m not saying she isn‟t a good 
assassin. I‟m just saying that between lockdown at the complex and you two as 
bodyguards, she can‟t touch me.” 

 “Oh, she can touch you alright,” Logan said. He fired up a cigar. “All she needs is a 
touch, and you‟ll be through.” 

 “So what would you have me do, huh?” Stark said. 

 “Git in yer armor and stay there until after the twelfth,” Logan said, his eyes 
serious. “Today‟s the ninth. That shouldn‟t be too hard.” 

 Silence curled in the air like Logan‟s cigar smoke. 

 “I can‟t do that,” Stark said quietly. 

 “Then unless I can get some outside help in, you‟re a dead man,” Logan said, 
pointing with his cigar. 

 “What kind of outside help did you have in mind?” Stark asked. 

 “I know another ninja, these two know each other, and she might be willin to run 
interference for you.” Logan took a puff of his cigar. 

 “Another ninja, huh,” Stark said. “This other ninja any good?” 

 “She‟s the best,” Logan said. “We played a little game where I tried to land a blow, 
and she stayed within a meter of me. Ten minutes I tried my best, and I aint slow. 
Couldn‟t touch her.” He nodded. “She‟s not as skilled as Silent, who is after you, but 
she‟s good enough to tip the scales.” 

 “And the cost?” Stark said warily. “Is she going to want my firstborn or plans to 
the armor or something?” 

 “Probably pro bono,” Logan grinned, “a good deed to balance all the bad karma.” 

 “Do it,” Stark said. “When we get back, I want you two to inspect the security 
measures. Make sure this place is locked down as tight as it can be short of full cavity 
searches for everyone entering or exiting.” 

 “No full cavity searches?” Logan said in a hurt voice. “Aw, please?” The tips of his 
claws nudged through the skin of his hand. 

 Rasputin guffawed, and Stark rubbed the bridge of his nose hoping to ward off that 
headache he felt coming. 

 

Tuesday, September 10 
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 Logan sat cross-legged in the vent. It was three feet square, just big enough for him 
to sit hunched over. Not ten feet away a huge fan was recessed into the ceiling and 
spinning hard, pushing air through into the smaller shafts of the ventilation system. 
From here Logan could get anywhere he needed to in the main building in less than 
three minutes; he knew from endless private drills. He had even arranged to have a 
security terminal installed here, and he was one of four people who knew of its 
existence. 

 So now he sat, clicking through the array of cameras and countermeasures he had 
set up. There was one clear path in; under the floor there was a massive tube with all the 
fiberoptics and so on for the complex running through a central source. There were 
backups, of course, but this tube held the nerve center of the complex. If the ninja 
could get by the three meter tube, there was a walkway. She could make it past the 
countermeasures and detection easily enough, it was light down there, simple trip beams 
and that sort of thing. 

 If she made it all the way through the tunnel without activating the lockdown 
protocols, then she would be able to cut through the floor under the crawlspace that 
would lead to a ladder to access Stark‟s office suite from above, getting past all the 
guards. If she was careful, she could do this. 

 Logan was counting on her being careful. Getting in was relatively easy. 

 He sat motionless, his hair fanned by the breeze, waiting. The clock hit 7:30 a.m., 
September 10. 

 A shadow ghosted past a camera, a shadow that would be missed by anyone not 
waiting for it, watching for it. Logan smiled, and hopped to his hands and knees. He 
took off down the airshaft. 

 Showtime. 

* 

 Pepper Potts strolled into her office and, in a delicate ballet of motion, turned on 
her computer, punched her phone off “send calls”, arranged her donut and napkin, put 
her coffee down, and opened the closet— 

 Silent smiled, and in that moment Potts knew she was dead. 

 I‟ll make it quick for you, she heard in her head. 

 Then a number of things happened at once. The recessed lighting flew apart with a 
shriek of violated metal. Silent whipped up her three pronged sai and whirled out of the 
confined space into the office, past Potts, as a blur of motion dropped from the ceiling, 
bounded off the desk, and smacked into Potts. 

 The woman crashed to the ground and her assailant sprang up with a ring of metal 
on metal as his claws punched through his flesh and gleamed in the sputtering backup 
light of the office. He faced Silent. 

 So, she thought, her eyes narrowing, you seek to trap me. 

 “Yup,” he said. “Let‟s dance.” 

 Heavy steel rolled down over the three entrances to the office. Now Silent was 
trapped with Logan. 
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 She smiled. 

 Moved. 

 He just registered she was moving when the sai punched through his neck by the 
cartilage sleeve of his throat, ramming through his jugular. The sai was blunt; a parrying 
weapon breaker, not a knife at all. He slashed at her with his claws, but she leaned and 
his blow went wide even as she tore her sai free in a spray of hot blood. He swooped 
another strike at her torso, nothing fancy; she caught the claws at an angle, expertly 
scooting the sai up so the arm and the blade had his claws between them. She twisted 
the weapon. 

 Logan winced as his claws flexed a bit in their housings, but it was worth it for the 
expression of blank surprise on Silent‟s face for a moment as her sai flew to pieces 
against his claws. 

 Then his other claws drove through where her chest had been as she hopped back, 
whipping out a simple short sword. He threw himself forward in a roll and came up 
slashing, but she was somehow to the side of him. He felt the sword whip down and 
come to a jarring, clanging halt against his spine. He grunted; that blow would have cut 
him in two if he did not have adamantium bones. 

 She cartwheeled away from him and stood lightly on the desk, contemplating her 
next move. He was full of surprises. Then her eyes narrowed, and she moved in for the 
kill. 

 He slashed, but she moved to the side and passed her sword through the side of his 
neck; through muscle, throat, muscle, and she tore the blade out under his chin. Only a 
few strips of meat and skin, and his spine, held his head on now. Logan collapsed in a 
gory fountain as his head tilted at an unnatural angle. Silent raised her shortsword, 
calculating a finishing blow. 

 Potts scrabbled up to her feet and punched in a code as Logan toppled. The steel 
shutters began to roll back. The hallways were full of backup. 

 Silent glanced up, hearing the mechanism start. Her eyes fell on Potts, and in a 
simple deft motion she threw her shortsword. Potts gasped as the weapon punched into 
her body just under her ribs and pinned her to the wall. 

 Then Silent launched up, into the gap left by Logan‟s rather dramatic entrance 
through the ceiling. SI troops with heavy guns streamed into the room, pointing their 
weapons at the gash in the ceiling. Two medics pushed through to where Potts was 
pinned to the wall. Her eyes were wide and full of fear; she was gasping as her fluttering 
hands touched the sword hilt Blood trickled out of her mouth. 

 Rasputin pushed through the soldiers, his body gleaming silvery steel. He knelt by 
Logan. “Come, let us pursue,” he said quickly. 

 Logan lay still on the floor, eyes empty, blood gushing out of his neck. 

 “Logan?” Rasputin said, suddenly uncertain. He lifted Logan‟s head a little, pushing 
his neck together. “Come, my friend, you must heal now.” Logan‟s face was paper 
white. 

 More medics pushed through. “You gotta let us take him,” they said quickly. “We‟ll 
staple him back together, but if we don‟t get some transfusions going right now—“ 
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 “Take him, quickly,” Rasputin said, standing out of the way. 

 Once the wounded were clear, Rasputin looked at the ten soldiers in the room 
pointing their weapons up at the gap in the ceiling. 

 “I will now see where she has gone,” Rasputin said, his brow clouded with rage. He 
stood up on the desk—it groaned but did not collapse—and raised his head up to look 
into the shaft. 

 The lockdown at the end of the shaft had activated, theoretically trapping her in the 
air shaft. What remained of a steel shutter was in crumpled pieces. She was gone. 
“Security,” Rasputin barked into his radio. “Where is the intruder?” 

 “We just got indication that the ventilation fan stopped working,” the nervous tech 
on the other end said. “She might be able to climb out that shaft.” 

 Rasputin leaped off the table, glowering. “Open everything up! I‟m going out after 
her!” 

 “Negative,” came another voice over the radio. “This is Stark. Let it go.” 

 “Sir?!?” Rasputin said. 

 “If we open it all back up she might come back in,” Stark said quietly. “Let it go. 
Our wounded are the priority. I don‟t want three of my people sliced up today.” 

 Rasputin crushed his radio, disgusted. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Stark sat motionless, watching the monitor as Silent wiggled free of the grating that 
should have held. She bounded to her feet, glanced around, then headed for the fence at 
a dead run. She could really move. She vaulted the fence and crossed the street, 
vanishing into an alley. 

 Stark looked at another camera. Logan and Potts were put in the emergency ward. 
They were hooking Logan up to a transfusion, and stapling his neck together. He was 
unmoving. Stark realized this might be the first time he had ever seen Logan not 
moving, truly unconscious. Potts was in bad shape; the shortsword had caught just 
enough of her sternum to fracture it, and her diaphragm was badly injured; breathing 
would be difficult at best. The shortsword had grazed her spine, but she was not 
paralyzed. From here Stark could access the life sign monitors for the pair. 

 Stark knew he should be by their sides to see if they could be saved. He knew he 
should be demonstrating his concern and looking after his friends. He did not stir from 
the chair. 

 Stark saw his hand shake as he moved to switch the camera view to Rasputin. 

 Behind him, the armor hummed, plugged into everything, ready, waiting. 

* 

 Rasputin, flesh again, approached with long strides and heavy steps. He shoved 
open the door and moved to stand by Logan. “Will he live?” he demanded of the 
doctor. 
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 The doctor looked at him with frustration. “How should I know?” he snapped. 
“We don‟t have the faintest idea how his system works. All we can do is our best. 
Excuse me,” he said, pushing past him and checking the vitals. 

 The figure on the bed stirred. Everyone stopped for a moment. 

 The nurse glanced at the monitors. “His blood pressure is rising,” he said quickly. 
“I think he‟s beginning to regenerate.” 

 “He needs food,” Rasputin said. 

 The doctor pointed at some clear tubes. “Nutrient feed. I think your friend will 
live. Can you please give us some space?” he added. 

 “Yes,” Rasputin said. “Get well soon,” he said to Logan, touching his hand. Then 
he backed away and walked over to Pepper‟s bed. 

 “We‟re going to have to operate,” her doctor said. “Get the operating theatre 
ready.” 

 The techs were moving, and Rasputin quietly left the ward. 

 Stark was standing in the hallway. 

 “How does it look?” Stark asked. 

 “Logan may recover, and they are taking Potts in to surgery,” Rasputin said. 

 Stark nodded. “Time for us to go on a field trip,” he said. 

 “This is no time for jokes,” Rasputin growled. “Do you not know what just 
happened?” 

 Stark nodded. “I am fully aware, Rasputin. I need to go out for damage control. If I 
don‟t go out, the assassin might not risk coming in here again. The assassin might have 
to hit one of my external targets to lure me out.” Stark looked directly in Rasputin‟s 
eyes. “I‟m not willing to risk that.” 

 “Then you will at least wear your armor?” Rasputin said. 

 “No,” Stark said. “No. She‟s going to try for me today if she thinks she can, and 
the armor might scare her off. I need her to make the attempt. We‟ll go out in public, a 
fluid situation. She‟ll make a mistake.” His eyes were distant, a bit hazy. 

  [carnival] 

 “This is crazy!” Rasputin protested. 

 “No it isn‟t,” Stark said. “There is also another ninja moving behind the scenes 
here. I have the best bodyguard in the world. And,” he added, his eyes narrowing, “I 
would rather be dead than intimidated. We are going to the park. Today is the last day 
of the Fillabin Festival. Rides, cotton candy, clowns. You coming?” 

 “I will go with you,” Rasputin sighed, “though it be my death. And we have no sign 
that Logan‟s ninja plans to come, or is here. What if this ninja is from Japan? Travel 
time alone…” 

 “Fisk is not going to back me down,” Stark said. “He‟s not going to spook me with 
his hired killer. This has gone far enough. I‟m not taking my armor,” he said, “but I‟m 
not going to be defenseless either,” he added. “I have a few toys.” 
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 “Let us hope they will be enough,” Rasputin said darkly. “Your affairs are in 
order?” 

 “My will is updated daily,” Stark said with a winning smile. “Let‟s move.” 

* 

 She looked distracted, the rangy woman perched on a stool by the Octopus selling 
tickets. Her thick dark hair was down her back, a bandana tied over her head. She wore 
cutoffs and a tee shirt. As she took the dollar and handed out the ticket there was 
something mechanical about her movements. 

 Lock. The ticket-taker felt the ninja woman Lock probing for her, scanning for her. 
But she was not there, so Lock would not find her. And there was another looking for 
her. She set her mouth in a firm line of determination. Her plan was a good one. She 
would not be stopped. 

 Easy. It would be easy out here, in the open, no possible protection. She had killed 
many in more torturous situations, this would be simple. 

 Her hand trembled slightly as she took the dollar and gave the ticket. Why then? 
she wondered. Why are my muscles water, my hands shaking? 

 For a moment she almost wondered which she feared more; failure, or 
redemption… 

 “Dude, thanks fer coverin for me babe,” said the lanky teen who hurried back to 
the booth. “Never hadda take a leak so bad in my life,” he said, then he grinned at her. 
“So, like, if you wanna get some popcorn or something, I‟m off duty at, like, six,” he 
said with an aimless gesture and a huge grin. 

 “Take it easy, big guy,” she said, handing over the ticket roll. “I just might be 
back.” She smiled at him and walked into the crowd. 

* 

 Rasputin was in a nightmare. 

 “I cannot think of another way to tell you what a bad idea this is,” he rumbled 
softly to the man at his side. 

 “Somehow I imagine that means we‟ll just continue to repeat the same ways of 
telling me over and over,” Stark said dryly.  

 “Why the park? Why this festival? Are you entirely sure this was your idea and not 
some post hypnotic suggestion, or an after effect of eating too much cholesterol and 
greasy food?” Rasputin asked, an edge in his voice. 

 “Are you this charming to all the people you protect?” Stark asked. “Just stay alert, 
that‟s all.” 

 They walked into the scattered crowd of the fair. It was briskly busy but not 
packed, and the weather was hot but not blistering. Rasputin glared at people, seeing an 
assassin in every face. Stark walked past the cotton candy machine and shivered a bit. 
Everything here could be dangerous. 

 A calliope played in the background, its music haunting and ominous to the two 
men in their current frame of mind. They ventured further into the fair, and Stark 
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paused to watch a man in a net cage doing chainsaw sculpture. He was carving a chair 
with a rabbit head on the back. 

 A teenager brushed past him, and Rasputin took half a step and pushed the young 
man away, glaring at him. 

 “The assassin is a woman, Piotr,” Stark muttered. 

 “No one is beyond suspicion,‟ Rasputin glowered. “We face a master of disguise.” 

 Not here, not in the crowd. Her eyes narrowed. Her plan was very satisfying and 
she would stick with it. From ten meters away, she focused on Stark. She collected her 
thoughts into a single thought; the carousel. She imagined it, in considerable detail, and 
infused it with a compelling impulse. Ride the merry go round. Then she exhaled; 
carefully, like blowing a bubble. Too much force and it would be dispelled, not enough 
and it would not reach it‟s target. She half-closed her eyes, exhaling, focused with every 
fiber of her being. 

  [merry go round] 

 “Let‟s go ride the merry go round,” Stark said to Rasputin. 

 “What?” the big man said incredulously.  

 She slipped away through the crowd, to prepare. It was almost time. 

 “You know, horses go up and down, whole thing goes around in a circle and plays 
music.” 

 “This is ridiculous,” Rasputin said heatedly. “We are not here to ride rides.” 

 “I‟ll provide a moving target that way,” Stark said, “as opposed to standing here 
jawing with you and not moving. Besides,” he added, pointing, “would you rather ride 
that?” 

 The steel shaft rose up forty feet in the afternoon sky. A ring had just risen to the 
top with eight people strapped in, backs to the pole. Then it dropped in freefall, and 
they screamed. 

 “We can ride the Boom Stick if you‟d prefer,” Stark said with a shrug. 

 “I like merry go rounds,” Rasputin said, turning a little green. “Soothing, cheerful 
music.” 

 “Or the house of mirrors over there? Want to go in the dark with the funny tilted 
floor and sudden lights and—“ 

 “I want to ride the merry go round,” Rasputin said, exasperated. “Let‟s just go.” 

* 

 She moved through the line at the same pace that he did; from the top of the hill, 
the queue for the Octopus had a commanding view of the surrounding fair, even the 
merry go round that was fifty yards away. She shifted her purse, and moved through the 
line as fast as Stark, whether there were people in her way or not. No one noticed. 

 Then she was walking up to the car on the Octopus, she hopped in and the 
attendant came around and lowered the safety bars, locking them in. She had managed 
to get a car to herself. 
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 Eight cars on the end of long arms were attached to a central hub. The cars spun at 
the end of the arms, which whirled in a circle and also tilted up and down. Lock was not 
far away, and the assassin felt her search. Still too soon. Still too soon to be found. But 
her defenses slipped slightly with her excitement. She was not completely focused. 
There was excitement where there should be surety. There was doubt, where there 
should be simple concentration. The assassin bit her lip as the ride started. It was now 
or never. Stark stepped up on the platform of the carousel and hopped up to straddle a 
huge black rampant horse made of plastic and poorly painted. Rasputin stood by his 
side, gripping the pole of the horse next to Stark. 

 Silent could feel Stark‟s heartbeat. 

 She dove into her purse, pulled out two pieces of wood she swiftly connected. 
Then she slid the bow through the end of the assemblage, snapped the cable of the 
bowstring to it, strung it, swiftly cocked it. In a matter of seconds she had assembled 
her crossbow. She took a bolt, the special one Fisk had commissioned for his rival, a 
message all its own. She snapped it in place as the world started spinning. 

 As the Octopus made its first pass, Stark was carried around to the other side of 
the carousel, no shot. She would be coming around as he did; she could taste the 
moment, feel the perfect moment in the future. Only a moment like that was a weak 
enough place in conventional reality for her to send a crossbow bolt across fifty meters, 
from this spinning ride to that one, and flawlessly hit him in the throat. No skill, only a 
discernment of the moment and the will and ability to turn it to her purposes could 
allow success. 

 For the first time in ten years her mind wondered if she could miss. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 She shook that off as the Octopus started to come around on it‟s second pass. The 
third would bring her the Moment, the Shot. Then her task would be complete. 

 In just a flash, a breath, she felt another thought; Please, the thought came, please 
don‟t make me stop you. 

 The assassin looked over and saw Lock standing in the line for the ride, catching 
her eyes. Long, gorgeous dark hair cascaded down Lock‟s shoulders, her Asian eyes 
were shot through with streaks of dark purple, her demeanor serious. She was beautiful 
for that moment, even in the assassin‟s eyes; for the assassin could see the light shining 
through her translucent darkness. 

 Sure you can make me miss? she replied in the Silent Speech. The ride was in motion. 
Even at the speed of thought this conversation could not be long. 

 This is your chance, Lock thought. Don‟t. Don‟t do this. You can walk away. 

 The assassin‟s car whooshed past the line. 

 I know you want to, Lock thought, or we wouldn‟t be having this conversation. But you want 
me to stop you so you don‟t have to choose. I won‟t. You have to choose life, Silent. 

 Silent shook her head. For me to choose life is for me to choose my death. You know the code,” 
she thought. She blocked Lock from her mind. 
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So fast, Silent noticed absently. The ride was moving so fast. She struggled to 
hold the threads of concentration, skill, focus, sight, breath, aim, so she would be ready; 
but the Moment was almost upon her. As she whirled into the third rotation Stark 
bobbed into view, his eyes distant as though he was prepared for this, or he was 
searching for a meaning no one else could see. 

 In a supreme effort, she eliminated all effort and let her instincts do what needed to 
be done. She quieted her thoughts, the tumult of her emotion, and became the one who 
could make this shot. Lock gasped. 

 Silent was smiling as she raised the crossbow, breathed out, so the end of her 
breath and the Moment would be precisely together. The ride spun, dropping; she 
calculated subconsciously, accounting for every detail, her skilled instinct shaming a 
supercomputer. This shot would be flawless. She would kill Stark. And with him, her 
doubt. 

 Every nerve, every particle of her was intently focused as the Moment began to 
spin together. Time lost all meaning, as did distance. The world became intensely 
present and real, and at the same time nothing existed but the crossbow, the air, the 
throat and pulse of the man who was about to die. 

 Then he was there. 

 Jumping up to stand on a park bench halfway down the hill between her and the 
carousel, the blind man stood unerringly facing her, his head and chest blocking The 
Shot. Only for a moment. Only for The Moment. 

 She blinked. 

 The ride whizzed on. 

 Something in her died as she lowered the crossbow and the trigger ached, unpulled. 
The damning presence of the bolt burned in her. She tore the crossbow down and 
jammed it in her purse, her eyes brimming with tears, her death looming before her. She 
was ended. 

 The ride slowly spun to a halt. 

 Up close and personal. She would have to do this up close. But she felt her hands 
tremble. The power of the ninja, the power of death that she wielded was a singularity. 
And that singularity had splintered into choices and doubt. She was splintered. Her 
breathing was unsteady as she stepped out of the ride. 

 A true ninja would slay you, the Chosen, the target, and his bodyguard, and then vanish, Silent 
said in the Silent Speech. Lock looked at her as she walked past the line towards the 
exit. Reluctantly, Silent stopped and faced her. They stood an armspan apart. I have 
crossed a line I did not want to cross. I am flawed. My time has elapsed. I have lost singularity, Silent 
said in the silent speech. 

 Lock hesitated, then reached a hand out to her. Silent looked down at the hand, 
then looked into Lock‟s eyes, haunted. But you have spoiled me, she continued. I must kill 
Stark. If I do not, I am dead. If I do, I am still dead. I may just live a little longer. 

 There is another way, Lock thought urgently. 

 Silent smiled a small, peculiar smile, and slipped away through the exit. Lock 
hopped the bar and followed, but not too closely. 
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 We protected Stark, Lock thought. We can protect you. 

 Silent was gone. Lock stood, clenching and unclenching her fists, thinking fast. 

 She headed towards Stark at good speed. 

* 

 Silent dumped the crossbow in a trash can and tucked the small knife in her belt. It 
would be enough and more than enough. She brushed at her eyes, spent a moment 
controlling the wild beating of her heart. Damn. Damn. 

 “I hope you‟re happy,” she said in a voice that was hoarse from disuse. 

 The blind man flinched to hear it. “Hello, Elektra.” 

 “I told you,” she growled, “I am Silent.” 

 “Still?” he asked softly. 

 She faced him, stared at his face, felt his presence. It was like something out of the 
dim fog of the past, looming like a ship in the night from an unexpected direction. “You 
are free of me. I don‟t need to see the Master anymore.” 

 “No?” he said. 

 “It doesn‟t matter. I can‟t walk away from this untouched. You won‟t let me kill 
Stark without going through you, will you.” 

 “I‟m afraid not,” the blind man said. 

 “I am flawed, I am broken,” she breathed in a chilling whisper that cut the blind 
man to the bone. “Therefore I choose my death over the death of Stark, over the 
death… of the Chosen.” 

 “Don‟t call me that,” he said, and his voice shook. “Don‟t ever call me that.” 

 “But Matt,” she said, her voice soft, “I Chose you too, not just the Master.” 

 “Elektra chose me, Silent chose the path of death,” Matt said heatedly. “You are not 
Elektra, are you.” 

 “I am a ghost,” she said simply. “I will not survive this. I am a dead woman.” She 
turned and walked away. 

 “Over my dead body,” Matt murmured. 

 She heard him. 

 Then she was gone. 

* 

 Lock stood on the roof of a funnel cake booth and watched Silent leave the park. 
She pulled out her phone and punched in Stark‟s number. 

 “Hello?” he said. 

 “You are safe. Return to the complex. I‟ll meet you there.” 

 “Who is this?” he asked. “Braddock?” 

 “Yes. Where is Logan?” she said. 
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 “Uh, he‟s back at the base,” Stark said, his voice strained. “How did you get 
involved in this?” 

 “I figure it‟s on account of a hankerin fer mash,” she said in a disturbingly accurate 
parrot of Logan. 

 “Please don‟t ever do that again,” Stark said. “Uhgh. Not a juxtaposition of images I 
need, thank you. Okay, see you back at base.” 

 “The ninja danger is averted,” Betsy said, “for the moment. But Fisk is likely to 
have a backup plan.” She snapped the phone shut and headed for her car. 

 

Wednesday, September 11 

 Stark opened the door the meeting room and strolled in. “Boy is it good to see you 
again,” he beamed at Logan. “I knew you‟d pull through.” 

 Logan sat in the chair, eyes bloodshot, mouth hanging a little open. He was 
hunched over wearing a neck brace, oxygen tubes in his nose, nutrient feed in one arm. 
He was still very pale. He wore shorts and a tee shirt. 

 “He is going to be alright, isn‟t he doctor?” Stark asked as Rasputin followed him 
in. 

 “We think so,” shrugged the doctor. “Impossible to tell what kind of brain damage 
he might have sustained.” 

 “I‟ll be fine,” wheezed a whisper out of Logan. He managed a thumbs-up. 

 “It‟s not your health,” boomed Rasputin. “The good doctor just meant we won‟t be 
able to tell if your brain is any more damaged or not! Ha ha!” 

 Stark scowled at him. “Sit.” Rasputin sat. Stark turned back to Logan. “I appreciate 
what you did.” 

 Logan‟s eyes rolled shut and he gestured. “No big thing,” he whistled. 

 “How about you don‟t talk for a while,” Stark said slowly. 

 Logan managed a smile. 

 An aide stepped in. “Ms. Braddock to see you, sir.” 

 “Send her in,” Stark said, sitting down and leaning back. Betsy walked in, and 
gasped. 

 “Logan!” she said. 

 He managed a smile. 

 “What happened?” she asked quickly.  

 “His ninja playmate gave him a flip-top head,” Stark explained. “We were worried 
there for a minute.” 

 “Now that his healing factor has begun to work slowly, we think he‟ll come 
through fine,” the doctor added. 

 “Why is it working slowly?” Betsy asked. 
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 “Shock to the system was sufficient to close it down almost completely,” the 
doctor said. “It‟s going to take a few days to get him back to normal operating 
parameters. At least. Maybe weeks.” He took off his glasses and polished them on his 
coat. “Maybe more.” 

 “He lost most of his blood,” Stark added. 

 “How‟s Pepper?” Logan whistled, his throat sounding atrocious. Stark wondered 
how he could breathe. 

 “She‟ll pull through. The operation was successful. She‟ll have a truly remarkable 
scar, and she‟ll be in the hospital for at least three weeks, maybe six.  She should be 
okay, though.” 

 Logan smiled again, and it cost him some effort. 

 “Doctor,” Stark said, “could you escort Ms. Braddock and Logan to a more 
comfortable facility?” 

 “Sure,” the doctor said. “Come with me.” Logan was in a wheelchair, and the 
doctor pushed him out of the room, Betsy in tow. 

 “Well, let‟s get down to it,” Stark said. “I don‟t like being threatened. Fisk doesn‟t 
like failure. We‟re going to have to work this out. Now, I have a plan. Sleepless nights 
will do that to you.” 

 “What are we going to do?” Rasputin asked earnestly. “We cannot let this stand.” 

 “Good man,” Stark said. “It‟s time we worked this out.” 

 He started laying out the plan. 

 Rasputin smiled. 

* 

 “Can‟t believe… made it back… no casualties,” Logan managed in his oxygen tent. 

 “You should have seen Rasputin,” Braddock smiled. “I thought he was going to fall 
down and kiss the ground when he got back in the complex.” 

 “Thanks,” Logan wheezed. “Prouda you.” 

 She smiled. Then her smile faded. “Logan,” she said, “Fisk is going to try to kill 
Silent.” 

 “Yep,” Logan said. “Think he can?” 

 She shrugged. “I think Stark‟s going to make a friend and instruct an enemy.” 

 “Neat,” Logan grinned. Then his eyes glazed. He was asleep. 

 Braddock smiled fondly at him, patted his hand, kissed his forehead. Then she 
stood and left. Time to go.  

 Time to prepare. 
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The Enemy of  My Enemy 
 

Thursday, September 12 

 Morning traffic was bustling as the city roused itself for a new day. The sun pushed 
up over the ocean, beaming between the buildings, suffusing the city with the glow of 
dawn. 

 Downtown, in an opulent board room, a vast man stirred on his throne. “Send in 
my enforcers,” he murmured to his assistant, a rather mousy man in an extremely 
expensive suit. 

 “Your regular enforcers, sir, or—“ 

 “My special assistants, please,” the huge man rumbled. He lit a cigar and leaned 
back in his chair.  

 The door at the far end of the dim room opened, and a man walked in with a 
woman. They approached the throne, and it would not have seemed out of place if they 
had bowed before it. His vast desk did not mar the image of a king… it simply updated 
it. The two approached, and their feet made no sound on the expensive carpet. Cigar 
smoke from a long night swirled around them like incense. 

 “You wished to see us, Mister Fisk?” the trim red-head said. 

 “Indeed,” he replied. “The two of you have served me well already in your short 
tenures, assisting with a few unpleasant but necessary tasks, involving the usual 
footsoldiers and lieutenants of other corporations and gangs. I have a new task for you. 
Natasha,” he said, nodding to the red-head, “take Ledge with you,” he said nodding at 
the blonde man. “My contract assassin, Silent, has reneged on a contract. She was to kill 
a man. Instead, she simply vanished. What do you think of that?” 

 “Mind if I smoke?” Ledge said. Fisk sighed imperceptibly and nodded. 

 “Seems simple enough,” Natasha said. “She will try to kill you.” 

 Ledge lit up his cigarette. “She worked for you for a while, right?” he said. 

 Fisk nodded. “Yes.” 

 “Then she‟ll know your pattern. The one time you‟re reliably not here is on 
Thursday nights when you go to the Drop, to oversee that operation. Even that‟s 
sketchy, but she‟ll be waiting for you to do that. I heard of Silent. She‟ll be cocky. Even 
if it‟s a trap she‟ll stroll right in. So it‟s gotta be a really big, bad trap, you know what I‟m 
saying?” 

 “I do,” Fisk said with a smile. “In fact, such a trap is in place.” 

 “So why do you need us?” Ledge asked, He puffed on his cigarette once and 
seemed to forget he was holding it. 

 “I do not expect the trap to be entirely effective,” Fisk said with a shrug that 
moved the mass of his shoulders.  “After she has triggered it, if she lives I want her 
body. If she‟s dead I want her body. If you can‟t find it, I want pieces identifiable as 
hers.” 
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 “I hate playing sloppy seconds,” Ledge said, glancing at the windows. 

 “If we expect she may attack tonight, I‟d like to see your file on her,” Natasha said, 
her Russian accent light but present. 

 “What file would that be?” Fisk asked, amused. 

 Natasha raised an eyebrow. “I refuse to believe that you do not have detailed 
information on everyone who works for you. Even Ledge. Even me. I would guess that 
Silent‟s information is incomplete, but surely you‟ve prepared everything you know 
about her methods and operations for reference.” 

 Fisk smiled curiously and gestured, and his assistant brought forward a thick file. 
“This is a little information, conjecture and fact alike, based on what we have seen of 
her performance. You are welcome to it. Please return it with the body.” 

 “Thank you,” she said. “Will that be all?” 

 “For now,” he said, nodding, “that‟s enough.” 

 Natasha and Ledge took their leave, and Fisk turned to look through the slatted 
windows of his board room. He looked at the light that was growing over the city with 
the coming of the dawn. In an abrupt gesture, he snapped the slats shut with a control 
on the desk. 

 He contemplated in the darkness. 

* 

 Of course it was a trap. But what kind of trap?  

 Silent crouched on the rooftop, undetectable, watching the dark three story 
building across the street. Normally on a Monday night it would be bustling with 
activity; subtle activity, but activity the trained eye could pick out. It was deserted right 
now, empty, bereft of movement and light. But there were a handful of guards. 

 One way to find out. 

 She sprang lightly to her feet and she was in motion, almost skimming across the 
power line that connected this building to her target across the street. Still five meters 
from the building she bounded off the cable and dropped to land on the ledge by the 
window on the third floor. The power line above wobbled a bit, but did not jounce and 
thrash as it should have after someone ran across it. 

 She pressed her back to the building, feeling the brick slowly surrender the sun‟s 
heat in the night air. There. She felt it through her shoulderblades. A heartbeat. She 
risked a glance through the glass. 

 A hulking shape sat in the dark. 

 She half smiled. The heartbeat was a nice touch, but his breathing moved all the air 
in a room. The heartbeat was a recording, the shape was a dummy. Her forehead 
creased with concentration. No one else was in this room. In fact— 

 She flung herself off of the ledge on the third floor, tucking into a ball and rolling 
as she fell through the air. A moment later, the entire three story building erupted in 
flame and concussion. 
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 The whole building. She had caught a whiff. The whole building was full of natural 
gas. They were waiting for her with a huge bomb. The concussive wave caught up with 
her and she was slammed into unconsciousness. 

 Darkness. But she was pushing back against it from the moment it caught her. It 
couldn‟t have been more than ten or fifteen seconds before her eyes slowly fluttered 
open. 

 She was tangled with a pile of rubble. The first sound she heard were car alarms 
blaring for blocks in every direction. Shattered glass was still sifting down. Building 
alarms had gone off. Sirens were already screaming towards the location. Flame licked 
and guttered all around her. An unnatural wind from the explosion swirled through the 
area, mixing the rubble and papers and pieces of cars together in a scattered mess. 
Everything sounded so far away, and the papers were silent. She realized her hearing 
was at least temporarily damaged. 

 She struggled to move, fighting vertigo and nausea, and the feeling that this slow, 
foolish, heavy thing could not be her body. She couldn‟t feel everything yet. The 
explosion had come closer to killing her than she cared to think about. 

 A man. Walking in the rubble. Her bleary eyes wobbled up towards him. Then he 
turned and saw her. 

* 

 “Ledge, come in,” came the voice over the tac net. Even at a distance she sounded 
sweet to meet. 

 “Busy,” Ledge said, his eyes locked on Silent, swaying up out of a pile of rubble like 
a ghost, covered in chalky brick powder. “Target acquired.” 

 He squared off with Silent. “Hey baby, how‟s it goin?” he said with a grin, pulling 
out a throwing knife. She just stood there swaying, rhythmically, as though gathering 
herself. He shrugged. “Tough break, kid. Bye.” The barest gesture, and he flicked the 
knife from him with a grace beyond that of a professional. Chuck Ledge was an artist. 

 Her hand whipped up and caught the blade. She stood there swaying, holding the 
blade, her eyes trying to focus on him. 

 “Neat,” he said, and he pulled out a couple more. Tucked them between the 
knuckles on his left hand. A flicker of motion. A thin ting sounded as she used one knife 
to knock a blade out of the air, but the other knife thudded deep into the meat of her 
thigh. Ledge leaned back, smiling, his hands open. 

 “Nice catch, toots!” he said. “Okay, let‟s do this.”  

 She flung the knife she held. He chuckled as he caught it and threw it back, along 
with six other blades; he moved like a dervish, like a force of nature. The assurance his 
body held was beyond confidence. It was knowledge. A storm of wicked blades and 
barbs whistled through the air at Silent. 

 She left blood on the rubble as she avoided most of the projectiles and staggered 
around the corner. 

 Ledge grinned and pulled down his ski mask. “I was hoping you‟d have enough left 
for a little chase.” 
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 He moved around the corner and looked down the alley. “Ninja, vanish,” he 
intoned in his worst Japanese impression. He giggled, and pulled from his belt a weight 
the same size and shape as a roll of quarters. He threw it; the weight zipped into the wall 
on one side of the alley, rebounded with a ping, and snapped home at full speed into the 
flesh of the woman hiding behind the dumpster. Silent staggered away from her cover 
gripping her ribs. Ledge rubbed his hands together. 

 “I sure wish we could have done this without the explosion,” he said. “This is a lot 
of fun, but a little more one sided than I had hoped. Okay, house rule. I can only kill 
you with indigenous materials.” He looked around, picked up a beer bottle, grinned, and 
jogged after her. 

 “A fire escape?” he said, incredulous as he spotted her struggling to climb the steps. 
“I guess after being blown up you don‟t climb the walls so good.” He grinned, casually 
flung the bottle up. It bounded off a drainpipe and hit a windowframe, shattering the 
bottle and spraying her with broken glass. She stumbled, the glass buried in her face and 
forearm. Ledge leaped up, caught the drainpipe, and raced her to the roof. 

 They arrived about the same time. Ledge dropped from the lip of the roof and 
rolled on the roofing, coming up with a handful of gravel. He flicked a piece at her, 
catching her square in the kneecap. Her breath was ragged, and she tried to stagger 
away.  

 “I get to replace you, just so you know,” he said as he bounced a piece of gravel off 
the nerve center in her elbow. She cried out and cradled her arm, stumbling towards the 
air conditioning units.  

 A chunk of gravel zinged off the back of her head. “I can‟t believe you wouldn‟t off 
Stark. I mean, most people dream of being able to wipe a snotty nose like him.” Gravel 
snapped into a nerve center in her ankle. “If you worked for me, no way would you get 
this kind of princess treatment. Nah, I‟d have you captured and killed real slow and 
painful like. In fact, I should have killed you by now, but you know what?” he said. 

 “What.” 

 Ledge froze. The voice was male, tight with anger, and only three meters behind 
him. 

 Ledge spun, the remainder of his handful of gravel whipping out. He caught a 
glimpse of a man in black leathers leaping at him, moving much faster than a man 
should be able to move. The gravel spun off the leather, and the attacker came down 
with a vicious backhand blow with a steel club; Ledge barely managed to roll enough to 
catch it on his shoulder and not his collarbone. The man in leathers landed with his feet 
between Ledge‟s feet, and he shifted lightning fast. Ledge was moving too, but he 
wasn‟t fast enough and his feet were caught and twisted out from under him.  Ledge 
kicked out as he fell, and the attacker grunted in surprise and spun away, ready. 

 Ledge did a kippup, but even his incredible speed wasn‟t quite enough. One club 
snapped a blow across his face while the other rammed into his knee from the side; he 
wasn‟t quite sure what happened next, but then he was airborne. A kick pounded into 
him, and in slow motion as in a dream Ledge saw the lip of the roof pass under him and 
he stared down two stories to the street. 

 Clearing his head with an act of will, he reached into his coat and snagged a 
weapon; it had a straight blade and a curved one, and a rope that ended in an iron ring 
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was connected to the haft. He flung the knife at the fire escape, and it clanged into place 
like a grappling hook. Snagging the rope, he swung to the wall and pushed off from it, 
head spinning. He breathed for a moment as black spots danced behind his eyes from 
the blow to the face. 

 He grinned, and started to climb. 

 Above, on the roof, the man in black leathers with the clubs knelt next to the 
battered ninja woman. “You know who I am,” he said. 

 “Matt,” she whispered. 

 “I will do my best to get you out of here alive on one condition,” he said sternly. 

 She slowly blinked. 

 “You must give up this assassin for hire lifestyle, these killings.” 

 “Okay,” she managed to wheeze. 

 Ledge climbed back up on the roof.  

 “Miss me?” he grinned. 

 “We must get to water,” Matt said. “If we can reach the docks we can escape.” He 
picked up Silent and began to run. “Just a mile, is all.” 

 Ledge trotted along behind. Matt glanced over his shoulder, then freed up an arm 
and whirled, flinging his club. 

 Ledge caught it out of the air. “Nice balance,” he said, examining the steel rod. 
“Very nice. Good taste. By the way, I‟m going to kill you for kicking me off the roof. 
That wasn‟t very nice. You aren‟t part of this, either, according to the boss.” Ledge‟s 
smile turned nasty. “No princess treatment for you.” 

 “Hey, Ledge,” the man said in a husky voice. “Don‟t do me any favors.” 

 “Okay, now, if you know my name then you know too much, see?” Ledge said with 
a shrug. “I‟ll turn you over to the big guy. He can sit on you. That‟ll learn ya.” 

 Matt took a step back, then in a smooth motion leaped off the roof. 

 “No you don‟t,” Ledge muttered as he raced after him. 

 Down, off the clothesline, the dumpster lid, the alley. Matt managed the fall, 
controlling it, while holding another person. His heart was racing from the excitement 
as much as the exertion as he began to run. 

 Ledge effortlessly followed his path. “Ninja, two for the price of one, is that it? 
You taking your karma sutra buddy out of harms way?” The man in black leathers 
reached the end of the alley and with a forceful kick knocked in the security door to the 
back of the department store. He ducked inside. 

 Ledge was right behind him. 

 He didn‟t know what the faint ringing tinkle he heard was until he zipped around 
the corner and stepped on the caltrops. They didn‟t punch through the soles of his thick 
boots, but they did deny him friction. The metal spikes in his boot soles skidded on the 
concrete, and he lost his balance and fell. 



 

578 

 “Nice,” Ledge muttered, looking around the receiving dock. He had moved in the 
side entrance, but he couldn't immediately tell where Silent and her boyfriend had gone. 
He took a minute to fish out a knife and pry the caltrops out of his boots. Then he 
stood and prowled further in. 

 Motion— 

 He was moving to defend himself but it was already too late. The man in leathers 
stepped out from behind boxes and rammed a blow home to just the right point 
between Ledge‟s shoulders. Agony ripped through Ledge and he dropped to one knee 
as he felt muscles and nerves seize up. 

 A smash to the head and everything spun into darkness. 

 Matt turned from the man he had knocked into submission. He picked up Silent, 
and they left the way they had come. 

 Over a fence, with her over one shoulder; this was a lot harder. Then down the 
alley, he turned, turned again. He reached a pile of trash bags at the end of an alley and 
slung Silent down to the ground, squatting beside her, breathing hard. 

 “Isn‟t this exciting?” she managed, and she tried for a smile. “Did you kill Ledge?” 

 “What do you think,” he said tonelessly. 

 She sighed. “If you didn‟t cripple him, he‟s not out. He‟s… single minded.” 

 “He‟s a sadistic buffoon,” Matt said, his voice hard. 

 He stiffened; movement, on the roof above; a heartbeat! 

 Just then, an object sailed down from the roof towards the center of the alley. The 
object was about the size of a baseball, but more elliptical. He realized it was a grenade. 

 He whipped out his club and flung it; the club cracked into the explosive and they 
both flew out of the alley and into the street. No explosion. 

 In that moment he realized another object was falling; he whipped out his other 
club but it was too late. The object fell into the trash right beside the two of them. 

 “Don‟t move,” came a cultured, calm, Russian voice from the rooftop. “I just 
dropped an explosive by the two of you.” Silent looked up to see the trim woman who 
had just been hired by Fisk. She held a trigger mechanism. “One move,” she said, “and 
we will see if you two can survive another explosion. Good job with the grenade, too,” 
she said. 

 “A dud?” he said, an edge to his voice. 

 She shrugged. “I just didn‟t pull the pin,” she said. 

 “What do you want?” Matt asked, making his voice as hoarse as he could. 

 “Just relax for a minute,” she said. She pulled up her radio. “Fisk, this is Natasha. I 
have them. Orders?” 

 She was quiet for a minute. She frowned. “Orders?” 

 Just then a blow caught her in the shoulderblade, spinning her around. A hard hand 
snatched the trigger out of her grasp and a head-butt caught her in the shoulder; felt like 
she‟d been hit by solid steel. Caught by surprise, she was suddenly falling. 
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 She landed right by Silent and Matt. Everyone scrambled to their feet and looked 
up. 

 A short man with wild hair leaned over the roof as he dropped the trigger on the 
roof. He grinned down at them. 

 “Fraid Fisk has troubles of his own,” he said. 

 Natasha was gripping her ribs, standing between Silent and Matt. Suddenly, with a 
thin squeal, wires shot out of housings at her wrists and touched both of them. An 
electric jolt whipped into them, and they flew back. Natasha sprinted for the mouth of 
the alley, and the man on the roof let her go as the two in the ally groaned and shifted. 

 The man on the roof slowly climbed down the fire escape, moving like an old man. 
Silent regained control of herself and stared at him, her face bloodless. 

 “What‟s wrong?” Matt asked her, looking at him. 

 “I killed him,” she whispered. “Three days ago, I killed him.” 

 “Almost,” he said, dropping to the alley. “But now I‟m back, somewhat, and it‟s a 
good thing fer you, too. I‟m Logan, special security agent. This here‟s Silent. What do I 
call you? Leather Twinkie?” 

 “Shadow will do fine,” the slim man said, a trace of irritation in his voice. 

 “Suit yerself. Do you know what evil lurks in the hearts—“ 

 “I figure if we get to water we‟ll be free,” Matt interrupted him. “If you‟re here to 
help, let‟s get moving.” 

 They got moving. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 The gunfire had gone from sporadic to intense to sporadic, and now it was over. 
The huge man behind the desk, seated in his throne, waited patiently in the dim lights of 
his board room. With a click, he turned the radio off. The door was bashed, and it flew 
open. A hulking, tall young man strode in and stood before Fisk, who sat unmoving. 
The young man had small nicks and cuts on his face and chest, and his clothes were in 
terrible shape. He was gore-spattered. 

 “Wilson Fisk,” the young man intoned, “I bring a message from Stark. Behold!” he 
shouted. He flexed, and roared; with an odd dim luminescence, his skin shifted, and 
then rings of energy flashed from him, and as he flexed harder than muscle can flex he 
was transformed. Rippling organic steel flowed from his center, filling out his form. He 
stood, wisps of steam rising from him, his chest heaving, made entirely of steel. 

 Fisk smiled, and slowly ground out his cigar. “I was hoping to see you,” he 
rumbled. “I‟ve heard a lot about Stark‟s man of steel.” He stood, and picked up a rack. 
He put it on the desk. The rack held two gauntlets. They were big enough for the vast 
man‟s fists; Fisk strapped them on in a few simple deliberate motions while the man of 
steel caught his breath in the middle of the room. 

 Fisk stepped around his desk, dressed in his business suit big enough to make an 
eight man tent, his gauntlets incongruous. “What are you waiting for?” Fisk asked. 
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 He settled into a combat stance. 

 His eyes were unafraid. 

* 

 Avoiding the main streets, they made good time towards the river. Logan wasn‟t 
moving very fast, and neither was Silent. There were no signs of pursuit, however. 

 “The park,” Matt gritted out. “Straight ahead. You sure they haven‟t given up?” 

 No one graced that with a response. 

 “That hostage thing is dated, for the weak,” Ledge called from behind them as he 
ran to catch up. “I‟m just gonna good old fashioned kill ya.” 

 “Park,” Matt managed. “Almost there.” 

 Logan‟s senses were still operating at full power. He saw the moonlight on the 
grass of the park, the bench, and beyond that the concrete wall. He smelled the water. 
And he smelled Natasha. She stepped out to block their path. 

 Logan looked her in the eye. “To the death?” he asked in his still-raspy voice. 
There was something sad in his tone. 

 She met his eyes. “I will not let you escape,” she said softly. 

 He slowly shook his head. “This is a helluva thing,” he said as Ledge drew near. 

* 

 “I am Piotr Rasputin,” the young metal man said. “I am here to instruct you 
regarding Stark‟s displeasure with your attempt on his life.” 

 “Are you going to talk all night, or attack me?” Fisk asked, amused. 

 Rasputin roared, and charged. His fist hissed through the air with the force of a car 
crash. Fisk took half a step back, angling his chest. The blow slammed home, but not 
on center; the full force of the blast was deflected. Fisk rammed a punch into Rasputin‟s 
head; his fist and the head were much the same size. With a clang, the heavy gauntlet 
slammed into steel, and Rasputin was knocked off balance, staggering. Fisk took 
another half step and slammed a heavy blow into his ribs, driving him to the ground. 

 Fisk took a moment to adjust the straps. “Arrogant,” he said quietly. “It is a trap 
that those with gifts often fall into. Just because you are the biggest fish in your pond, 
and your opponent is not flashy, this does not guarantee you victory.” Fisk smiled, slow 
and wide. “This new learning will not benefit you for very long. Your corpse will be my 
reply to Stark‟s message.” 

 Rasputin regained his feet, breathing hard. He jabbed at Fisk‟s face, and Fisk leaned 
back. Rasputin slung a heavy blow at a gauntlet, and Fisk moved it. Rasputin drove a 
doublefisted strike into Fisk‟s midsection. Fabric tore, and the huge man stumbled back. 
Rasputin leaped forward to press the advantage, only to catch a solid blow to the chest 
that lifted him off his feet and sent him sailing across the room. He crashed into the 
wall, and regained his feet. 

 “You are less than a quarter the weight of my vault door,” Fisk said, inspecting the 
dent on his gauntlet. “So you are steel.” He made eye contact with Rasputin. “So what.” 

 “I will not lose to you,” Rasputin said, an odd metallic reverberation in his voice. 
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 “Prove it,” Fisk shrugged. 

 Rasputin took another moment to look over his opponent. What he had seen as 
blubber was insulation, but it was also armor of a sort; there was a muscular hardness to 
the flesh under Fisks‟ skin. He was strong, yes, immensely strong. But he was also solid, 
not flabby. Rasputin narrowed his eyes. 

 He was made of steel. He would win. 

 He circled in classic wrestler‟s posture, waiting for Fisk to open up. Fisk allowed 
him to circle. 

 Rasputin got behind him, leaped, and slammed a blow into the meat of his back. 
Fisk grunted and stumbled, then snapped an elbow back. Rasputin ducked it and 
slammed another blow into Fisk‟s ribs. His fist thudded home, but he didn‟t feel bone. 
Some part of him was still holding back, not using his full strength against a flesh target; 
he felt conflicted; he had never fought an unarmored opponent in his steel form like 
this, not on equal footing.  

 Fisk snatched his forearm and held it while his other fist crashed into Rasputin‟s 
face. The Russian felt his nose snap. Fisk crushed a backhand across Rasputin‟s ear. 
Rasputin instinctively tightened his forearm by making a fist, then rapidly relaxed and 
jerked. He managed to free himself from Fisk‟s grip. 

 He lashed out at Fisk‟s groin, and Fisk parried with his gauntlet. Rasputin roared 
and launched himself at Fisk‟s head; the huge man took a blow that cracked his 
cheekbone, another into his chest. Then he reached, and snatched both of Rasputin‟s 
shoulders. In a startling motion he spun the steel man around, and snatched at his arms. 
Rasputin evaded him, and pounded a kick back into Fisk‟s torso. Fisk grunted. Rasputin 
slashed once again at his face. 

 Fisk caught his fist. Fisk‟s other fist rammed down on Rasputin‟s elbow. Rasputin 
screamed as something snapped and tore in his steel arm. Fisk crushed yet another blow 
into his head, knocking his scream into silence, deforming his head somewhat. Fisk‟s 
huge foot stomped down on Rasputin‟s foot, and Rasputin drove a double-fisted blow 
into Rasputin‟s chest that crushed him into the floor. 

 “I‟m enjoying this, I really am,” Fisk said conversationally, his breath in long 
wheezes. He walked over to the concealed refrigerator and got himself a cold jug of 
water. He opened it and took a swig. “I abhor violence, personally,” he continued. “But 
as you say, this is mere communication.” He downed half the gallon of water in a single 
sluicing effort. 

 Rasputin dragged himself out of the broken crater, feeling needles and streams of 
pain all through his body, hurt worse than he had ever been hurt since his tortures in 
the Motherland developing his powers. 

 For the first time he truly understood that his life was on the line. 

 Fisk finished the jug and tossed it away, then turned back to Rasputin with a smile. 

 Rasputin‟s eyes held fear. 

 “Let‟s finish this,” Fisk said pleasantly. 

* 
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 Logan squared off with Natasha, and with an eerie hiss his claws slowly distended 
as his face contorted, apparently with effort. “We do it your way,” he managed, and 
there was pain in his voice. 

 Shadow and Silent faced Ledge as he finished jogging up, the heel of his hand 
pressed to his side. “Ow,” Ledge said. “Oh BOY am I gonna enjoy this,” he added, 
pulling out the club Shadow had left in the street. 

 Just then Logan and Silent and Shadow all tensed and glanced up. Natasha and 
Ledge did too, to see what they were looking for. 

 Like a comet, a streak of flame illuminated the darkness around it. Shifting angle 
and speed, it approached. Then, it flared up and braked. Down from the sky, wreathed 
in flame and glory, came an armored figure Jets in a small backpack and in boots flared 
like a cloak of majesty. The armor lowered to the ground, thirty feet behind Natasha. 

 “Let them go,” the armor uttered in a deeply modulated voice, commanding yet 
unrecognizable. 

 There was a moment of silence. 

 “Fisk,” Natasha said into her radio. “The armor has arrived. Please advise.” She 
waited. 

 “Let‟s off „em all,” Ledge said. “I call the armor.” He reached into his coat and 
fingered several explosives. 

 “Wait,” Natasha said in a cool business voice. “We wait for Fisk‟s word.” 

 “Fisk is busy,” the armor said. “He will not be able to give you orders right now.” 
The armor paused for a moment. “The decision is yours.” 

 Natasha looked at the armor, at the man standing with his claws out, at the two 
battered ninja. She sighed, then nodded. “Alright then,” she said. “We‟ll do it my way.” 

* 

 “I have a weapon you do not know about,” Rasputin said. “I will use it now.” 

 “Not going to beg for your life?” Fisk said. “Not going to offer me your services?” 

 “You are the most corrupt creature I have seen in the West, an infamous den of 
corruption,” Rasputin managed as he dragged himself to his feet, breathing hard. “I 
would not work for you polishing boots.” 

 “I see,” Fisk said. “Polishing boots?” 

 Rasputin roared as he charged into—the wall. Fisk watched, bemused, as the young 
man tore his way through the wall with his one good arm, limping through the hole he 
had made. Fisk followed him, curious. “I didn‟t realize running away was a weapon,” he 
said. 

 Rasputin tore through the reception office, through the hallway, through the 
meeting room. “That‟s quite enough,” Fisk said. “Collateral damage is nothing to me. I 
have limitless resources.” 

 “Yes?” Rasputin said, spinning, a gleam in his eyes. “Show me what you have left, 
capitalist dog!” 
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 Fisk smiled to himself. “Ah, that takes me back,” he said. “Now on to business.” 
He slashed a heavy strike at Rasputin. The metal man hopped out of the way, the strike 
punched through the reinforced wall. Rasputin bashed a blow into Fisk‟s shoulder. Fisk 
tore free and faced off, but now his back was to the wall and Rasputin stood before 
him. Bellowing, Rasputin charged into Fisk with every ounce of power he had in a 
massive tackle. 

 The hugely strong metal man crashed into Fisk; bones snapped even under the 
protective layers of muscle. The two of them crashed into the wall, and through it; in a 
dizzying moment they teetered on the edge of regaining balance. 

 Fisk realized, hanging in space for a moment, that he was twenty stories above the 
courtyard garden of his complex. He smiled faintly to himself. Clever. Gravity was 
indeed a weapon that was difficult to fight. 

 Rasputin bellowed and pushed with everything he had. The two of them broke free 
of the wall and spun downwards. Fisk snatched Rasputin and smashed him one across 
the face before Rasputin kicked loose to tumble in his own free fall. He slammed into a 
wall and managed to hang on to the broken wall where his body hit. 

Fisk fell all the way down. 

 Weeping and laughing, Rasputin managed to pull himself into the building. He 
wobbled down the hallway, staggering. He survived. No one in the building would 
challenge his escape. He spared a moment to wonder what would happen to his head 
and arm when he became flesh again; he shivered and resolved to make it back to Stark 
International‟s medical bay first. 

* 

 “Abort,” Natasha said softly. “Ledge, we‟re needed back at headquarters.” 

 “No way,” Ledge said. “We can take this crowd.” 

 “I‟m not saying it again,” Natasha shrugged. 

 Logan, Silent, and Shadow limped past Natasha to join the armor. 

 Natasha turned to go. 

 “Wait,” said the armor. The suit‟s gauntlet reached up and pushed the faceplate 
back. It unsealed, and scrolled up over the helmet. 

 “Stark?” Natasha said, genuinely shocked. 

 “The one and only,” Stark nodded. “I want to make you a better offer.” 

 “Better how?” she said. 

 “I don‟t kill as a business matter,” Stark said. 

 “You mean you‟re not going to all this effort to recruit Silent?” 

 “Right,” Stark said. “We‟re preventing you from killing her because she didn‟t kill 
me. I‟m grateful. That‟s all. If she was working for me do you think it would have taken 
backup this long to arrive?” 

 “You don‟t believe in assassination as a political and business tool?” Natasha 
repeated, working it through. 
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 “I‟m good enough I don‟t have to,” Stark said, confident. 

 “Gimmie a break,” Ledge said. “C‟mon, Nat, lemme waste „im.” 

 A rumbling sound heralded the arrival of an armored truck, driving up to where 
Stark and his team stood. 

 Natasha looked at Ledge, then at Stark. “I‟m in,” she shrugged. They moved to the 
truck and climbed in. Ledge stood in the alley. He shook his head. 

 “Simply unbelievable,” he said. “Had them on the ropes and Natasha Romanova, 
hot stuff Russian „operative‟, lets it all go.” He spat. “Least they all have the good sense 
to run away from me,” he said with half a smile. He turned and headed back to 
headquarters as the armored truck drove away. 

* 

 The armored truck stopped outside Fisk‟s headquarters. A gleaming man stumbled 
into the back, and the truck drove away. Meanwhile, in the garden, Fisk lay on the 
ground, drifting in and out of consciousness. Terminal velocity meant that after a 
certain height, it didn‟t matter. He was dreamy, in shock. Soon people would come and 
tend to his wounds. He would survive. He had landed on the open grassy plot; no 
concrete structures in his spine, no concrete ponds to smash the bottom out of. 

 The gentlest step on the ground next to his head. Fisk shifted to look up. 

 A beautiful Asian woman crouched by where he lay. 

 “That was Stark‟s message,” her low, cultivated voice said. She had an English 
accent. “This is my message. Go after Silent again, and I won‟t beat you. I‟ll kill you.” 
She nodded, then stood and walked silently out of his field of vision.  

 Fisk lay listening to the approaching sirens, considering his options and pondering 
his future. 

* 

 “I don‟t know who you are,” Stark said to Shadow, “but you helped my people out 
tonight and I appreciate that. You have a relationship with Silent here?” he said. 

 “Something like that,” Shadow nodded. 

 “You two promise to leave me and mine out of your future schemes, I‟ll let you out 
where you want. Fair enough?” 

 Shadow nodded. “I swear it.” 

 “Me too,” Silent said in a small voice, half dead. 

 The truck pulled up to the curb and let them out. Then the doors closed and the 
truck drove away. 

 For a moment, Silent and Shadow looked at each other. 

 “Where can we go?” Silent asked. 

 “The old gym,” Matt said. 

 It was a ten minute walk. Then up the ancient freight elevator, into the old battered 
gym. Matt almost shuddered with the weight of memory the ancient smells here carried. 
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“Let‟s go to the back,” he said. “There‟s a bed there. This is as good a place as any for 
you to lay low for a while. Until you heal.” 

 Through the gym with its boxing ring and workout gear, past the locker room, 
there was a small room with a bed, a medicine cabinet, a sink, and a mirror. Matt 
lowered her to the bed. “You should be safe here,” he said. 

 “Matt,” she whispered, and she gave him a quick, hungry kiss. He did not return it. 
He stood, his head pointed unerringly at her as though he could see. Her heart skipped 
a beat. 

 “I closed that chapter of my life when I turned from the path of death,” he said 
softly. “You finished closing it when you became a paid killer.” 

 “We can‟t re-open it?” she said. 

 “We live in different worlds,” he said, shaking his head. “I‟m sorry. You should 
have everything you need here.” 

 “Everything but you,” she said, pain in her voice. “Just say that maybe, 
someday…” 

 “Maybe,” he said, speech an effort. “Someday.” He abruptly turned and walked 
away. 

 It was a blur, through the gym and down the elevator. He was walking down the 
hall, wrapped in his own thoughts, when he suddenly stopped. 

 His senses kicked into high gear, the radar outlining an impossibility. 

 old man, stocking cap pulled low, heavy coat, moving with an assurance few sighted ever gain 

 “Stick?” he said hesitantly. 

 The old man grunted, and nodded once. Then he was in the elevator, headed up. A 
nod. From Stick, that was worth more than a Congressional Medal of Honor to Matt. 

 Matt felt himself grinning like an idiot. “Job well done,” he whispered. A great 
weight was lifted from him. “Stick,” he said softly to himself. “Take care of her.” 

 He walked through the door and headed back towards his life. 

* 

 “Now that I‟ve got you,” mused Stark, “What do I do with you?” 

 “Simple,” Natasha said, raising her voice over the noise of the truck. “You need a 
new head of security for Stark International.” 

 “Just like that I put you in charge?” 

 “Trust me or don‟t, please,” she said. “I find doubt insulting.” 

 “Done and done,” Stark said with a tremendous smile. “I have no doubt your 
credentials qualify you.” He couldn‟t quite take his eyes off her as she smiled 
mischievously in return. 

 “Great,” Logan muttered. “Place is gonna be lousy with Russians. Hey Stark, you 
runnin some kinda animal shelter for stray spies?” 

 “Logan, that isn‟t funny,” Stark said, controlling the urge to grin. 
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 “Perhaps,” Natasha said politely, “you could produce your manicured pedigree?” 

 “See, Logan,” Stark said, “that‟s funny.” He was broadly smiling. 

 “Hnye hnye hnye,” Logan muttered. “Laugh it up.” 

 “Thank you, Stark,” Natasha said, looking directly into his eyes. “Thank you for a 
chance to do better.” 

 “I once heard somebody say,” Logan said, “nobody gets to heaven alone. You 
don‟t get in unless you bring somebody with you.” 

 Rasputin laughed. “Your philosophy is as bad as your mash!” he said. 

 “This is worse than a family road trip,” Stark mused. 

 “Pipe down, Junior,” Logan grinned at Rasputin, who scowled. 

 “Are we there yet?” Natasha sighed. 

 “Not yet,” Stark said, looking into her eyes. “Not yet.” 
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Of  Longing and Belonging 
 

September 20 

She picked up the phone, shifting her mouthful of food to the side. “Strange 
residence,” she said, only slightly muffled by peanut butter and bread. 

 “I‟ll bet,” said an amused voice on the other end. “Hey, this is Peter Parker. Is the 
Doctor in?” 

 “No,” she said. “Want voice mail?” 

 “Actually if you‟d just tell him I called and I‟ve got some dynamite pictures of 
barriers for him, that would do fine,” Peter said. 

 “Sure,” she said. “Bye.” 

 “Uh,” he said, and she hung up. She picked up a pad and pen and scribbled a short 
note and left it on the table. She turned to the other blonde who walked into the room. 

 “Hey, Valeria, it‟s about time we headed back to the apartment,” she said. 

 “Yes,” Valeria replied. “Who called?” 

 “Some geek, said his name was Peter Parker.” 

 “I see you‟re taking care of supper,” Valeria said with half a smile, arching her 
eyebrow. “Really, Illyana, peanut butter? We have pasta back at the apartment.” 

 “You‟re on your own, I have a conversation that needs to happen now that I‟m all 
better,” Illyana replied. 

 “Suit yourself. Strange should be back tomorrow,” Valeria said. She shook her 
head. “I don‟t know how he can stand those publisher‟s conventions.” 

 Illyana stuffed the last corner of her sandwich in her mouth and snapped her 
fingers, twitching back and forth. “Money money money!” she said. “Schmoozing! 
Wheeling! Dealing!” 

 Valeria rolled her eyes. “See you back at the apartment, Yana,” she said. 

 “Happy trails,” the younger woman said with a dismissive wave. The door closed 
behind Valeria, and Illyana swallowed the last of her food and took a deep breath. 

 “Okay, Sym,” she said. “Whose yer daddy.” She snapped her fingers one more time 
and a stepping disk flared out of the floor and up around her, wreathed in empty flames, 
taking her to a place most mortals couldn‟t imagine. 

* 

 Three hours had gone by. No light, no movement in the house. The young woman 
who crouched in the alley across from the brownstone checked her watch, then looked 
again at the “mansion” tucked between other multi-story buildings along the block. She 
gnawed her lip uncertainly, then glanced up and down the street one more time before 
jogging across the street and walking nonchalantly up to the front door. Her heart was 
pounding. She pulled out a ring of keys, and shuffled them as though she was looking 
for one in particular.  
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 Two picks. She slipped them into the knob and jiggled just so. The doorknob 
turned, and in another swift set of motions she opened the deadbolt too. The door 
swung open as she cranked the knob and pushed, and then she was inside. 

 She stood stock still, her back to the closed door, her heart pounding loud in her 
ears as she strained to hear the slightest sound in the dimness. She looked around 
carefully. 

 To her right, a doorway into an open and well appointed kitchen. Between that 
doorway and the stairs, a hallway that led back with several doorways to the right. 
Straight ahead, stairs that led up to another floor. To her left, what could be either a 
parlor or a waiting room. Whatever it was, it looked a bit dusty. 

 A moment of concentration was all she needed to feel the thin tug, the pull that 
had brought her this far, to a place she had never been. She looked up the stairs, 
swallowed hard, and put her foot on the first step. 

* 

 “Not nearly as sorry as you‟re about to be,” Illyana assured the blackish purple 
demon who hung upside down over a pit of lava. 

 “Sym is so sorry,” Sym said with an expansive gesture. “Sym has no idea what Sym 
was thinking. Sym was confused by the Beast‟s lies that it wanted to help you.” 

 “Sym isn‟t very convincing,” Illyana snapped. “Sym is about to suck hot lava for 
the next five years.” 

 “But you kill Sym, the demons rebel,” Sym pointed out carefully, examining the 
rock that was loosening around his feet at the mental command of his dark mistress. 

 “I could live here by myself,” Illyana shrugged. “You know I could wipe every one 
of your kind out of this dimension.” 

 “But we serve you so well,” Sym managed. “Lava hot,” he added, squinting his eyes 
shut. “No one better.” 

 “Stop changing the subject. And stop squirming,” Illyana said sternly. “I‟m looking 
at you and seeing steak, Sym.” 

 “Sym will swear an oath,” Sym whined as the tips of his ears singed and curled, still 
several feet above the lava. 

 “Swear that you will never again consort with outsiders to oppose me,” Illyana said. 

 “Sym swears Sym will never again consort with outsiders to oppose the 
Swordbearer, or allow others to do so, or conspire with Sym‟s self!” Sym said. 

 “Good,” Illyana the Swordbearer said. Suddenly Sym could pull himself up on the 
rock, away from the lava, out of harm‟s way. He nimbly leaped down and knelt before 
her, lowering his forehead to the rock. 

 “Sym serves the Swordbearer alone,” he said. 

 “Yes,” she said, her voice cold. With a single swipe of her sword, she slashed off 
his tail. He let out a squeak of pain, then knelt trembling. “You can regrow that as you 
regrow my trust in you.” She nodded, satisfied. “Remember, you‟ve got lots of limbs left 
to lose. Don‟t cross me, demon. I get grumpy.” She scowled at him. “You won‟t like it 
if I get grumpy again.” 
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 “Sym does not want Swordbearer to get grumpy,” Sym muttered into the ground. 

 “Good. I‟m going to go home and take a hot shower. Be a good demon, and clean 
up that mess,” she said, pointing at his severed tail and the blood around it. “Don‟t be 
forgetful. I have your oath.” 

 Then the stepping disk flared around her and she left the dimension. 

 “Sym will not be forgetful,” he growled, slowly standing. 

* 

 Unerringly, the intruder padded up the stairs and down the long hallway. She 
nervously glanced around as she walked past the silent doors that flanked the hall; 
things seemed to move at the edge of her vision, but when she looked at them directly 
all was still. At the end of the doorway were two heavy and imposing doors. 

 She reached out hesitantly, listening to something far away. Then she put both her 
palms flat on the doors. 

 With a gasp, she was flung back without being released. Her eyes were wide, her 
mouth open, her palms still flat on the door as muscles jumped in her arms and she was 
rigid, energies and knowledges she had never even contemplated before tearing through 
her mind and heart and blood. She tried to breathe, tried to break free, but the 
connection was sound and the power was draining into her. 

 After a time that could have been forever, she dropped to the ground steaming, her 
clothes torn here and there from the coursing energy that had swarmed through her. 
She coughed and tried to remember how to breathe as she seethed with stolen energies. 

 The doors slowly, reluctantly creaked open to reveal a very large room with a 
peculiar skylight. The intruder staggered to her feet and stumbled into the room, her 
graceless steps soundless in the carpet. 

She did not see the man standing in the corner who had been whisked off his 
airplane by forces beyond mortal ken the moment the doors had been breached. But he 
saw her.  

 Doctor Stephen Strange did nothing. He stood quietly and waited, watching, as the 
young woman gained some steadiness on her feet and approached the crystal block as 
though she was drawn. The block was like a glass coffin, recessed in an alcove in the 
room that was packed with mystical talismans and books and objects of power. Within 
lay a man, eyes closed peacefully as though in repose, buried deep in crystal. 

 She peered through his encasing layer of crystal, blinked, and shrugged.  

 She touched the crystal. 

* 

 Illyana stepped out of her disk and strolled into the living room, where Valeria was 
curled up on the couch finishing up a bowl of salad. 

 “How did your business go?” Valeria asked. 

 Illyana was quiet for a moment. “Ever since I found Limbo again and beat Belasco 
for control, I felt like it was my realm, my personal safe place, scary as it may look to an 
outsider. After what happened with the Beast,” she said, and she shook her head. “I 
don‟t know. There, Sym betrayed me. Here, I got the cure for Tymaz Nine. Now I feel 
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equally safe and equally vulnerable in both my worlds.” She looked Valeria in the eye. “I 
don‟t know how to handle my subjects. Before the… well, before the ninja incident it 
would have been easy. Execute a few, maim a few, scare the rest back in line. But now 
I‟m not sure that‟s what I want to be.” She sighed. “And I don‟t know if they‟re mutable 
enough to adapt to my new ideas or if I‟m going to have to be rid of them. I don‟t want 
to have to do that. After all, Limbo was their home first.” 

 Valeria looked at her thoughtfully. “That is indeed a riddle. Follow your heart. If 
you do what you feel is the right thing, there may be unpleasant consequences, but to 
make a mistake in trying to do the right thing is better than to do something terrible out 
of perceived necessity.” 

 “Words are easy,” Illyana said in a neutral voice, looking out the window. She 
shrugged. “I‟ll figure something out.” 

 Just then the doorbell rang once. Valeria and Illyana looked at each other in 
surprise. 

 “Do we expect company?” Valeria said. 

 “Bet it‟s Jehovah‟s witness. I‟ll get the door,” Illyana said mischievously. “I‟ll give 
them a congregation to preach to.” She rubbed her hands. 

 Valeria was up on her feet superfast. “I think maybe you should let me handle 
this,” she said with an arched eyebrow. “Bad demon sorceress.” 

 Illyana shrugged. “Some old habits, they die hard,” she said with a grin as Valeria 
headed to the door. 

 Valeria opened the door; “Yes?” she said, then her eyes widened and she took a 
step back. She turned very pale. 

 “Good evening,” said a cultured European voice from man Illyana could not yet 
see. She got up and padded over towards the door. “Did I come at a bad time?” 

 “I—just—you—“ Valeria took a moment and struggled for composure. “I didn‟t 
expect to see you here,” she said. “How did you find me?” 

 “May I come in? I feel a bit awkward on the stoop,” the man said. 

 After a fraction of hesitation, Valeria nodded. “Yes, by all means, come in,” she 
said. 

 The man who entered their apartment was tall; not just in physical height but in 
graceful carriage. His sandy brown hair was tousled by wind and a peculiar combination 
of an expensive haircut and a tendency towards neglect. His face was aristocratic, with a 
broad forehead and a hawkish nose, and eyes so bright and active they seemed able to 
read a book through a closed cover. 

 “Nice suit,” Illyana said with a grin. He wore a zoot suit, with narrow leather shoes 
and slightly baggy slacks, a tailored shirt and a nice tie. He stood with one hand behind 
his back. 

 “I believe in style, not fashion,” he replied to her with a knowing smile. “But I am 
rude. My name is Victor von Doom. May I ask the pleasure of your acquaintance?” 

 “This is Illyana Rasputin,” Valeria said quickly. “She‟s my roommate.” 
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 “A name as Russian as they come, and a face to match,” Victor said with a nod. He 
took her proffered hand and swiftly kissed the back of it in a practiced motion. “You do 
your nation honor,” he said, “even if you were raised in America. You have no idea 
what the depths of my envy are,” he added, “to share a living space with such a woman 
as Valeria.” He returned his attention to her and produced from behind his back a single 
red rose. “I am remiss,” he said. “I forget how early Americans eat in the evenings. I 
was wondering if perhaps you‟d be available to join me for my dinner?” he added, eyes 
only for Valeria. 

 “Well,” Valeria said, thinking fast. 

 “I sure am available for dinner,” Illyana said, unable to take her eyes from the 
visitor. “If the invitation is open. Valeria‟s got a lot of stuff to do, but this is my night 
off. Just give me a minute to change—“ 

 “That‟s okay, Illyana,” Valeria said with a look that was perhaps sterner than she 
meant it to be. “My work can wait.” She turned back to Victor. “I would like to go to 
dinner with you.” 

 “Excellent,” he said with a smile. “I already have reservations and my car‟s outside. 
If you‟d like some time to change that‟s fine, our reservations aren‟t for another hour.” 
He shrugged. “I didn‟t want to rush you.” 

 Valeria smiled, then went into the other room, where it took her a few seconds of 
gripping the sink and staring into the mirror and breathing to overcome the maelstrom 
of emotions coursing through her. 

 “Von Doom,” Illyana said curiously. “Are you two related?” 

 “No,” Victor said with a smile. “Not in this world.” He looked at her sideways. 
“Seven suns has Cinnibus,” he murmured. 

 “That shine both west and east!” Illyana replied. “Wow, you‟re a wizard too!”  

 “I thought you had the look to you,” he said with a smile. “My talents are only 
minor,” he shrugged. “You must be Strange‟s apprentice.” 

 For a moment, she was speechless. Then she was over it. “So are you from 
Germany?” she asked. 

 “Actually, I am from Latveria,” he said. 

 “What do you do there?” Illyana asked. 

 He smiled to himself. “Well, I rule. I am the king.” 

 “Wow,” Illyana said softly, and at that moment Valeria came out of her bedroom 
and tossed her an irritated look. Then she looked back to Victor. 

 “I‟m ready to go,” she said with a smile. 

 “You look ravishing,” Victor said, taking in her sleek pant-suit, her simply braided 
hair, her perfect makeup. “Shall we?” 

 “Yes. Illyana, I‟ll be back later tonight.” 

 “Sure you will,” Illyana said under her breath, and she smiled and said aloud, “Have 
a great time!” 
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 Valeria actually scowled at her, then she and Victor moved down the steps to get 
into—oh yeah—a jaguar. 

 Illyana let out a deep sigh as the car rumbled to life and pulled away, then she 
dreamily reposed on the couch. “That,” she said to herself, “was Prince Charming.” 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 A string quartet quietly played in the background as Valeria took a moment to 
mentally add up the expense of her dinner; the menu had come without prices by the 
meals, and in French to boot. She had let Victor order for both of them, and she figured 
their meal probably approached a month‟s rent. 

 “Of course Meneché sends his best,” Victor said with a smile. “The people are 
asking me when you will come and cut up their vegetables for them again,” he added. 
He sipped his wine. “The trees are changing colors, the hills look as though they are on 
fire, a ceaseless shifting flame with no smoke,” he said. “The reflections of the trees in 
the still waters of the lake is enough to bring tears to your eyes. Autumn is a graceful 
time in my land. A wandering time. My people come and go, the winds of autumn carry 
the music of the Rom through the night like it is a thing alive. The harvests are coming 
in, and they will be having their harvest festival in a few weeks.” 

 “So what brings you here, away from your people?” Valeria asked, watching her 
wineglass. 

 He smiled to himself. “Business, actually. It was lucky chance that my business 
happens to bring me to New York, where you happen to be located.” 

 She arched an eyebrow at him. “Lucky, that.” His lips pursed into a mischievous 
smile. 

 “Life is too short to wait for chance. Chance is sloppy,” he said. He shook his head. 
“I have little skill or patience with small talk. How are you? How have you been? You 
look… a little worn,” he said. 

 She nodded wordlessly, fixing her eyes on her wineglass. 

 “My offer still stands,” he said softly. “I would make you a queen if you would let 
me.” 

 Her eyes met his. Still she said nothing. 

 “After you left,” he said, his voice low, “my clothes don‟t fit right. My food has no 
taste. The sun itself shines with a paler shade.” He shook his head. “This grimy city has 
become beautiful to me as a backdrop to your presence. You don‟t have to return with 
me, of course, but if you don‟t, a part of me will remain here with you.” He gestured 
vaguely with a rueful smile. “What a terrible place to leave a part of myself.” 

 “You are too fast, Victor,” she said, her voice quiet. “You are too sure of yourself. 
I don‟t see things as clear cut as you do. I have my life too, I can‟t just be your 
appendage.” 

 “What do you need to do that you cannot do in Latveria?” he asked, his voice 
urgent and soft. “You wish to defend the world from the forces of evil? Latveria is as 
good a spot as any for that. It‟s easier to find evil in New York, certainly, but still!” 
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 “Don‟t joke!” she said, anger sparking in her eyes. “I resent you taking me for 
granted, Victor! You just assume I‟m swept off my feet and that it‟s only a matter of 
time. That‟s not true. There‟s more to life than what we want and what we feel. There 
are duties, there is honor, and there is instinct that may run counter to other feelings.” 
She was breathing faster, her eyes intent and bright. 

 He looked at her for a long moment. “Valeria,” he said, “Am I not to trust my 
instincts and perceptions?” He looked deep into her eyes. “Am I so wrong then? Do 
you not feel for me what I feel for you? Is this not love?” He shifted position, leaning 
forward, coming closer. “If you have no feelings for me, then tell me so and I‟ll walk 
away.” 

 They looked deep into each other‟s eyes, each getting a sense of the other, taking 
each other‟s measure. Valeria looked away. 

 “I need more time than you‟re giving me, I need some space,” she said. 

 He slowly sat back. “For months I have not written or called or visited. I have 
completely disappeared. How much time do you need?” he asked. 

 “You just don‟t understand,” she said, shaking her head, lost for words. 

 “I‟m an expert learner,” he said. “Maybe you can teach me.” 

 Her mouth tightened to a thin line. “You‟re too hungry, Victor.” 

 “We are having dinner,” he said with half a smile. 

 “No, for me, for life, for everything. Everything you touch you consume. Right now 
you want me very much. But you‟ll lose interest when the six month study period is up,” 
she said, staring into her wineglass. 

 Victor von Doom sat motionless, unable to take his eyes from her, his face chalk 
white. He had the look of a man whose heart had just been run through. He opened his 
mouth, then closed it. He touched his hand to his forehead, lowering his eyes, then 
stood without looking at her.  

 “Excuse me for a moment,” he said, and he walked a bit unsteadily towards the 
restrooms. 

 Valeria sighed as their food arrived. 

* 

 The young woman had dark brown hair that tumbled in loose natural curl. One 
lock was streaked white, Strange noted with interest. Right now she was brimming with 
mystic energies, but he sensed that she wasn‟t entirely sure what to do with them. 
Otherwise she would know she was observed by now. 

 She bent over the crystal and breathed on it; beneath her touch, the energies stored 
in her that she had stolen from the wards protecting the Sanctum bloomed out into the 
crystal, which began to melt and sink back from her touch. In a matter of seconds, she 
had uncovered the face of the man who was encased in the mystic ice. 

 Gently, reverently, the young woman touched the man‟s face. “Who are you?” she 
murmured. 

 Strange relaxed and breathed, and his Knowing touched on the interloper; she was 
an energy vampire of sorts, she stole from everything she touched but the power did 
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not remain hers for long. She was confused, led by dreams and feelings that gave her no 
peace, haunted to come to this place. Strange began to understand. 

 “Wake up,” she said, touching the face of the man in the crystal. “Come on, wake 
up!” Her voice had a strong Southern accent. Marie. Her name was Marie. 

 She leaned over Xavier, until her hair brushed the crystal on either side of his 
exposed face. Hesitantly, gently, she pressed her lips against his. Strange felt the energy 
in the room shift, as she drew some part of the sleeping man, Charles Xavier, out of his 
body and into herself. He waited, still watching, not yet sure what his part in this would 
be. 

 After a moment, she stumbled back, then bent all her concentration towards the 
figure in the block. Strange saw the energies cease flowing into her, and the mental and 
mystic power now tangled within her dive down into the unconscious man. 

 For over a minute she stood rigidly concentrating, her mind submerged beneath 
Xavier‟s will. Then Strange sensed the lost and distant part of Xavier called back to its 
body by the beacon that Xavier‟s stolen consciousness had turned Marie into. 

 Xavier drew breath, shifted; his eyelids fluttered. 

 Marie sagged against the crystal, which began to melt like ice leaving nothing 
behind. 

 “Well done,” Strange said from the shadows, his voice coming to them from all 
directions. 

 Marie leaped to her feet, her heart pounding, her eyes round and wide with sudden 
fear. Xavier feebly stirred. 

 “Who‟s there?” Marie said, her voice shaking. 

 Strange glided out of the shadow and stood three meters away. “You are in my 
home,” he said in a deep voice that carried weight and power unsuspected in his slender 
frame. 

 “Ah didn‟t mean ta trespass,” she gulped, “dreams, ah had these dreams that drew 
me here,” 

 “I know,” he said with a simple nod. “Welcome back, Charles Xavier.” 

 Xavier struggled to push himself up to a seated position on the table. Strange felt 
the lightest brush on his mind. 

 “Greetings to you, Doctor Stephen Strange,” Xavier said ruefully. “I‟m afraid you 
have me at a disadvantage.” 

 “You saved the world,” Strange said quietly. “Your sacrifice allowed Valeria to 
defeat the Beast, and now it is banished for a long, long while. It pleases me a great deal 
to see you alert once more.” 

 Xavier looked from Marie to Strange and back to Marie. “I think I need a little 
explanation,” he said to himself. 

 “Me too,” Marie was quick to add. 

 Strange slowly smiled. “And perhaps some food.” 

* 
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 Illyana was dreamily looking out the window seat‟s window over the street when 
the sleek jag pulled up at the curb and released Valeria and Victor. Victor walked her to 
the door, but didn‟t say anything and didn‟t go for the goodnight kiss. He simply 
handed her a card, turned, and walked stiffly back to his car. He dropped into it, started 
the car, gunned it, and drove off a bit too fast. 

 Valeria walked in looking exhausted. 

 “Is that his number he gave you?” she asked eagerly. Valeria gave her a disgusted 
look, and flicked the card away. It landed on the end table. “How was dinner?” Illyana 
asked. “Vic is totally hot,” she added. 

 Valeria scowled at her. “He‟s a stuck up aristocratic arrogant macho dictator,” she 
snapped, and she swooped into her room and slammed the door with feeling. 

 “Does that mean he‟s available?” Illyana asked in time to hear the window whip up 
and down in Valeria‟s room. 

 “Sounds like a „yes‟,” Illyana grinned. “Can I get an „Amen,‟” she added. With a 
grin, she scooped up the phone number that was written with firm, decisive strokes 
with a fountain pen (oh yeah) on fine parchment cardstock. She eagerly dialed the 
number. After all, he couldn‟t possibly be home yet and this way she could find out 
where he was staying… 

 “You have reached Stark International‟s New York industrial complex. If you know your party‟s 
extension—“ 

 “Oh,” Illyana said, hanging up quickly, “Oh this is too sweet.” She quickly dialed 
another number. 

 “Rasputin,” came the manly voice on the other end. 

 “Hey, this is Yana,” she said quickly. “How‟s it goin?” 

 “Good to hear from you, my little snowflake,” he said in a voice that she privately 
believed should be used for voice acting for Warner Brothers cartoons. “I am well! And 
you?” 

 “I am curious, my brother,” she said. “Has someone called Victor von Doom 
moved in over there?” 

 “Why, yes!” Rasputin said, his voice surprised. “He has. He has come to New York 
to study robotics with Mr. Stark. Apparently they have worked out some kind of 
arrangement.” 

 “How long is he here for?” she asked breathlessly. 

 “About six months, if I remember correctly,” Rasputin said. “I did not pay the 
closest attention to that part of the conversation.” 

 “Neat,” she said, her mind working over the possibilities. “Okay, that‟s great. 
Thanks a million, bro. I‟ll be in touch.” 

 “Sleep well, and don‟t forget to study,” Rasputin grinned on the other end. 
“Goodnight.” 

 “Night.” She hung up and leaned back on the couch cushions, madly grinning as 
the possibilities unfolded… 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 “Ah started havin these dreams?” Marie said hesitantly, looking at the two men 
seated at the table with her. “Ah saw this image, and this pull, and there was this man 
who needed help, he wus in a dark place,” she continued. She stopped, shaking her 
head. “That drew me here.” She took a hefty bite of her BLT sandwich. 

 Xavier nodded. “I was indeed in a dark place,” he said. “My mind has gone further 
into darkness than I imagined was possible. Some part of me must have sensed your 
ability to absorb psyches, and been drawn to that. So my unconscious mind sent some 
part of itself to lure you here, then once you absorbed my talents then I could draw 
myself back to consciousness.” He shook his head. “Fascinating.” 

 “Not many could have gotten through the door,” Strange added. “I now have a 
new layer of protection to consider.” 

 The lighting in the kitchen was dim, and the three were seated around the table 
availing themselves of soup and salad. Only the light over the table was turned on, 
lending the room a cozy feel; the shadows stood hazy guard sheltering this one room 
and this one pool of light from the darkness outside. 

 “Ah‟m just glad yall aint mad at me,” Marie said with a shake of her head and a 
chuckle. “Ah was real worried there when you come spookin outa the dark.” 

 “Not to worry,” Strange said. “You are both free to go with no hard feelings.” He 
glanced at Xavier. “I would like to know where you two plan to go.” 

 Xavier glanced at him, then at Marie. “When I was in Marie‟s mind, I saw a 
school.” He looked back down at his plate. “Do you think they could use my services?” 

 “That‟s up to Frost,” Marie shrugged. “Yer welcome ta come back with me, 
though.” 

 Strange nodded. “That leaves us with just one more detail.” 

 Just then the phone rang. He stood, and walked over to it. “Strange residence,” he 
said. 

 “Yeah, you bet it is. Heh. That just never gets old,” Peter said on the other end of 
the line. Strange smiled. 

 “Can I help you, Mr. Parker?” he said. “The hour grows late.” 

 “Seems to be the only time I can catch you. Sorry about that. Hey, I have some 
great pix of barriers to run by you. When would be a good time?” 

 “Lunch tomorrow would be fine,” Strange said. 

 “See you there,” Peter said. 

 Strange smiled and hung up the phone, returning to his guests. 

 “Now that the suspense is worked to a fever pitch,” Xavier said dryly, “what‟s the 
one remaining detail?” 

 “I am the editor for a magazine called the Planetary,” Strange said. “Could you 
write me a paper on the nature of multiple divisions within the psyche working in 
different directions to accomplish a goal? And perhaps some notes as to how one 
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psyche can reach out to another even over distances? My readers would find that 
fascinating.” 

 “I would be honored,” Xavier said with a small smile. 

* 

 If you get high enough, there‟s no weather. Valeria looked down at the clouds, 
feeling her body bathed in moonlight. She struggled with her feelings, but they were 
tangled like a ball of wire and she could not sort her conflicting instincts and knowledge 
and emotions out. 

 “It‟s not a matter of trusting my instincts,” she murmured, “but which instincts to 
trust.” She closed her eyes, feeling simultaneously the deep feeling that she had for 
Victor and trying to sort out what it was; love? Attraction? Repulsion? Desire? All of 
them at once? 

 “He thinks I am a goddess,” she whispered, and she looked up at the moon and 
fought back tears as she saw again his expression when she had struck him in his 
moment of vulnerability at the restaurant. “How dare he.” 

 Then she couldn‟t bear the solitude any longer. She slowly dropped, down, through 
the muzzy coldness of the clouds, feeling their black foggy guts and reflecting on her 
kinship to that feeling right now. Then she was through, and lowering; the city lights 
illuminated the dimness all around her until she dropped towards the darkness of the 
park, where there were fewer lights.  

 For an uneasy moment she couldn‟t tell whether she was dropping or whether the 
earth was rushing up to meet her. Then she was down. She put on her glasses, and 
blended with the city‟s herd as she headed towards the room where she slept. 

 

September 21 

 The next morning dawned bright and clear. A few hours later it was almost lunch 
time. 

“Ahm real sorry about this,” Marie said, her forehead wrinkled with worry, 
“but ah gotta get back before Ms. Frost works up a head a steam.” She flashed Strange a 
smile. “Thanks fuh getting us this rented van. It‟s gonna help a lot.” 

 “Safe journeys,” Strange said, in what could be a gesture of goodbye or a more 
esoteric wave. They would indeed have a safe journey. Marie waved goodbye, then put 
the van in gear and drove away, Xavier in the passenger seat. Just then, Illyana and 
Valeria came walking up the sidewalk towards the mansion. Strange went back inside 
and sat down with a deep sigh. 

 “Strange?” Illyana said as she and Valeria trooped in. “You here?” 

 “Certes,” he replied. “What can I do for you ladies today?” 

 “Valeria wanted to drop in for lunch,” Illyana said. “I just came to drop off some 
homework before we go to a movie.” 

 “Good,” Strange said, taking the spiral notebook. Valeria looked as though she had 
not slept well. She looked at Illyana and moved her head to the side. Illyana sighed and 
went to sit on the front porch steps. 



 

598 

 “What‟s going on?” Strange asked. 

 “You sent me to Latveria to talk to Victor von Doom,” Valeria said quietly. “He 
fell madly in love with me and now he‟s in New York.” 

 “Is it mutual?” Strange asked. 

 “I don‟t know,” Valeria said in the barest of whispers. “I hope not.” 

 Strange sat at the table, and she followed his example. “Love is tricky,” Strange 
said. “Tricky and vulnerable.” 

 “Yes,” she said. “I think I hurt him very badly. He won‟t stop pushing, so the only 
way I can get some space is to push back hard.” She shook her head. “How can I get 
out of this without hurting either of us?” 

 Strange sighed. “Any passion, be it for wealth or knowledge or love, carries a price 
of pain. It also carries reward. Without passion we have no reason to go on.” 

 “Are you saying I should entertain the idea of his courtship?” Valeria asked, 
dumbfounded. “Within the first few days he knew me he proposed marriage. He 
vanishes for months, then shows up and proposes again. This is not a temporary 
adjustment period. He‟s ready to throw his whole life into this. And I think he‟s not as 
ready as he thinks he is. I just don‟t want to be the bad guy here. Besides, he has passion 
for everything he touches, everything he does.” 

 “Then he has the greatest capacity for pain,” Strange murmured, almost to himself, 
his eyes distant. “If you want nothing further to do with him then end it now.” 

 “Yes,” she said to herself. “Yes.” 

 He eyed her shrewdly. “You are more afraid that he is right, aren‟t you,” he said. 
She looked up sharply. “If there really is love there, be sure you are not ending the 
chance for it to become real because you are afraid. Act for the right reasons or your 
decision will haunt you.” 

 “I was meant to be alone,” she said quickly. 

 “Who meant you to be alone?” Strange asked quietly, amusement in his voice. 
“Whatever Kryptonian gods fashioned you? Or perhaps the three Norns?” 

 “Do not mock me,” she said, narrowing her eyes. 

 “I don‟t mock you,” Strange said, too gentle to spark a retort. “You came to me 
because your perspective is contradictory and unclear. If your wisdom contradicts itself, 
then perhaps some of it is poorly grounded. Times like these are when we must re-
evaluate our assumptions.” 

 “I can‟t believe you‟re taking his side,” Valeria said. 

 “I‟m not,” Strange replied. “I‟m taking your side. You just aren‟t sure which side 
that is yet.” 

 She sat wordlessly for a long minute, looking at the table, thinking it over. 

 “Before we are through here,” Strange said quietly, “it‟s important to point out a 
few things. The stakes for you are much higher than they are for normal mortals. This 
decision on your part can shape the course of the world. Also, it is better to be alone 
than with the wrong person. You are wise to be suspicious of yourself and of him. But,” 
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he added with a sigh, “I want you to be happy. It is very difficult to be happy when you 
are absolutely alone. Yes, we have friends,” he said, “and I have no illusions about our 
partnership. We each must maintain reserves, between ourselves and our friends and 
partners. There is nothing wrong with that. But if there is no one, no one at all…” he 
shook his head, looking out the window. “Life gets very lonely.” 

 In that moment Valeria gained a whole new perspective. 

* 

 Precisely noon, and a trim young man knocked on the heavy door of Strange‟s 
mansion. The door creaked open. The young man strolled in and spotted Strange 
playing a game of chess against himself at the kitchen table. 

 “You really get a kick out of the Vincent Price stuff, don‟t you,” the young man 
grinned.  

 “Have a seat, Peter,” Strange said. “I‟ll be through here in a minute.” He looked up. 
“Unless you‟d like to choose a side?” 

 “I‟m happy on the fence watching for now,” Peter said, lowering himself into one 
of the comfortable chairs and relaxing. “Looks like white‟s taken a beating,” he 
observed. 

 Strange nodded. “Sacrificing pieces for position. You‟ll note the black king is in a 
corner he doesn‟t want to be in, surrounded by too many pieces to maneuver.” 

 “How many moves to checkmate?” Peter asked. 

 Strange smiled. “I don‟t like that kind of assumption,” he said. “Let‟s just see. Too 
many variables at this point.” 

 “Variables?” Peter said. “This is chess. Great masters work out these elaborate 
scheme and counter-scheme things to work against any set of moves, there‟s nothing 
unexpected about chess.” 

 “Not when played between masters,” Strange agreed. “But some are fairly new to 
the game, and it hasn‟t lost its flavor yet. Besides,” he shrugged, “there are always house 
rules.” 

 “Wow,” Peter said. “Just, you know, wow.” 

 “Sandwiches on the counter,” Strange said absently. Peter got himself one and then 
perched on the chair, sitting on his heels, his toes on the chair seat. He watched the 
game with interest. 

 Strange looked the board over, then glanced sideways at Peter as he moved a white 
pawn. “Do you ever get tired of only seeing the three squares in front of you?” he asked 
quietly. 

 Peter looked at the pawn. “These days, that‟s all I can manage,” he said. 

 Strange nodded, moved a black knight out into the fray. Then the white pawn 
moved up diagonally from a black castle.  

 Peter‟s sense had already mapped out the dangers of the chessboard instinctively 
and naturally as breathing. Any way the castle moved it was caught in a crossfire of one 
sort or another. Across the board, Strange slid a bishop into a different pawn. 
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 “Do you ever tire,” he asked reflectively, touching the pawn, “of only changing 
course in response to a threat?” He moved the pawn diagonally and took the castle 
from the board. “Your path shaped by opposition?” 

 “I get by,” Peter said cautiously as Strange moved a pawn on the black side. 

 “If that ever changes,” Strange said, “let me know.” He moved the pawn firmly 
forward, one short step from the back row. 

 For a long moment, they both looked at the pawn. 

 Strange moved a bishop to wipe out a white castle. Then he briskly scooted the 
queen forward. “Check and mate,” he said to himself with a certain satisfaction. 

 “Game‟s over anyway,” Peter shrugged, looking at the pawn. “Doesn‟t matter 
now.” 

 “The end of one game is the beginning of another,” Strange said with a peculiar 
smile. “Now, what do you have for me?” 
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Gainful Employment 

PROLOGUE 

 

Monday, October 28 

 “Lots on the agenda tonight, eh?” the slim man said as he stepped into the dark, 
rectangular room. 

 “There is always lots on the agenda, rumbled a deep voice from the other end of 
the chamber. “What do you want, Beck?” 

 Beck smiled to himself and walked through the dimness beside the long table and 
its chairs, towards the vast desk at the end. Beck reflected that in a very real way, the 
huge man was ensconced in a throne. 

 “You know I try to be helpful, Mister Fisk,” Beck said. “I‟ve discovered something 
in the course of my work that I thought might interest you.” 

 “Show me.” 

 Beck hefted his briefcase up onto Fisk‟s desk and popped the latches. Opening it, 
he said, “These pictures were taken by some of my surveillance gear. He wasn‟t an 
intruder. The individual in question tripped the motion sensitive shutters on cameras on 
rooftops.” Beck said as he opened the large manila envelope and pulled out the enlarged 
photos. He slid them across the desk, where huge hands picked them up; in Fisk‟s grip 
they were very small indeed. 

 Fisk looked at the first, then slowly cycled it to the back, looking at the next, and so 
on. 

 “It gets better,” Beck said. “I wouldn‟t waste your time with simple photos. I‟ve got 
more evidence.” 

 “Beck,” rumbled Fisk, “I value your talents a great deal. I keep you on retainer 
because of your skill, and to a degree your imagination. You are my crime scene artist. I 
am familiar with your capabilities. Do not try to pull a ridiculous Halloween prank on 
me. Do not test my patience.” He carelessly tossed the pictures back to Beck. 

 They fanned across the desk; pictures of an inhumanly lithe figure in a dark leotard 
with huge white eyespots; upside down at a distance, swinging on what looked like 
cables, clinging to a wall. 

 “That stuff he‟s swinging on,” Beck said earnestly. “It dissolves in about an hour 
when it‟s exposed to air. So I got a sample he left stuck on a building and managed to 
get it while it was fresh enough to embed in plastic.” He pulled a cube of clear plastic 
with a lumpy web filament inside out of his briefcase. “I‟m telling you, Fisk, this guy is 
for real. Imagine the potential.” 

 “You must understand that you, in particular, are incapable of producing evidence 
that will sway me,” Fisk boomed softly. He smiled, his hawkish features spreading 
unpleasantly. “That is, after all, why I pay you what I do. To create compelling and 
misleading evidence.” 
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 Beck just looked at him for a moment. “Exactly,” Beck said. He scooped up his 
photos and tossed them into his briefcase, dropped the plastic chunk in, slammed the 
case. “If this was a trick, sir, I‟d have a whole lot more to show you.” He nodded curtly. 
“Sorry to waste your time.” 

 “I can be indulgent with the ones who serve me well,” Fisk rumbled. And Beck was 
dismissed. 

 Fisk lit a thin cigar and sat alone, immobile, contemplating his empire. 
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PART ONE: A HARD BARGAIN 

 

CHAPTER ONE. “Cad” 

Tuesday, October 29 

 

 With a thwack, the ball rebounded and sizzled through the air towards Peter‟s head. 
A flick of the racquet sent the ball back at the wall to rebound, whipping at his 
opponent. A hoarse shout, and the ball was speeding back. Peter saw it moving at full 
speed, but his mind was just that much faster; he instinctively knew its path, where it 
would ricochet from the wall, how it would approach him, the ground he would have to 
cover. He stepped forward almost far enough, let out a shout, and missed the ball by 
two and five sixteenths inches. 

 “Harry,” he panted, “you‟re an animal.” The ball caromed off the back and side 
wall then dribbled along the floor. 

 “Yeah, I know,” Harry said with a grin, wiping his forehead with his fuzzy wrist 
bracelet. “Whew, you really had me going, Parker.” 

 “You also know,” Peter said with a gesture, pretending to struggle for air, “one of 
these days I‟m gonna whup you.” 

 “We all gotta dream,” Harry said with a huge grin. His normally immaculate mat of 
wiry auburn hair was disheveled, and his pointed pixie face was mischievous with 
victory. Both young men had sweat maps on their shirts. 

 “You know you‟re in my dreams,” Peter said with a grin, batting his eyelashes. 

 “Whyyieotta,” Harry said, then he threw up his hands. “Let‟s get moving. Class at 
three.” They grinned at each other. 

 “Nature of Science, right?” Peter said. Harry nodded. “Yeah,” Peter said, “I got 
News Writing. Wish I‟da remembered that when we were playing. I could have closed 
my eyes and got my head knocked off.” 

 “What‟s that got to do with it?” Harry asked as he opened the small door in the 
back of the court. “Like you need your head to work for a newspaper.” 

* 

 A few minutes later they were in their street clothes and headed out of the gym 
when the door opened and an attractive redhead wafted in. 

 “If it isn‟t Mary Jane Watson, International Dilettante, prowling for prey,” Harry 
said with a grin. “What are you doing here, MJ?” 

 “Oh, just came for a whiff of testosterone,” she said wryly. “Harry, I had Gwen 
drop me off because I figured you‟d be slapping those little blue balls around.” She 
arched an eyebrow. “Take me costume shopping! I command it!” she said imperiously. 

 “I have class in less than half an hour,” Harry said, checking his watch.  

 “Uh, yeah, Nature of Science. Because somebody‟s hard up for a GE credit. But if 
you go, you take a nap,” she said thoughtfully, “so instead… you should take MJ 
costume shopping.” 

 “Good luck, Harry,” Peter said, slapping him on the shoulder with a grin. 
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 “Okay, you‟ve bewitched me,” Harry sighed. “We go costume shopping.” He 
turned to Peter. “By which she means she‟s going to go get me a costume. I wanted to 
be Gomez Addams. She said no.” 

 “Gotta stay thematic, and Morticia is not a redhead,” Mary Jane said with a toss of 
her hair. “I got a few ideas. Let‟s jet.” 

 “Okay, we‟re on our way,” Harry said. “Soon as I drop Parker off.” 

 “I think he‟d rather walk,” Mary Jane said, suddenly serious as she looked straight 
at Peter. 

 Harry hesitated. “Oh, come on,” he said, “It‟s on the way.” 

 “Wouldn‟t you, Parker,” she said, not taking her eyes off Peter. Her voice was 
chilly. She crossed her arms across her chest. 

 “I‟d be glad to walk,” Peter said to her, then to Harry, “No big deal. I‟ll see you 
tonight,” he said with a wave. 

 “See you later,” Harry said with a small wave. Mary Jane grabbed the strap of his 
gym bag and pulled him through the door.  

 Peter sighed, hefted his bag, and walked out the front door in time to watch 
Harry‟s car pull away from the curb, stereo thudding. Mary Jane bothered to turn and 
wave at him, something cold in her eyes and something sharp in her smile. He smiled 
and waved back, then started trudging towards the campus. He should be able to make 
his three o‟clock class on foot. 

* 

 “I wish you wouldn‟t be so hard on him,” Harry said, turning the stereo down. 
“He‟s paid his rent, full share, on time, for months. He‟s got better clothes, he pays 
attention in school, he even gets his freelance photography done. It‟s turned into a real 
job for him. Maybe, just maybe, you can reconsider your grudge. Yeah, he‟s a geek, but 
he‟s a reforming geek.” 

 “No,” Mary Jane said, settling back in the seat and crossing her arms. “I will never 
forgive him for what he did to Gwen. He broke that poor girl‟s heart. She didn‟t know 
any better and she threw everything she had down the Parker Hole and she‟s still 
wobbly about it.” She started ticking off points on her fingers. “He‟s a cad. He‟s a liar. 
He stands people up. Everybody who‟s dumb enough to trust him gets burned.” She 
shook her head. “I just can‟t see it. And I don‟t want to have a perfectly good afternoon 
of costume shopping ruined by you busting out nice things to say about that jerk. 
Okay?” 

 Harry stared at the road. “Whatever, MJ, whatever.” 

* 

 Almost five thirty. Peter slung in the front door, tossed his heavy book bag in the 
chair, and scooped up the phone. He punched in a number that was so memorized that 
he didn‟t even have to stop to think. He spun around with the cordless and paced into 
the living room. 

 “Parker residence,” came a wavering voice on the other end. “May speaking.” 

 “Hey there, pretty lady,” Peter said with a grin. “What‟s up?” 

 “Peter, hello,” she said. “Good to hear from you.” 
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 “I was wondering if you have any swingin plans for Halloween. Figured you‟d be 
distributing tooth decay,” Peter said. 

 “And apples,” Aunt May said indignantly.  

 “Sure, apples,” Peter grinned. “Hey, if you want some help, I‟m your man.” 

 “Oh,” she said, surprised. “Don‟t you have a party to go to?” 

 He hesitated for just a moment. “Actually, all the good parties are on the 
weekend,” he said with a grin. “Whose bright idea was it to put Halloween on a 
Thursday, anyway?” 

 “If you would like to help, that‟s wonderful,” Aunt May said. “I plan to start at 
six.” 

 “I‟ll be there with bells on. Er, not bells,” he said. “I will find some kind of 
costume, though, promise.” 

 “See you Thursday,” Aunt May said with a smile. “Goodbye, Peter.” 

 “Catch you later,” Peter said, and she hung up. He smiled for just a moment, then 
glanced at the clock as he put the phone on the cradle. 

 Plenty of time to get to his six o‟clock dinner meeting. 

* 

 Peter slid down into the booth, his hair still slick from his shower. He grinned at 
the young man seated in the booth across from him. “Afternoon, Herr Ramsey.” 

 “Hello, Peter,” the distracted man said, glancing around. His piercing blue eyes 
returned to Peter. “All good news today. Your bonus has been transferred to your 
account, the fall issue is selling like hotcakes, and I have your next assignment.” 

 “Lay it on me,” Peter said, leaning back and lacing his fingers behind his head, 
looking up at the ceiling. 

 “Contact. Get pictures of contact. Any kind that‟s interesting.” After a fraction of a 
moment, he added, “No porn.” 

 “Right,” Peter said thoughtfully. “Contact, huh.” 

 “Ties into epistemology, love, religion,” Doug shrugged. “Here‟s our pizza.” 

 “Doug,” Peter said very seriously, “I think you just saved my life.” The waitress slid 
a huge deep dish Ultra Supreme Luckee‟s Pizza on the table. “I‟m about to drown in my 
own salivation.” 

 Doug smiled. “Dig in. Do you read the paper?” 

 “Nope,” Peter said, lifting out a huge mass of pizza and putting it on his plate. 
“Too depressing.” 

 “Maybe this won‟t be,” Doug said. He put a clipping on the table. Peter peered at it 
with interest. 

 The headline caught his eye immediately. Mystery Photographer Shoots from the Edge. 

 “Hey!” Peter said, pizza forgotten. “That‟s me!”  

 His bio photo from the Planetary was with the article. He rapidly scanned the page. 
“Edgy and unusual, even bizarre,” he skimmed, “A unique aesthetic,” he glanced at 
Doug, raised an eyebrow, and polished his nails on his lapel, then back to the article, 
“came out of nowhere.” He blinked. “All nice things,” he said, his voice lost in wonder. 
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 Doug grinned. “I thought maybe you hadn‟t seen it. That‟s your copy.” Doug took 
a bite of pizza, reminding Peter he was starving. 

 After a few minutes of catastrophic damage to the pizza, the conversation resumed. 

 “Do you think you‟ll do other freelance work, or stick with the Planetary?” Doug 
asked.  

 “This is big,” Peter said. “I mean, wow. But the Planetary has done good by me, 
and that‟s about all the work I can handle at the moment. Don‟t worry. I‟ll take care of 
you guys,” he said with a grin. 

 Doug leaned back and smiled. “The Doctor will be most pleased to hear that.” 

 “I just bet he will,” Peter grinned back. 

* 

 Peter cruised down the block, looking at the bungalow he shared with Harry. 
Harry‟s car, Mary Jane‟s car. The curtains closed, the lights on. Must be trying on 
costumes. 

 Or something. 

 Peter didn‟t know he was gritting his teeth. He sighed. Okay. Relax. He smiled to 
himself. Just go to a movie. Yeah. 

 He pulled around the corner and just kept going. 

 

CHAPTER TWO. “Found Out” 

 

 Peter walked out of the theater and down the row of bumpers towards his car. 
“Stupid movie,” he muttered. “Plot holes you could drop a bus through. Cow actresses 
with skimpy shirts. That guy never once reloaded his gun.” He shook his head. Then he 
stopped abruptly, and stepped between two cars. 

 “What?” he muttered as his senses tugged; some little fly, something out of place 
was buzzing in the web of senses that surrounded him. 

 He took a moment to sort it through carefully. Listened to himself, rather than to 
the outside world. What? 

 Something up. He looked up. 

 Across the parking lot was a high rise apartment building, pretty posh. And now as 
he looked, his senses deeply acute, he saw the figures in black stealth suits walking along 
the ledge. They reached the edge, one of them fired a grapple, and they began to climb. 
Five guys. Almost to the roof. 

 His mouth tightened and he frowned. “This is none of my business,” he muttered. 
But the guys! Bunches of them! Doing something naughty for sure! 

 “Hey,” he said, maybe more sharply than he meant to. “Every time, every time the 
spider ghost comes out to play it gets me,” he said, jerking his thumb into his chest, 
“Peter Parker, in trouble.” 

 So why do you have that patch of mesh sealed to the small of your back, Parker? why bring your 
travelling clothes? the sly thought came to him. He looked again. No simple robbery, this. 
Too many, too high. Professional gear. Doesn‟t make sense. 

 Atta boy, came his thought. 
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 “For the record,” Peter muttered as he ducked down to change, “you suck.” 

 Moments later his clothes were tightly bundled and stowed in his car, and he was 
bobbing and weaving between parked cars in his dark silky mesh. In under a minute he 
had reached the building, slapped onto the side of it, and whirled upward. He felt his 
blood whipping through him, his temperature rising, his joints loosening. He stopped 
blinking. This is living. This is wildness. 

 He felt positively elemental as he sprang and dodged up the sheer side of the 
building, feeling no pain, feeling only the surge of raw energy. 

 “Lightning for blood,” he whispered to himself as the roof came within easy reach 
and he was not even warmed up yet. 

 Whoever they were, they wasted no time. As he peeked over the edge of the roof, 
he saw one of them standing by the open door, propping it open with his feet and 
keeping a sharp lookout. Then the other four came out, holding between them an 
occupied black plastic body bag zipped up tight. 

 No. We are not having this. 

 Peter stealthily bounded over the edge of the roof and hopped soundlessly up on 
the stairwell roof over the door they had just exited. 

 “Bad thugs,” he murmured, “no biskit.” 

 They stopped and glanced around wildly, pulling out their pistols. One caught a 
glimpse of two pale eyes hanging in the darkness over the open door. He lined up and 
fired. 

 Silenced pistols. Huh.  

 The spider ghost whirled over the bullets and landed on the body bag, driving it 
out of their hands down to the ground. Under his mesh, Peter grinned. Right in the 
middle. Sometimes it was too easy. 

 As they reacted, jerking back and pointing their pistols, he dissuaded them. “C‟mon 
guys,” he said, “Lotsa internet dating services,” as he dropped and lashed out, kicking 
the leg out from under one so he flew back, leg broken, slapping down on his stomach 
and sliding back along the roofing. 

Peter adhered to the roof and gently poked up with one foot, snapping into 
the kevlar vest of the thug next to him and sending him popping up into the air, pistol 
skittering across the roof. The other two thugs squeezed off a couple shots as Peter 
carelessly spun out of the way and jabbed at the shoulder of one of the thugs; bone 
splintered in a most satisfying way, sending him crashing into his partner. They both 
slammed back into the door and collapsed in a heap. 

 The remaining thug lined his pistol up on the bag. “One move and she gets it,” he 
rasped. 

 “Yeah,” Peter grinned under the mesh, “Cause you‟re faster than me.” 

 He darted forward, the thug pulled the trigger. The bullet rebounded off the door 
frame to the stairwell as Peter snagged the gun and passed his elbow across the thug‟s 
face with a meaty thud. Fighting thugs was so… relaxing, somehow. 

 Peter inspected the pistol he still held as the thug slid to the ground, senseless. He 
noticed that its serial number had not been filed off. The whole gun was a custom job, it 
never HAD a serial number. Military or paramilitary gear here. He tossed the gun up, 
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caught it by its barrel, and absently thwokked a thug who was struggling to rise. 
Interesting. 

 He tossed the gun over his shoulder and crouched over the body bag. Then he 
zipped a webline out to the side. The thug whose leg had been kicked was lining up with 
a gun; the web smacked over his face and Peter tugged. The thug sailed through the air 
towards him, and Peter touched his chest and guided his missile-like flight into a 
chimney. With a resounding thud, the man bounced off the immovable object and 
slammed down on the roof. 

 Peter unzipped the bag. Well, she was still breathing. A middle-aged woman, 
unconscious. Peter caught a whiff of chloroform. Unkind. He shook his head. She was 
still alive and the thugs defeated. Job well done. 

 He squinted and looked a little closer. She looked familiar. Okay, spider brain, do 
your stuff. 

Peter didn‟t read the papers, but he did watch television from time to time. She 
was the wife of a big shot city politician, Councilman Perry. Peter relaxed for a moment. 
And? And… Councilman Perry was being very public and very vocal about removing 
the Police Commissioner because of graft and corruption. Peter felt a sudden chill as he 
looked at the stirring, groaning thugs on the roof. Maybe this was even bigger than he 
thought. 

 The door to the stairwell was still propped open. He picked her up, freeing her 
from the bag, and trotted down the stairs into the building with her. Then he returned 
to the top of the stairs and examined the door; self-locking. Good. It was also armed 
with a silent alarm, so the cops should be on their way. Peter took one last look around 
to see if any of the attackers were in any shape to escape under their own power. Well, 
maybe. Bah. He looked over the side of the building and saw the lights on the 
approaching police cars flashing, their sirens silent.  

 Peter tugged the wedge out of the door and let it bang closed, providing a barrier 
between the thugs and their prize. Damsel in distress safe; check. Thugs bonked; check. 
Spider ghost exit stage left? He bounded off the roof, sailing towards the ground. Check 
and mate. 

 Catching onto the side of the building he propelled his fall‟s momentum into a leap 
that carried him into the trees. A few minutes later, Peter Parker started up his car, 
backed out of his parking spot, and drove away from the movie theater. 

* 

 Beck lay motionless, chewing his lip, deep in thought. Across the street, on the roof 
that was only two stories lower than the one he was on, he saw the footsoldiers stir and 
help each other stand. Beck glanced down at his digital camcorder‟s replay, frozen on 
the shot where the shadowy creature landed in the middle of the group. He rolled over 
on his back and lay flat, looking up at the dim hazy glow of the sky‟s reflection of New 
York‟s light. 

 The good news? Sound and moving pictures of this critter. The bad news? It might 
take Fisk all of two seconds to realize that this film was intended to join Beck‟s growing 
collection of evidence linking Fisk‟s people to illegal operations and then back to Fisk, 
so when the time comes, Beck will have some protection against Fisk‟s wrath… 

 Beck shook off his ruminations and gathered his gear, moving to the fire escape on 
the other side of the building. One thing at a time. 
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 “Fisk will come to me,” he murmured. “I get to be the expert on this thing.” He 
thought about what that meant for a second, then sighed deeply. “Magnificent.” 

* 

 Harry stood by the window, comfortable in his terrycloth bathrobe, a mug of hot 
chocolate in his hand. “Wonder where Peter is,” he mused. “It‟s getting late.” 

 “Maybe he doesn‟t want to interrupt anything,” Mary Jane said archly, raising an 
eyebrow.  

 “Yeah,” Harry laughed, “that‟s probably it.” He looked at Mary Jane mischievously. 
“Maybe he‟s at a wild party.” 

 Mary Jane laughed out loud. “Yeah. Disco fever or something.” 

 “Do you have a party to go to?” Harry said, half kidding. 

 She stretched on the couch, in her sweat pants and tee shirt. She took her time, 
making sure every muscle was stretched properly, like a cat. Then she looked him in the 
eye. “I noticed you have some eggs and bacon in the fridge,” she purred. “I‟d love to 
have breakfast in the morning.” She paused. “You tell me. Do I have a party to go to?” 

 “Whoah,” Harry said with most of a grin. “You just made my whole night.” 

 “Don‟t get ahead of yourself, tiger,” she said with a beckoning smile.  

 They went into the next room. 

* 

 Peter stood across the street and watched the lights wink out. Still two cars. He 
sighed. Then he got into his car. “Yeah,” he muttered to himself. “Aunt May won‟t even 
know I‟m in the building…” He started the car and slipped away into the never-ending 
glow of the darkened city. 

* 

 Beck stepped into the darkened room. “You called for me, sir?” he said. 

 “Indeed I did,” reverberated the rumbling voice from behind the massive desk. 
“The team that was sent to pick up Councilman Perry‟s wife was intercepted and 
defeated by a man in a black suit. A man who was superhumanly fast and strong. He 
used webbing.” Fisk shrugged. “Come closer, Beck.” 

 Beck came closer. 

 “These men first had some wild tale about a rival team. They were quickly 
persuaded to be more truthful.” He reflected on that for a moment while Beck stood, 
waiting. Fisk looked Beck in the eye. “Were you involved in this appearance?” Fisk said, 
his voice low. Beck could feel the power of Fisk‟s voice in his bones. 

 “I was not involved,” Beck replied. “I have told you everything I know about this 
guy in a black leotard. I swear it.” 

 Fisk slowly nodded. “So he sticks to things. Shoots out web ropes. He‟s strong and 
he‟s fast and he‟s mysterious. I believe that you have told me everything you know.” He 
took a moment to light another cigarette. “Know more. As of tonight, your new 
assignment will be to find out everything there is to know about this person. Cost is not 
an object.” Fisk looked steadily at Beck. 

 “Understand,” he said, “I want him working for me or dead.” 

 “Yes sir,” Beck said. “I should have results for you within the week.” 
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 Fisk smiled. “That is all, Beck. That is all.” 

 

CHAPTER THREE. “Trailed” 

Wednesday, October 30 

 As Peter drove around the corner, closing in on the rental bungalow he shared with 
Harry, he saw Mary Jane‟s car pull out and drive down the street. He pulled into her 
spot and got out, tossing the door shut and heading in. 

 Harry sat casually sprawled on the couch, the very picture of a content and relaxed 
young man. “How‟s it going, King of the Jungle?” Peter asked as he slung his bookbag 
down on the chair. He sniffed. Mmm. Bacon and eggs. And a double dose of Mary 
Jane‟s perfume. His smile faded. 

 “It‟s good to be me,” Harry shrugged. He grinned.  

 “So what‟s your Halloween costume, Gomez?” Peter asked. He opened the fridge 
and pulled out some orange juice. 

 “I‟m a devil, she‟s an angel,” Harry said. 

 “That is so backwards,” Peter sighed, pouring himself a tall glass of juice. 

 “It‟ll be a good time,” Harry shrugged. “Hey, are you going to Gwen‟s party 
tomorrow?” 

 “Can‟t,” Peter said too quickly. Harry glanced over at him, and Peter caught the 
look. “Halloween is one of the best times to get some pix, and the Planetary is a great 
buyer for that sort of creepy stuff, and cutesy Better Homes and Sanitariums sort of 
stuff with the little kids who look like an orange diaper who swear they‟re pumpkins.” 
He shrugged. “I‟ll be working late.” 

 “Can‟t argue with that,” Harry said. He picked up the remote and snapped on the 
television.  

 Peter finished his drink with one whirring swallow. Then he rinsed out the cup. 
Damn. The whole house smelled like Mary Jane‟s perfume. He headed back to his 
room. 

 Peter quickly changed, then stepped into the bathroom. Great. Mary Jane‟s 
hairbrush and lipstick were by the sink. Just wonderful. Marvelous. 

 He stepped back into his room and lay on his back on his bed, fingers laced behind 
his head, ignoring things. 

 That didn‟t last long. 

 “Where you off to?” Harry asked as Peter walked back out in the living room with 
his camera bag. 

 “New photo assignment, get some pictures of „contact.‟ I‟m headed to the hospital, 
I think I can get some good shots there.” 

 “Fair enough,” Harry said with a dismissive wave. “Take care of yourself, big guy.” 

 Go to the hospital to get pictures of contact. Because there‟s none to be had at 
home. Peter tried not to scowl as he dropped into his car, fired it up, and left the scene. 

* 
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 Darkness was seeping into the sky from the top down when Peter pulled in to his 
parking spot at the bungalow. He hopped out of the car with his camera bag and 
trudged into the house. 

 Harry‟s door was shut, and Peter heard some of that big band music Harry liked 
playing inside. Ah. Calculus. Harry needed the music to do his calculus. Peter dropped 
his bags off in his room and stood stock still. 

 Dark night. Windy night. Autumn is in the air. Season of change. Trees doing exciting things. 
No one will be out. A fine night. A fine night for flying. 

 As Peter felt his temperature begin to rise, he sat down at his desk with a deliberate 
thump. “Scuse me,” he said, “maybe you don‟t give a tinker‟s cuss about the English I 
have due tomorrow, but I do. I‟m already needling a low C in that class, Mister Tights, 
and I think perhaps I should do my homework.” 

 Bah. It‟ll keep. Tonight is one in a million. 

 “I wonder,” Peter mused, “if it could be said I‟m a driven person. Driven by one of 
those old ladies from Pasadena, or the Jungian equivalent, who can‟t see over the 
damned dashboard.” 

 It‟s good to be me being you, came the thought. Besides. If you try to do something productive 
like homework or sleep I have nothing better to do than pester you until I get what I want. 

Peter sighed.  

 Then he reached for his mesh. 

* 

 Practice makes perfect. Peter slapped down on the roof and looked across the five 
lane highway. He had started by bounding from this roof to the light pole on this side 
of the street to the light pole on the other side of the street then up to the building and 
over. And that had been a good start. 

 Then he had bounded from this roof directly to the opposite lightpole and up. And 
tonight… “Well, tonight‟s special,” he whispered to himself in his mesh. Then he 
grinned and sprinted to the edge. 

 He uncoiled with all his strength at the edge of the roof, sailing out into empty 
space, over the half-empty street below, whistling through the air.  

 He slapped into the building on the far side, a solid fifteen feet higher than the 
lamp post and a half dozen yards further from his jumping point. Peter grinned, his 
heart pounding madly. 

 “I‟m insane,” he whispered to himself as he climbed up the wall. “Maybe I should 
sign up for the long jump at school.” He bounded from that roof to the one across the 
alley that was the beginning of his roof highway. 

 Something‟s wrong. 

 Out of place. 

 Then gone. 

 Peter froze on the rooftop, and looked slowly and carefully around, sifting through 
his thoughts. What. What‟s the matter. 

 A light. A blinking light. Peter got a vague image of a little red light in a shadow 
that blinked once and then shut off. It was a memory the brain could mostly recover, 
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but one that wasn‟t attached to its surroundings. Peter probed the shadows with his 
senses until he caught a whiff of brick powder. 

 He walked over to the chimney near the center of the roof and peered into its 
shadow. There. A small black camera, it had been bolted to the brick. Peter jerked it 
loose with one smooth motion. 

 Wireless. Battery powered. And unless he was totally wrong, motion sensitive. Had 
it already beamed its pictures elsewhere? He turned to see what it was pointed at. A cold 
feeling settled across him. He couldn‟t think of anything besides pigeons and himself 
that it could be looking for. 

 “Great,” he muttered. He crushed the camera with one swift squeeze, and dropped 
it. Whoever put it here can find that. Then he sat down. “Time to think.” 

 He had most likely been spotted, and someone was looking for him. Again. He 
thought briefly of Kravinoff, who had probably found him the same way. Randomizing 
his route would expose him to fresh danger every night. A pattern is lethal for one 
keeping a secret.  

 “Only one answer,” he muttered, his heart sinking. “Time to face it. The exercising 
has got to end. I can‟t afford the risk.” 

 No no, laughing boy. Not even if you wanted to. 

 “Once a week, tops,” Peter muttered. “And no interfering with crimes in progress.” 

 Say what you want, whispered the spider ghost. Swear whatever oath makes you feel better. 
Try not to get too blasphemous. No oath there is can keep you from the night wind when it wants you to 
come out and play. 

 “We‟ll see about that,” Peter said, narrowing his eyes. He stood up. “It‟s time to go 
home.” He bounded off the roof. 

 In the busy city, with its never ceasing cacophony of machine noise, his senses did 
not isolate as unusual the thudding chop of helicopter blades far above… 

* 

 “You have good news for me?” Fisk rumbled as he stepped into the side meeting 
room.  

 “Sorry to pull you out of the meeting,” Beck grinned, his eyes shining, “but I‟ve got 
a lock on him. I was in the chopper already when I got a signal from one of my cameras 
that it was tampered with. Crushed, more like. By the time we got over the location he 
was just leaving, and with the infrared gear we tracked him to a bungalow across the 
East River. We got him, sir,” Beck said. 

 “So you know who he is.” 

 “Almost,” Beck shrugged. “I didn‟t want to get too close to scare him off, so I set a 
watcher at the place and ran a background check. It‟s rented by a couple college kids, 
Peter Parker and Harry Osborn. That fits with the random activity of the shadowy 
figure, sir. He doesn‟t seem to have a purpose. Probably is a college kid.” 

 “Good work,” Fisk nodded. “I‟ve made arrangements to get you a special agent to 
assist in the work. I don‟t want you risking yourself in direct contact. May I introduce 
you to Mr. Lincoln.” 

 Fisk‟s assistant, who had scurried in behind him unnoticed, moved to the side door. 
“Mister Lincoln,” he said, “Mr. Fisk is ready for you.” 
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 Beck‟s first impression of the man who stepped into the room was that he was tall, 
almost seven feet. He was more than tall. He was broad, heavily muscled. His suit was 
black, as was his band collar shirt, and they contrasted sharply with the dead white of 
his skin, the bleached paleness of his hair. His eyes were pink and watery, and his hands 
were huge. He moved noiselessly. 

 “Mister Lincoln, this is Mister Beck. He will be instructing you,” rumbled Fisk. 
Lincoln looked down at Beck and slowly smiled. His teeth were sharp. 

 “It will be a pleasure,” he whispered in a voice like sandpaper. Beck nodded and 
attempted a smile. 

 “Terms,” Fisk said. “You are entitled to offer the wall crawler two hundred and 
fifty thousand dollars per year as a retainer, plus bonuses, for cat burglary and other 
necessary tasks.” He lit a cigarette and looked speculatively at Lincoln. “See to it,” he 
said, the words rolling out of his huge bulk, “that he says yes.” 

 Lincoln smiled, then nodded his huge head. His eyes never left Fisk‟s eyes.  

 “Right,” Beck said. “That‟s all very nice. But I‟m going to need a little more 
backup.” He raised his eyebrows at Fisk. “If he does decide to say no.” 

 Fisk and Lincoln looked at him blankly. 

 “You seen this wall crawler move?” Beck asked. “I mean, Mister Lincoln here is 
very impressive. But—“ 

 “You‟ll work with what you‟re given,” Fisk said dismissively. “I must get back to 
my meeting.” He turned and steered his incredible mass through the doors back into 
the meeting. 

 “I‟ll be enough,” whispered Lincoln. 

 “We‟ll just have to see, won‟t we,” Beck said, looking after Fisk, his nostrils flared 
and his lips tight. 

 “I‟ll be,” Lincoln said, his hand darting out and bunching the entire front of Beck‟s 
shirt in one handful, “enough.” He hauled Beck up to eye level. Beck‟s feet dangled 
almost a foot off the floor. There was strength in those hands, strength unguessed.  

 “Believe me,” Beck said with a hard smile, “I‟m not the one you have to 
convince…” 

 

CHAPTER FOUR. “Halloween” 

Thursday, October 31. 

 Aunt May opened the door, and blinked. Peter stood on the stoop in a black 
turtleneck, black suit jacket, and black slacks. He smiled at her. 

 “Peter, where‟s your costume?” she said with a smile as he strolled in and she shut 
the door. 

 He wordlessly reached into his jacket and pulled out a pair of plastic Groucho 
Marx glasses, with the nose and the furry eyebrows on a plastic frame. With a gesture he 
snapped them open and slipped them on. “I don‟t DO costumes,” he said. “And not 
nearly with your fancy touch.” 

 She blushed. “Do you like it?” she asked, turning sideways. She wore a pink dress, a 
ribbon in her hair, and little fairy wings made of unbent clothes hangers and pantyhose, 
spray painted. 
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 “Fabulous,” Peter said, years of practice helping him contain his laughter behind a 
fond smile. “Now, since you got apples for the little squirts that will be trick or treating 
tonight, I thought I‟d go out and get them some candy, something to spoil their dinner 
and exasperate their parents.” Peter grinned. 

 “Oh, fine,” Aunt May said. “Don‟t be long. I expect them to start coming around 
six.” She frowned. “It‟s rush hour, you know.” 

 “Trust me, I‟m a pro,” Peter said. “I‟ll be back before you know I‟m gone.” 

 “I do have tootsie rolls,” Aunt May said, a bit worried. “Do children still like 
tootsie rolls?”  

 “Oh yeah,” Peter chuckled. “I have an ulterior motive. Whatever we don‟t hand 
out I get to keep.” 

 “Ah,” she said, nodding sagely. “You shouldn‟t eat a lot of candy, Peter. It isn‟t 
good for you.” 

 “I brush twice a day and floss daily and, believe me,” he said, “I get my exercise. I‟ll 
be back in a minute, you won‟t even miss me.” And he was gone. 

 She sighed and smiled, then started bundling her candy into gauze wrappers for 
each trick-or-treater. She wondered what kind of costumes would show up on her stoop 
tonight. 

* 

 The door creaked open and the attractive blonde in a bunny suit smiled. “Harry! 
MJ!” she said. “Glad you could make it.” 

 “Wouldn‟t miss it,” Mary Jane said as she breezed past. “So how are we doing so 
far, Gwen?” she asked. 

 “Pretty good?” Gwen shrugged. Her nose was painted pink, and rays of whiskers 
were drawn on her face with eyeliner. Her hair was arranged around the base of the 
bunny ear headband, and she was in a pink leotard with a white puff of a tail. 

 “Quit staring,” Mary Jane said as she prodded Harry. He looked at her, amused, his 
strap-on horns poking up out of his hair. He swept his plastic cloak up, tucking his nose 
into the crook of his elbow, and glared at her over his cloak-wrapped arm. 

 “But I am lust and evil incarnate! And I have a plastic pitchfork!” He poked her 
with his pitchfork and she squeaked, and they headed into the living room.  

 “Halo‟s crooked, hon,” Harry noted absently, though that wasn‟t what caught his 
eye about her sheer white angel outfit. She shrugged. 

 “Let it ride,” she said with a sly smile. “Hey people, we‟re here, so things can get 
started.” She smiled brilliantly at the couple on the couch. “Hey, Tandy, how you doin?” 
she asked. 

 The platinum blonde smiled at her from the couch. “I‟m an elf,” she said, tossing 
her long flowing hair back and smiling. She wore a leather vest laced up the front, tights, 
boots, Vulcan rubber ears. “He‟s my Ringwraith,” she added, pointing at a skinny black 
kid sitting on the couch next to her holding a glass of punch and draped in a black 
sheet. He started, grinned, then grabbed at his makeshift hood and managed to pull it 
up over his head. 

 “I‟m s-s-ccary,” he said, wiggling the fingers of his free hand. She rolled her eyes 
and jabbed him in the ribs with her elbow.  
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 “Cut it out before you make everybody scream and drop their drinks,” she said. 

 “D-dd-don‟t I g-get a s-s-ss-scythe?” he said. 

 “Ringwraith,” she said patiently. “Not Death.” 

 “Right, I kn-n-new that,” he said. 

 “That‟s good, Ty-ty-eye eye rone,” boomed a voice from the doorway to the music 
room. A tall square shouldered man filled the doorframe. “Long as you know what 
you‟re dressed up as.” 

 “Hey Flash, how‟s it going?” Harry said. “What are you? Towelboy?” 

 “Scuse me,” Flash said, striking a pose. “I am Hercules!”  

 “Ah,” Harry said, nodding sagely. Mary Jane half restrained her grin. 

 “L-ll-looks l-like a sh-h-eet to me,” Tyrone commented. 

 “Difference between your sheet and my sheet?” Flash replied. “I make this look 
good.” 

 “Now cut it out, you two,” Gwen said, breezing in past the new arrivals. “We‟ve 
got the food all set up in the kitchen. Flash, your laurels are loose.” Gwen fussed with 
the fake ivy in Flash‟s curly copper hair. 

 “There‟s a quotable quote,” Harry muttered, and he and Mary Jane laughed as they 
found their way to the kitchen. 

 “Hey, MJ,” Gwen asked, catching up. “Where‟s Peter?” 

* 

 Peter‟s senses unreeled before him as he moved. He hit the 5:15 bus downtown 
just right, then he found all the holes in the crowd to get into the Wal-Mart with 
uncanny speed for a casual mover. He hit all the right candy displays, his senses auto-
calculating tax, quantity discounts, and values without him asking it to. Then he was in 
precisely the shortest and thinnest line. 

 The harried clerk checked his purchases out, then Peter was absently looking across 
the crowd as he slapped down precise change. To the penny. Including tax. The clerk 
smiled and blinked, and he scooped up his purchases and was on the move. 

 “Maybe this is my new squirreling,” he murmured to himself as he slid right into 
the bus as it pulled up to the curb, dropping exact change into the machine at the front. 
“Maybe this is how grownups do it.” His smile broadened. “Can‟t wait to do taxes this 
year.” 

 He looked out the window, thoughtful. “Maybe,” he murmured to himself, “this is 
better than squirreling.” He pretended that some part of him did not ache with loss at the 
thought. 

* 

 “Dad, can you handle the door?” Gwen said over her shoulder. 

 “Elementary, my dear Gwendie,” He said, standing tall and thin in his greatcoat 
with his deerstalker hat. He lit up his pipe, the long curved Victorian one he normally 
kept on the mantle. He smiled at her fondly and headed over to the door to manage the 
influx of college kids. The doorbell rang steadily with more partiers. 

 “I even convinced him to bust out his old magnifying glass he used to use when he 
was on the force,” Gwen said with a smile at Mary Jane. “Thanks for helping out.” 
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 “Only so much testosterone you can handle in one sitting,” Mary Jane said with a 
devious grin. They heard Harry‟s rapid, high laugh as he scored in the male pecking 
order establishing itself in the living room. “All that flexing and growling. It‟s only 
interesting if I‟m at the center of it.” 

 Gwen handed her a knife and the peanut butter as she started cutting up more 
celery stalks. “You‟re the sort who got men to kill each other in rapier duels in the 
middle ages,” Gwen said. 

 “Takes all kinds, Miss Needlepoint While My Hubby Gets His Head Chopped Off 
in the Crusades.” 

 “A bit early yet to work out next year‟s costumes,” Gwen pointed out archly. “So 
how‟s Harry treating you these days?” 

 “Like a princess because he values his life,” Mary Jane said as though stating the 
obvious. “And the lummox?” 

 “That‟s not very nice. I don‟t call Harry Pixie Boy.” 

 “True. How about Flash Thompson then?” Mary Jane said, not in the least 
rebuked. 

 “Predictable,” Gwen said, “and trustworthy and reliable.” 

 “Ooh,” Mary Jane said, squinting and pursing her lips. “Sounds like Gwendie is 
looking for the Parker Antidote.” 

 “Now, come on,” Gwen said, not looking up from cutting the celery. “Let‟s leave 
Peter out of this.” 

 “Did you invite him? You know, Peter?” Mary Jane said, blithely ignoring the 
words and the sentiment behind them. 

 “Yes,” Gwen said. “He didn‟t reply, but… you know Peter. Never know when he 
might show up.” 

 “Don‟t hold your breath,” Mary Jane said wryly. “I think Peter, I think shallow, 
flaky, jerk,” she said thoughtfully. 

 “If only,” Gwen said, something bitter in her voice. Mary Jane raised her eyebrows. 

 “If only what?” she said. 

 Gwen glanced at her, then stared back down at the carefully cut celery. “If only he 
was shallow and flaky, and just a jerk. That would have been okay.” 

 “Pervert?” Mary Jane asked, lifting one eyebrow even higher. 

 “MJ!” Gwen said, her face flushing. “No!” She glanced around, then returned to 
her task. “No, nothing like that. But he‟s not shallow. There‟s something else going on 
with him. Something deep and dark. Something murky. Something dangerous.” She 
shook her head. “He works overtime to hide some secret, and I never found out what it 
was. That‟s why I had to leave him. I couldn‟t share him with… with whatever he‟s 
hiding. I couldn‟t compete with his secrets and I didn‟t feel like I should have to,” she 
said simply. 

 “I never saw any of that,” Mary Jane said dismissively. 

 “You never loved him, either,” Gwen pointed out dryly. 

 For just a moment, the thought gave Mary Jane pause. 

* 
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 Peter strolled down the sidewalk, effortlessly weaving through the crowd. Then he 
hesitated, his step faltering. Something. Something out of place. He followed his instinct 
and glanced into the book store across the street. 

 The guy standing at the checkout desk was wearing a ski mask. 

 Peter turned to fully stare through the window. This was not a prank. 

 For a moment his senses flashed alive, his blood raced, he felt his muscles and 
joints loosen and prepare to hurl him into action. But he had no mesh. 

 And let‟s face it, whatever the spider ghost may be, Peter Parker is no hero. 

 “Thanks,” he muttered. 

 Not going to get involved with crimes in progress, his thoughts reminded him. 

 Angle, trajectory, through the window and a quick spurt of web, situation over. 

 “No,” he managed through gritted teeth. 

 No? 

 “Gotta get my mesh,” he hissed, and he turned and sprinted for the bus stop that 
would drop him off five blocks from Aunt May‟s house. 

 Somewhere, forlorn, a thought echoed in the back of his mind. 

 It‟s going to be too late. 

 

CHAPTER FIVE. “Unprepared” 

 Peter rushed through the front door, tossed his sack of candy on the couch, and 
was up the stairs in two bounds as Aunt May registered that he was home. “Peter?” she 
said uncertainly. 

 “Forgot something,” he said as he hit the floor moving. “Be back.” He was back 
out the front door. 

 Aunt May blinked. 

 stupid stupid stupid stupid Peter thought to himself. One or the other, either give 
this up or do it. But this is stupid. This is stupid. 

 Then his clothes were safely on the back porch in a bundle and he was airborne, 
swinging at top speed, firing at high points on buildings, wrapped in mesh, working up 
dangerous momentum. 

 Must get back. It‟s too late. This is stupid. 

 Less than fifteen minutes had passed between the time he left the scene and the 
time he slapped down on the roof of the building opposite the bookstore. The street 
below was bathed in red and blue lights; police cars and ambulances were choking the 
narrow street below. 

 Bodybags. Carried out of the bookstore. 

 Peter sprang across the street and stealthed down to where he could hear what was 
going on. 

 “It‟s a damned shame,” the officer was telling the detective that had just showed 
up. “We busted in, the gunman had a partner. Three hostages, both gunmen, and one of 
our boys bought it. The gunman was holding things up with an automatic, but his 
partner had an smg and he just started hosing. Sniper got „im, for all the good that does 
us now.” 
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 “God,” the detective replied, lighting his cigarette. “What‟s wrong with people these 
days?” 

 Peter wondered the same thing as he pulled back into deeper shadows. His hands 
were shaking. He wondered why. 

 “It‟s not like I was involved,” he whispered. 

 His hands shook a little more. 

* 

 “She huddled alone in the car,” Tandy said, Tyrone‟s hood over her shimmering 
pale curls. Her dark, serious eyes took in the audience huddled around the flashlight on 
the floor. “She waited for him to return; she waited barely daring to breathe, and yet the 
scratching, the fitful horrible slow scratching persisted. Then, finally, after what felt like 
a hundred years, a car pulled up behind her. She waited, somehow more terrified still, 
when she saw a police officer at her door. She unlocked it and jumped out, and he put 
his arm around her. „Don‟t look back,‟ he said, and he pushed her from the car. But 
when she got to the police car, she turned to look—and there was her boyfriend, who 
had gone to get help, hanging upside-down from the tree, his nails, scraping the roof—“ 

 “RAAAA!” yelled Flash, grabbing the backs of those on either side of him. Gwen 
slapped at him, Harry keeled over backwards laughing, and Mary Jane rolled her eyes. 

 Tandy‟s eyes narrowed to slits as she stared at Flash, who was guffawing. “I wasn‟t 
finished,” she said quietly in a voice that cut through the merriment. “That wasn‟t very 
nice.” 

 “Dija see em jump?” Flash said. “Great story!” 

 “Oh, never mind,” Tandy said, snapping off the flashlight. She stood and stretched. 

 “Aaand it‟s midnight,” John Stacy said, walking into the room and somberly 
inspecting the assembly through his magnifying glass. “School night. Everybody out.” 
He smiled to take the sting out of the words. 

 “How about it, big guy,” Mary Jane said to Harry, gripping his chin. “Give a lady a 
lift to your place to pick up my car?” 

 “Hey, I can‟t think of a reason not to,” he grinned. “Great party, Gwen.” 

 The sentiment was echoed from the others assembled, as people left more steadily 
than they had arrived. 

 “See you tomorrow, babe,” Flash said, planting a kiss on her forehead. “Me and the 
boys are gonna go do some trick or treating.” He grinned. 

 “I don‟t want to know about it,” Gwen said. 

 A few more minutes of goodbyes and the Stacys had the place to themselves. 

 “Great party, Gwendie,” John said reflectively, taking a puff from his pipe. 

 “Thanks dad, and thanks for all your help.” She turned and trudged toward the 
kitchen.  

 “You know, you could invite him to a lunch or something,” John said from the 
doorway. 

 “What?” she said, turning with a guilty start. Then she scowled. “I hate having a 
detective for a father. Besides,” she said, running dishwater, “I want him to come talk to 
me for a change.” 
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 “Tell you what,” he said, shrugging off his greatcoat. “I‟ll clean up. You go to bed. 
I can sleep in and you can go and work your already exhausted brain at school.” 

 “You?” she said, “sleep in? I‟ll believe it when I see it.” After a brief pause, she 
said, “Thanks, dad.” 

 He gave her a hug. 

 

Friday, November 1 

 

 Harry and Mary Jane threaded through the streets headed back to the bungalow on 
their way back from the party. Harry reached out without looking and turned the stereo 
down. 

 “Ut oh,” Mary Jane said archly, “Harry wants to talk in the car!” 

 “Ha ha,” Harry said dryly. “I‟ve been thinking, MJ.” 
 “Double ut oh,” she said. 

 “About Parker.” 

 “Want to go for three?” she mused out loud. 

 “Can we be serious here for a minute?” 

 “After midnight, with me dressed up like an angel and you like a devil? Sure, why 
not,” she said, leaning back and watching the road. 

 “I was thinking about Parker,” Harry said. “I know you don‟t like him, and you‟ve 
got your reasons. But I think if you really want to get rid of him it‟s simple.” He glanced 
over at her. “Replace him. I need a room mate, but I‟d rather have you than him any 
day.” 

 “Oh, Harry,” she sighed. “I‟m not ready for that. I can‟t believe you even brought it 
up.” 

 “But,” he floundered, “I thought—you know, we—“ 

 “Stop, just, just stop,” she said with a smile. “No. Answer is no. Geez, Harry.” 

 “Well, why not?” he said, staring at the road, jaw clenched. 

 She cleared her throat. “I‟m just not ready for that level of commitment,” she said 
with the sort of voice people use when they want to be sincere. “I need a reason?” 

 “Guess not,” Harry gritted out, and they sped up a little. 

* 

 “Well, that‟s that,” Peter said softly to himself as the credits rolled at the end of one 
of the many Halloween movies. Peter couldn‟t rightly remember which one it was, but it 
had Jamie Lee Curtis in it and that was the main thing. “Maybe I gotta get me a 
soundtrack,” he mused with a grin. He glanced at the slowly ticking wall clock. Quarter 
after midnight. “And I‟m still up why?” he wondered. 

 He sat on the worn, battered couch and looked at the television. He snapped it off. 
Then he sat, listening to the ticking clock, smelling the unmistakable and indelibly 
imprinted smell of his childhood home. He glanced into the perfectly ordered kitchen, 
looked around each piece of furniture, the wallpaper that had been here since the fifties. 
He had a sudden overwhelming sense of home. “I could stay here tonight,” he 
murmured. 
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Then his gaze strayed over his camera bag. He sighed. Needed more film and 
to get the rest of his shots, from the hospital. Get it all developed tomorrow, get some 
more snaps. He smiled to himself. Didn‟t hurt, having money. 

 He locked the door behind himself and thought his own thoughts all the way to the 
bungalow. 

 He slowly drew up to the curb two blocks down. Dammit, not again. Harry‟s car, 
MJ‟s car, the lights off. He sighed. 

 “I‟ll go in the window and just get my things and go,” Peter muttered. “Surely 
they‟re not doing anything in my room.” 

 Maybe, just maybe it‟s time to seek alternative housing, he thought. Because it 
would be a bad thing if I ever let on, even to myself, how much it hurts to see Harry 
and MJ… together. 

 “Okay, will you shut up already?” he snapped at himself. Quietly. “We‟re being 
sneaky here.” 

 This from Peter Parker, his thought retorted. Then they were all quiet in the same 
head and they strolled down the sidewalk towards the house. 

 Less than a block, and he felt that uneasiness, that alarm. He stopped. Something 
wrong. Something about the house. He studied it over. 

 Then he noticed the small wood spikes from broken wood where the door, hinges 
and all, was ripped right off the frame. Then propped carefully back in place. 

 Trap. 

 And if the door was ripped off… those cars… Peter‟s face drained of blood. 

 “Harry,” he whispered to himself. “Mary Jane.” 

 And the spider ghost was moving. 

 Felt strange, using his power while in street clothes. He felt his limbs chafe at the 
baggy clothes, felt his heightening senses rebel at the distracting rustling feel of his 
clothing as he moved. Then he was into his room. He opened his bedroom door just a 
crack and peeked out. 

 On the couch, Harry and MJ lay unmoving. His blood froze for a moment, then he 
saw the duct tape over their mouths, around their wrists and ankles. They must still be 
alive or they wouldn‟t be restrained. There. Sitting in the chair opposite the doorway. 
He just saw a huge knee. Big guy. Tough guy. 

 Peter drew back silently. Think. Think. What to do? How to do this without totally 
blowing his cover? 

 His eyes fell on the solution. A feral grin crossed his face. 

 

CHAPTER SIX. “Rescue” 

 Peter slowly and quietly pushed his car into the driveway, pointing towards the 
street, all its doors unlocked. He slipped around to the driver‟s door and glanced inside 
the car. Keys in the ignition. Good. A silent shadow, he ghosted around to the side of 
the bungalow and back into his bedroom. 

 Here we go, Peter thought. Then he darted out of the room. The huge figure 
instantly registered his presence. Peter grinned, and unleashed the fire extinguisher. 



 

 622 

 With a hollow roar, it cascaded thick fog and chemical goo all over the assailant. In 
one smooth motion the huge man was on his feet and lunging for Peter. 

 “Yeah,” Peter said to himself as he hefted the extinguisher and drove its tank 
square into the face of his attacker. With a ringing thud, the big man stumbled; no way a 
puny college kid could have unleashed a hit like that. Peter hurled the tank into the mist, 
unerringly bouncing it off the big man, and he spit a thin stream of fluid onto him. 
Then he snatched Harry and Mary Jane‟s unconscious bodies and bounded to the front 
door, knocking it down and leaping for his car.  

 As he tossed his rescued friends into the back seat, he heard a deep hiss and the 
huge man staggered clear of the front door. For just a moment, Peter froze. 

 Still up? That freak is still up? 

 Peter dropped into the driver‟s seat and started the car as the huge man took a 
couple stumbling steps towards them. Peter tore out into the street as the massive man 
broke into a run towards him. As Peter gunned it and screamed away on the road, the 
huge man in a black suit launched himself through the air and smashed into the car. 

 Peter swore as the car shifted and swerved with the tremendous weight its back. 
Harry and MJ stirred, groaned, blinked. 

 Peter glanced in his rearview and saw the huge man kneeling on the trunk, gripping 
the roof. 

 Oh yeah? 

 Peter stomped on the accelerator and pushed the strained vehicle into a punishing 
corner maneuver; the huge man on the back of the car hissed again, and his fingers 
punched into the back windows as he gripped the roof. The car almost rolled, but Peter 
managed to keep it up; no tires blew. Then the huge man on the back flexed with a 
massive effort that ripped the roof of the car free in the back and bent it forward at an 
angle. Now Peter glanced back through the missing roof. He saw the ugly pug face of 
the giant, thin pale hair whipping in the wind, eyes unblinking and full of rage. 

 Mary Jane tried to scream, and she and Harry struggled to get down on the floor in 
the back seat. 

 No. 

 Peter thought he heard a hissing chuckle as he swerved again. This time he aimed 
for a lamp post on the sidewalk; sure enough, the big man was forced to lean off to the 
side. One of the tires did blow this time, and Peter‟s whole world was suddenly reduced 
to instants, moments of intense focus.  

 The car did not flip. 

 Then there was a wrenching yank, and the car wobbled as Peter pushed it to its 
limits. The car was lighter now. Peter had banked close enough to the light pole to catch 
their passenger and knock him loose. As Peter glanced in the rear view, he saw the big 
man get up and start running. 

 The busted car handled erratically, but Peter managed to coax it along at good 
speed. Wind tore through the inside of the car as Harry and Mary Jane helped each 
other get loose of the duct tape. 

 “Are you okay!” Peter yelled. 

 “I think so!” Mary Jane yelled back over the wind of the opened car. “My leg hurts 
but I think it‟s okay!” 
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 “I‟m taking you to the Stacys!” Peter hollered, then he buckled down and drove. 

 Only a few minutes later he screeched the trashed car to a halt in front of the Stacy 
residence. He bounded out of the car and up the front steps. He rang the doorbell 
repeatedly, then jumped down the stairs. “You getting clear of the tape?” 

 “Clear enough,” Mary Jane managed. “What are you going to do?” 

 “When you get loose, call the police,” he said quickly. “And an ambulance, but the 
police for sure. Go inside. Lock the door.” He turned and ran down the sidewalk, back 
the way they had come from. 

 “What are you going to do?!” Mary Jane called after him. 

* 

 Peter didn‟t have far to go before he saw the big van, smelled a whiff of his saliva 
tracer from it. Inside, he saw the huge white knuckles of the fist gripping the wheel. 
Peter hoped whoever this monster had hijacked was still alive and not too maimed. 

 Glancing around, he saw a large postal drop box bolted to the sidewalk. He 
wrenched it free of the concrete sidewalk, and eyed the van. Then he glanced ruefully 
down at the mailbox. “Look, ma, I‟m using a Federal missile!” With that, he cranked 
back and sent the mailbox smashing through the van‟s windshield. 

 The van swerved, hopped up on the curb, almost avoided a group of trash cans, 
scraped off a stairwell, and spun to a halt. The mailbox sailed out, pushed by incredible 
strength. Peter saw the big man inside scanning the street. He saw Peter, and revved his 
engine. 

 “Come on and ram me, you insane freak,” Peter muttered. “Looks like 
Frankenstein‟s newest monster comes with internalized bolts for only nineteen ninety 
nine more,” he softly pattered, not paying any attention to himself. 

 The van squealed as it‟s tires spun wildly, and its fishtailing trajectory lined up on 
Peter. He let it come. Closer. The headlights got further apart, and still he did not 
dodge. Then in a single agile spring he went straight up. 

 With a crash, the van rammed into the front of the apartment complex hard 
enough to lift the back off the ground. Peter landed lightly on the roof, dropped down 
by the driver‟s side of the van. If anyone in the neighborhood heard anything, they 
weren‟t involving themselves. Peter wondered if, when questioned, anybody would have 
seen anything. Peter reached for the driver‟s door. 

 The door flew off its hinges, crashing into Peter as he prepared to rip it open. 
Surprised, Peter bounded back, shattered safety glass scattering. He shoved the door 
aside and stood ready as the giant pulled himself clear of the wreck. 

 “Okay, so let‟s do introductions,” Peter said. “I‟m the spider ghost and you‟re 
Timex.” 

 “Bet that‟ll be even funnier the next time you say it,” whispered the giant. He 
reached into his jacket and pulled out a massive handgun. 

 Peter zipped out a webline, snagging the gun and tugging it out of the giant‟s hand. 
“No,” he said. “Bad thug. No gun.” His muscles flexed in a sudden effort and he bent 
the barrel of the gun. 

 For just a moment, the two stood looking at the gun. Then they met each other‟s 
eyes. 

 The giant grinned, showing his sharpened teeth. 
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 “I have an offer for you,” he whispered in his ruined, guttural voice. “This is not 
the way it was supposed to happen. We could have had a nice, simple chat. But no. You 
gotta try to extinguish me. So let‟s start at the top. Howja like two hundred and fifty 
thousand a year plus bonuses?” whispered the big man, his eyes narrowing and his smile 
widening as sirens wailed closer. 

 “What?” Peter said, for a moment at a loss for words. 

 “This isn‟t the time,” whispered the huge man. “I‟ll be in touch.” Then, moving 
with surprising grace and silence, he vanished down the alley. 

 “Much as I‟d like to know where you‟re going,” Peter muttered, looking after him, 
“I‟ve got some other business to attend to.” 

 By the time the police showed up, the wreck was abandoned. 

* 

 Peter strode down the sidewalk towards the Stacy residence. A police car was 
parked out front, and every light in the house was on. Peter sprang up the stairs and 
opened the door, heading in. 

 “Peter!” John Stacy said. “There you are. We were worried stiff.” 

 Peter noted that Mary Jane and Harry were sitting on the couch, looking a little 
bruised and chafed but otherwise intact.  

 “How‟d you do it?” Harry asked. “How did you get us out of there?” 

 “I snuck in the window like usual,” Peter said, “In case you all were busy.” Harry 
blushed. “Then,” Peter continued, “I glanced in the living room and saw you two all laid 
out. I got the fire extinguisher, and jumped out. Nailed the big guy with a blast of foam 
to the eyes and dragged you two out to the car. You were awake for the rest of that.” 
He shrugged. “And you all said I watched „Ronin‟ too many times.” 

 “You‟d have to log a lot of Pole Position time to drive like this madman,” Mary 
Jane said, shaking her head, watching Peter with a new thoughtfulness. “Your car is 
pretty wrecked.” 

 Peter nodded. “My car is less important to me than my friends. My car can be 
fixed. There‟s no replacing you guys.” 

 “Why did you run off?” asked the policeman who stood by the wall, keeping a low 
profile thus far. 

 Peter looked at him. “I thought I saw him carjack somebody, wanted to see if they 
were okay. I didn‟t find anything.” 

 “Probably best for you. If you had encountered the suspect--” 

 “Suspect?” Harry said incredulously. “Oh, please, put this monster in a lineup for 
me!” 

 “Harry,” John Stacy said softly, “there‟s a way things are done.” 

 Harry lapsed into silence. 

 “The van has been found,” the policeman continued. “Crashed.” 

 “Good deal, crisis averted. Hey listen, I‟m gonna go to Aunt May‟s and crash. I 
have class tomorrow.” 

 “I am sympathetic to that, but I‟m afraid I‟m going to have to ask you and Mr. 
Osborn and Ms. Watson to come with me to the station to give a statement.” 
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 As his friends got up to go with the officer, Peter looked at him once and headed 
for the door. “Let‟s make this short,” he said, his voice tense. 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN. “Hitman” 

 Afternoon. 

 Peter trudged towards the bungalow, head down. He glanced up to see the 
repairman finishing his work on the front door. The door was open, so Peter walked in. 

 “Peter,” Harry said, his face brightening as Peter walked in. “Good to see you. That 
was some night.” 

 “That it was,” Peter said. 

 “You must be exhausted.” 

 “Well,” Peter said, “I wasn‟t the most alert student today.” 

 The repairman stood in the doorway. “I‟m finished, Mister Osborn,” he said. 

 “Oh, right,” Harry said, standing up and fishing out his wallet.  

 “Hey, want me to pitch in?” Peter said. 

 “I got this,” Harry said, and he handed the bills to the repairman and signed the 
clipboard. “Have a good one,” he said to the repairman, who touched his cap and 
headed out. 

 “Thanks,” Peter said. 

 “No problem,” Harry shrugged, “I mean it. How about your car? What‟s the 
word?” 

 “The word is hosed,” Peter said. “Alignment is screwed, tires screwed, the wheels 
in the back are screwed, trunk is screwed, windows, roof, shocks…” He sighed. “The 
engine is okay.” 

 “Can you cover that?” Harry asked. 

 “I‟m in a rental at the moment,” Peter said. “Insurance will probably declare my car 
totaled. I should be able to get a new one with the settlement.” He sat down at the 
table. “And the police will catch the bad guy and we will live happily ever after. 
Speaking of the police, they done with crime scene?” 

 “They were done when I got home from school,” Harry said. He was quiet for a 
moment. “Thanks, Peter,” he said. “Thanks for saving us.” 

 “Oh, come on,” Peter said with a dismissive wave. “You would have done the 
same for me, and I just got really, really lucky,” he added. “That‟s what roomies are 
for.” 

 “Yeah,” Harry said. He glanced out the window. “What now?” 

 Peter got up and went to the door. He looked at the man who had parked in front 
of their bungalow and now got out of his car. He sighed, and his expression darkened. 
“That‟s Detective Brilhart,” he said. “Great.” 

 Peter opened the door before the detective rang the bell. “Detective Brilhart, I 
presume,” he said. 

 “Parker,” Brilhart nodded. “Can I come in?” 
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 Peter reluctantly stepped aside and let the detective in. Brilhart‟s eyes were older 
than the rest of him, and he was lean and broad shouldered. He glanced around. “Nice 
place,” he said. 

 “Brass tacks,” Peter said. “We‟re busy men.” Harry glanced at him sharply but said 
nothing. 

 Brilhart sat at the table and put a manila envelope down. He opened it and started 
laying out pictures. “This the guy?” he said. 

 Peter and Harry leaned over the table. “Oh yeah,” Harry said. The pictures were 
taken from a distance, some of them, but one of them was a mug shot. 

 “His name is Lonnie Thompson Lincoln. He‟s a hit man mob enforcer for hire 
right here in New York. From all appearances, he was trying to use you guys for bait. 
Any idea what for?” he asked Peter directly. 

 “Search me,” Peter shrugged. 

 “Do you think he‟ll come back?” Harry asked a bit more anxiously than he wanted 
to. 

 “Depends,” Brilhart shrugged, “on whether you were the ones he wanted or you 
were convenient. Considering he made no demands and didn‟t even talk to you,” he 
shrugged, “I think he wants you and Mary Jane and Peter. So that‟s why we‟re going to 
help you out,” he said with a grin. He reached into his pocket and pulled out two small 
cylinders. 

 “These are panic buttons,” he said. “Mary Jane already has hers. We‟re going to 
shadow the three of you for at least a week. If you see Lincoln, just flip the top,” he 
said, demonstrating, “and push the little red button. Cops will swarm the place 
immediately.” 

 “Great,” Peter muttered. 

 “We‟ll cooperate fully,” Harry shrugged. 

 “Peter?” Brilhart said. 

 “We are the model of cooperation,” Peter nodded. “This should help you catch 
him. I love being bait.” 

 “Oh, and Peter,” Brilhart said, his eyes hard. “I had a few questions about your 
statement.” 

 “Can it wait?” Peter said, glancing at the clock. “I‟m pressed for time, I gotta be in 
class in fifteen minutes.” 

 “When you have a minute we can talk,” Brilhart said. “Don‟t want to make you late 
for class.” 

 Peter nodded at him, then went into his room and swapped out books and headed 
out. 

 Brilhart watched him go. 

* 

 “My brain hurts,” Peter muttered to himself. “Physics. It looks so different on paper. 
I want to do trajectory demonstrations and exercises, not theoretical work. Ace the class 
and sleep through it at the same time.” 

 Then he froze. The trees ahead, by the sidewalk. A very tall, very stealthy man 
waited for him. 
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 “Great,” Peter muttered. “Fabulous.” He reached into his pocket and flipped the 
cover open to push the panic button. He clicked the button once. Then he strolled on 
towards where Lincoln waited. 

 “Peter Parker, spider ghost,” whispered the huge man. “Good afternoon.” 

 “What do you want,” Peter said, his voice hard. 

 “You‟re in an awkward spot,” the huge man hissed softly. “I know about Aunt 
May, the Stacys, Harry and Mary Jane, I have your schedule of classes. But you can 
make all of that go away. My employer wants you to do cat burglary for him. Two 
hundred and fifty thousand a year, plus bonuses. Say yes, everything is fine. Say no,” he 
shrugged, “and it‟s time for more leverage.” 

 To his credit, Lincoln heard the approaching police officers almost as quickly as 
Peter did. He looked at Peter with a cruel twist of the face that could be a fond 
expression. “Go think about it. I‟ll be in touch,” he rasped. He turned to face the 
approaching police. 

 “Officers,” he whispered, his eyes cold. 

 Five of them fanned out on the path, pointing their pistols at Lincoln. His back was 
to the small stand of trees by the path. Just under twenty feet between him and the 
police. Peter was off to the side. 

 “Go, Parker,” one of the police said. Peter backed into the trees. 

 “You have the right to remain silent,” one of the officers barked at Lincoln. 

 He chuckled, a chilling slithering whispering sound. 

 Then he moved. 

 The officers fired, but he slid around and under their fire as his hands tucked into 
his jacket and whipped free, a pistol in each. From his kneeling position he fired, bullets 
catching one officer in the face and another in the throat. They fired again as he spun 
around and towards them, bullets slicing through the air dangerously near him but 
somehow missing the vast agile target as he closed in. 

 He lashed out with his guns, punching the gunbarrels into the throats of two of the 
officers in one powerful, sleek drive. He yanked the gory barrels free as the officers 
keeled over, clutching their maimed necks. In a smooth motion Lincoln lined the two 
pistols up on the remaining officer, who turned to run. They boomed, and the officer 
was taken off his feet as half his head blew off. 

 Lincoln stood with his back to the trees. “Backup‟s on the way, Parker,” he said in 
his chilling hoarse whisper. “Why are you still here?” Thick blood oozed down to the 
ground from his gun. 

 Peter felt himself trembling with rage, with nausea, with a kind of fear. Five men. 
Five police men were dead because he wouldn‟t lift a finger because he had to protect his 
precious secret identity. 

 Shame washed him as he considered that the families of the dead men before him 
would not find that a compelling reason for their husbands and fathers and sons to be 
dead. 

 He didn‟t feel fully in control as he stepped out of the trees. His body was acting 
before his mind could catch up. He still struggled to grasp that in a handful of seconds 
Lincoln had effortlessly dispatched armed police. He must be punished. He must not 
get away with it. 
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 “I tire of repeating myself,” Lincoln whispered, turning to face him. “Go.” Then he 
looked into Peter‟s eyes, and a slow cruel smile spread itself across his features. “Or 
stay,” he whispered. “It‟s like that.” He squared off. “Let‟s dance.” 

 “No guns,” Peter heard himself say as web shot out and glooped across the 
gunbarrels. Lincoln tossed the weapons away and darted in, his huge hands reaching for 
Peter‟s neck. 

 Must not let him get a grip on my neck, Peter thought distantly as his body 
whipped down to the side and lined everything up to release a blow to the meat of 
Lincoln‟s ribs. The whole world was reduced to that trajectory and that instant. 

 Peter let it go. 

 Something under the dark fabric of Lincoln‟s coat snapped, and the breaking rib 
echoed through the meat of his chest. Lincoln grunted as he was knocked off his feet 
and sent crashing into a tree. 

 “I can‟t be stopped,” Lincoln hissed as he rebounded from the tree. Peter saw his 
fist coming, and slid to the side—a feint— 

 Lincoln‟s kick caught Peter in the belly, tossing him back. The big man closed in, 
his long arm uncoiling down at Peter. 

 Peter skipped to the side. “You don‟t understand,” he said. He hopped through the 
air towards Lincoln and brought his foot down with his inhuman strength, crushing it 
into the lower hinge of Lincoln‟s knee. Something cracked and tore. Lincoln let out a 
hoarse gasp. 

 “What you do is wrong,” Peter said as his senses saw into, through Lincoln‟s 
sleeve. They saw the way nerves lay in his elbow, the way the blood flowed, the way the 
bones meshed. Using one knuckle and all the strength at his disposal, Peter broke the 
whole assembly as Lincoln tried to pull a knife out of his jacket. The knife glittered as it 
twirled to the ground. 

 “No more,” Peter said, driving a single two fisted blow into Lincoln‟s sternum. It 
snapped, breaking inward and tearing the cartilage that held the ribs to it. Lincoln‟s 
chest was now a broken ruin. 

 Peter grabbed his wrist and spun into him, the sudden move slinging Lincoln off 
his feet to fly over Peter, lanky legs sailing, and crash directly to the ground at his feet, 
shoulderblades first. Ribs snapped and shifted. Organs bulged into foreign territory as 
the borders in Lincoln‟s chest were busted further. Blood roiled into Lincoln‟s mouth. 

 His eyes were terrified. 

 Peter knelt by his head and stared him in the eye. Something wrong about this. No 
mesh. He needed the mesh when he did this. Peter Parker doesn‟t do this to people. 
The spider ghost does. 

 Quit whining and finish the job, came a thought. 

 Peter let the moment sink in. “I‟ve beaten you, Lincoln,” he whispered. “I didn‟t 
even break a sweat. I broke you, though, didn‟t I. Now you listen to me. You might 
walk again. Someday you might get out of the oxygen tent they‟re going to put you in. If 
you do, and if you ever, ever try this again you might not live through it. Word to the 
wise. Quit while you‟re ahead.” 

 The sirens were very close now, and Peter heard running footsteps approaching. 
Without breaking eye contact, he sprang off the ground up into the spreading arms of 
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the oak tree. He crouched out of sight in the branches and held Lincoln‟s eye as the 
swat team and medics swarmed the scene. 

 The swat team overran the site, then one said “Clear!” into his tac net and the 
medics rushed on the scene. One checked the policemen, the other started looking 
Lincoln over. 

 “Holy cow,” the medic said. “This guy stop a wrecking ball with his chest?” 

 “Hey, lookit this,” said one of the medics, standing over Lincoln‟s dropped pistols. 
“What‟s that gunk on the gun?” 

 If Lincoln could have laughed, he would have. 

 The spider ghost was gone. 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT. “Debriefing” 

 Peter Parker sat on the bench quietly shaking, looking at his hands. He had struck 
precisely, cleanly, effectively. But there was no blood on his hands. No blood on his 
soul that wouldn‟t wash off. He may have been indirectly responsible for deaths today, 
but he didn‟t kill anyone. 

 So it‟s okay to cripple someone but not kill them? 

 Great, Peter thought. Spider‟s advocate. Lincoln‟s crippled body will serve as the 
prison for him, since a guy like that could break out of a normal one. And yes, I have 
the right. I was protecting myself and my family and my friends. But there has to be a 
way to keep the spider ghost and Peter Parker separate. For the sake of my life, my 
people, and my soul. 

 He felt again the feeling of liquid fire that had energized him when he was 
dismantling Lincoln. He shivered. That was evil. There was a dark joy in destroying his 
enemies. He hated how he loved the taste. 

 “Maybe I need to retire,” he murmured. 

 A shadow fell over him, and he looked up. “Detective Brilhart,” he said. “Hi.” 
 “Parker,” Brilhart said with a nod. “Did you see what happened?” 

 “Lincoln confronted me,” Peter shrugged. “The officers told me to run. I did. How 
did it turn out?” 

 “He killed all the officers,” Brilhart said carefully, “then something bigger than him 
hit him very hard.” He looked away. “Any idea what that thing might have been?” 

 Peter looked up into the chill gray sky. “Whatever it was,” he said, “I wouldn‟t piss 
it off, that‟s for sure. Least you got your man,” he added, looking at Brilhart directly. 

 “I‟ve heard that before,” the detective muttered. “Five men are dead, five good 
men. Sure there‟s nothing more you want to tell me here?” 

 “A man like Lincoln is bound to have enemies in the underworld,” Peter shrugged. 
“Probably waiting for a prime opportunity to drop him, like red-handed on the scene 
where he killed policeman.” 

 “That would be a clever answer, wouldn‟t it,” Brilhart said. “Be careful, Peter,” he 
said, then he half smiled as he rephrased; “Take care of yourself.” 

 “Will do, detective,” Peter said. “Thanks for the save.” 

 Brilhart said nothing, he just walked away. 
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Saturday, November 2 

 

 Beck stood in the shadows of the board room, patiently waiting as the lieutenants 
of Fisk‟s sprawling empire filed out. He quietly approached. 

 “Lincoln was not enough,” Beck said simply to the vast man who watched him as 
an eagle watches a mouse. “Lincoln made the offer to Parker. They were interrupted. 
Lincoln killed the officers. Then,” Beck said, carefully inspecting his fingernails, “Parker 
effortlessly broke him.” Lincoln looked Fisk directly in the eye. “Now we‟ve 
antagonized him by trying to use brute force. From the beginning I believed that a little 
more finesse was in order. Okay, a lot more finesse. We need a soft touch to make this 
work. He needs to be handled, not coerced.” 

 “Already cared for,” Fisk said, flicking an invisible speck of dust from his huge 
desk. “Klaus Voorhees is on the job.” 

 Beck‟s forehead contracted in concern. “Voorhees? I thought he was too unstable 
for this sort of work.” 

 “Special circumstances,” Fisk said, looking at Beck casually. “Voorhees will be in 
touch. And Beck,” he added, staring into Beck‟s eyes, “I do not appreciate this matter 
returning to my attention. See that it is concluded quietly and speedily.” 

 “Yes sir,” Beck said, and he turned and left. “This is not good,” he murmured 
under his breath, shaking his head. 

* 

 Harry jogged to catch up with Peter. “Anatomy‟s a bear, isn‟t it, Parker.” 

 Peter shrugged. “That‟s why our study session meets on Saturdays,” he said. 
“Memorization, up one side and down the other. If you don‟t mind being a walking 
card catalog, no sweat.” 

 “Yeah, I hear that class would be pretty useful to anybody trying to figure out 
exactly what went where before Lincoln got hit by a bus.” 

 “I tolja the cops would handle it,” Peter said.  

 “No way the cops did that,” Harry said. “No, it was some underworld vigilante or 
some rival mob boss‟s muscle. You were right there, man, how could you not see 
anything?” 

 “Would you have stuck around after that?” Peter asked. 

 “Good question,” Harry shrugged. “How can you know if you‟re not there, in the 
moment? I think I would have stuck around. But there‟s no telling.” 

 “Yeah,” Peter said, looking away. “Services for the cops that were killed are on 
Tuesday. You going?” 

 Harry looked at him for a moment. “Yeah,” he said, “That‟s a good idea.” 

 Peter smiled at him briefly. “Hey, want some lunch? My treat.” 
 “Yes, my good son,” Harry said, “never turn down free lunch from Bait Boy.” 

 “Great,” Peter said, “a new super hero name…” 

* 
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 Beck sat in the Chinese restaurant watching Voorhees. The thin man was 
completely bald, and he had heavy eyelids and a hooked nose. He moved with a sinuous 
grace that was somehow alien and repellant. His musk was peculiar. Something was very 
wrong with him. 

 At the moment, he was agilely maneuvering with chopsticks, tweaking up 
dumplings and swallowing them without chewing. The expression on his too-sleek 
features was one of ecstasy. 

 “I hate prison food,” he said, his voice sibilant and oddly wet. He glanced at Beck. 
“Prison wasn‟t so bad after I killed three inmates, they learned quickly to leave me alone 
or be dead. But the food,” he said, shaking his head. “The food was unbearable.” 

 Beck idly reflected on how glad he was he had all the skills of a master hypnotist. 
That gave him a bit more freedom meeting Voorhees‟ gaze. The man‟s eyes were deep, 
too deep for a mortal man. 

 Beck was still waiting for him to blink, and they‟d been together for almost an 
hour. 

 “Parole suits me,” Voorhees said. “Who‟s the target.” 

 “Peter Parker,” Beck said. “Crawls walls, a freak job, you‟ll like him. Prefers to be 
called „spider ghost‟ apparently, from the information we gathered from our last 
operative who was broken in half by this guy.” 

 “Yeah? Who?” Voorhees said, food forgotten. 

 “Lincoln,” Beck shrugged. 

 “Don‟t know im,” Voorhees said, returning to his meal. He glanced down at the 
picture Beck slid to him. “A kid, huh. Okay, it‟s your money,” he shrugged. 

 “You are to offer him two hundred fifty grand a year plus bonuses for a little cat 
burglary and whatever other odd jobs Fisk comes up with. He doesn‟t need to know 
who his employer is until he‟s in the fold. Try not to let him break you.” 

 “He can‟t break me,” Voorhees hissed. He picked up the photograph and 
memorized Parker‟s features with his cold, lidless gaze. A smile slithered across his face. 
“I‟ll need six hours in a lab, then this Peter Parker will be at your mercy.” 

 “Your lab is ready for you,” Beck said, and he handed him a slip of paper with the 
address. “I‟ll handle the bill. Be in touch.” 

 “Your troubles are over,” Voorhees said, staring into Beck‟s eyes. “I‟m on the job.” 

 Beck nodded curtly, paid the cashier, then hit the street and leaned back against the 
building breathing hard. 

 Must go home and try to shower the slime of that insane creep‟s presence off. Beck 
shuddered once, then headed for his car. 

* 

 Mary Jane was sitting on her bed reading in her thick Norton Anthology when her 
roommate poked her head in the room. Amy tossed the cordless on the bed. “It‟s for 
you,” she said, and she was gone. Mary Jane picked up the phone. “Yes?” she said. 

 “MJ, it‟s Gwen,” the phone relayed. “Hey, we‟re working on the decoration for the 
dance tonight, and… this is so awkward… I was wondering if you would do me a big 
favor.” 
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 “Why does this have „Gwen owes me another big one‟ written all over it?” Mary 
Jane asked, a hint of amusement in her voice, as she rolled over on her back on the bed. 

 “I‟m worried about Peter,” Gwen said. 

 “Gawd,” Mary Jane replied. 

 “No, listen,” Gwen said quickly. “He‟s been so quiet and withdrawn lately anyway, 
and this whole thing with that big scary hit man… I really think he needs some face 
time, in a room with people, maybe with some people he doesn‟t know. It‟ll be different 
for him. He doesn‟t really talk to anybody, you know.” 

 “Like I care,” Mary Jane said. 

 “He saved your life,” Gwen scolded. “I appreciate that, if you don‟t.” 

 “Ooh, calling in the big guns,” Mary Jane said. She sighed. “We aren‟t even to the 
request yet.” 

 Gwen took a deep breath to brace herself. “I want you to find Peter a date for the 
party tonight, then make sure he goes. Please?” she asked in her very best wheedling 
tone. 

 “Gwen,” Mary Jane said, her arm flung over her eyes, “do you have any idea how 
much I hate this idea?” 

 “Pleeeese?” 

 “Oh, no, come on, cut that out—“ 

 “PLEEEEEEEEEESE!!” 

 “Alright, okay, cut it out! Fine! I‟ll saddle some poor soul with Peter Parker. I‟ll find 
him a date. Okay? And make sure he goes. Happy?!” 

 “Yes. I feel much better. Thank you, MJ, you‟re a sweetheart,” Gwen said primly. 

 “Oh, don‟t rub it in,” Mary Jane grumbled, and she hung up the phone. 

 Great. A date for Peter. 

 The phone rang in her hand, and she jumped. “What,” she said into it. 

 “No Bride of Frankenstein. A GOOD date.” 

 “Go away!” Mary Jane yelled, and she disconnected. 

 She tossed the phone in the hallway, then sat lost in thought. Who on earth might 
be willing to go on a mercy date with a disturbed loser like Peter Parker. What kind of 
courage or brain damage would be needed. 

 Her list was short, but she retrieved the phone and got started calling. 

 

CHAPTER NINE. “Date” 

 Beck strolled into the warehouse and glanced up past the gantry to the upper floor. 
That‟s where the lab would be. Keeping a sharp eye out in case Voorhees was 
excessively cautious and given to traps, Beck jogged up the steps. 

 Voorhees turned to face him. “Ah, Beck. Glad you could make it. My preparations 
are coming right along.” 

 “That‟s good,” Beck said. “The custom suit Fisk commissioned for you. Is it 
satisfactory?” 
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 “Oh yes,” Voorhees said. With a simple shrug he removed his lab coat, and under 
it was a shimmering shirt of extremely fine chainmail. Beck walked over to him and 
inspected it more closely. 

 “It looks almost like cloth,” he said. 

 “And it contracts almost as well as I do,” Voorhees murmured, nodding. “Protects 
me from cuts, which is the main worry anyway. Add a bit of this,” he said, taking an 
airbrush and spraying something gray on the armor, “and it‟s complete.” 

 “What‟s that?” Beck asked. 

 “Silicone graphite,” Voorhees replied, “my own special recipe. I don‟t care how 
adhesive his grip is,” he added slyly, “I‟ll get loose of it.” 

 “What about all this?” Beck asked, looking at the workbench. 

 “Oh those,” Voorhees said. “My blades, and some venom and antidote 
combinations. That‟s always useful to start with.” 

 “Oh?” Beck asked, raising his eyebrows. 

 Voorhees broadly smiled. “To demonstrate resolve and ability, I usually start by 
poisoning someone near to the target, to get their attention.  Then I poison the target 
himself, and he‟ll do about anything to get the antidote.” 

 “No,” Beck said, “Start with Parker. If it becomes necessary to target those around 
him then we‟ll revisit that. But for now, you‟re good enough to take the kid by yourself, 
right? If he doesn‟t respond to persuasion.” 

 “Of course,” Voorhees hissed, his face arched with distaste. He eyed Beck narrowly 
for a moment. “Fisk put you in charge, so I must do as you say.” 

 It seemed clear in that moment that neither of them was thrilled with the 
arrangement. 

 Voorhees shrugged, and picked up the phone. 

 “Who are you calling?” Beck asked sharply. 

 Voorhees looked him in the eye and grinned. “My parole officer, of course,” he 
said. “Ahem.” He punched in the number and struck a pose, listening. “Ah, good 
afternoon, Officer Bantry. Just calling to let you know everything‟s fine. Yes, and to 
you. Goodbye.” He hung up and slipped on his mask with a giggle. 

 “Happy Halloween…” 

* 

 Peter walked in the front door, tossed his backpack on the bench, and headed for 
his room. Harry was sitting at the table, talking on the cordless. “He just walked in, let 
me get him for you,” he said, and he snapped his fingers and caught Peter‟s eye. He was 
grinning like a madman. 

 “It‟s for you,” he said. 

 Peter cautiously took the phone. “Yes?” 
 “Peter, it‟s Mary Jane. Got plans for tonight?” she asked, an edge to her voice. 

 “Yes,” he said quickly. “Yes I do.” 

 “Well cancel them,” she said. “You‟re going to the Halloween dance with Tandy 
Bowen. Or I‟ll hurt you. Clear?” 

 “Now wait just a minute,” Peter said, frowning. 
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 “Tandy will be waiting for you to pick her up at seven at her house. Harry will give 
you directions. You WILL have a costume. She‟s going to be Buffy the Vampire Slayer, 
you‟re going to be Angel, so some plastic teeth and your normal duds will do. Put Harry 
back on.” 

 “Whatever,” Peter said, and he tossed the phone to Harry and walked into his 
room. 

 “Yeah,” Peter heard Harry say, “smooth like gravel, babe. I‟ll talk to him. Yes, dear. 
Yes I know. And I will. Okay, bye.” He hung up the phone and strolled over to lean 
casually against Peter‟s doorframe. 

 “I‟m not going,” Peter said simply. 

 “Now Peter,” Harry said. 

 “The answer is no,” Peter said. “I don‟t have to take orders from a nazi like Mary 
Jane who can‟t even be bothered to talk to me. We are not having that.” He sat on his 
bed. 

 “The women are worried about you,” Harry shrugged. “You gotta know Gwen put 
her up to this.” 

 “I don‟t care,” Peter said. “If every woman I date is going to get all worried and 
fussy about me then the dead last thing I need to do is date more women.” 

 “C‟mon, Pete, be a sport,” Harry grinned. “I‟ll be there with you. And I think the 
ladies are right. You spend too much time by yourself, too much time studying. You‟re 
only young once, you know. Yes, Mary Jane is a nazi, though the thought had never 
crossed my mind quite that way before,” he said, not bothering to hide his grin. “But in 
this case she‟s right. And so is Gwen. And so am I. You, my good son, need face time 
with real people your age. Or you‟ll go postal. Look in the mirror!” he said with growing 
expression of amusement. “There is a troubled youth one twist from snap!” 

 Peter looked over his shoulder at the mirror. “You know,” he said slowly, “there 
might be some truth somewhere in that babble.” 

 “Most I can hope for,” Harry said, standing up off the doorframe and turning. “On 
my best days. I gotta go get in costume.” 

 “Right,” Peter said, feeling a sudden weariness. “Where does this girl live?” 

 “Tandy,” Harry said, quickly coming back. “Tandy. And be nice to her, she‟s a 
good woman. As women go. Lives in Rissel Lakes, it‟s a gated community.” 

 “Yes, I know.” 

 “I got a copy of the directions she handed out for their Christmas party last year. 
You should be able to find it no problem.” 

 “Yes, Harry, fine.” 

 “And don‟t forget to buy the woman a rose, for God‟s sake. And get some plastic 
teeth.” 

 “One twist from snap, did you say?” 

 Harry just laughed. 

* 

 “I can‟t believe I‟m doing this,” Peter said, glancing at himself in the rearview 
mirror of the car. He took the directions and tossed them in the back seat. “Great. I 
don‟t even know if whoever‟s behind that Lincoln guy is finished with me yet, and I‟m 
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out here going on a date because Mary Jane is an evil creature and has a grip on all my 
friends. Someday,” he muttered, “we are going to have a serious disagreement.” 

 He parked in front of her house and waited for a moment, unsure of whether he 
should go to the front door or wait here. He hesitated, hand on the car door handle. 

 He stared at the house for a moment; palatial was the word that sprang to mind. 
The front door to the house opened up. Then she came out the front door, her pale 
blonde hair up in a ponytail, dressed in leather and spandex with a bandoleer of plastic 
tent spikes. 

 He quickly got out of the car and walked around to the passenger side, opening it 
with a flourish. “Good evening,” he said, “Step into my car.” 

 “Good evening, Peter,” she said. “How are you tonight?” 

 “Doing just fine,” he said. “You?” 

 “I‟m on my way to a dance,” she shrugged. “So far so good.” She gracefully 
dropped into the car, he closed her door after making sure she was all in, and he moved 
back to the driver‟s seat. 

 “Have you eaten?” he asked. 

 “Yes, you?” she replied. 

 “I have,” he said. “Uh, here‟s a flower,” he said, reaching to the back seat and 
retrieving the single rose. 

 “Why thank you,” she said. 

 “So on to the dance?” he said. 

 “Sure,” she nodded. He started the car and they pulled away from the curb. “So,” 
she said, “how do you know Mary Jane?” 

 Peter shrugged. “She‟s dating my roomie.” 

 “Ah,” Tandy nodded sagely. “I never made the connection.” 

 “So do you do a lot of mercy dates for Mary Jane?” Peter asked, trying not to 
sound bitter. 

 She laughed, a clear and amused sound. “I was going anyway, and it never hurts to 
have a good looking escort. Let‟s just have fun, okay?” 

 “I‟m all for that,” Peter grinned, and in a smooth motion he popped in his plastic 
teeth. 

* 

 The front door eased open, and the thin man strolled in to the unoccupied 
bungalow. “Anybody home?” he asked quietly. He began to walk around the living 
room, hands behind his back, casual. “Unusually neat for college boys,” he mused to 
himself, and he giggled. Then he saw the answering machine, with one message on it 
that had been listened to but not erased. He pushed the button. 

 eep “Harry, MJ. Look, make sure Peter remembers a flower and his teeth for the 
dance tonight, okay? Later.” eep 

 Voorhees smiled. “The dance,” he murmured. And he quickly left. 

 

CHAPTER TEN. “Party” 
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 Peter steeled himself as they approached the student center. He could feel the 
music thudding out of the building into the surrounding night. He proffered his 
crooked elbow, and Tandy gracefully threaded her arm through his. For a moment, that 
was distracting. Her arm had womanshapes and she was covered in womansmell, and 
his senses wound up a little tighter. 

 Been awhile. 

 Shut up, Peter thought. “Social occasions,” he muttered to himself. 

 “Pardon?” Tandy said. 

 “Social occasions,” Peter said to her with a smile. “I was just thinking it‟s been 
awhile.” 

 “There‟s our party,” Tandy said, and Peter looked to see Harry getting his horns 
straightened by the angelic Mary Jane, Gwen dressed in a toga with a plastic bow and a 
quiver of dowel rods and Flash, Hercules, smoking a cigarette outside the door to the 
dance. 

 “Mary Jane,” Tandy said, gliding over to her, “You look marvelous tonight.” 

 “Boy are you glad you showed up,” Harry said under his breath with half a smile at 
Peter. “Well, with Parker and Bowen here, the party can start, right?” 

 “Oh yeah,” Flash said. “I just felt the velocity of this entertainment experience 
zoom out of control.” 

 “Hey Flash,” Peter said, “You‟re sucking on the wrong end of that cigarette.” 

 “God you look like you want to be flat,” Flash said without even trying to be 
funny. 

 “Can we just go inside?” Gwen said, a little exasperated but obviously pleased that 
the whole party made it. 

 A minute later they were inside on the balcony, standing a bit awkwardly looking at 
each other and around the room. Too many social circles were overlapping at once; the 
group struggled to divide. Gwen threw a desperate look at Mary Jane, who rolled her 
eyes. “Dance!” she said. “Let‟s go dance!” Peter opened his mouth and Mary Jane glared 
at him. “Dance!” she said. 

 “Better dance,” grinned Harry as he took Mary Jane‟s arm and hit the dance floor.  

 Peter looked at Tandy, who grinned mischievously at him. “Do you know how to 
dance?” she asked him. 

 “I figure it‟s like riding a bike,” Peter said. “All the moves I mastered from the 
eighties should stand me in good stead. I can walk like an Egyptian, ya know.” 

 “Then come on,” she said, grabbing his arm and heading for the floor. “Show me 
what you‟ve got.” 

 It was early yet, and there weren‟t many on the wooden dance floor of the student 
center. Most of the partiers were still around the refreshment table or sitting on the 
couches on the balcony or in the wings. Peter glanced at the DJ, who was wearing a 
funky felt hat and a bathrobe and Lenin glasses. 

 “What are we listening to?” he bawled over the music. 

 Tandy shrugged. “Some techno funk hip hop,” she yelled back. “Just let it do its 
thing.” 
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 Peter shrugged, and settled opposite her. She took a step and went from walking to 
dancing, stepping side to side, moving all the things that a woman should move in the 
directions they should move. Peter grinned in spite of himself. 

 Now, can‟t we agree to woo this creature into a cocoon? 

 “Bad me,” Peter grinned softly to himself, words lost in the noise. “No biskit.” 

 Please? 

 Just dance for her, Peter thought to himself. Because he knew he was way too 
white and geeky to make this look good. 

 So he didn‟t even try. 

 His body was moving, moving to the beat, and he felt his pulse rise and his blood 
quicken. His joints loosened, his smile grew and his eyes become darker. I‟m so excited, 
he thought to himself. And I just can‟t hide it.  

Geez. Get us out of the eighties already. But it was too late and Peter found his 
groove. 

 He spun once, and then he was in a sinuous motion curve that he couldn‟t begin to 
predict. It had a lot to do with copying those around him who did know how to dance 
and more to do with his spider ghost moving like it wanted something. Tandy was 
grinning, clearly impressed. 

 Peter was distantly aware of Harry doing his thing, strutting his stuff, and Mary 
Jane opposite him not moving a whole lot but moving everything just right. Gwen was 
swinging, and Flash… well, Flash was pretty sure he was a hot dancer. Peter vaguely 
wondered if that wild splay of swinging limbs was supposed to be the  Charleston. 

 Then he caught himself showboating. He did the splits and twirled up, effortless. 
Tandy was laughing. Peter felt himself relaxing, felt himself unwinding. His senses 
shifted uncomfortably as he relaxed his ever vigilant control, and just this once he 
ignored them. 

 Peter was on a date. Peter was having fun. 

 That song wrapped up, then another interminable techno song kicked in and he 
showed them his moves, moves he didn‟t know he had, and Tandy was keeping up. 
They were both sweating; Flash and Gwen retired to the tables, Harry was hooting with 
laughter and cheering Peter on, and Mary Jane was somewhere laughing in the 
background when the DJ dumped the hat, tugged on a skeleton mask, and a red leather 
jacket covered with buckles and zippers. 

 “How could we not,” he intoned into the microphone, “play Thriller?!” 

 The opening chords, and Peter found himself grinning like a madman. 

 Baby, I am the thriller, he thought. He was too busy laughing at himself to stop. 

 Halfway through the song he started moonwalking, moving with an impossibly 
fluid grace, seeming to drift backwards across the floor. 

 When it was over, Harry and Mary Jane dragged him off the dance floor. 

 “I told you I learned how to dance in the eighties,” Peter laughed. 

 “Dude, that was incredible,” Harry gasped as they collapsed in their chairs while 
the other partiers on the dance floor hooted and cheered their performance. “You‟ve 
been holding out on me, you madman.” 
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 “Who would have guessed nerdy Peter Parker had mad skills,” Mary Jane mused, 
narrowing her eyes at him. He ignored her and turned to Tandy. 

 “You‟re a mean dancer yourself,” he said. “I bet you took ballet.” 

 “And gymnastics,” she shrugged. “And jazz dance. And jazz piano. There was no 
end to the lessons.” She grinned. “And still I get showed up by the wallflower.” Her 
smile was dazzling, and Peter gripped the table. 

 “That wasn‟t a competition,” he smiled at her. “Just blowing off some steam.” 

 “Boy did you have some worked up then,” Gwen said with a winning smile. “Glad 
you could make it tonight, Peter.” 

 “Seig Heil,” he muttered under his breath, glancing at Harry, who desperately tried 
not to let his composure dissolve into laughter. Naturally, he failed. 

* 

 Voorhees leaned against a pillar, halfway down the balcony, watching the happy 
group. He flicked his lighter and touched it to his cigarette. He inhaled, then hissed the 
smoke out, watching Parker through the shifting haze, eyes narrowed. 

 “Excuse me, sir,” said a chubby college student walking up to Voorhees. “No 
smoking in the student center.” 

 “Leave if you want to keep both your eyes,” Voorhees said absently. The student 
blinked, unsure of what to do next. 

 Voorhees slid a knife out of his jacket sleeve with an effortless twitch. “Now, 
tubs.” 

 The student turned and blundered through the crowd. 

 Peter hesitated, sniffed, and his eyes started roving the crowd. 

 That‟s right, Voorhees nodded to himself. See me. 

 Peter saw him. 

 They recognized something about each other. Something unnatural. 

 Voorhees was smiling as Peter excused himself. 

* 

 “Be right back,” Peter said. He moved away from the table, and Gwen put her head 
down. Mary Jane scowled, and looked at Harry. He shrugged elaborately and studied his 
drink, no longer laughing. 

 “Looks like I have to do all things Parker around here,” she gritted out. “He‟s not 
leaving this party, not tonight.” She threw her napkin down on the table and stood, 
walking stiffly as she followed Peter into the crowd. 

 Tandy cleared her throat. “Anyone else want a drink?” 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN. “Unmasked” 

 “You know why I‟m here and you know what I‟m going to say,” Voorhees said 
quietly, smiling under his half-mask. 

 “Who are you?” Peter demanded. 

 “That‟s not important,” Voorhees said with a dismissive wave. “Here‟s my 
number,” he added, handing Peter a simple business card with a number scrawled on it 
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with a cheap pen. “What is important is that you are going to work for my employer for 
two hundred and fifty grand a year plus bonuses for cat burglary and assorted other 
tasks.” 

 “I‟m not that cheap,” Peter shot back, pocketing the card. “You can‟t afford me. 
Your boss can‟t afford me. My price is a real life. You don‟t have that to give me. Get 
lost. Tell your boss the answer is no. Still. And it will remain no. So stop sending thugs 
who smoke in public buildings.” 

 “I‟m afraid that‟s the only kind he has,” Voorhees grinned. “Oh!” he said in mock 
dismay. “Seems someone else wants to cut in on our little dance. Want me to off her?” 

 “Don‟t even joke,” Peter said, his eyes hard. 

 He turned to make eye contact with Mary Jane. Her halo was off, and she meant 
business. Her arms were folded across her chest and she was positively rigid with fury 
that blazed from her green eyes. 

 Too quick— 

 Peter barely registered that the masked man was moving before he felt a sting in his 
chest, a quick pressure. He looked down to see his attacker pulling back an empty 
ampoule. 

 “Twenty four hours,” hissed the masked man, “absolute tops, and you die. No 
matter what you are. Think about my offer. Call me.” He turned and moved through the 
crowded people as though they were not there. 

 Peter felt flushed as the slow burn began. Every sense raged. 

 “What,” Mary Jane said. “Drugs? You a dealer? What‟s your excuse?” 

 Peter fought his rage tooth and nail. “Drop it, MJ,” he said as lightly as he could. 
“This is not the time. And no, I don‟t do drugs.” He turned to follow the masked man. 

 Mary Jane grabbed his arm. 

 “For once in your miserable life,” she half shouted at him over the music, “tell the 
truth! Enough of this macho mysterious act!” 

 Eye contact. 

 She flinched. 

 His face twisted into a snarl. “All right,” he snapped. “All right then. Truth.” He 
gripped her wrist and headed for the exit at uncomfortable speed, his stride long 
enough to tug her nearly off her feet. She stumbled as fast as she could to keep up as he 
banged through the exit door to the loading dock of the student center. 

 “Picked the wrong day,” he muttered under his breath. “Pushed the wrong 
buttons.” Mary Jane panted with fear and exertion as Peter muttered to himself. “It‟s 
time someone knew. She asked for it.” He reached the end of the dock. 

 “Oh god,” she gasped. “Are you a hit man?” 

 He barked something like a laugh. “Hold this,” he said, tossing her his jacket. She 
gasped as she caught the jacket. He kicked off his shoes and yanked off his socks with 
startling speed. Then she let out a scream as she whipped up off her feet into the air. 

 Some part of her mind registered the feel of his wiry hand on the small of her back 
as she rushed up through the air pushing multiple g‟s with their speed. They landed on 
the flat roof of the student center and he pushed her with what looked like a gentle 
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motion. She reeled back, spinning, desperate to keep her footing. As she managed to 
stand up, half sobbing, Peter was in her face. 

 “I‟m different,” he snapped. “I have abilities. And because of that I‟m a target, 
from time to time, and I live in mortal terror of the day when I get someone near and 
dear to me killed. Like tonight. The man I was talking to could have killed you just as 
easily as he could have taken another breath and you‟re barking at me like some little 
yippy dog. Listen to me. Open your eyes.” 

 She desperately tried to slow her breathing as she staggered back, deep fear 
gripping her as she saw what was in his eyes, what he kept hidden; she confronted 
something not wholly human as he breathed her air and pushed her back. 

Then in a heartbeat‟s space he turned his back to her; but he looked subtly 
different without his jacket, hyped as he was. There was an unnatural tension and liquid 
grace in his body; his shoulders, his arms were oddly angled. He was strength. He was 
speed. She was afraid. She tried to get control of her breath. 

 “Mary Jane,” he said, something helpless in his voice, “you could have figured this 
out if you wanted to. Last New Years, I was supposed to look after your cat and didn‟t? 
It‟s because I was torn down by a secret agent, beaten within an inch of my life. And 
when the cops grabbed us after our first real date? A spy hid a stolen industrial secret in 
my camera bag. Yeah, Lincoln was after me and you and Harry almost got killed in the 
crossfire. So.” He sucked in his breath and let it out slowly. “Stop judging me by your 
stupid little social code. The stakes are just too high for me to worry about whether or 
not I‟m properly dressed for the party. You can‟t possibly understand that, so I don‟t 
hold it against you. But I swear if you push me one step further then there‟s going to be 
a reckoning.” He still stood with his back to her. 

 Her breath still eluded her. “You really can fly,” she whispered. “You are your own 
magic carpet.” 

 “Well, I can‟t fly, not exactly,” he said, looking up at the sky. 

 “And you weren‟t kidding, not exactly,” Mary Jane breathed. “Does Gwen know 
about this?” 

 “You tell me,” Peter said, his voice bitter. 

 “Hell no,” Mary Jane managed, getting control over her breathing. “Wow. I mean,” 
she said with a helpless gesture, “wow. What all can you do?” 

 He slowly turned to face her, and his eyes were more like those of the Peter she 
knew. “I‟m strong,” he said simply, “and fast and tough. I can stick to things. I notice 
things. I argue with myself. I‟m a snappy dancer.” He shrugged, and murmured to 
himself, “I‟ve come this far.” He tugged up his sleeves, and Mary Jane absently realized 
she had never seen him in a short sleeved shirt before. 

 She saw long scars along his forearms, and looked closer. 

 Not scars. 

 The ridges of flesh were puckered over each other, and as she looked closer she 
saw something pale and gray. “What the hell?” she whispered. 

 Peter pointed his arm at the chimney and flexed slightly; a stream of sticky goo 
whizzed out incredibly fast and smacked on. He tugged the strand, holding it taut. He 
shrugged. “Web.” 

 “Cool,” she breathed, her eyes lighting up. “Can I touch it?” 
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 “Uh,” he said uncomfortably as she stepped closer. She took his other wrist in both 
hands. To his hot flesh her hands felt cool. He let her turn his wrist over, slowly, 
noticed she kept her eyes pointed down, at his wrist, away from his gaze. She reached 
out and gingerly touched his spinnerets. 

 “Okay enough,” he said, jerking his arm out of her grip and shoving his sleeves 
back down. “Enough. Ugh. I‟ve never let anyone touch… that… before,” he said, 
looking out over the campus lights. “I hate this.” 

 “What?” Mary Jane said. “You hate what?” 

 “Being vulnerable like this,” he said, crossing his arms tightly, pushing his forearms 
into his chest. “I‟ve kept this secret for years. Nobody was ever supposed to know.” 

 “I‟ll keep your secret for you,” Mary Jane said solemnly. “I swear it.” 

 Peter shut his eyes and let out a sigh as he lowered his head. “I can‟t believe I just 
told Mary Jane,” he muttered. 

 “About time you told somebody, if you ask me,” she said dryly. Then she cocked 
her head to the side, curious. “Don‟t you get a kick out of it, though? The power?” He 
glanced at her, and half smiled. 

 Then he took a step towards her and casually tossed her off the roof as though she 
were weightless. Too shocked to scream, she hurled off the edge of the roof, tumbling 
in space. She saw the ground rush up— 

 Peter dove after her, caught her, fired web with a peculiar popping sizzle, and 
swung them into an alley where he slapped against the wall taking all the impact himself. 

 “Sure,” he whispered into her hair as she clung to him, her heart hammering, her 
eyes unable to blink. “Sure I get a kick out of it. Just like you did. It‟s a rush with a price. 
As much as I wish this was a game, and in spite of my weaker moments, this power is 
not a toy.” 

 She clung to him, and she felt him tremble. She felt his body, hard and wiry and 
tough, and she wondered how she could possibly have missed it before. 

 Realized why he wore baggy clothes and kept his distance. 

 Realized that, had things gone differently, she might have found out about his 
talents in another way. 

 Then Peter dropped to the alley and leaned her up against the wall. “Make my 
apologies to Tandy and take her home, will you? Harry can take my car home. I think I 
need some time.” 

 “Sure thing,” she managed airily, waving her hand towards him. “I‟ll be able to walk 
in just a minute here.” 

 “Take your time,” Peter said grimly. “I‟m so sorry. I shouldn‟t have lost my temper. 
I wish I could take this back.” 

 She laughed a bit faster and higher than she wanted to. “Parker,” she said, “you 
never cease to amaze me. I‟ll clean up inside. Go vent your angst.” For a long moment 
she just looked at him. She shook her head. “Wow.” 

 With a bound he left the alley. She turned and weaved her way back to the student 
center. She stooped to collect his shoes and socks, then she passed through the door 
into the thudding and relentless music. 
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 On the roof of the student center, Voorhees fired up a cigarette, took a drag, and 
smiled to himself. Sweet thing… But first, business. He hopped off the roof and 
vanished into the night. 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE. “Background Check” 

 “Time to cop a Rodin,” Peter muttered under his breath. He bounded up 
backwards and lightly clung to the side of the building, looking out over the park. 
“Some nutcase wants me to steal stuff for him. Will pay me a doctor‟s salary first year, 
no study required, no student loans. Plus bonuses.” Peter sat motionless, thoughtful, for 
a moment. 

Then he bowed his head. “And it‟s guaranteed that inside of a month I‟d be 
asked to do something I wouldn‟t do, and things would get awkward.” He sighed. 
“Better cut out now before I learn too much or sign anything. And now that we‟ve 
worked that out,” he said, raising his head to look over the park, “Maybe it‟s time we 
figured out a way to dissuade our creepy friend from letting me die of poison.” 

 “I wonder,” he mused as he fired out a webline and was tugged off the building. 
“All these sneaky underhanded tactics. Bet it‟s Amway.” 

 He dropped by a public pay phone, and he picked up the phone and dialed the 
operator. He looked ruefully at his deeply soiled clothes from his swing over town, he 
wiggled his bare toes. “Collect call… Here‟s the number. Doug Ramsey. Tell him it‟s 
Peter Parker.” 

 Thirty seconds later, Peter heard Doug‟s voice. “What‟s going on?” Doug asked, a 
bit concerned. 

 “I need your help, Doug,” Peter said. “These guys are after me, but I got a phone 
number for one of them. I want to know who they are.” 

 “Give me the number,” Doug said. Peter obliged. “Let me call you back,” Doug 
said. “What‟s the number of your booth?” Peter passed it on, and hung up. The phone 
rang a moment later, and Peter snagged it off the hook. 

 “That was quick,” he said. 

 “Har har,” Doug muttered. “Here we go. My algorithms are scouring places they 
shouldn‟t be. This won‟t take long. How are your pictures coming?” 

 “I got a couple rolls,” Peter shrugged. “I haven‟t gotten them developed yet. 
Something just keeps coming up, you know? I‟ll have to get back to you.” 

 “Found the number,” Doug said. “Hm. It‟s an internal use Sprint voice mail box 
that isn‟t currently listed as active. Huh.” There was quiet for a moment. “Whoever has 
it is being backed by someone with considerable cleverness and resources.” 

 “Thanks, Doug,” Peter said. “I‟ll get you a better number.” 

 “Next time?” Doug said. “Don‟t call me collect from a pay phone.” 

 “You got it,” Peter said with a nod. “Thanks again.” He hung up and looked 
around, then blended back with the shadows. “Home again home again, jiggity jig.” 

 A few minutes later he was looking at his house from the roof of the first house on 
the block. He slowly scanned the surrounding houses.  

 “If I was keeping an eye on me, where would I hide?” he murmured under his 
breath. His senses relaxed and unwound into the night, calculations running madly in 
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the back of his mind, choosing and picking. “We have a winner,” Peter said to himself 
with a grin, looking at the two story house at the other end of the block with a loft 
window facing the right direction to see the bungalow and its entrances and exits. He 
fired out a webline and he was away, a shadow in the dark, circling to approach the 
possible watch station. 

 Peter let his senses go at full bore, looking for traps or sensors as he silently 
prowled in crouched spider position along the roof. He reached the gable and peered 
down, then clambered noiselessly down to bunch himself together upside down over 
the window. Slowly, he peeked. 

 A blanket over the window. But down on one side, a video camera. Yep. This was a 
watch station. Peter scurried around right side up then relaxed in place, clinging to the 
wall in a somewhat toad-like position, systematically relaxing every muscle he didn‟t 
need to use until he was calm and at peace, hanging on the wall. 

 “Not a bad way to sleep,” he mused to himself. He wondered if he would fall off 
the wall in his sleep or if, like birds, his grip would tighten as he drifted off. 

 A heavy door opened and closed, and boots thudded close to the window. Peter 
caught a whiff of hot grease; McDonalds. Crunch of french fries being chewed, rustle of 
paper. He realized he was hungry. 

 Then he heard a cell phone snap open. He heard the almost inaudible whine of 
rewinding expensive tape gear. What, no digital? Then amidst the munching of fries, a 
number was dialed. 

 Peter memorized the tones. 

 “Yeah, this is station two calling in. Looks like he‟s still out. The IR isn‟t picking up 
anybody in his room, and hasn‟t for the last couple hours. Yeah, I‟ll let you know as 
soon as he shows up. I know my job. Right. Okay, bye.” He hung up the phone, leaned 
back in his chair. Peter heard the swirl of ice and liquid in a papery cup, the hollow 
screech of a straw‟s height being adjusted in a plastic lid. 

 “Well,” Peter murmured, “don‟t let me interrupt your supper.” He slithered back to 
the roof and sprang, landing half the block down and out of sight of the observation 
station. In a few minutes he crept to his window, glanced around furtively for the sake 
of the video, and then clambered inside. 

 It took mere seconds to strip and then he was in the shower and it felt wonderful 
washing off the grime of the city‟s mid-canopy smog. Ten minutes later he sat on his 
bed and looked at the filmy, slightly sticky phone. 

 “Too many calls before I‟m awake,” he said ruefully, looking at the ripped up spot 
on the wall behind the phone, where the phone tended to get slammed by his webline 
before he woke up. “Okay, spider senses,” he said to himself, “cross reference this tonal 
configuration.” He grinned to himself. 

 His spider senses cross referenced the tonal configuration. He scribbled down the 
new number and called Doug. 

 “Ramsey,” came a distracted voice on the other end. 

 “Peter here. Try this number,” Peter said, rattling it off. 

 “Right,” Doug said. “How‟d you get this one?” 

 “I was sneaky,” Peter grinned. 

 “Fair enough,” Doug said with an almost audible shrug. 
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 Peter just sat and waited. 

 A few minutes later, Doug abruptly said, “Bingo. Raymond Snee.” 

 “Could you check him out for me?” Peter asked. 

 “You bet. You owe me lunch already, and supper.” 

 “I‟m good for it,” Peter said with half a smile, “long as you keep paying me.” 

 “Get some sleep. And quit calling me,” Doug said. 

 Peter grinned as he hung up the phone. Then he sighed. Bedtime. “I mean it,” he 
said sternly to himself under his breath. You always do, he thought. “Great,” Peter 
muttered. “It‟s going to be one of those nights.” He stood and stretched, then shut off 
the light. 

 Seconds later he heard the crunch of gravel as a car drove up and parked. He was 
instinctively alert. A few seconds later another car pulled up. He left his door open a 
crack and waited in the shadows. 

 A key hit the lock, and Harry stepped in and snapped on the light. “Pad sweet 
pad,” he muttered. “Come on in, MJ. I‟ll get you something to drink.” 

 “Juice is good,” she said, strolling in and glancing around. “Peter must not be back 
yet.” She walked over to his room and opened the door, glancing around in the dark 
and not looking up at the ceiling where he clung lightly, back flat on the plaster. 

 “Must not be,” Harry said. “He could be anywhere. Maybe he‟s at his old lady‟s 
place. I‟m fed up with him,” Harry said with some heat. Mary Jane pulled the door to, 
and walked over to the table. Harry sat down and looked her in the eye. Peter dropped 
to the floor noiselessly and watched through the crack in the door. 

 “Every time, MJ,” Harry said, thumping the table with his finger, “every time we go 
out on a limb, out of our way, whatever to take him to a social occasion for his own 
good he ruins it for everybody. I‟m tired of wasting time and money trying to 
rehabilitate Parker‟s hopeless social life.” 

 Peter slowly closed his eyes. 

 “What possible reason could he have?” Mary Jane asked quietly, almost to herself. 

 “None. There is no reason. He‟s just a jerk. And tonight he flaked out on us again. 
That‟s it, MJ. I‟m through dragging him to parties. And what was up with the 
moonwalking?” 

 “He‟s definitely a weirdo,” Mary Jane said. “I gotta get home.” 

 “Hey, it‟s early yet, and Parker isn‟t back,” Harry said, his tone changing. “Have 
you thought any more about moving in with me? After tonight I‟m more than ready to 
find a reason to dump Peter and get a real roommate.” 

 “Answer is no, Harry,” Mary Jane said. She kissed him on the forehead. “Night.” 
She walked out the door, and a minute later her car started. 

 “Damn,” Harry said softly to himself. 

 Peter stood stock still in his room. 

 Okay. 

 That hurt a little, but okay. 

 You could tell him you snuck in last night as usual, he thought. 
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 “No,” he whispered to himself. “He‟d wonder if I heard him.” Moving slowly as 
though exhausted, Peter dressed himself in clean clothes and slid out the window. He 
circled around to the front of the house, took a deep breath, held it, let it out, and 
strolled up to the front door. He opened it. 

 “Hey Harry,” he said quietly as he stepped in. 

 “Where‟d you go?” Harry said. “Why did you ditch the party? You looked like you 
were having fun.” 

 “I went to talk to somebody,” Peter shrugged. “Mary Jane descended like the 
Wrath of God. We went out back and had a chat, and I thought it would be better to 
just go, instead of dragging that little tiff back in for everybody to feel all awkward 
about.” 

 “I guess she did kind of chase you off,” Harry conceded with a shrug. “Not a 
bruise on you. I‟ve never seen her go from her „ready to kill‟ mode to docile that fast. 
Maybe you should give me a few pointers.” 

 Peter half-smiled as he thought of his methods. “Well, I just told her I was meant 
to be a hermit, and while I appreciated the date and all, and it‟s not that I‟m gay or 
anything, I just am not ready for a woman, to treat her right. I told her I was a heel and 
not worth her efforts. I didn‟t give her anything to fight with, so she kind of rolled over 
me and was done. And I limped off into the night,” he grinned. 

 “Huh,” Harry said. 

 “Well,” Peter said suddenly, “I‟m beat. I‟m going to get some sleep. Thanks for a 
great evening,” didn‟t hurt much to say “and I‟ll see you in the morning.” 

 “Night, Peter,” Harry said, looking down into his drink. Peter went in his room and 
shut the door. 

 “I can‟t believe,” Peter said softly to himself, “I told Mary Jane…” 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN. “Poisoned”  

Sunday, November 3 

 Peter lay on his back, not yet asleep, his body slowly quieting down. His fingers 
were laced behind his head. He stared at the ceiling. “I can‟t believe I told Mary Jane,” 
he muttered, and he winced as the burn in his chest sparked fresh pain. “I can‟t believe I 
let that yokel poison me. Damn. That,” he mused, “was a bad day.” 

 Then his thoughts ran to the one who was after him; who was behind it all? The man 
behind the curtain? 

 “Yeah, and when am I going to get a full night of sleep?” 

 When you‟re dead, shut up, I‟m thinking here. Peter sighed. 

 He jumped out of bed as the phone rang. He glanced at the clock. Two thirty in the 
morning. He picked up the phone. “Hello?” 

 “Is this Peter Parker?” said a woman‟s voice on the other line. 

 “Speaking. What can I do for you?” 

 “Your name was on your aunt‟s emergency contact information” Peter went cold 
“and she‟s just been admitted to the emergency room.” 

 Peter doublechecked the hospital name. “I‟ll be right there,” he said, his lips numb. 
He hung up the phone and waited for his brain to reboot. 
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 It might be that she had an attack of some sort, some natural disaster. His eyes 
narrowed. More likely… Okay. What to do? A moment of focus now would save a lot 
of running around later. 

 He hopped into his clothes, and then he scooped up his camera bag. Reluctantly, 
he picked up the phone. Punched in a number. 

 “ello?” came a voice on the other end. 

 “Mary Jane?” Peter said quietly. 

 “wha?” 

 “Aunt May‟s in the hospital, Saint Mary‟s. They just admitted her to the ER.” 

 There was a moment of silence on the other end. “Oh God, Peter, are you okay?” 

 “I‟m headed over there. I… I wanted to let someone else know.” 

 “I‟ll meet you there,” Mary Jane said, and she hung up before he could protest. He 
half smiled to himself, then hefted his camera bag and moved swiftly through the 
darkened rooms, out the door, dropped into his cold car. 

 Twenty minutes later he was at the hospital. Thirty minutes later, he was at Aunt 
May‟s side. 

 Peter sat on the edge of the bed and picked up her withered, chill hand. She looked 
so thin and frail in the harsh lights that for a moment he stared at her heart rate monitor 
to be sure she was alive. 

 “Mister Parker?” said the tall man that stepped through the plastic curtain around 
the bed. “I‟m Doctor Wells. Looks like your aunt suffered a mild heart attack. She called 
911 right before she collapsed, and the phone was off the hook when the EMTs 
arrived.” He shrugged. “She will most likely recover, but she has been weakened. She 
has insurance,” he said, and he hesitated, “but even so this is going to get expensive.” 

 Peter stared at him as though he spoke a foreign language. “Do what you need to 
do,” Peter said. “I have money. Just make sure Aunt May gets better, okay?” 

 “Of course,” the doctor said. “Of course.” Peter turned from him to look down at 
Aunt May. The doctor checked his clipboard and stepped out. 

 “Everything is going to be fine, Aunt May,” Peter whispered to her as he held her 
hand. “Don‟t you worry about a thing. I‟ll take care of this.” He squeezed her hand 
once, then stepped out of the curtain and headed for the waiting room. 

 He reached the waiting room and saw Mary Jane standing to one side. She rushed 
over to him and clasped him in a fierce hug, then stepped back, gripping his arms. “Is 
she okay?” 

 “She had a heart attack,” Peter said, his voice small. He winced as a sudden pain 
flared in his chest then subsided. “As awful as this sounds… I hope it was natural. Here, 
take my camera. You know how it works?” 

 “Peter Parker, I know how a camera works,” she said dryly. “Why? You doing a 
fashion shoot in the ER waiting room?” she glanced wryly down at herself in her 
grubby jeans and sweat shirt, her hair untouched. 

 “Not at all,” he said grimly. “This is what I want you to do.” 

* 
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 Peter trudged out of the emergency room into the frosty night air, his hands stuffed 
in his pockets and his head down. He walked along the sidewalk, waiting for it, and then 
he sensed the man who stood in his path. 

 “Good evening, Parker,” the bald man said in his sibilant voice. He took a quick 
drag on his cigarette. “Tough break tonight, huh.” 

 Peter stared at him. 

 “It‟s too bad,” the bald man said, shaking his head. “Too bad your auntie had an 
accident. I bet right about now you could use some money to take care of it, couldn‟t 
you.” He smiled. He knew he had Peter dead to rights. 

 Then he heard the clicking whir of a shutter, snapping shot after shot. Mary Jane 
stepped out of the shadows from behind Peter, camera lined up on the bald man and 
taking picture after picture. 

 His eyes widened and he took a step backwards, but he was too slow. Peter 
snatched his coat and yanked him close, staring him in the eye. “You shouldn‟t have 
started this,” he said in a hoarse whisper. “You shouldn‟t have touched my people. Now 
you‟re going to pay. I‟m going to find out who you are and I‟m going to punish you. If 
May Parker doesn‟t recover, or if anyone else gets suddenly sick, you are going to have an 
accident. It‟s going to look like you were doing the backstroke in a combine. They won‟t 
find all the pieces. Are we clear?” 

 The bald man just stared back at him. 

 “Take that back to your boss,” Peter hissed, and he threw the other man back. 

 The bald man stared at him coldly for a moment. “Don‟t forget about the venom,” 
he said softly. 

 “We‟ll see about that too,” Peter said. “Don‟t suppose you have any cure on you.” 

 “Of course not,” the man replied. 

 “Maybe you better next time we meet,” Peter said in a low voice. “It might save 
your life.” He narrowed his eyes and spat on the bald man, then pushed him hard. The 
thin man desperately hopped and twirled, and miraculously managed not to fall down 
and skid along the sidewalk. Peter watched him stalk away. 

 “Creepy,” Mary Jane said softly. 

 “Yes,” Peter agreed, taking the camera from her. “Thanks for your help. Sorry to 
drag you into this.” 

 “You keep saying that,” she said. “Tell you what. You stop saying that every time 
we get together and I‟ll pretend you do. How‟s that?” 

 “I owe you one,” he said. 

 “You owe me dinner,” she corrected. 

 “Okay, dinner then,” Peter said. “I gotta go do something with these shots.” 

 “I‟ll see you around,” Mary Jane said. “I‟m gonna go check on Aunt May.” 

 Peter looked at her for a long moment. “She‟d like that,” he said. Then he turned 
and rapidly strode towards his parked car. 

 Mary Jane watched him go, a curious kind of smile on her face, then she turned and 
walked into the emergency room. 

 Peter slung down into his chill car and sat for a moment. Something not right. He 
got up out of the car and headed back. 
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 Just in time to see the bald man slip through the doors into the waiting room. 

 “Slow learner,” Peter growled. He set his jaw and ghosted after the bald man. 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN. “Smackdown” 

 Mary Jane patted Aunt May‟s leathery hand, and smiled down at her. “Get well 
soon,” she said softly. Then she turned and walked out, headed for the waiting room. 

 She made it through the doors into the waiting room when she saw the bald man in 
the trench coat smiling at her in a way she felt slithering down her back. She hesitated. 
Oh dear. Then she breezed down the hallway deeper into the hospital as though she 
knew where she was going. She glanced over her shoulder. With fluid grace he followed, 
his slim form seeming to take up the entire doublewide hallway. 

 “You shouldn‟t have gotten involved, girl,” he hissed. “You‟re out of your depth. 
But I‟m glad you did,” he added, as he licked his lips, his eyes traveling up and down her 
form. “Mary Jane,” he said suddenly. 

 She stopped and glanced back— 

 caught his eye— 

 “Stop,” he said softly, and she froze. He strolled up to her, leaned close without 
breaking eye contact; he sniffed her. “I was in prison for a long time,” he whispered to 
her, his breath chilly. “I haven‟t had a chance to properly celebrate… my freedom.” He 
touched her shoulder, and she quivered with revulsion. 

 If she were not lost in those depthless reptilian eyes, she would have screamed. Her 
whole world had shrunk to his eye… 

 “Can‟t say I didn‟t warn you,” came a tightly furious voice behind him. The bald 
man turned just in time to catch an elbow in the eye socket. The ringing impact spun 
him around, but he recovered almost instantly. Mary Jane dove to the side, leaving them 
plenty of room. 

 The man darted at Peter with a rapid strike; Peter snagged his wrist and pounded a 
heavy blow to his gut. Organs spread then snapped back into place; this man, was he 
even human? Peter quickly ducked as the man spat at him. Something wet sizzled over 
his head, slapped into the floor and sent up wisps of smoke as it ate into the floor. 

 Peter kicked at him, but the man was unnaturally quick. He deflected the kick and 
pounded a quick blow into Peter‟s groin, knocking him down. The man spun and dove 
into the stairwell. Peter was on his feet in a flash and after him, while Mary Jane lay 
curled up on the floor struggling to breathe. 

 They sprang up the steps, both of them disturbingly agile and strong, taking whole 
flights in a bound. Peter leaped over one railing and sent his feet sailing up across the 
next tier, crushing his foe into the wall. The bald man giggled as he spun free. Peter 
snatched his shirt and whipped his head into the wall; it bounced off, leaving a wet spot, 
and the man didn‟t stop giggling; his skull had deformed for a moment, but now he 
seemed fine. Peter felt revulsion crawl across him from even touching this man. 

 He effortlessly slid out of Peter‟s grip. 

 Peter gasped, and scrabbled for him, full adhesion on. He tore off the jacket, but 
some shimmering tight shirt was beneath it. He snatched at that and his hands came 
away slick, the bald man dashed up another flight. 

 “No!” shouted Peter. He jumped after him— 
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 His head rang with the impact as the wiry man turned and smashed a kick into his 
forehead, and he was shoved into it by the force of his leap. He staggered in the air and 
crashed down to the steps, and his assailant was on him. Peter shoved at him, but the 
man maneuvered around and wrapped him with an arm, then his other arm. From 
behind, the bald man began to contract his arms. 

 Peter let out a hoarse shout as his ribs buckled. Something—the bald man‟s arms 
lost their joints! He felt the arm bones slither down, disconnecting into vertebrae. He 
realized he was effectively in the crushing grip of a snake. Straining, he hurled his 
strength against the bonds. 

 The bald man giggled and flexed his “arms” tighter. Peter felt his air leave him in a 
rush. He felt his bones strain— 

 In that moment, things slid into clarity for him. He lay on the grimy concrete floor 
of a landing in the stairwell, he felt the buzzing of the fluorescent lights, smelled human 
disease buried in antiseptic leaking from every floor. He realized that this man was 
crushing the life out of him. And from deep inside a fury rose. 

 He let it. 

 He threw his last strength into the constricting grip once more, enough to turn 
slightly. Then he raised his leg and crushed a kick down at an awkward angle. He still 
managed to catch the bald man‟s knee. He savagely kicked again. Again. 

 The bonds loosed some. The giggling stopped. 

 Peter slung his head sideways, crushing the side of his forehead into his attacker‟s 
teeth. Again. He felt his forehead bleeding from where the teeth cut it. He managed to 
squirm once more to face his attacker. 

 For a moment they locked eyes. 

 In Peter‟s eyes, there was no doubt. 

 In the bald man‟s stare, there was fear. 

 Peter snapped his head forward again, catching the snake man right between the 
eyes. The bald man‟s nose crumpled then sprang back. Peter threw his strength against 
the arms again, and this time he managed to squirm loose. He leaped to his feet. 

 The snake man rolled over backwards and popped up, snarling, a thin trickle of 
blood coming from his unbroken nose. 

 Peter ached, but he didn‟t feel the pain. “That all you got?” he gasped, his lungs 
straining and desperate. 

 This time the thin man leaped down the stairs. He got down a flight and a half 
before Peter cleared the railing and smashed down on him from above. They tumbled 
to the ground in a flail of limbs, and Peter introduced the bald man to each and every 
step on the way down. Peter grasped at his ankle, got a good grip, squeezed. The bones 
flexed in his grip, and the bald man effortlessly whipped free. 

 “That‟s real annoying,” Peter gritted out, and he sprang after him. 

 The bald man let loose a hissing snarl, tugged something from his belt. Peter‟s 
senses went wild, catching a whiff of chemical fire, and he sprang back. Flame gusted up 
the stairwell, and he whirled around the corner unsinged. 

 When he peeked again a moment later, Voorhees was gone. 
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 “Didn‟t hear the fire door go,” Peter muttered to himself. He heard a wrench of 
concrete on metal, and a tinkle of metal fragments. He whirled down the stairs. 

 At the bottom of the stairwell was a locked fire door and a grate that had been torn 
up off the floor. Peter knelt by it. 

 The grate was a foot square. 

 “No way,” he said to himself, touching the opening. “There is no way he got 
through this.” 

 Then he stood, and slowly backed away. 

 “Mary Jane,” he breathed. 

 He was running up the stairwell a second later. 

 As he cleared the stairwell and jogged back towards the emergency room, he 
sniffed the pale dust on his hands. Silicon graphite, his senses informed him. 

 “That‟s not sold in hardware stores,” he muttered, trying to wipe the frictionless 
greasy dust from his hands. He reached the waiting room and spotted Mary Jane 
standing by the wall, her eyes wide and staring. 

 “MJ!” he said quickly, jogging to her. Her eyes touched on him and her face lit up. 
She pulled him into another fierce hug. 

 “I can‟t tell you how glad I am to see you,” she said, her voice muffled in his shirt. 

 “Yeah,” Peter said, gently touching his bleeding forehead. “Let‟s get out of here. 
There‟s a Perkins down the street.” 

* 

 They sat together quietly in the corner finishing off pancakes and sausage, not 
saying much. Peter drank down the last of the nasty coffee. 

 “I‟ve never felt that… vulnerable,” Mary Jane said softly. “When he looked into my 
eyes.” She shook her head, then shivered violently. “If you hadn‟t showed up to stop 
him, there‟s nothing I could have done to a man like that to stop him.” 

 Peter looked down at his empty plate and didn‟t say anything at all. 

 Mary Jane sighed. “But you did show up,” she said. “Did he get away?” 

 “Through the floor,” Peter said softly. “This is the price of the power. Aunt May is 
in the hospital and you‟re being stalked by this loon. Because of me.” 

 She stood up and squeezed his arm. “You‟ll just have to put him away, then, won‟t 
you.” There was something hard beneath her light tone. A certainty. “Keep me posted.” 

 “I will,” Peter said. “Hey, be sure you‟re with other people today, stay safe, maybe 
avoid your usual haunts. I‟ll see what I can do. If possible, I want to get this whacko 
taken care of before he has time to do any more damage. Okay?” 

 She nodded. “Okay.” She smiled at him briefly. “Go get „im, tiger.” Then she 
turned and swayed out of the restaurant. 

 “Oh, Harry,” Peter said softly to himself, “right now I wish I was you.” Because he 
longed to go with her. 

 Then he got up and headed to the college darkroom. 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN. “Sting” 
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 Peter rapped smartly on Doug‟s apartment door. And again. Within, he sensed 
nothing stirring. He sighed and went to the end of the hall. He cranked the window 
open and kicked off his shoes, propping his briefcase against the wall beside them. In a 
moment he was on the outside of the building. A burst of properly applied strength and 
he opened Doug‟s window in his living room. Peter took a moment to glance over his 
shoulder at the rising sun. He smiled to himself. Sunday morning. 

 He dropped lightly inside the immaculate apartment, then he padded over to the 
front door and unlocked it. He retrieved his shoes and his briefcase and he stepped 
back inside. He closed the window. Then he glanced around. A moment later he started 
up the coffee maker and was rooting around in the fridge. 

 A few minutes later a wary and tousled young man cautiously worked his way into 
the living room gripping a Louisville Slugger. Peter grinned at him. 

 “Good morning, Doug,” he said. “Sorry to wake you. I thought I‟d make some 
coffee.” 

 “What the hell do you want?” Doug asked in a raspy voice. “It‟s dawn, on a 
Sunday. Go home. Sleep.” 

 “Bah,” Peter said. “Those pictures. That‟s Raymond Snee. If that‟s his real name.” 
The bald man sneered into the camera lens, captured in a moment of surprise. 

 Doug looked down at the enlargements spread on his counter. “Okay,” he said. 

 “Have some coffee,” Peter said. He handed him a big mug. “How do you take it?” 

 “Black, leave it alone,” Doug mumbled, picking up one of the pictures. “Still 
damp,” he said, looking at Peter. 

 “Those pictures were just taken this morning, at the hospital,” Peter said, looking 
Doug right in the eye, “where my Aunt May is.” 

 “Ah,” Doug said. “I see. So we gotta nail this bastard before he can finish the job.” 

 “Just so,” Peter said, leaning back against the counter. 

 “Did you find out anything else?” Doug asked. 

 “He‟s good with poisons,” Peter said thoughtfully, “and he was just released from 
prison.” His face darkened. “And he tried to rape one of my friends. After he gave Aunt 
May a mild heart attack.” 

 “Yikes,” Doug said absently. “One sick puppy.” 

 “This is really important to me,” Peter said. 

 “You owe me dinner,” Doug shrugged as he booted his computers up. 

 “Dinner, you got it, name the place.” 

 “Tell you what, this‟ll go faster if you do breakfast too.” 

 “Fair enough,” Peter said, and he opened the fridge and pulled out bread and eggs. 
“So how come everybody I do stuff for asks me for payment in food?” 

 “You know anybody who likes to cook?” Doug said, half smiling. “Besides, it‟s 
something we‟re reasonably sure of getting out of you.” 

 “Down boy! Ouch!” Peter said, restraining a smile. Doug returned to the business 
at hand. 

 “See, prison,” Doug said. “That‟s the missing link. Now I can find out who was let 
out for good behavior yesterday or the day before, sometime after you broke Lincoln.” 
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 “You know about Lincoln?” Peter asked. 

 Doug just smiled to himself and typed like a dervish. 

 Peter turned his attention to breakfast, and in fifteen minutes he brought a plate of 
French toast and scrambled eggs over to Doug. “Any luck?” 

 “I think so,” Doug said. “Here. I gotta think this is your man. Klaus Voorhees.” 
Doug pulled up a mug shot. 

 “Oh yeah,” Peter said. “That‟s him alright. What do you have on him?” 

 “He was released on parole yesterday morning for good behavior. He‟s in jail for 
poisoning five people with cobra poison, and for being muscle in a marketing scam run 
by some bigger fish. Looks like he‟s a brilliant biochemist, renowned herpetologist too. 
He had it all then he was convicted of killing his partner, ostensibly to claim full credit 
for the anti-toxin they had developed jointly.” Doug read quietly for a moment. “This 
guy looks seriously unstable.” 

 “Anything in there about him not being fully human? Was he a front page story in 
the Weekly World News or something?” 

 “He wasn‟t in the Planetary either, thanks for asking,” Doug said dryly. “Don‟t see 
any reference to unnatural talents.” 

 “Yeah, well put one in,” Peter grumbled. Doug smiled absently. 

 “There‟s volumes missing,” Doug said. “I might be able to find out some more, but 
I can‟t be sure. Want me to do some digging?” 

 “You‟ve done enough,” Peter said, and then he gasped and clutched his chest, 
bending over double. 

 “Are you going to make it?” Doug asked, worry in his voice. 

 Peter nodded vigorously, still bent over. “Poisoned me,” he gasped out. “I have 
until eight tonight.” 

 “That‟s just great,” Doug said. “Do you want me to call the Doctor?” 

 “No,” Peter said, shaking his head as he slowly sat up. “I don‟t want to be any 
deeper in his debt than I have to be. I can‟t hide behind him forever. I got this. And 
Doug. I won‟t forget this. It means a lot to me that you‟re willing to help.” 

 “So if you won‟t involve the Doctor, how come it‟s okay to drag me into this?” 
Doug asked. 

 “I know you won‟t get all heroic on me,” Peter said with a smile. “And I‟m 
desperate. Will you check one more thing for me?” 

 “Sure,” Doug said, shrugging. 

 “Who is Voorhees‟s parole officer?” 

* 

 Peter stood at the payphone and looked down at the number Voorhees had given 
him. He punched it in. Cleared his throat. 

 “Leave me a message,” Voorhees murmured on the other end. Beep. 

 “This is Peter,” he said, putting a quaver in his voice. “I… I‟ve had a rough night. 
Time to think about… you know. And… and I can‟t beat you… so bring the antidote. 
I‟m ready to talk about your offer again. Meet me in Central Park, at the gazebo, in an 
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hour and a half.” He looked at his watch. “At eleven thirty.” He hung up rapidly and 
smiled to himself. 

 He picked up the phone again, slotted in more change, punched in a number. 
“Yes,” he said, “may I speak to Officer Bantry? He‟s out. Voicemail will be fine.” Peter 
smiled to himself. Cleared his throat. “Meet me in Central Park at the gazebo at eleven 
forty. Voorhees is going to try something and he‟ll need you to cover for him. I‟m a 
friend.” Peter was grinning as he hung up the phone. 

 He dumped more coins into the phone and placed another call. “Yes,” he said. 
“Detective Brilhart please…” He cleared his throat. “Yes, sir, this is Peter Parker. I 
really need to meet with you. Immediately, if possible. It is? Good. I need your help 
with something…” 

* 

 Peter sat on the steps of the gazebo. He adjusted his jacket and tweaked his collar, 
then put a paper bag on the ground by the steps, innocuous and out of sight. He cleared 
his throat. Then the poison smeared pain through his chest and he fought just to get a 
breath of air. 

 He was hunched over when he became aware of Voorhees standing looking at him. 
“I‟m glad you finally saw reason,” Voorhees sneered softly, fury sparking in his eyes. He 
had traces of bruising around one of his eyes. Otherwise, he looked fine. 

 “Poison makes it tough to concentrate,” Peter said, half glad of the burst of agony 
that made his acting that much more convincing. “Tell me the terms again.” 

 “Two hundred and fifty thousand a year, plus bonuses and benefits, for doing cat 
burglary.” Voorhees inspected his fingernails. 

 “So I won‟t have to kill anybody?” Peter said hopefully. “Just steal stuff?” 

 “I‟m just the messenger,” Voorhees said, exasperation creeping into his voice. “I 
hope you say no so I can kill you. I‟m the wrong person to ask a lot of detailed 
questions.” 

 “I‟m sorry,” Peter said, cowering down. “Who is your boss?” 

 “Santa Claus. Look, you‟ll find out soon enough. You‟re in?” 

 “I‟m in,” Peter whispered. “Give me the antidote.” 

 Klaus half smiled. “Here you are,” he said. “You‟ve just made my employer a very 
happy man.” 

 “I‟ll bet,” Peter muttered. He took the ampoule and injected himself; immediately 
the venomous pain eased a little. He handed the ampoule back. 

 Voorhees reached out to take it, and was caught completely by surprise as Peter‟s 
other hand darted out with a loop of plastic, guiding it over Voorhees‟s wrist and 
tugging. The zip tie whizzed down, constricting around Voorhees‟s wrist; Peter gave it a 
superhumanly powerful tug that forced the tough plastic to constrict down to bone. 

 As Voorhees gasped with pain and startlement, Peter grinned. The other end of the 
zip tie was already tightened down on a pair of handcuffs. Peter jerked Voorhees off 
balance and snapped the cuffs down on the gazebo railing, then he sprang back. 

 Voorhees stared down at the tie on his wrist and the cuff that held him to the 
gazebo. “What is this all about?” he hissed. “I‟ll get you Parker. I‟ll get your family, your 
friends, your third grade teacher. I‟ll punish everyone you ever knew, and I might end it 
for you slowly after that.” 
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 “Oh yeah?” Peter countered. “How you gonna square that with the parole board, 
Voorhees?” 

 Voorhees stood stock still and silent for a long moment, his eyes wide and furious. 

 Peter smiled. Then he walked away. 

 Voorhees fired a string of foul liquid from his mouth, but Peter easily evaded it and 
moved around to the other side of the gazebo. Voorhees cut loose with a fearsome 
screech of rage. His free arm flicked, and he held a knife. He began rapidly sawing at the 
plastic. 

 He heard running feet as the plastic parted under the knife. Voorhees winced as he 
dug into his flesh trying to cut the plastic cuff off. A fat man came into view, wrapped 
in a spotted trench coat. His jowls bounced and jiggled with his exertion, and his piggish 
eyes were worried. “Voorhees!” he said. “What are you doing here?” 

 “What are you doing here, Bantry?” Voorhees snarled. 

 “Be more careful, Voorhees,” Bantry said. “Nobody saw me, but we gotta get some 
distance. I got an anonymous phone tip you were getting into trouble.” 

 “I‟m going to disembowel Parker,” Voorhees hissed. 

 “Fine. Later.” Bantry looked around wildly. “We gotta get out of this place.” 
Voorhees cut the cuff off, flexed his fingers, and nodded. They glanced around and 
moved quickly towards the park exit. 

 Neither of them noticed the paper bag still sitting by the bench. 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN. “Respite” 

 Bantry and Voorhees were walking fast when they reached the gate. Bantry‟s car 
was parked across the street. They headed through— 

 From behind bushes on either side of the path and whirling around to close from 
the front gate, a tactical squad of eight police officers in full riot gear with shotguns 
surrounded the pair in a quick maneuver. 

 “Freeze!” one shouted. “You are under arrest!” 

 Bantry put his hand on Voorhees arm and smiled. “There must be a mistake,” he 
said, smiling and fishing out his badge. 

 Two officers grabbed Voorhees and a third put heavy zip ties on his wrists. 

 “That‟s my prisoner!” Bantry protested. Then cold steel cuffs snapped heavily 
down on his wrists too. “What is the meaning of this?!” 

 Another man in a trench coat shouldered through the barrier of officers. Bantry 
blinked. “Thank God, somebody with some sense,” Bantry said. “Brilhart, get these 
apes offa me!” 

Brilhart locked eyes with Bantry. He pulled a tape recorder out of his pocket 
and clicked play. 

 “I‟m going to disembowel Parker.” “Fine, later. We gotta get out of this place.” click. 

 For a long moment Bantry just stared at him slack jawed. He went white to the lips. 
Voorhees swore. 

 “Read them their rights,” Brilhart said softly. “Do this by the book.” 
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 Then the pair were hustled into an armored truck that rumbled away. Only Brilhart 
remained. 

 Peter walked up to him. “Thanks,” he said. “I mean it. Thanks a lot.” 

 “That antidote work for you?” 

 “Yes,” Peter said. He handed the wire microphone back to Brilhart. “I left the 
transmitter at the gazebo, and those cuffs you let me borrow.” 

 “Thanks for the tip on the zip ties,” Brilhart said. He looked closely at Peter. “Are 
you an independent thief?” 

 “No,” Peter said seriously. “And I won‟t be. I never have been. I have a talent for 
covering ground, but I‟ll never turn to crime. Voorhees and whoever he‟s working for 
tried to force me. I won‟t do it.” 

 Brilhart slowly nodded. “That‟s good enough for me. For now.” 

 Peter quietly smiled. “You know I‟m not like everyone else,” he said. “Can you 
keep it between us?” 

 Brilhart looked up at the sky. “Never give me a reason to be sorry, Parker,” he said. 
“Who is going to move on you next?” 

 “I wish I knew,” Peter sighed. “Did you all figure out who Lincoln worked for?” 

 “At one time or another, everybody,” shrugged Brilhart. “Voorhees is slippery and 
insane as they come.” 

 Peter glanced over to see an officer returning with the paper bag and its 
transmitting device that Peter had left at the gazebo. “Think you can get Voorhees 
locked up?” 

 “Sure,” Brilhart shrugged. “For a while. Even if he plea bargains and reveals his 
employer. Which I don‟t imagine he will.” He looked at Peter. “Keep your head down 
out there.” 

 Peter flashed him a quick smile and disappeared down the trail. 

 Brilhart walked to his car, dropped into it, and drove away into the city. 

* 

 The phone hadn‟t finished its first ring when Beck snatched it up. “Yes?” 

 “It‟s me,” came a sibilant voice from the other end. Beck glanced at Fisk and 
nodded. 

 “Well, you‟ve wasted your phone call,” Beck snapped. 

 “What do I do?” Voorhees hissed. 

 “You keep your mouth shut and you reflect on your errors, you sloppy fool. I 
warned you. Don‟t get involved with his people. But you ignored my direct order. That 
alone is enough reason to send you back to jail. A few years might be good for you. And 
don‟t try to offer us up,” he added, his voice lowering and his eyes narrowing. “You 
more than anyone know they can‟t protect you in prison. If it comes to that.” 

 “I know how to do this,” Voorhees said, subdued. “I‟ve been sent up the river 
before.” 

 “Just remember this,” Beck said softly. “It‟s your own fault you‟re in there. Next 
time, pay a little more respect to your betters.” He hung up. 

 Turned to Fisk. 
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 “Your betters,” Fisk rumbled. “Perhaps it is time for you to prove it.” 

 “Come again?” said Beck. 

 Fisk turned to look at a painting on the wall of the board room. “Parker has 
become intriguing,” he said. “He is more physically powerful than we had guessed, but 
he is also possessed of sufficient cunning and will to carry him through our initial 
efforts. Now he is a challenge. Now I want to know how it will turn out.” He looked at 
Beck. “I‟m putting you personally in charge of the effort now. You will be given the 
resources you need.” 

 “I‟m not excited about this,” Beck said nervously. 

 “You seem to have insight into his character,” Fisk said in a soft, cavernous voice. 
“You‟ve demonstrated time and time again you know the right way to handle the 
situation but you‟ve been failed by the agents I have placed at your disposal.” He 
nodded. “Now you can hand pick your own. My resources are at your disposal. Within 
reason, of course. Bring me this spider ghost.” 

 “More hitters and thugs are a waste of time,” Beck said cautiously. “This is going to 
have to be subtle.” 

 “Then be subtle,” Fisk said with a dangerous smile. “There is an art to bringing an 
independent man to heel. Show me.” 

 Beck sighed. “I‟ll need a few weeks to get ready,” he said. 

 “I want it done by the time I return from Japan,” Fisk rumbled. 

 The conversation was over. 

 Beck left the room. 

 

Monday, November 4 

 

 Peter strolled away from the cashier, carrying his tray. He spotted a redhead sitting 
alone, and he half smiled. Then he dropped down into the booth opposite her, settling 
his tray. 

 “I got the bad guy,” he says. 

 “This hardly counts as lunch, tiger,” she said, glancing down at her meatloaf and 
mashed potatoes on the plastic plate. 

 “I know,” he said with a nod. “I‟ll do better. I‟m kind of… you know… worn out 
right now.” 

 “I can only imagine,” she said. “You got the bad guy, curtain down, live happily 
ever after.” She smiled at him. 

 “Not for everyone,” he said softly, distracted and looking out the window, 
completely missing her smile. “Tomorrow is the funeral for the officers Lincoln tore up. 
Doesn‟t help them, or Aunt May.” 

 Mary Jane touched his hand, and he looked at her, startled. 

 “It does help me,” she said softly, looking him in the eye. 

 That moment seemed to last a long time. 



 

    657 

 Then she sat back. “I gotta go. I‟m helping Harry with his World Civ homework. 
We‟re gonna study. See you around, Parker,” she said. Then she turned and walked 
away. 

 Peter watched her go, and sighed. Then he looked out the window.  

 “I don‟t feel a whole lot safer,” he murmured to himself. 

 Nor should you, his thoughts whispered. Somebody still has your number. Somebody knows 
who you are. Somebody has access to a seemingly never-ending wellspring of freaks and creeps and 
weirdoes. 

 “Is this how you talk about me when I‟m not around?” Peter asked himself softly, 
almost smiling. 

 Just wondering what‟s coming next… Considering the observation post was abandoned. Perhaps 
it‟s time we went fishing for more digital motion sensitive cameras on rooftops. Go spelunking for 
dirtbags. Find the bottom of this barrel. Relocate. Hunt them. 

 “If this makes me change my life, then they‟ve won,” Peter muttered. “Listen to 
yourself. We‟re not Kravinoff.” 

 Incoherent nonsense, whispered a thought in his mind. If they scrape you off the street with a 
spatula they‟ve won. 

 “Yes, but it won‟t come to that,” Peter said. 

 The end of the conversation felt somehow inconclusive. 

 

PART TWO: NEGATIVE SPACE 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN. “Wreck” 

Thursday, November 21 

 Beck closed his eyes, listening to the speedy thwack and tic of the air hockey table 
in the background, settling his thoughts. 

 “Gentlemen,” he said. “If I could have a moment.” He opened his eyes, and his 
two assistants were walking towards where he sat in the recliner, comfortable in the 
otherwise empty warehouse loft. 

 “Grummins, glad you could make it. How‟s the leg?” he said. 

 “Healed up fine,” said Grummins. “I‟m good as new.” He smiled. He was a large 
man. Not huge, but very strong. He kept his hair short. There was something mean 
deep in his eyes. 

 “How about you, Wylde?” he asked the other man, who was short and wiry with a 
stiff dark beard. Wylde grinned. 

 “I‟m ready for some troublemaking,” he said. “I‟ve been so bored without you, 
Beck.” 

 Beck nodded. “Then let‟s do this,” he said. “First of all, it‟s important to note the 
philosophical position that will inform our actions in this case. Currently, our target, 
Peter Parker, is operating from a position of strength. He believes he can handle 
whatever comes because he has security.” Beck stood and walked over to the balcony to 
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look out over the empty warehouse. Voorhees‟s tools and workbench had been pushed 
to the side, and Beck had inherited the space. 

 “Parker has housing, family, finances, car, and school. Matters of the heart are still 
murky. Religion doesn‟t seem to enter into the equation. So,” he said, turning to face his 
thugs, “we will strip his securities from him one by one until he is desperate and weak. 
When he is operating from a position of weakness, he will be looking for help instead of 
having it thrust upon him.” 

 “If I remember the file right,” Grummins said, “the whole frontal assault thing was 
a total bust.” 

 “Usually is,” Beck shrugged. “We are going to be a little more subtle. We aren‟t 
going to hit him then offer him money. It‟s not generally well received when you attack 
someone and threaten their families then ask them to work for you.” He sighed. “But 
that‟s neither here nor there and what‟s past is past. We‟re going to do all our hitting 
and then pop the question at the end.” 

Beck paused for a moment, reflecting. “I imagine by then we could offer to kill 
him and he‟d think it over. Once he‟s weakened, you will send him to me. I‟ll be in a 
position to use his vulnerability against him. He won‟t know he‟s been recruited until it‟s 
too late to turn back. And, in the end,” he smiled, “as long as you two are careful, he‟ll 
even be grateful to me.” 

Wylde nodded, his eyes glittering. “Point the way, chief.” 

“Step one,” Beck said softly, holding up a finger. “Car.” 
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Friday, November 22 

Peter sat at the stoplight drumming his fingers on the steering wheel of his 
new used car. He glanced over at Harry. “You‟re awful quiet this morning,” he said. 

“I dunno,” Harry said, scratching at his mat of hair. Several strands sprang out 
of place. Peter raised his eyebrows. He had never seen Harry accidentally displace his 
hair before. 

 “What‟s on your mind, pardner?” Peter asked. 

 “You‟ll think it‟s stupid,” Harry said, looking out the window. 

 “So?” Peter said. “Spill it already.” 

 “You sound like MJ,” Harry said, glancing at him with half a smile. “Seig Heil!” 

 “Ouch!” Peter grinned. He drove past the front entrance to the school. Late in the 
morning it was best to circle around and come in the back way. More parking. 

 “And that‟s what I‟m thinking about,” Harry said. “Mary Jane Watson. Since the 
Halloween party on that weekend, she‟s been… I dunno. Distant. Any idea why she‟d 
get like that?” Harry asked. 

 “Don‟t ask me for advice on--” 

 Peter‟s senses went wild; he froze at the wheel. What!? 

 A moment later, he dimly heard Harry say, “Peter?” when from the end of the 
narrow street a car swerved around the corner, zooming at deeply unsafe speed straight 
for them. Peter stomped on the gas and cranked the wheel, trying to get out of the way 
into an alley, but it was much too late. 

 With a resounding crash, the other car slammed into the front corner of Peter‟s car, 
shoving it back to crumple into the building. Peter instinctively touched the dashboard 
with his adhesion and exerted all his strength, and he remained in his seat as the car 
screeched and crushed around him; he realized too late that Harry— 

 wasn‟t wearing his seatbelt— 

 but he was too slow. Harry was tossed forward to smack into the dash, then hurled 
back into the seat, his head whipping from the dashboard to the headrest. As he 
crumpled in the seat and the passenger area deformed, Peter saw the other driver 
unstrap in a smooth motion and roll out of the car, landing in a runner‟s crouch and 
then taking off. The heavyset driver whirled down the side street moving fast. 

 He was wearing a helmet and a football mouth guard. 

 So this was a deliberate attack. 

 But Peter‟s senses were absorbed with Harry, who was unconscious with shallow 
breathing. So much blood… 

 He managed to clamber out through the windshield. “Somebody call an 
ambulance!” he yelled at the banks of windows on either side of the alley. So many 
people, and yet no witnesses. Peter ducked back into the car and checked Harry‟s vitals. 
Blood everywhere, and some nasty bruises, but he didn‟t look lethally injured. A few 
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moments later, Peter heard sirens fire up not far away, and he let his eyes slide shut with 
relief. 

 A police car drove up the narrow back street, lights on. 

 The car screeched to a halt and the policeman got out as Peter fumbled in his glove 
box to get his registration. Peter clambered out of the car as the policeman strolled up. 

 “What happened?” the policeman asked. 

 “My passenger is seriously hurt,” Peter said quickly. An ambulance pulled into the 
alley from the other end, driving down and parking. Medical technicians hopped out 
and moved towards Harry, forced to scramble over the crumpled hoods. Peter stepped 
away from the wreck, and looked at the police officer. 

“I turned up this street,” Peter said, allowing a tremor in his voice. “This 
maniac came screeching around the corner and rammed me. I tried to get out of the 
way in the alley, but there‟s not much room to maneuver in here. He ran that way,” 
Peter said, pointing. 

 “License and registration, please,” the officer said. He took the materials and went 
to sit in his car. 

 Peter ran his hands through his hair, letting out a deep breath. Liability insurance. 
That‟s all he had. After his rates jumped when the last car was totaled, he had been 
forced to switch. So now? 

 “Now I have no car,” he said softly, and his heart sank. 

* 

 “We have got to stop meeting like this,” Peter said to Mary Jane in a tone that really, 
really wanted to be kidding. The E.R. waiting room was almost crowded, but they found 
a corner to talk. 

 Mary Jane turned to see him, then gave him a quick hug. “Thanks for calling me, 
Peter,” she said. “Is he going to be okay?” 

 “I think so,” Peter shrugged. “He didn‟t look too badly damaged, and I didn‟t hurt 
him any worse.” 

 “Do you think this is related to that Halloween unpleasantness?” Mary Jane asked, 
her eyes serious. 

 “Gotta be,” Peter said, shaking his head. “Harry was just in the wrong time at the 
wrong place. But this doesn‟t fit what was going on then. Nobody tried to talk to me. 
And they know better than to think that would kill me.” 

 “Are you hurt?” Mary Jane asked. 

 “Not a scratch,” Peter said, shaking his head. He looked at her for a moment. 
“Seatbelt,” he said. 

 “Yeah,” she said, and she slid down into one of the chairs. Peter sat by her. They 
waited for news. 

* 
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 “Most impressive,” the portly man in his expensive suit said. He sat back in his 
leather chair and looked over the large desk at the man sitting across from him. “I‟m 
honored that you want to spend your sabbatical here.” 

 The man across the desk was lean and powerful, with close cropped black hair and 
piercing blue eyes. He smiled, his whole face shifting. There was something fascinating 
about his features. 

 “Your school appealed to me, Dean,” he said. “I‟ve been wanting to try my hand at 
some counseling. Every theorist wants a little field testing now and then. And it will be 
nice to get away from my work in California to get my paper written.” He smiled 
graciously. 

 “I hope you find our accommodations to your satisfaction,” the Dean said, leaning 
back in his chair. “Professor Beck, welcome to the team.” 

 “Thank you,” Beck said with a nod. “I‟m glad to be able to help.” 

* 

 “Mary Watson?” the nurse said. 

 “Yes?” Mary Jane said. 

 “Harry Osborn is being moved to a standard room, out of the trauma unit. If you 
like, in about twenty minutes you can go and visit him. He‟ll be in room four twelve.” 

 “Is he okay?” Mary Jane asked. 

 The nurse glanced back at the desk. “Yes,” she said absently. “concussion, 
fractured wrist, banged his knee pretty good, a couple of cracked ribs and lots of 
bruises, some superficial cuts. We‟re keeping him overnight, but he can probably go 
home tomorrow.” 
 “Thanks,” Mary Jane said, smiling. The nurse was already moving away. 

 Peter returned with coffee. “Let me guess,” he said, taking one look at her. “The 
doctor came.” 

 She shrugged. “Your timing is lousy, Parker,” she said. “Coffee. Gimme.” 

 Peter gave her one of the cups of cheap nasty coffee, and he took an experimental 
sip of the other one. Shrugged. “Tastes like brewed dirt,” he muttered to himself, his 
mind far away. 

 “We can go see him in twenty minutes,” Mary Jane said. 

 “Make it a half hour,” Peter shrugged. “We are in a hospital. Do you have your cell 
phone?” 

 “Yeah,” she said. “Why?” 

 “Let‟s go outside,” Peter said. They threaded through the emergencies and got out 
to the parking lot. 

 “I‟d like to call Harry‟s dad, or you can, to let him know what happened,” Peter 
said. 

 “Oh my gosh,” Mary Jane said, her eyes getting big. “I can‟t believe I forgot to do 
that.” She pulled out her phone and punched in an autodial number. Peter hopped up 
on the waist-high wall and glanced at his feet. At least he‟d remembered to retrieve his 
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shoes. He followed the wall down the side of the parking lot, reflecting on how much 
thicker the six inch wall was than the line he had to walk every day. 

 After a minute, Mary Jane strolled over to where he stood at the end of the parking 
lot. 

 “How‟d he take it?” Peter asked distantly. 

 “His assistant will prioritize delivering the information to him at once,” Mary Jane 
said sourly. “Told me that the hospital had already called. Like we‟re pestering him. God 
his dad is a creep and a half, Peter.” 

 “Can I borrow your phone?” Peter asked. 

 “Sure,” she said. “What for?” 

 “Maybe,” he said with a small smile, “I should tell my teachers why I‟m not in 
class.” 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN. “Eviction” 

 The door slammed behind Grummins as he walked with smooth grace, balancing 
the two bags of small cardboard cartons. “Dinner,” he said curtly. There was a 
scrabbling in the loft, and Wylde swung over the railing on the balcony. He caught the 
lip of the balcony as he dropped, hung full length and dropped to land in a crouching 
roll that put him on his feet effortlessly unhurt and in range of the Chinese take out. 
Beck glanced up from where he was tinkering with some peculiar flat tubes on his 
workbench. 

 “Good job, Grummins,” Beck said. “I hear the car wreck went off without a 
hitch.” 

 “So it did,” Grummins nodded. “He saw me, but I didn‟t stick around for 
pleasantries.” 

 “Just as well,” Beck said with a nod. “I need both of you.” 

 “How‟d your interview go?” Wylde asked as he tore the lid of the carton in his 
haste to get to noodles. 

 “Good,” Beck said. “I had forgotten how much those in academia beg to be given 
something to believe.” He adjusted the flat tubing that he had strapped on to his 
sweater. Tubes also ran down the sides of his legs. 

 “What are you working on, boss?” asked Grummins. 

 “Just a little something,” Beck said airily. Then he grinned, and settled into a stance. 
He intoned softly a few words, moving his hands, and from the tubing on his legs a 
thick mist billowed out. He gestured with his hands, and more mist billowed around 
him. He was engulfed.  In moments it was already thinning, swirling, like the wispy 
smoke of a hundred extinguished candles. It hung in the air. 

 “Boss?” Wylde said. He peered at the mist, frowning. 

 “Something in the way of misdirection,” Beck said from six feet behind them. They 
jumped and turned to see him adjusting the setting on a nozzle. “I‟m really quite pleased 
with the effect.” 
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 “Not bad,” Grummins said with a grin and a nod. “Not bad at all.” 

 “Parker will never see it coming,” Beck said with a shrug. “At least, that‟s the idea. 
And now it‟s time for the second phase of our nefarious plot,” he said. He smiled at his 
thugs, but there was something thoughtful in his smile. “Housing.” He picked up the 
phone and punched in a number. 

* 

 It was almost dark when Peter trudged home. He turned on the sidewalk and 
headed towards his rental bungalow. He saw a shadow move in the living room, and 
several lights were on. 

 “So,” he said softly to himself, “is this the pitch at last?” He shook his head and 
crept up to the front door, opening it a crack and peering in. 

 Much to his surprise, his landlord stood in the living room. 

 Peter opened the door. “Mister Ackly,” he said. “Is there a problem with the rent?” 

 “No no,” the pudgy bald man said nervously. He picked at his sweater absently. 
“I‟ve had something come up.” 

 “Something?” Peter said as warning alarms went off deep in his mind. 

 “Yes,” Ackly said, not making eye contact. “My mother needs to come live with us, 
her nursing home doesn‟t take her insurance anymore. There‟s no room in my house,” 
he said, gesturing to his house next door. “Need a ground floor place for her that‟s 
nearby. I really am sorry, Osborn.” 

 “I‟m Parker,” Peter said, feeling numb. 

 “Whatever. Sorry. Have your stuff out of here by two tomorrow afternoon, that‟s 
when she gets here. I‟m really sorry,” he said with a shrug. “I‟ll get your deposit back to 
you and refund you for the last week in the month. I gotta go.” 

 Peter stood stock still as the landlord scurried past him. 

 “Wait,” Peter said suddenly. Ackly froze. “You gotta help me help you,” Peter said. 
“I‟m too young, they won‟t rent me a van. I‟ll need one for a couple days. Will you go to 
the car rental and sign off?” 

 “Uh,” he said. 

 “That‟s the least you can do,” Peter said with an edge to his voice. 

 “Let me get my coat,” Ackly said quickly. He left. 

 “We just got evicted,” Peter mused to himself. He looked around the place he had 
come to think of as home, his space in the city. 

 His brain kicked into gear. No car to move stuff. He briefly entertained the notion 
of moving everything into Aunt May‟s house, but there really genuinely wasn‟t room. 
What to do? 

 “Okay, spider brain,” he gritted out. “Figure this one out. How are we going to pull 
this off?” 

 How come when it‟s you that wants something it‟s how are „we‟ going to pull it off, but when I 
want something, it‟s all about what „you‟ are going to do? 
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 “Quit whining and get busy,” Peter muttered. “I am so not in the mood.” 

 Peter got started. 

Saturday, November 23 

 Peter walked down the hall, barely glancing at room numbers. He enjoyed his 
spider sense keeping him up to speed on things like signs and directions. He 
instinctively navigated the hospital to Harry‟s room. 

 As he approached the room, he heard voices. He slowed down to listen. 

 “as we‟re clear on that. Look, Harry, I have to go. I‟ve got a deal to close this 
afternoon. It‟s big. I‟ll be back this afternoon to pick you up.” 

 “Yes sir,” Harry said. 

 A man in a dark coat, middling height, and tight auburn hair came out of the 
hospital room. He saw Peter and drew himself up to his full height. 

 “Parker,” he said tonelessly. 

 “Yes sir,” Peter said. 

 Harry‟s father shook his head once and walked towards him. Peter stepped out of 
the way as Mr. Osborn headed straight for the elevators. Peter watched him go, then 
stepped into the room. 

 “I didn‟t bring you flowers,” Peter said with a shrug. 

 Harry chuckled and winced. “That‟s just peachy,” he said. “My heart was set on it.” 

 Harry‟s head was wrapped in a white bandage, and both his eyes were heavily 
bruised. He had several cuts on his face. His ribs were taped, his wrist was in a cast. He 
was pale. 

 “How you feeling, champ?” Peter said. “I figured we should play racquetball 
tomorrow morning, whaddya say?” He grinned. 

 “Yer a punk, I‟ll beat you anyway,” Harry said with a feeble grin. 

 “Yeah,” Peter said. “Hey, is your dad that chilly with everybody?” 

 “Almost,” Harry shrugged. “You‟re special. You got me in a car wreck.” 

 “Oh,” Peter said. “Does he really think this is all my fault?” 

 “Sure,” Harry said with just a hint of bitterness. “He‟s in total control of his 
destiny, isn‟t everyone else?” 

 “I, uh, have some bad news,” Peter said. 

 “What, they cancelled the Gilligan reruns?” Harry said. 

 Peter shook his head. “Ackly just evicted us.” 

 “What?” Harry said, genuinely shocked. 

 “Yeah, I know,” Peter said. “His mother‟s moving into our bungalow, her 
insurance was rejected at the nursing home.” 

 “But,” Harry sputtered, “but” 
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 “That‟s what I said,” Peter agreed. “I boxed everything up and rented a van, made a 
couple trips and managed to fit everything we had there into one of those rental storage 
spaces off Bleeker. That‟ll do for the time being. Until we figure out what to do.” 

 “We should sue him for all he‟s worth,” Harry said. “We‟d win, too. I happen to 
know some lawyers. Hell, we could own that bungalow.” 

 “Yeah,” Peter said, shifting awkwardly. “But then both him and his mom are on the 
street.” He shook his head. “You sure you want to do that?” 

 “Don‟t worry about it,” Harry said. “I‟m not my father. I‟ll just have to move in 
with him, that‟s all.” 

 “You sure about that?” Peter asked, concerned. 

 “You‟re moving in with your aunt, aren‟t you?” Harry said with half a smile. “Don‟t 
worry about me. It‟s a little awkward, but nothing I can‟t handle.” 

 “So…” Peter said. “Once we get things sorted out, want to room together again?” 

 “We‟ll just have to see,” Harry said distantly, “when things are sorted out.” 

* 

 Peter was walking slower than he usually did when he walked up the steps to Aunt 
May‟s house. He opened the door with his key and walked in. Then he froze. 

 Aunt May was sitting on the couch, with the television on. She was quietly and 
daintily snoring. Peter was struck by how… frail she looked. Her hair was in disarray, 
she was wrapped in an old and frayed bathrobe over her pajamas. Abandoned knitting 
was on the cushion next to her. Peter felt a sudden overwhelming wave of shame; she 
would not want him to see her like this. He noiselessly slipped out and closed the door 
behind himself. 

 Peter climbed back into the rental van and slammed the door. Well, it is lunchtime, 
he thought. He headed to the fast food strip a few blocks over and down the street. 

 He wasn‟t paying attention as he picked a restaurant, got his food, and ate. He 
barely remembered it. Then he got to the pay phone. “Gotta get me a cell phone,” he 
muttered. “It‟d be cheaper.”  

 She answered on the third ring. “Parker residence, May speaking,” she said. 

 “Hey,” Peter said. “I was wondering if I could come by. Maybe in about fifteen 
minutes?” 

 “Sure,” she said. “That would be nice. I‟ll look forward to it.” 

 “Okay,” Peter said. “See ya then.” He hung up. 

 He took his sweet time getting back to the house. 

 This time when he strolled in she was in the kitchen puttering, wearing her plain 
blue dress and her canvas house shoes, her hair done up in a bun. Peter smiled to 
himself. 

 “Hey there, pretty lady,” he said. 

 “Hello, Peter,” she said, her voice thin and worn. “Have you eaten?” 

 “Actually yes,” he said. “But don‟t let me get in your way.” 
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 “Have a sandwich to be sociable,” she said. “You‟re a growing boy, after all.” 

 “Fair enough,” he said, and he sat at the table as she finished cutting the peanut 
butter and jelly sandwiches in half diagonally. She put the plate on the table and sat 
down opposite him. He smiled to himself and picked up a triangular sandwich. “Been a 
while since I had one of these.” 

 “Well, you don‟t pack a lunch any more, I‟ll bet,” she said primly. 

 “Nah,” Peter said. “Me primal college boy. Me live on edge. Me scrounge food 
between class. Starve till dinner.” He smiled at her. “Sorry, the „Make Aunt May Crazy‟ 
urge just kicked in.” 

 “Almost forgot milk,” she said. “We both need our calcium.” 

 “Okay, ya got me back,” Peter grinned. “I‟ll get it.” He got up and got the milk and 
two glasses. 

 Aunt May took her time but she ate one of her sandwich halves. Then she picked 
up a plastic container with seven lids over small boxes. 

 “What‟s that?” Peter asked. 

 “My lunch pills,” Aunt May said. She fumbled with the lid and managed to force it 
open. “I have to take these with food.” She dumped out a pile of pills of all different 
shapes and colors and sizes. 

 “What is all that?” Peter breathed. 

 “Well,” she said with a slightly pained smile, trying to be graceful in the face of her 
weakness, “this one is for blood pressure. This one a calcium supplement, this one a 
vitamin… oh, I can hardly remember,” she said with a flutter of her hands. “I have the 
chart upstairs.” She wouldn‟t meet his eyes. 

 “Does insurance cover all that?” Peter asked. 

 “Oh, mostly,” she lied. 

 He suddenly realized that after her last hospital visit… he saw again the fresh 
hollowness around her eyes, around her cheeks. He realized that her delicate financial 
balance couldn‟t support this. And he looked down at the table to try to keep his 
sudden understanding from dawning on her. 

 “I‟ll be back in a minute,” she said graciously, and she took her pills into the 
restroom. Not ladylike to swallow so many pills when it is so difficult, in front of your 
nephew… 

 Peter took a deep breath and leaned back. 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN. “Collapse” 

 Peter walked up to the front door, which he left propped open, and he set down a 
box with a thud. He turned and headed back to the van. When he returned with another 
box of books, Aunt May was standing in the living room looking surprised. 

 “What are you doing, Peter?” she asked. 

 “Hey, is it okay if I move back in with you?” Peter said. 
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 “Well, of course,” she said with a sudden smile. “But what about your friends?” 

 He shrugged. “Our landlord got a better offer,” he said. “It‟s either go live with 
Harry‟s dad or with my sweet Aunt May.” He smiled winningly. 

 “Oh, Peter,” she said. “Do you need a hand with that?” 

 “Believe it or not,” he said under his breath, “I got it.” 

 “Your old room is just the way you left it,” she said. 

 “And I appreciate that,” Peter said. “Can I put some of this stuff in the basement?” 

 “Sure,” she said with a nod. “I‟ll go air out your room.” She tottered up the steps. 

 Peter finished unloading the van. He really didn‟t have that much stuff. Most of the 
storage had been filled by Harry‟s things. Peter reflected a moment on how much he 
was going to miss Harry‟s big screen, console video games, stereo surround sound 
system, dvd burners, computer setup… he shook his head.  And, of course, Harry. 

 “At least this way I won‟t disrupt his social life,” Peter muttered to himself. The 
idea made him feel petty and mean, so he shrugged it off. “Never mind.” 

 He navigated around the boxes and headed for the basement steps. On the way, he 
walked by the old secretary roll-top desk. It‟s top was rolled down. 

 That caught his eye. He could never once remember it being rolled down before. 
He touched it, adhered to it, tugged. 

 Not only closed but locked. 

 “Or not,” he muttered to himself. He flexed just slightly, and the weedy lock on the 
desk was sprung. He rolled it up, quietly, listening to Aunt May making his bed and 
adjusting things. 

 The first thing to catch his eye was the dismal sheaf of bills. He sat down at the 
desk, his heart sinking. 

 Utilities, second notice. Mortgage, third notice. Second mortgage, second notice. 
Gas, shutoff notice. Credit card, third notice and increase in interest. Second credit card, 
same. Third credit card, late. He felt his hands start to shake as he shuffled through the 
stack. Aunt May… why didn‟t you tell me? 

 Then he got to the doctor bills. 

 The rest of the doctor bills. 

 “This is all my fault,” he whispered, and he saw Voorhees‟s sneer in his minds eye. 

 Oh yeah? Then what are you going to do about it? 

* 

 Wylde walked toward the back of the warehouse, hefting a sizeable box. “Chief!” 
he yelled. “Fisk‟s people dropped this off.” 

 “Just a minute,” Beck said, carefully scooping powder into a glass tube. He then 
moved the stone plate he had been working on into the fume hood and slipped it 
closed. “What?” 

 “Box. For you. From Fisk,” Wylde said. “What do you have over there?” 
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 Beck smiled. “This one,” he said, tapping one with blue powder, “has your worst 
nightmare. Whatever that may be. This one,” he said, tapping the next, “turns to a 
narcotic gas when exposed to air. This one is itching powder.” 

 “Wow,” Wylde said. “You got a lot of chemical badness going on.” 

 Beck shrugged. “If Parker wants to turn it into a confrontation,” he said, “I prefer 
to be ready to put him off his guard so I can beat him. Raw speed and strength aren‟t 
enough.” 

 “Do you know what‟s in the box?” Wylde asked. 

 “Yes,” Beck said with a grim smile. “Yes I do. Go get Grummins. I have a job for 
him.” 

 “Aye captain,” Wylde said. He turned and walked away as Beck scooped up a 
crowbar and descended on the box. 

* 

 Peter finished his calculation in his check register. He had just enough in his 
savings account to cover the immediate bills and a couple doctor bills. He started 
stuffing envelopes with bills and checks as he heard the slight creak of the stairs as Aunt 
May came down. He resolutely continued in his task. 

 “Peter?” she said. Then she saw him at the desk. “Peter!” she said. “What do you 
think you‟re doing!” He almost flinched; he had never behaved badly enough as a child 
to extract that much shock in one sentence. 

 “Paying rent,” he said. He stood up and turned to face her. 

 “No,” she said, horrified. “I can‟t accept.” 

 Peter smiled at her gently. “We‟re family, Aunt May. And you‟ve done the same for 
me. This is my choice. We‟re in this together, pretty lady. I just got paid for my last 
batch of pics for the Planetary. I can think of no better way to spend it.” He walked up 
to her and gave her a hug. “Let‟s get some dinner going.” 

 She gave him a squeeze, and when he stepped back her eyes were shining with 
unshed tears. She grabbed his hand and squeezed it, patted it. Her mouth quivered just a 
little. But he sensed a tremendous relief. She nodded, and they walked into the kitchen. 

Sunday, November 24 

 Grummins lay in the back seat of his car. He popped a pretzel in his mouth and 
munched. Then he put up his small periscope again, looking over the front seat and out 
the windshield. Nothing. He lowered it and listened, waiting. 

 Not thirty seconds later, the front door to the Parker residence opened, and Peter 
helped Aunt May down the steps. They started walking down the sidewalk. Grummins 
popped up the periscope and watched them go. They turned the corner. 

 “Right,” he muttered. “Off to church.” He opened the car door at his feet with the 
toe of his cowboy boot, then he pushed it open and managed to wriggle to a sitting 
position and up out of the car. He brushed the crumbs from chips and crackers off his 
chest. He shut the door, looked both ways, and crossed the street. 
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 He strolled up to the front door and pulled a small, peculiar gun from his pocket. 
He stuck its tip in the door lock and squeezed the grip. The tumblers tripped, and 
Grummins strolled right in. 

 He closed the door, then jogged up the stairs to the second floor bathroom. He 
opened the medicine cabinet and pulled out the bottles. He opened all the small bottles, 
then compared sizes and shapes. With half a grin he started mixing and matching… 

* 

 Peter sighed and looked over at the clock. Almost three o‟clock already. He glanced 
over the quick list of homework he had from the previous week and the weekend that 
he really had planned to do, but things kept coming up… he groaned softly to himself.  

 Then he buckled down and got lost in the work, moving fast and with confidence, 
whirling over the objective ground and skirting subjective issues for the moment. 

 He heard a thump from downstairs, a quiet thump. Without his senses he would 
not have caught it. He stood, and glanced down the stairwell. “Aunt May, you okay 
down there?” 

 No answer. 

 He was down the stairs and in the kitchen in a heartbeat and a half. Aunt May lay 
on the floor, on her back, mouth open, eyes glazed. Peter quickly knelt by her; she had a 
pulse, however faint and erratic. 

 “I have no car,” he realized as panic squeezed his heart. He gritted his teeth, 
scooped her up, and sprinted out the front door. 

 Down the block, Grummins started his car and smiled to himself. “Fait accompli,” 
he muttered. 

 It was just as well Aunt May was unconscious during the wild ride through the city 
at night, carried by the spider ghost as though she were weightless, fragile, and precious. 

 Peter burst into the emergency room with Aunt May in his arms. “Somebody‟s 
gotta help me! I don‟t know what‟s wrong with her!” he shouted. 

 “Does she have insurance?” asked one of the nurses. 

 “Yes, Medicare and Medicade and all that crap,” Peter said. “Quick help her!” and 
two orderlies wheeled up a gurney. Her eyes opened a little. She struggled with fear and 
words as they carted her into the intensive care unit, Peter alongside. 

 “I don‟t know what happened,” he said to the doctor who fell in with the 
procession. 

 “Medication? Did she fall?” 

 “She might have had her medication, sure, she was on the floor when I found her.” 

 “What medications is she taking?” 

 “She was here last time when she had all that proscribed,” Peter said. “Can you 
find out?” 

 The doctor nodded curtly, then they were through the doors and Peter was left 
behind. 
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 Let them do their jobs. 

 For a moment, standing in the waiting room, Peter felt deeply helpless. He looked 
around, jingled the change in his pocket. Looked over at the pay phone, and shrugged. 
He walked over and picked up the receiver, dumped in his change, and poked the 
number. 

 The phone rang twice before someone picked up. “Osborns, „siz Harry.” 

 “Harry, how‟s it going, it‟s Peter,” he said. “How you feeling?” 

 “Better,” Harry said. “I‟m in a lot of pain, but they gave me lots of good stuff for it. 
Makes playing video games a real pip, let me tell you.” 

 Peter stuck a finger in one ear and turned away from the room. It was noisy in the 
waiting room, and the overhead public address kept paging doctors. “Good to hear 
you‟re getting better. That was kind of scary there for a few hours.” 

 “Yeah,” Harry said. “How‟s your car, by the way?” 

 “Totaled,” Peter shrugged. “Don‟t worry about that though. Good to talk to you.” 

 “Where are you, a car dealership?” Harry said. “Hell of a p.a. they got.” 

 “No, I‟m in the waiting room at the hospital.” 

 “You okay?” Harry asked. 

 “Me? I‟m fine. Thing is, Aunt May collapsed, they‟re looking at her right now.” 

 “Hell of a thing,” Harry said. “How are you holding up?” 

 “Just another crisis, right?” Peter said, on the edge of something like a laugh. “I 
think I got her here on time.” 

 “Hang on,” Harry said. “I‟ll fill in MJ. She‟s right here.” 

 “No, Harry,” Peter said. “Harry? Come on, don‟t have to—” 

 “Peter, this is MJ,” she said a moment later. “I‟ll come on over.” 

 “No, don‟t,” Peter said forcefully. “Stay with Harry. He may be out of the hospital, 
but he still needs you, MJ. Trust me on this. I got it here. It‟s just waiting. I brought a 
book,” he lied. 

 He glanced over his shoulder and saw the doctor coming. “Hey, it‟s the doctor. 
Gotta go.” 

 “Peter—“ 

 He hung up. “What news?” he asked. 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY. “Denied” 

 Grummins and Wylde stood watching Beck as he came around the corner wearing 
his new suit. It hugged his form more or less, and it was a dark forest green that was 
almost black. The patterns laid into it drew the eye away, confused his form. The edges 
of the pattern glittered in the light, so as he moved a shimmer moved across him. 

 “What the hell is that?” Grummins said. 
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 “It‟s a polymer,” Beck said, “Designed to shrug off piercing and cuts, and to 
diffuse kinetic energy. The patterns are inlaid metal weave, pretty sharp stuff. So after I 
spent all the time and energy getting it commissioned and all the time waiting for it, I 
think it‟s time to try this sucker out. Come on, boys. Get some clubs and let‟s see what 
you can do.” 

 Grummins and Wylde exchanged a look. 

 “Boys,” Beck said patiently. “I was a stunt man for almost ten years before I 
moved on. You aren‟t gonna hurt me. Let‟s do this. I promise to be gentle with you.” 
He walked over to the bench and picked up two scrima sticks. He tossed one to each of 
them. “Okay,” he said, and he settled into a combat stance. 

 Grummins sighed. “Okay, here goes,” he said. He and Wylde moved to flank Beck, 
then they darted in. 

 Beck caught the first blow on his forearm, he quickly tugged and the metal patterns 
of his suit bit into the club and almost tugged it out of Grummins‟s hand. Wylde hit him 
square in the back, and he grunted and turned. 

 “Not bad,” he said, facing them. “Didn‟t hurt. Let‟s see what you guys got in ya.” 

 Grummins spun, slashing with the stick, and Beck took it on the shoulder and slid 
a few inches. Wylde lashed down at his leg, and where the stick hit it was shaved, 
leaving wood splinters sticking off the suit and taking almost a quarter of the stick‟s 
thickness off. 

 “Not bad,” Beck said, raising his hand. “That‟ll do. Tells me what I need to know. 
The suit should do a number on his knuckles if he wants it to come to that. And I‟m 
able to shrug off your hits. So I‟ll have some protection.” 

 “Some neat long johns,” Wylde said. 

 “You think that‟ll let you beat this Parker guy?” Grummins said skeptically. 

 “No, not by itself,” Beck said, walking over to his workbench. The splinters fell off 
the suit as he moved. Beck picked up the flat pack for the tubing. “Not by itself,” he 
murmured as he glanced over the vials of powder. “But I‟m getting closer. Should it 
come to that.” 

 

Monday, November 25 

 Two in the morning. 

 Peter dropped the racquetball. Caught it on the rebound. Dropped it again. Sweat 
beaded and dripped from his forehead, he felt it in slow motion, its surface wobbling as 
it fell to shatter on the hard floor. He dropped the ball again. Then he threw it up. 

 He hit the ball with his strength. 

 His senses felt, saw it flatten as it screamed at the wall, felt the tension go out of his 
racquet with the hit. Damn near broke it. The ball was to the wall in a split second and 
rebounding at near bullet speeds. He was barefoot, ready; he sprang into the air twisting 
out of the way of the ball as it sizzled under him and rebounded before gravity could 
pull him down enough to reposition. He deflected it from the back wall to the side wall 
with the racquet as his mind went over his situation. Again. 
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 Aunt May needs an operation. 

 The hospital won‟t do the operation without an outlay of cash. 

 He doesn‟t have it and doesn‟t know how to get it. 

 The hospital is willing to give her medication to make her comfortable until— 

 And he sprang to the side, the ball whooshed past him making his hair flail; he was 
faster still. He hit the speeding ball with the racquet from behind to put some extra juice 
on it. The walls were cracking, the ball nearly burst. Almost but not too much pressure. 
And the ball screamed on with lethal speed. 

 He let his eyes lazily drift out of focus as he held his position in the middle of the 
court and kept the ball in play, racquet whizzing around him to keep that one small 
space in the racquetball court safe from the relentlessly speeding ball. 

 Some hero. Can‟t save his aunt. People throwing money at him, but he won‟t do 
what they want even to save his aunt. 

 He considered, for a moment, surrendering and finding the one who was inevitably 
behind this and just biding his time before making the offer. 

 Something deep inside welled up, rebelled, and Peter knew that he couldn‟t. He let 
out a hoarse shout and crushed one last hit into the ball, then backflipped and slipped 
out the door while the ball helplessly thrashed around in the deserted court. 

* 

 Peter reflected that he must have been walking for hours. He stood in the park and 
watched the sun shoulder its way up into the sky. He closed his eyes and breathed, and 
his senses informed him that it was seven thirty six and forty eight and a half seconds. 
Atomic time. 

 “Thank you,” he muttered. 

 His mind was whirling round and round, trying to decide what to do about Aunt 
May. How to get the money. He was vaguely aware of returning to Aunt May‟s house, 
getting books, going to school. He reflexively checked his mailbox in the student center 
on his way through, and he saw a slip of red paper. He pulled it out and read it. 

 “No way,” he said. “Absolutely no way.” He crumpled the paper and ran to the 
administrative building. In a matter of minutes he was in the financial aid office. 

 He pushed past three students in line and went straight to the desk. “Excuse me,” 
he said, his voice tense, “what is the meaning of this?” He brandished the red paper. 

 “That,” the woman behind the counter said, “means you should take your place in 
line.” She blinked at him over her glasses, her mouth in a sour pucker. 

 “Not today, lady, don‟t push me today,” Peter said, struggling to maintain control. 
“I submitted everything I needed to submit to get my aid package for next semester. So 
why did I get this thing telling me the deadline is past and I won‟t get aid?” 

 She looked at him for a moment, and he met her eyes. “Name?” 

“Parker, Peter Parker.” 

 Sniffing with disapproval, she pulled up his file. “We never received your 
paperwork,” she said. 
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 “Never…” he said. “Well can you look again?” 

 His senses told him that a woman further back in the office was calling security, 
and it became a full time battle to repress the frustration surging up in him. He felt his 
temperature rising, his joints loosening. No. No no no. Not here. Not like this. No. 

 “Mister Parker, we‟ve looked. If you have a problem with this, you can take it up 
with the Dean of Students. At this point you‟re holding up the line you interrupted and 
you are being inexcusably rude. We will do an inquiry if we are instructed to do so by 
the Dean of Students. Good day.” 

 Peter stood stock still, wrestling with the urge to be more physically persuasive with 
the financial aid biddy. Stiffly, he dragged himself back and turned and walked out of 
the office. 

 He got to the bottom of the stairs when the security guard got to the front door of 
the building, huffing and puffing. The guard was reaching for the door when Peter 
pushed it open, perhaps a little harder than he meant to. The guard was caught by the 
door and tossed over the sidewalk onto the grass, where he landed with a heavy thud. 

 Peter immediately felt guilt; the guard looked to be in his late fifties or early sixties, 
a smaller man. Peter quickly walked away before the guard could sit up. 

 “I gotta get control of myself,” Peter muttered. “I gotta get a grip. This is not 
good.” But he faced the cold hard fact that he couldn‟t pay for his last semester of 
schooling, or Aunt May‟s operation. 

 Still his opponent was faceless. He felt his teeth gritting. 

 Across the quad, from the student union on the third floor, Beck watched the 
guard pick himself up off the ground. He picked up the phone and called the dean of 
students. 

* 

 Peter walked out to the quad and sat on a bench, hanging his head, his mind 
spinning. Everything was coming apart at the seams. 

 “Oh, I can‟t believe I almost just said that,” he said in response to his thoughts. 
“Things can always get worse.” 

 “Mister Parker?” said a woman‟s voice. He looked up quickly. 

 “Hello, Ms. Slade,” he said. “Uh, I‟m sorry I missed your class. I‟ve been…” He 
trailed off, no excuse forthcoming, and just shrugged with an apologetic smile. 
“Around.” 

 Ms. Slade was very pretty and almost beautiful. She tossed her hair back and looked 
down at him. “Yes, I did miss you in class,” she said, “and so did the Dean of Students, 
Albrecht Mortenson. He wants to see you.” She looked at him for a moment. “Are you 
going to be okay?” 

 “Sure,” he said. “Everything‟s fine… peachy, you could say… Why don‟t I just go 
see the dean… Thanks for the message… I was going to see him anyway…” Peter got 
up and smiled at his teacher, containing the simmering pressure of frustration that was 
building in his chest and gut. Then he jogged towards the administrative building. 
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 Ms. Slade sighed, shook her head, and continued down the sidewalk. “I hate it 
when the good kids get into drugs,” she murmured to herself. 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY ONE. “Counseled” 

 “You could be suspended for today‟s display,” the dean said sternly. Peter could 
hear the quiver of nervousness in his voice. “Instead, since you‟re obviously a troubled 
student, I have decided to be lenient. This incident need not be appended to your 
permanent record if you agree to see the school counselor.” 

 “I can‟t afford counseling,” Peter said. 

 “It is a service provided by the school. Third floor of the student union, Doctor 
Quentin Beck. Make an appointment with him and follow through on it, or go on 
suspension. Clear?” The dean looked down at a post-it note and scribed the number, 
pulling the tacky square of paper up and handing it to Peter. 

 “Clear,” Peter said. He looked at the note, and turned to leave. Then he stopped 
and turned back around. 

 “Excuse me, sir,” he said, “could you ask financial aid to look again for my 
records? I mailed them in but they can‟t seem to find them and they won‟t look without 
your express order.” 

 “I‟ll look into it,” the dean said. Peter nodded and left without being dismissed. 

 “Great,” Peter muttered as he navigated his way down the endless staircases to get 
back to the ground floor. “He‟ll look into it. Before he even tells them to look again. 
And I get to go see a head shrink. Hey, maybe I can get rid of the voices in my head.” 

 That‟s not funny. 

 “Sez you,” Peter said, and he almost laughed. But his voice had just a hint of 
hysteria, and he was moving faster than he normally did. 

 He reached the phone in the foyer of the administration building, then he stopped. 
“It‟s just not the same if I don‟t put change in,” he said ruefully. “I‟ll just go find this 
doctor on my own. And he jogged effortlessly out the front door and across the quad 
and up the steps, through the student union, up more steps to the third floor. He 
started nosing around, looking for a counselor office. 

 He passed an open door. “Hey, Parker?” came a voice. He stopped and backed up. 

 “Yes?” he said. 

 There was a man in a very narrow office, with a window overlooking the quad. He 
had a computer wedged in by the window, and a chair by his desk, and a small 
bookshelf. Nothing else would fit in the office. The man inside stood up and stepped to 
the doorway. He had close cropped black hair, piercing blue eyes. He was built like an 
athlete. He wore khakis and a denim shirt, and a white tie with black splotches. “My 
name is Quentin Beck.” 

 “You know mine,” Peter said, “And what I look like. How do you know me?”  

 “I‟m good with faces,” Beck said. He sat down at his desk. “I imagine you‟re here 
to set up an appointment with me.” 
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 “Indeed I am,” Peter said. “Dean said I had to.” 

 “We have an arrangement during my sabbatical,” Beck shrugged. “Have a seat?” 

 “I figure we can just make an appointment today, right?” Peter said.  

 “If you‟ve got a few minutes, there‟s no time like the present,” Beck said, flashing a 
smile. “I have the luxury of being a visitor, so I don‟t get sucked into meetings. See, 
meetings are the black hole of time. They prevent action, and instead there is ceaseless 
approval garnering to proceed with investigations to inform the plan which will be a 
multi-stage endeavor… I haven‟t the patience,” he said. His smile turned sly. “Or the 
staff, for that matter.” 

 “I have a few minutes,” Peter said. He sat in the chair. “How does this counseling 
thing work?” 

 “I must admit, I‟m a student of the mind rather than a therapist. The best place to 
start is to talk about what‟s bothering you. I always figured bartenders for pretty good 
shrinks,” he said with a grin. 

 “What‟s bothering me?” Peter said. “The school lost the paperwork I submitted for 
my application for aid next semester. Wouldn‟t even look for it. Of course,” he said, a 
faint blush warming his face, “I did get a little rude with the old bag behind the desk. 
That‟s enough to make anybody crazy.” 

 “You seem like a balanced young man,” Beck said, watching Peter closely. “Seems 
like it would take a lot more than that to encourage you to knock a security guard over a 
sidewalk.” 

 Peter suddenly realized Beck‟s view included the door to the administration 
building across the quad, where the financial aid office was. “Ah,” he said. “Well, my 
aunt keeps getting in and out of the hospital. So money is tight. And my best friend was 
in a car with me when we got totaled. And my landlord evicted us so I had to tell him in 
the hospital that he was homeless. But aside from that?” he said with a shrug. “Things 
are good.” He felt a weird unreality that he could sum up his gargantuan troubles in a 
handful of words. 

 “I‟m not here to solve your problems,” Beck said quietly, “just to help you find the 
resources in yourself to face them.” 

 An aging man with a grizzled beard leaned his head into Beck‟s office on the way 
by. “Come on, Beck,” he said. “You‟re later than I am to the staff meeting! We‟re 
talking about the coffee machine setup, so if you‟ve got an opinion you‟d better be 
there.” He moved on. 

 “It has begun,” Beck said with a rueful smile. “I‟m getting sucked into meetings. 
Look, Peter. If nothing else, I want you to remember two things. It can always get 
worse and there is always hope. Life is a fluid thing, it has a will of its own. It can 
overcome any planning. Hang in there. You available to meet Wednesday?” 

 “I‟m done with class at four,” Peter said.  

 “Promise me you‟ll come,” Beck said. 

 “I promise,” Peter said with a small nod. 

 Beck smiled. “Have a better one. Stay out of meetings.” 
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 “Thanks,” Peter said, standing and hefting his schoolbag. He paused, then smiled a 
little and turned. He left the office suite. 

 Beck‟s smile broadened as he rubbed his hands together. “I am quite pleased with 
how my little plan is working out,” he murmured to himself. Then he picked up a pad 
and a pen and headed out for a meeting. 

* 

 Peter picked up her thin, light hand and stroked the back of it. Aunt May‟s eyes 
fluttered once, then opened. She had a tube across her face, in her nose. She smiled 
wanly at Peter. 

 “How‟s my favorite pretty lady?” Peter asked with a grin. 

 “I feel much better. I‟ll be home soon,” she managed. Peter saw the weakness, the 
fear in her eyes. He smiled and did his best to make it convincing. 

 “I‟ve kept your plants watered,” he said, “and your boxing gloves polished, a high 
shine on your bowling balls.” His smile shifted to a grin. 

 “Good boy, Peter,” she said with a smile, exhaustion growing in her. “Don‟t let 
this… put you behind…in your schoolwork…” 

 She dozed, and Peter sat beside her, motionless. 

 For hours. 

 Then he left. 

* 

 Peter sat at the dimly lit counter in the bar, his feet hooked childlike in the rungs of 
the barstool. He leaned his head on his hand, his elbow on the bar. “How come they 
don‟t have cool places to play pool and listen to crappy western music that don‟t 
involve beer?” he sighed to himself. 

With his other hand he played a kind of shell game on the bar with two 
quarters and a dime, weaving them around each other. 

 “I could call Strange.” He listened to how that sounded coming out of his mouth, 
and he closed his eyes. “If Strange even can bail me out, I‟d still be effectively hiring 
myself out. Damn.” Not from coercion. From honor. So Peter kept thinking, over 
everyone he knew who had money who might give him a loan. Not Harry or his dad. 
Not for this. “Harry‟s done his part,” Peter muttered, “picking up my slack when times 
were tight.” 

 Then a thought occurred to him. “No,” he whispered. But his mind had slithered 
through all its threads and come up with this one option open to him. 

 “I need pride to live, but I can‟t let it kill my aunt,” he said. He got up off the bar 
stool and headed for the pay phone. He slotted in his money and poked in a number he 
had hoped he would never have to call. 

* 

 The sally port by the big warehouse door opened, and Beck stepped in. Grummins 
and Wylde looked up from their game of cards. 
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 Beck threw back his arms. “First contact with the target,” he said triumphantly, 
“and it went well. I will be his friend now. He doesn‟t, couldn‟t suspect a thing.” 

 “You da man,” Wylde said with a grin. “We‟ll nail this punk.” 

 “That was never a question,” Grummins said, standing. “What now?” 

 “Now,” Beck said, “I‟m going to suit up with the finishing touches and try it out as 
an integrated system. You two get to take the evening off. I think we‟re all set to where 
Mysterio and Beck can finish out the end game.” 

 “Mysterio?” Wylde said. A smile bloomed in his face as he tried not to laugh. 
“Sounds like something you‟d get out of a crackerjack box.” 

 “Doesn‟t matter,” Beck shrugged. “It‟s just misdirection. Wiggling the fingers on 
this hand,” he said, darting his hand out, “while this one comes up with the Glock.” He 
grinned at them, gun in hand. He palmed it away as fast as he had pulled it out. 

 “You are crazy, man,” Wylde said. “Kray. Zee.” He sat back down and picked up 
his cards. 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY TWO. “Just Reward” 

 Peter broke. 

 The pool balls scattered around the table, both a stripe and a solid tumbling down 
holes. 

 “Ain‟t that always the way,” he muttered to himself. “I guess I‟ll just play both 
sides.” 

 The front door of the bar opened and closed, and Peter knew who had come in. 
He sank three balls with an expert shot. “Stripes first,” he said to himself, “then we get 
solid.” 

 The man in the leather coat and cowboy hat walked up behind him, moving quietly 
without even trying. He watched Peter sink another three balls. 

 “What‟s up, kid?” he asked in his gravelly voice. 

 Peter stood and turned. “Thanks for coming, Logan,” he said. 

 Logan perched on a bar stool and tugged off his cowboy hat. His hair… unfurled. 
“Beer!” Logan barked at the bartender. Logan looked at Peter. “Somethin‟s on yer 
mind, I can tell. You old enough to be in here?” 

 Peter returned his attention to the game as Logan got a cold beer. “Money 
trouble,” Peter said, the words costing him, effort forcing them out. “Aunt May needs 
an operation, my car was wrecked, I‟ll be kicked out of school… it runs along the lines 
of a suburban country song.” Half the balls on the table slid down the pocket holes. “I 
can‟t get my act together and get pictures, I can‟t eat, I can‟t sleep. I don‟t want to tell 
you all my troubles, Logan, I was just wondering if you had any ideas.” 

 Logan watched his back as he finished off the table. He sniffed, nodded once. 
“Don‟t do anything stupid. I‟ll see you here. Tomorrow. Got that?” 

 “Okay,” Peter said in a small voice. Logan got up, paid for his beer, and left the 
bar. Peter put his head down on the table. 
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 “Great, Parker,” he said. “Smooth.” 

 He went home. 

* 

 “Showtime,” Beck said. He stood by the door to the office, up on the balcony. He 
was in the dark greenish suit, and he had a cloak pinioned on his shoulders. Under his 
arm was a big glassy bowl like an astronaut‟s helmet. Beck launched from the balcony 
and fell, slapping down on the ground. He stood easily. They noticed he had added 
greaves along his forearms, probably for blocking. They were bladed like the suit was. 

 “I like this suit,” he said. He smiled at them, then clamped the reflective bowl on 
and spun it a couple times, so it was firmly attached to the socket on his shoulders. The 
socket was strapped under his arms and across his back, providing ample support to 
keep the globe on should it be hit. 

 “Great,” Grummins muttered. “I work for the magic eight ball.” Wylde giggled. 

 A faint chilling mist rose up from the floor, coiling around the dark figure with the 
glassy helmet. “The time has come for a reckoning,” whispered a sepulchral voice, coming 
from everywhere at once. “The spider ghost will submit… or perish.” The mist engulfed the 
entirety of Mysterio‟s form, then they saw the helmet in the mist become translucent, 
begin to glow— 

 Within, the eerie glowing visage of a greenish skull took form. A deep laugh rolled 
from the air around them, then the cloak swooped once, violently shifting the mist. It 
broke up, leaving the area hazy, but Mysterio was gone. 

 “Er,” Grummins said, “Maybe we shouldn‟ta made fun of his helmet.” 

 “Wow,” said Wylde. 

 From the rafters, Beck looked down with a satisfied smile. 

 

Tuesday, November 26 

 Someone touched the front door. Peter did a kippup in bed and whirled noiselessly 
behind the bedroom door. Then he woke up, checked back along his senses to see why 
he wasn‟t in bed anymore. 

 Ah. 

 He opened the door to his room noiselessly as the front door opened. He had 
forgotten to lock it. Great. He squatted up at the top of the stairs, watching. 

 Mary Jane. 

 Peter sprang back, darted into his room, and dressed rapidly. In moments he was 
back at the top of the stairs. 

 He heard her in the kitchen, heard the coffee maker start up. 

 “MJ? Is that you?” he said. 
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 She poked her head out of the kitchen. “Accept no substitute,” she said. “I thought 
you could use a ride to school. Since you missed each and every one of your classes 
yesterday, boy genius.” 

 “How‟s Harry doing?” Peter asked, leaning against the wall. 

 She shrugged. “Harry‟s feeling sorry for himself. Only so much „Woe is me‟ I can 
handle before I want to smack him.” 

 “Did you?” Peter asked. 

 “Of course not,” she said. “I don‟t believe in beating your boyfriend. Shows poor 
upbringing. How are you holding up?” 

 “Peachy,” he said. “Don‟t really want to go into details. I just keep telling myself 
everything will work out.” 

 “I see,” she said. “It‟s like that. Hang in there, tiger.” She glanced back in the 
kitchen. “Great. You‟re all up and dressed and now we have to wait for coffee.” 

 “You know,” he said, “it was a lot less unnerving when you hated my guts.” 

 “I didn‟t hate you, Peter,” she said. “I hated who you pretended to be. But there‟s a 
lot more there, isn‟t there.” Her green eyes shot right through him. 

 “I wish I could take that night back,” he said. “Keeps me up at night, thinking 
about what kind of danger I have put you in.” 
 “Don‟t,” Mary Jane said, perhaps too sharply. “I‟m glad I know. I accept the risk. 
It‟s an exciting secret. And you have to tell somebody. Or you‟d pop.” 

 “It‟s not just that I‟m the spider ghost,” he said. “I mean, I‟m—“ 

 “That‟s far enough, mister,” she said with a very serious grin. “Drop it. Enough 
angst. You‟ll get some on my new boots. Besides, coffee‟s up. Let‟s down it so we can 
get out of here.” 

 Not much to say to that. 

* 

 “I hate how it gets dark so early,” Mary Jane said as she pulled up in a parking spot. 
“Here we are at the hospital again.” 

 “Thanks for driving me to school this morning. And to my home away from 
home,” Peter said. “I can take it from here.” He smiled at her. Then he got out of the 
car and slammed the door. He turned to walk away when the window started buzzing 
down behind him. He turned. 

 “Hey Peter,” Mary Jane called after him. 

 “Yeah?” 

 “Don‟t forget you can fly,” she said, just loud enough for him to hear her. Then the 
car pulled away, its window scrolling up. 

 Peter couldn‟t possibly have guessed how forlorn he looked as he watched her 
drive away. 
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 He turned and walked into the hospital. His pace was slow as his mind whirred at 
high speeds, trying to figure out what to do, looking for the way out, the needle in his 
haystack of bills. 

* 

 Peter closed his eyes and hit the cue ball. The pool balls scattered across the table, 
and he listened as his senses tracked which ones went where. Without opening his eyes, 
he walked around the table, lined up, and fired again. The bumpers paffed with the 
impact of the hard pool balls, and Peter kept each ball distinct as his senses tracked by 
sound and vibration. He half smiled to himself. He could always shark people for 
money. 

 The door to the bar opened and closed, and the distinctive scuffle of boots headed 
his way. A short and very heavy man. Peter opened one eye. 

 “Logan,” he said.  

 “Glad to see you, kid,” Logan said, hefting his gym bag and putting it up on the 
counter. 

 “That your workout gear?” Peter asked wryly. 

 “Somethin like that,” Logan nodded. He glanced at the barkeep and nodded. The 
bartender got him a beer. “How‟s yer week goin?” 

 Peter chuckled. “I got turned down for financial aid next semester and almost 
expelled. Barely feel it at this point. On the bright side, my best friend‟s girl seems to 
have taken a shine to me after I got him in a car wreck. How about you?” 

 “I had a great day,” Logan said, leaning back against the bar. The bartender 
brought him his beer, and Logan tipped his hat. 

 “I‟m tired of this game,” Peter muttered. He fired the cue ball at the side of the 
table; it smacked into one, two, three balls, and they caromed across the table in their 
own course. Five seconds, and the last ball on the table slowly rolled and tipped into the 
corner pocket. Only the cue ball was left on a field of green. 

 Peter rolled it to the corner, where it rattled down. He turned to face Logan. 

 Logan had his back to Peter. He unzipped the gym bag as he swung it around and 
put it on the table. For a long moment, he looked into Peter‟s eyes. Peter looked back; 
what was Logan thinking? It was impossible to tell. 

 The short hairy man reached into the bag and pulled out a crisp packet of fifty 
dollar bills. He put it on the table, then looked at Peter with a wild grin lurking in his 
eye. He pulled out another packet. Another. 

 “There must be thousands there,” Peter said, trying not to gasp. 

 “Aw, hell,” Logan said. He upended the bag, and with heavy thuds the packets of 
bills cascaded down into a chaotic, sliding pyramid. 

 Peter stared, his face drained of color. 

 “Three hundred thousand dollars,” Logan said with a nod. “Should cover it, 
doncha think?” With a very satisfied grin, he tucked a cigar into the corner of his 
mouth. 
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 “I… I can‟t take this,” Peter managed. 

 “It‟s all legal,” Logan shrugged. “Ahem.” He put his hand up to highlight the 
words: “The Anthony Stark Meritous Scholar Award. Three hundred thousand dollars. 
All yours, kid.” He slapped Peter on the back. 

 “Logan,” Peter said, visibly struggling, “I can‟t take this kind of charity. This is… 
this is a lot of money.” 

 Logan‟s expression darkened. “Kid, you think this is charity?” he said. “Look at 
me.” Peter looked at him. 

 Logan stared him in the eye, just one step from fierce in that moment. “First time I 
met you,” he said, putting a thick finger up, “you saved me from a fate worse than death 
and you didn‟t even know who I was. First time you met Stark, you kept him from 
being killed in his armor in the middle of his complex. And to date, neither one of us 
has had a proper chance to thank you.” Logan looked away and lit his cigar. “Now I‟m 
not sayin this is adequate repayment for such things as you‟ve done. But I am sayin,” he 
said, looking Peter in the eye, “this is not charity. Stark an me think more of our lives 
than that.” His eyebrows lowered menacingly. “Only two words can come outa yer 
mouth that won‟t make me need to smack you.” 

 “Thank you,” Peter said softly. 

 “Thosr them,” Logan said with a curt nod. “I gotta go. Bag‟s complimentary. Sides, 
you think Stark‟s gonna even feel this loss? I bet he‟s got this much just in one of his 
pillows.” He grinned at Peter, slapped him on the back, and flicked a five dollar bill on 
the counter. Then he jogged out of the bar, chuckling to himself. 

 Peter watched him go, speechless. 

 He looked down at the money and let the idea grow in him, the idea that it was all 
his to do with as he pleased, no strings attached, money he earned. As the spider ghost, 
no less. 

 A grin welled up in him that just wouldn‟t be stopped. 

 He swiftly packed and headed out into the night. 

CHAPTER TWENNTY THREE. “Wealth” 

Wednesday, November 27 

 As dawn crept up the horizon, Peter flicked bill after bill into the mail box. When 
the whole stack was in, he leaned back and cut loose with a howl of pure joy. 

 A huge weight lifted from him. He knew for sure that if he let go of the ground he 
might fly up and never come down. He grinned and went jogging. 

 Less than an hour later, he found himself on campus strolling into the financial aid 
office. 

 Look, ma, no line. He sauntered right up to the counter. “Top of the morning, 
ladies,” he said with a smooth grin. “Tell ya what. Let‟s get me squared away for next 
semester.” 

 The lady behind the desk smiled at him. “Certainly. What‟s your name?” 

 “Peter Parker,” he said. He smiled at her. She tapped at her keyboard for a while. 
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 Her expression clouded. “I‟m afraid your paperwork has come through, yesterday,” 
she said. She looked up at him. “Your aid was denied.” 

 “Of course it was,” he said, unflappable. “So how about we just, oh, pay off the last 
semester of my college education with some cold, hard, cash, scholarship be damned. 
How does that hit ya?” His smile grew almost unbearably wide. 

 Her eyes got very big indeed as he whipped out five stacks of fifty dollar bills. 
“This enough? I got some more!” he said, shaking his bag and barely restraining a laugh. 

 Half an hour later that was sorted out and he was moving crosstown at a speedy, 
weightless jog. He closed in on the hospital, and found his way to Aunt May‟s room. 

 “Aunt May!” he said as he strolled in. She looked up at him, tired and pale, but she 
tried to smile. 

 “I have some great news for you, Aunt May,” Peter said, slinging his bag to the 
ground and sitting on the chair by the bed. “I won the Anthony Stark Meritous Scholar 
award! Three hundred thousand dollars!” He beamed. “I got it all now. The house, the 
hospital, college, you name it we‟re covered. Isn‟t that great news!?” 

 Her eyes got very large and her fluttering hand reached for his wrist. “Peter, can it 
be true?” she said. 

 “Oh yeah,” he said. “I‟m going to get you the best medical care money can buy.” 

 “Oh, Peter,” she said, leaning forward and pulling him into a hug. “I knew others 
would someday recognize how great you are.” 

 Just then the doctor walked in. Peter grinned at him. “Hey doc, do I have some 
news for you,” he said. “Happy Thanksgiving!” 

* 

 Peter knocked on the doorway. Beck looked up from his work and smiled. “How‟s 
it going?” he said. 

 “I‟m early, that okay?” 

 “Sure,” Beck said, gesturing to the chair. “How‟s it been, these past couple days.” 

 “Like I hit the bottom of the hill on the rollercoaster and got fired through a loop,” 
Peter said with a grin as he moved down into the chair. “I just won the Anthony Stark 
Meritous Scholar award. Three hundred thousand dollars. They say money can‟t buy 
happiness. Well, they‟re probably right. But as of this moment I have got to be one of 
the happiest guys on the planet.” Peter was beaming. “Money can‟t buy you love. But 
hell, it sure does help on Valentines day. Ha ha! Just in time for Thanksgiving. And boy 
am I. Thankful, that is. And giving. My aunt is gonna be out of debt, I got next semester 
covered, you are looking at a guy who went from the bottom to the top fast enough that 
his head is still spinning!” 

 Beck blinked. 

 Opened his mouth. 

 Shut it, tried on a smile. 

 “That‟s great news, Peter!” he said with a grin. 
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 Just had to be Stark. Damn. Beck wondered if he knew about the rest of what was 
going on. Maybe Fisk didn‟t need to know about this just yet. “Hey, Peter, mind if we 
do the session anyway?” 

 “Sure,” Peter shrugged. “I‟ve got some time before my last class of the day, and I‟m 
in an easy mood. Hit me, doc.” 

 “I‟ve put together a few questions this time,” Beck said wryly. “Okay, let‟s start at 
the top. Tell me a little about your family; brothers, sisters, parents, that sort of thing.” 
He leaned back, desperately thinking. Time, he needed time. He felt his plan coming 
apart at the seams, unraveling, and his mind raced trying to figure out how to salvage 
the situation. 

 “I don‟t have any of the above,” Peter shrugged. “I was raised by my aunt and 
uncle, they were childless and I was an only child. My parents were killed in a plane 
crash. Before my parents left they asked my aunt and uncle to take care of me; when 
they agreed, they figured it was for the duration when they got the news.” Peter sighed. 
“My aunt and uncle missed having a child of their own, so I was welcome. I still live 
with my Aunt May, actually.” 

 “What about your uncle?” Beck asked. Please. Please have a trauma you need help 
with. Sympathy alone won‟t get me close enough, Beck thought. The beginnings of a 
plan began to form in his mind. 

 “Uncle Ben,” Peter said, his face troubled. He looked out the window. “Uncle Ben 
was a good man, like a father to me. A mugger killed him when I was barely in my 
teens. Uncle Ben‟s head was bashed in by a pipe for a wallet that didn‟t have anything in 
it. He was worth a lot more to me alive than his wallet was to his killer.” 

Peter shook himself and looked at Beck. “Look, I‟m adjusted,” he said. 
“Everybody has trauma in their lives. I was having some trouble coping because of 
money and the stress from not having any. Otherwise I‟m a normal, healthy, balanced 
young adult.” 

 “If you‟re healthy and well adjusted, you‟re not a normal young adult,” Beck said 
wryly. “But I can take a hint.” He smiled at Peter. “I‟m relieved to hear about your good 
news. I was worried about you, actually. That‟s why I made you promise to come today. 
I‟m glad to see that a little good news hasn‟t made you forget your promises. I‟ll tell the 
dean you‟re over it.” He smiled. 

 Peter cocked his head to the side. “Thank you,” he said in a faintly surprised voice. 

 As Beck‟s smile grew, the screen saver kicked in on the computer screen behind 
him. Shifting colors and patterns… 

 “Hey, that‟s a neat screen saver,” Peter said, then his gaze was drawn into it and he 
sat absolutely still, slack jawed. 

 Beck thrust himself out of his chair and knelt at Peter‟s knee. “You will have 
trouble sleeping,” he intoned, his voice low and fast. “A dark secret from your past has 
begun to plague you. If only you could talk to Beck about it, everything would be okay.” 
He paused. “When you awaken, you will have no memory of this or the screen saver.” 
Beck pushed himself up and back, and as he landed in his seat he nudged the mouse 
with his elbow. The screen saver shut off. 

 Peter blinked. 
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 “So we‟re done?” he said. 

 “Hey,” Beck said with a warm smile. “Careful celebrating. You have a great day.” 

 Peter grinned at him and was gone. 

 Beck let out a deep breath, glanced at his computer, and swore softly to himself. 
Now what? He closed his eyes and started thinking through Plan B. 

* 

 The elevator opened, and Peter stepped out of the mirrored box into the plush 
hallway. He glanced around, sniffed the air, shivered. The Osborn complex. He walked 
down the hallway and pushed the doorbell next to the ornate wooden door. 

 A moment later the door opened, and a thin woman looked at him. “Yes?” she 
said. “No solicitors,” she added. 

 “No, no, I‟m Peter Parker. I was Harry‟s roommate. I was hoping he was in,” Peter 
said. 

 “Come in,” she said tonelessly, glancing at his clothes. He stepped in, and she 
closed the door. “Please wait here,” she said. Then she headed into the depths of the 
huge apartment. 

 Peter glanced around at the chandelier, the deep carpet, the wood paneling on the 
wall, the baby grand. He realized that the furnishings of this room would approach if 
not cover the cost of buying Aunt May‟s house. 

 The housekeeper returned. “Please follow me,” she said. Peter followed her 
through a few corridors, then to a double door. She opened it and stepped in. “Mister 
Osborn, it‟s Peter Parker.” Then she glanced at Peter and left. 

 Peter stepped into the loft. It was twice as tall as a normal room, and skylights 
angled down one side of the ceiling. A vast television played quietly to itself at one end 
of the room, and Harry sprawled on the couch in front of it. 

 “Harry?” Peter said. Harry glanced over. 

 “Hey,” he said tonelessly. “What‟s up.” 

 Peter saw that Harry was watching Jerry Springer. “Just thought I‟d drop by, see 
how you‟re doing.” 

 “Fine,” Harry said. “Better than ever.” 

 “Cool,” Peter said, walking into Harry‟s field of vision without blocking his view of 
the television. Pinball machines, arcade games, a waterbed, bunk bed, balcony… Peter 
still struggled to come to grips with the room. It was about the size of his house. “Is MJ 
around?” 

 Harry almost chuckled. “Not at the moment. She‟ll turn up,” he said. 

 “Yeah,” Peter said. “Ookay, Harry, it was good to see you. Happy Thanksgiving, 
man,” he added, trying for eye contact and not getting it. “If you need anything,” 
though Peter couldn‟t imagine what he could need, “you have my number at Aunt 
May‟s, right?” 

 “Yeah,” Harry said. 
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 “I can show myself out,” Peter said. 

 Harry waved in his direction. 

 Peter backed away, then walked out of the cavernous room, down the hallways. He 
brushed at his face with his sleeve. Damn. He felt a burning in his chest. 

 “I‟ve lost Harry,” he whispered to himself. 

 He stepped into the elevator and let it take him all the way down. 

* 

 Peter opened the door and walked into the quiet house. That stop at the bank had 
finished off a perfectly bizarre day. He dropped to the couch and lay there for a long, 
long moment. His eyes drifted closed and he listened to the clock tick, to the stillness. 
He let out a long breath and found himself totally drained. 

 “I‟m home,” he murmured. 

 A few minutes later he got up and headed for the stairs when the answering 
machine caught his eye. He stepped over to where it flashed and pushed the button. 

 eep “Peter, this is MJ. Uh, turns out my family has decided to have this big get 
together thing and I have to go. So… I‟ll be in Florida for a few days. So take care, okay? 
Give Aunt May some turkey, ya big lug. And… um… I guess that‟s it.” eep 

 Peter sighed and quietly bonked his head against the wall. “So if Harry decides to 
shoot me,” he says, “maybe I won‟t dodge.” 

 That night, Peter‟s dreams were haunted, shallow, and restless… 

CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR. “Thanksgiving.” 

Thursday, November 28. 

 It was almost noon when Peter knocked, peeking into the hospital room. 

 “Hello, Peter,” Aunt May said warmly. He grinned and stepped in, a picnic basket 
in his hand. 

 “How are you doing today?” Peter asked. 

 “Oh, I was just laying here counting my blessings,” Aunt May said as she 
manipulated the control on the bed to sit up. “What do you have there?” 

 “Thanksgiving feast,” Peter said. He put a lap desk up on her bed, then a plate and 
a knife and a fork. Then he unwrapped, with great ceremony, the aluminum foil. Within 
was a turkey leg. 

 “Oh Peter,” she said with a small laugh. “But where‟s yours?” 

 “I ate the rest of the turkey in the car, on the way over,” Peter said as he sat down 
by the bed. “Okay, it‟s not really a feast, but I thought it‟d put the shine on the day for 
you.” 
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 She picked up the knife and fork and daintily sawed at the meat, cutting off small 
pieces and cutting around the tendons and gristle and other obstacles in the leg. “Mm,” 
she said. “This is quite good.” 

 “I‟m glad,” Peter said. “The guy at the store assured me this was a feisty bird who 
spent his whole life trying to get tasty.” He shook his head. “I don‟t know about those 
guys at the store.” 

 “Well, what other plans do you have for today?” Aunt May asked. 

 “I figured I‟d balance the national budget, graduate from college, and run off and 
join the circus. Course, that doesn‟t leave much for the afternoon,” he said with a shrug. 

 She returned her attention to her turkey leg. “Peter Parker, you‟re impossible,” she 
said. 

 “Don‟t I know it,” he murmured to himself. He felt suddenly weary; his haunted 
night was catching up to him. “Tell you what,” he said. “You finish that thing off and 
I‟m sure the nurses will be more than willing to take it off your hands.” He grinned. 

 “Are you off?” she asked. 

 He sighed. “I gotta find a nurse, then I‟ll be on my way. You take it easy today, 
Aunt May. Get better, okay?” 

 “I‟m working on it,” she said with a sage nod. He stood, smiled, and patted her 
hand. Then he left the room. After a few minutes of searching, he found a nurse. 

 “Hello,” he said. “My name is Peter Parker, I‟m May Parker‟s nephew. I was just 
wondering if they‟ve scheduled her surgery yet.” 

 The nurse checked her listings. “Hm,” she said. “Looks like it‟s scheduled for next 
week.” She looked up at him. 

 “Thanks,” he said, and he felt a little dizzy with relief. “Thank you very much.” 

 He went home. 

* 

 Peter closed the door behind himself and only then did he notice the quiet. It 
hummed in his ears. He felt the house expanding around him, the small building 
becoming empty and vast. 

 Peter shook his head. “Holidays,” he said to himself. He walked over to the 
answering machine. No message but the one Mary Jane left. He picked up the phone. 
“Talk to somebody,” he muttered. “Wish them a happy Thanksgiving.” 

 He punched in Dr. Strange‟s number. After a number of rings, eep “You have 
reached the Sanctum of Doctor Strange. I am unavailable this weekend, but your duty is 
to leave a message worthy of my attention.” eep. 

 Peter hung up instead of leaving a message. He thought for a moment and then 
mashed in Logan‟s number. eep “Not here, somewhere else, call later. Bye.” eep. 

 “Can‟t these people have normal answering machine messages?” Peter mused. He 
stopped himself before he called Mary Jane. She was in Florida.  

 “Fine,” Peter said, and before he could change his mind he punched in the Stacey‟s 
number. 
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 It rang for a while before the answering machine picked up. “This is the Stacey 
residence,” the retired police captain‟s voice said, and Peter hung up before he could 
hear the rest. 

 “They would have a normal message,” Peter grumbled. Then he thought over his list 
of friends once more. 

 He punched in one last number. 

 The phone rang twice. “Ramsey residence,” came a clear voice on the other end. 

 “Doug, hey, this is Peter,” he said. “I was wondering if you had your Thanksgiving 
feast yet.” 

 “You caught me on the way out the door,” Doug said. “Why?” 

 “I was just wondering if you wanted some company is all.” 

 “Sure,” Doug said easily. “The more the merrier. Chinese okay?” 

 “For Thanksgiving?” Peter said a bit doubtfully. 

 Doug chuckled. “They won‟t be crowded,” he said. “If you‟re interested, I‟m 
headed out to the Super China Wok Bar and Grill, you know the place?” 

 “Oh yeah,” Peter said. “I‟ll meet you there.” 

* 

 The restaurant wasn‟t crowded, but it wasn‟t deserted either. Peter immediately 
spotted Doug, sitting in a booth with a baseball cap on and hunched in his coat. 

 Peter sat down opposite him. “How‟s it going?” he said. 

 “It‟s Thanksgiving,” Doug sighed. “I hate Thanksgiving.” 

 “Really?” Peter said. “Why?” 

 “You gonna get some food?” Doug asked, amused. 

 “Hold that thought,” Peter grinned. A minute later he slid into the booth with a 
stacked, steaming plate of dumplings and rice and noodles all melting across each other. 
“What‟s the matter with Thanksgiving?” 

 “Disregarding the pilgrim feast, where they took advantage of the local generosity 
to survive so they could eventually spread like a disease across the surface of the land 
and build places like, you know, New York on what used to be beautiful wilds. Forget 
about that. I don‟t care about that one way or the other so much.” Doug rubbed his 
pale eyes with his hand; he looked like he had rolled out of bed and dressed and come 
straight to the restaurant. 

 “You know what I really hate about Thanksgiving? People know they should be 
grateful. I mean, the United States of America has five percent of the world‟s 
population, and twenty five percent of its wealth. There‟s a reason to be thankful. But 
people have to have a holiday to remind them, because their default setting is to whine 
and complain, no matter how much they have. You don‟t have enough until you decide 
you have enough. I‟ve actually heard people sniveling about how their stock options 
aren‟t performing as well as they‟d like and they‟re unhappy because in these tight times 
they might have to cancel their cruise to Alaska. Meanwhile the guy two seats down is 
trying to figure out how he‟s going to cover his rent this month, and he‟s grateful he‟s 
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not been shot on the way to the subway by a guy called Snake that he owes money to.” 
Doug leaned back.  

 “Really Thanksgiving isn‟t as bad as Christmas.” Doug shuddered. “You go out and 
see these tight eyed working executive mothers with their bags of pricey purchases and 
their hard, desperate voices, piling gifts and home improvements on credit cards that 
their salaries barely allow them to afford, families that can‟t buy food scraping together 
enough funding to purchase a console system for their five kids, not all of whom have 
fitting shoes, so they can play video games. Thanksgiving is a stab at being grateful for 
what we have before we blow it all on Christmas.” 

 Doug kept talking, but Peter tuned him out. Lonely people get really depressing on 
holidays, he remembered a little too late. Not just a catchy truism. He looked at Doug, 
who was off on some commercialism against spirit kick, talking about cartoons and 
something about Dickens. Guess money can‟t buy everything, he reflected. Note to self. 
Get Doug a little optimism for Christmas. 

 Half an hour later Peter thanked Doug for a good lunch, paid for both their meals, 
and struck out into the rainy, blustery afternoon. As Peter walked down the street, his 
mind cast itself forward, thinking of that evening, sleeping in the house alone again. He 
already felt nightmares building. He gritted his teeth. “Why now?” he muttered. “I‟m 
through the worst of it, right? Besides, there‟s nobody left to call.” 

 His mind paused. “What?” Peter said. Well, there is Beck. He‟s from out of town. 
Might not have anyone to wish him holiday cheer. 

 “Well,” Peter said to himself, “it‟s a thought.” He headed back to his house. 

 After he strolled in the front door he took the stairs in a bound and was in his 
room. He sat in his chair, and turned on his computer. 

 What felt like an hour later the computer was finished booting up and he had 
managed to coax his dial-up internet connection to find some server in the great beyond 
to connect with. He went to the school web site, the faculty lists, scrolled down. There. 
Beck. Peter scribbled his phone number on a scrap of paper and got offline. 

 The phone rang twice. “Beck,” came the voice on the other end. 

 “Mister Beck, this is Peter,” he said, feeling really awkward. 

 “Peter, hello,” Beck said, sounding surprised. “What can I do for you?” 

 “I just called to wish you a happy Thanksgiving,” Peter said, feeling a little stupid. 

 “Your timing is great,” Beck said. “I ended up with too much turkey. If you‟re not 
busy this afternoon, I sure could use some help disposing of it. You up for a little feast 
demolition? 

 Peter hesitated fractionally. Then, “Sure. Where do you live?” 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE. “Hypnotized” 

 Peter picked up the phone. He was ready to punch in a number for a cab when a 
gust of wind rattled the window. He slowly turned. 

 The afternoon was breathing. The lowering sky tossed fistfuls of rain down at the 
glass and steel and concrete of the city. The trees were whistling with wind. It was dim, 
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and those with business that took them outside scurried along with their eyes fixed on 
the pavement. 

 A fine day for flying. 

 “We agreed we aren‟t doing that anymore,” Peter said to himself sternly. 

 We? More like you agreed, he thought. Don‟t drag me into your prudish decision making. If it‟s 
not „we‟ when I decide to get Tandy Bowen in a web with me, then it‟s not „we‟ when you decide to stick 
to the ground. 

 Peter struggled. 

 Thought of the danger. 

 The risk. 

 Then the wind thrummed against the window again. 

 That‟s opportunity knocking. 

 Peter caved. Five minutes later he was in his mesh and airborne. Releasing his web, 
he sailed through the dimness of the blustery afternoon upside down, whizzing through 
the sky, his mind whirling across the city around and below him and mapping out 
contact points, routes, casual as breathing. 

 “Wahoooo!” he couldn‟t resist saying as he fired web, felt his half forgotten sacs 
punch out the stream, felt it bow with the push of the wind before slapping home. His 
arc flattened sideways and he was hissing along over traffic, faster than traffic, and he 
fired out another hissing stream. The web hit and contracted, its elasticity tugging him 
through the air even faster as he aimed for more distant targets, his senses in high gear 
keeping him intact as he ghosted above an oblivious city. 

 Peter Parker felt alive. 

 He dropped down on the roof of the condo that Beck had directed him to. He 
stripped down, folded his mesh to a flat black patch he adhered to the small of his back. 
Then he dressed in his civvies and dropped off the roof. He saw Beck‟s button, pushed 
it, the door clicked and he went in. 

 A minute later he was knocking on Beck‟s door. It was opened a moment later, and 
Beck stood there. He smiled at Peter, “Come on in,” he said. He was wearing khakis 
and a turtleneck, he had a glass of wine in one hand. The whole place smelled of turkey 
and stuffing. 

 “Happy Thanksgiving,” Peter said as he stepped in. He felt suddenly awkward. He 
glanced around. 

 The condo was comfortable; not wealthy, but well off. Indirect lighting was the 
order of the day, and the furniture looked more comfortable than showy. 

 “Hey, you‟re a young man, that means you know about electronics,” Beck said as 
he headed towards the kitchen. “Would you see if you can get the DVD player hooked 
up? I‟ve had a hell of a time with it,” he said. 

 “Sure,” Peter shrugged, relieved to have something useful to do. He went over to 
where the television was cranked around, wires dangling from it‟s backside. He took one 
look and his senses knew what went where. He got busy with it. 
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 In the ten seconds it took him to figure it out and put everything back in place, 
Beck came out of the kitchen with a plate full of food. “This is for you,” he said, “and 
I‟ll have some pecan pie. Never could stand pumpkin.” 

 “Fair enough,” Peter grinned. 

 “I don‟t have a real table, so we‟ll get cultural and eat like the Japanese,” Beck said, 
tossing Peter a cushion. Then he headed to the kitchen to get his dessert as Peter settled 
in and got started on the turkey and stuffing and mashed potato. He listened for a 
second to the classical music playing softly in the background. Vivaldi. Huh. 

 Beck sat down and made himself comfortable. “You‟ve saved me from a long 
evening of reading,” he said wryly. “I don‟t even have papers to grade, how about that? 
It‟s nice to have some life and color.” He had another mouthful, disposed of it, and 
continued. “I‟m from Michigan, and I don‟t have any family there I care to visit. How 
about you?” 

 “Oh, I‟m from New York,” Peter said, “I live with my Aunt. She‟s in the hospital.” 

 “That‟s right,” Beck said, nodding thoughtfully. “How is she doing?” 

 “A lot better,” Peter said, nodding. “Her surgery is scheduled for next week.” 

 “That must be a relief,” Beck said. 

 “You can say that again,” Peter nodded. “I was really worried. She was touch and 
go there for a minute. I guess she got her prescriptions confused and took the wrong 
thing at the wrong time and it was just too much for her.” 

 “That‟s an easy mistake to make,” Beck shrugged. “I am lucky not to be on any 
medications. Scary stuff, drugs.” He looked at Peter again. “You look beat.” 

 “I didn‟t sleep so good last night,” Peter said, looking down at his plate. “Bad 
dreams, I guess.” 

 “I used to have trouble sleeping,” Beck said. “That‟s what got me interested in self-
hypnosis.” 

 “Really?” Peter said. 

 “Sure,” Beck said easily. “Do you know what‟s troubling you?” 

 “Well, you know,” Peter said uneasily. “Stuff. I don‟t know.” 

 “Ah,” Beck said, nodding sagely. He shrugged. “Well, the offer‟s open. I‟ll 
hypnotize you if you want, make it easier for you to sleep. I took an oath, you know, 
that I can not reveal what I find out from a hypnotized person if I don‟t have 
permission.” 

 “Really?” Peter said. 

 “Mm,” nodded Beck as he took a drink from his wine glass. 

 “I‟ve never been hypnotized before,” Peter reflected. Beck smiled to himself. 

 “I know it‟s a scary prospect if you‟ve never done it before,” Beck conceded. “Put 
it from your mind.” 

 Peter looked thoughtfully at the table. “So you could put in, like, what, a suggestion 
to help me sleep better?” 
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 “Something like that,” Beck said with a nod. “A post hypnotic suggestion that 
when you get into your bed you go right to sleep.” 

 “Sounds like it‟s worth a try,” Peter said, raising his eyes to meet Beck‟s. 

 “Really?” Beck said, raising his eyebrows. “If you‟re not comfortable with it—“ 

 “Hey, I‟m still a young man prone to rash decisions,” Peter grinned. “Let‟s give it a 
whirl.” 

 “Okay,” Beck said. He rolled to his feet and padded into the back room, returning 
with a pocket watch a moment later. He shrugged and grinned. “Nostalgia, I guess. I 
like using pocket watches.” Beck settled in before Peter. “Okay. Watch the pocket 
watch. Listen to the sound of my voice.” Beck tapped the watch, setting it to swinging. 
“You are watching the pocket watch. You feel your eyelids grow heavy. You are getting 
sleepy. You are sinking into the sleep that is not sleep.” After about thirty seconds, Beck 
satisfied himself that Peter was hypnotized. 

 Beck turned on the tape recorder and put it on the table. “How did you get your 
powers?” he said. 

 “I don‟t know,” Peter said slowly. 

 Beck nodded to himself. “When did you get them?”  

 “Nineteen ninety two,” Peter said. “I was in a coma for months in nineteen ninety 
one. I failed fifth grade.” 

 “Did you have an accident?” 

 “No accident,” Peter mumbled. “Poison. I opened a trunk in the attic. It had a 
puzzle box. I solved the puzzle box. A spider bit me.” He paused. “Grandpa died in 
World War II. It was his trunk.” 

 Beck nodded. “How did your uncle die?” he said. 

 Peter turned his head, looked Beck right in the eye with a look that sent cold 
shivers racing up and down Beck‟s spine. 

 “We don‟t want to talk about that right now,” he said in a low, tight voice. He was 
terrifyingly alert, aware in spite of the hypnosis. 

 Beck said, “When I snap my fingers, you will awaken and forget the entirety of our 
conversation. Do you understand?” He snapped off the tape recorder and slipped it in 
the drawer on the coffee table. 

 Peter looked ahead again, his eyes glazing over. “I understand.” 

 Beck snapped his fingers. Then he finished off his glass of wine. 

 Peter shook his head. “I feel woozy,” he said. “What did you find out?” 

 “Not much,” Beck shrugged. “However, you should be able to sleep now.” Beck 
smiled at him. “Seems you didn‟t have much you needed to talk about after all.” 

 Peter smiled with poorly concealed relief. “Okay then. Well, it‟s been great you 
hosting me and all, but I gotta get going.” 

 “You have a good evening,” Beck said, rising and walking him to the door. 

 “You too. Thanks,” Peter said with a nonspecific shrug.  
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 “Forget about it,” Beck said. “Don‟t be a stranger.” Then Peter was gone, and Beck 
leaned against the door. 

 “Curioser and curiouser,” he murmured to himself, and he smiled an altogether less 
pleasant smile. 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY SIX. “Preempted” 

Friday, November 29 

 Peter jolted awake at noon, gasping. He rolled out of bed and stood in the middle 
of the room, blinking at the sunlight that poured into the room through his windows. 
Clock. It‟s noon. Okay, senses. What woke me up? 

 “And how the hell did I sleep until noon?” Peter muttered, squinting and 
completely disoriented. 

 He checked back along his senses and didn‟t find anything out of place, just cloudy 
dreams… with Uncle Ben in them. 

 Peter stood catching his breath, and he realized that he never thought about Uncle 
Ben anymore. He felt a moment of shame. “Maybe this is because Beck brought him 
up,” Peter said to himself, leaning against the wall and looking out the window. “Maybe 
I repressed Uncle Ben‟s memory so deep…” He stirred, then quickly dressed and left 
the house. 

* 

 Peter smiled fondly down at Aunt May. She was sleeping peacefully, so he let her. 
He kissed her gently on the forehead, and left the flowers he had brought on the small 
table by the bed. Then he quietly took his leave. 

 He was walking away from the hospital when he spotted a pay phone. He fumbled 
in his pockets; no change left. He did, however, have a five dollar bill. He saw a news 
vendor and grinned. 

 “One of the Planetary please, my good man,” he said. The vendor handed him a 
copy of the glossy tabloid. Peter gave him the five and got enough back to make two 
pay phone calls. He tucked the magazine under his arm and went to the pay phone. 

 “Damn cell phones,” he muttered. “These things are harder to find all the time.” 
He slotted in his cash and called the switchboard at school. “Beck, please,” he said. 
“Quentin Beck.” 

 The call rang through. “Beck here.” 

 “Hey, this is Peter,” he said. “You got a minute?” 

 “I was just headed out to play some racquetball, but sure, I got a minute.” 

 “Hey, do you have a partner?” 

 “I usually find somebody at the gym,” Beck said. 

 “I‟m no slouch at racquetball myself,” Peter said. “Want a partner?” 

 “Sure,” Beck said. “That‟d be great.” 
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 “I have to swing by my house,” Peter said, “so I should be there in about half an 
hour. Just meet you at the gym.” 

 “Sounds good,” said Beck.  

 “Later,” Peter said, and he hung up and jogged to beat the bus to its stop. 

* 

 Beck dribbled the ball a little, breathing deep, sweat gathered on his face. He 
glanced over at Peter. 

 “You are good at this,” he said. He tossed the ball up and thwacked it into play. 
Peter dove for it, with a shout he barely managed to return it. Beck slammed it off the 
back wall and over Peter‟s prone form. 

 “Good show!” Peter said, clambering to his feet. “I think I need a breather.” 

 “Fair enough,” Beck said. He tucked the ball in his pocket and leaned back against 
the wall while Peter squatted, catching his breath. 

 “Last night,” Beck said, examining his racquet‟s strings for signs of strain, “I 
dreamed I was the Pharaoh and I was presiding over the knighting of a C.E.O. in Cairo. 
For the buffet afterwards we had Volkswagens stuffed with cabbage.” He shook his 
head with a faint smile. “I would love to know where that came from.” 

 “I dreamed about my Uncle Ben,” Peter said in a subdued voice. He shook his 
head. “That‟s really unusual for me.” 

 “Well,” Beck said, “frequently, repressed anger or mourning are pushed out of the 
conscious mind. They‟re too powerful to overcome that way. They find the front door 
locked, so they just come in the back door.” He mopped his face with his towel. 
“Ghosts we make for ourselves,” he said softly. 

 “So how do you get rid of them?” Peter asked, looking him in the eye. 

 “Confront them,” Beck said. 

 “How, if they‟re subconscious?” Peter asked. “Sock them in my dream?” 

 “No,” Beck said, shaking his head. “Beating them down is how they got in your 
dream in the first place. I would say hypnosis would give you the best chance of facing 
them directly.” 

 “Sounds like that‟s your answer for everything,” Peter said wryly. 

 “Hey,” Beck said, spreading his hands, “to a man with a hammer, everything looks 
like a nail. It‟s what I know. So I‟m a one trick pony. So sue me.” He grinned. 

 “You know,” Peter said, “you‟re in pretty good shape for an egghead.” 

 “The mind is in the body,” Beck said sagely. “For an academic, you stay in pretty 
good shape.” 

 “Youth is wasted on the young,” Peter grinned. “Now if we‟re through trading 
chestnuts, maybe you could finish beating me so I can go home?” 

* 



 

 694 

 Beck kicked the door open and strode in fuming as the rebound slammed the door 
behind him. He dropped his gym bag on the open expanse of floor as he headed 
towards the back. Grummins and Wylde peered at him from the balcony. 

 “Trouble at work?” Wylde said. 

 “I‟ve gotten close, and gotten close fast,” Beck said as he approached. “But that 
damned Stark scholarship screwed everything up. We‟re going to have to take a more 
concrete approach before he totally loses interest in Quentin Beck, Academic on 
Sabbatical. It‟s a good thing he‟s a hero. It‟s time to go with plan b,” he said, walking 
over to his workbench and picking up his helmet. For a long moment he looked at his 
reflection in the glassy fishbowl. Then he looked up at Grummins and Wylde. 

 “Grummins,” he said. “Wait until it gets dark, then go trash my office at the 
school. Be sure to steal the computer, I‟ll need it here and undamaged.” 

 “What about me?” Wylde said. 

 “You‟re his getaway driver,” Beck smiled. 

 “What about you?” Grummins said. 

 “I‟ll be setting the stage for our final run of performances,” Beck said, his thoughts 
far distant as his scheming worked itself out. 

* 

 Dusk was settling as Peter unlocked the front door and walked in. The house was 
still empty. Peter wondered if the Uncle Ben feelings he‟d been getting were normally 
absorbed by Aunt May and found him instead while she was gone. He shivered at the 
thought. Maybe this would be a good night to go out… 

 He jogged up the stairs and tossed his gear on the bed. He sat in his desk chair for 
a moment, thoughtful. Who to call? 

 “I‟m not up for another round of holiday cheer with Doug,” he muttered. “Too 
dangerous to go exercising. I can‟t deal with Aunt May right now. The Staceys?” He 
shook his head. “How about no.” How about Tandi? 

 “You and your „lure her into my webs‟ business. A grown spider ghost like you. 
Should be ashamed,” Peter said to himself, grinning. “See, you‟d just want to try to 
seduce her. I‟d have to explain why I ditched her at the party. So no.” 

 Prude. 

 Peter chuckled as he kicked off his shoes. “We‟ll just have to see what‟s on the Sci 
Fi Channel,” he said. 

 Just then he felt a tug on his senses. He stopped, suddenly wary. Waited, sifting his 
senses, for the thing that didn‟t belong. 

 Smoke. He smelled smoke. But not smoke from a fire? Peter‟s forehead creased. 
“Good thing I‟m a science major,” he muttered. Then he realized the two fire 
extinguishers in the house were in the basement and the kitchen. 

 “So I‟m unarmed,” he shrugged. He crept to the top of the stairs, completely silent. 
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 A wisp of smoke like incense drifted from the kitchen. Peter dropped over the 
banister, landing without a sound. He cautiously peered around the corner into the 
kitchen— 

 Smoke mist billowed around him suddenly before he could entirely figure out its 
source. His senses wildly groped at the shifting and insubstantial currents of smoke that 
tugged and whirled around him, they kicked into overdrive and he gasped and jumped 
back. 

 As he did, he tasted the narcotic smoke in his throat and with a desperate panic he 
realized he was being drugged. 

 “You will leave Beck alone,” intoned a voice from the billowing smoke, “or you will suffer 
deeply.” 

 The room spun counter to the spinning of the smoke, and Peter felt nausea welling 
up as his senses explored fully the effects of the narcotics. Then Peter saw a flare of 
green, suffusing the mist, and a skull floated in the chaos. 

 He staggered forward and slung a punch at it, but a forearm whipped up and 
caught the punch. Steel edges bit deeply into Peter‟s knuckles, and the shrouded form 
did not move. Booming, hollow laughter echoed around him, and Peter staggered back 
and collapsed. 

 The mist slowly cleared over his motionless form. 

 Peter was alone. 

CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN. “Rescue” 

Saturday, November 30 

 Peter woke up coughing. His bleary eyes struggled for focus, his spongy brain 
fought to interpret the clock hands into time. Two a.m. Damn. 

 Peter lay still for a moment just working on breathing. He was nauseous, dizzy, his 
head was splitting, and he had a crusted scab on his knuckles. Two a.m. If the gas put 
him down  for almost eight hours, then it was pitched to kill a normal person. But the 
intruder had issued a warning. 

 The intruder must know he was capable of surviving a dose like that. How could he 
know Peter‟s senses were scrambled by smoke? 

 “Everybody‟s senses are scrambled by smoke, dingus,” Peter muttered as he pulled 
himself into a chair. 

 “That. Sucked.” Peter said. He levered himself up out of the chair, and the room 
tilted. Peter groaned. “Thirsty,” he murmured. Indeed, his mouth and throat felt dry and 
parched, he could feel the strain of swallowing. Whatever that gas was, it had dried him 
out pretty severely. 

 He poured himself glass after glass of water, standing at the sink. 

 Then he stood there, weak and shaking, for a long moment. 

 “So let‟s go find out what‟s up with Beck,” Peter said softly to himself. 
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 Five minutes later he was in his mesh, his street clothes in a web bag. He slipped 
quietly out of the house and stole across the street, through their alley, then he let rip 
with a webline that tugged him off the ground, over a toolshed, under a tree. He felt the 
world spin at a slightly different angle than usual, and his speed was dulled. So he stuck 
to simple maneuvers, sure shots, and locked position swinging instead of going for flips 
and twirls. 

 “That gas really kicked my guts in,” he murmured to himself. “Is this a good idea?” 

 Oh, quit whining. 

 In twenty minutes he was stuck to the wall outside Beck‟s office window, looking 
around carefully. He slid the unlocked window open, and slithered inside. 

 “Looks like I‟m too late,” he said, looking around. 

 Books lay all over the floor, torn in two. Someone had broken and defaced the 
furniture with a crowbar. Chunks were gouged out of the wall. The bookshelves were 
tipped over and broken. The computer was missing. It looked like the room had been 
trashed by a sloppy treasure hunter who was very angry and not at all patient. 

 Peter got a cold feeling, surveying the wreckage. It looked like someone was very 
angry at Beck. He ducked out the way he had come in. 

 Pushing himself a little more for speed, he swung towards Beck‟s condo. 

 “This is much easier than ringing in,” Peter said to himself as he crouched outside 
Beck‟s window. He peered in. 

 In the living room, Beck was tied to a chair, his head sagging, unconscious or dead. 
Peter‟s blood froze. He touched the window, adhered, and with a quick tug snapped the 
fragile lock. He slithered in, without sound, every sense alert. He eased the window shut 
behind himself. 

 “In what way,” he thought to himself, “is this not a trap?” He put his bag of 
clothes to the side, and braced himself. 

 He sprang into the room, instantly aware of everything in it. As he whipped 
through the air, he caught a dim glint of light from the dark doorway to the kitchen and 
he heard the ripple of air as something was thrown into the room. He lined up with his 
webs to catch it on the bounce (incongruously, he noted it looked like a racquetball) 
when it exploded in the air. 

 A desperate squeal started at the very top of the human hearing range and soared 
higher; Peter‟s senses reeled and were driven back into his head as with a hammer. Red-
hot splinters sprayed the room, and twirling mini-smoke-bombs scattered. The room 
was a cacophonous mess for Peter, but the neighbors just heard a pop and maybe a hiss 
or a whine. 

 Then a figure loomed out of the foul curling smoke-mist. Peter saw a reflective 
dome, a faceless helmet, and he struggled to ignore the distractions and react. 

 A greave was backhanded across the side of his head, tugging him over against his 
balance. He didn‟t hit the floor, he scrabbled around, and a metal bo staff hissed 
through the smoke, slamming the other side of his head and tumbling him against the 
wall. He bounded to his feet, less steady than he looked. The bar thrust through the 
smoke, registered a moment too late, and thudded hard into his gut. 
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 Peter grabbed the staff, tugged it away, and tossed it into the wall. He lashed out, 
his attacker parried with those damned greaves; blood started on his wrist where his 
attacker slammed his blow out of the way. 

 Peter felt like he was moving underwater; his speed and strength were sapped by 
the drugs and his senses were screaming and distracting. He moved to grab the man 
with the bowl helmet, but he was evaded. A knee rammed up into his gut; the knee had 
flat blades on it, and the man tugged his knee to the side before darting back. Peter felt 
blood welling into cuts on his abdomen. He saw strips of mesh hanging off the man‟s 
knee. 

 Then the attacker lined up his wrists on Peter, who leaped out of the way as thick 
billowing fog roiled at him. He didn‟t need alert senses to guess that it was drugged. A 
door slammed as he rolled out of the way and scurried into the next room. 

 “I‟ll take „suffer deeply‟ for two hundred,” he said ruefully to himself. “Ow.” He 
sprayed some web across the sliced flesh of his abdomen, bandaging the wound and 
repairing his mesh with a pale area. 

 “Great,” he muttered. “Now they‟ll call me the „Panda Ghost‟.” 

 He held his breath and ventured back into the living room. He opened all the 
windows. Then he untied Beck and laid him out on the couch. 

 Peter stepped into the next room, removed his mesh carefully (since he might need 
it again this night) and dressed himself. He returned to Beck, then went and got a glass 
of water. 

 “Come on now,” he said, dabbing some on Beck‟s cheeks with a dishrag. He 
poured some water in Beck‟s mouth. “Wake up, now.” Almost an afterthought, Peter 
sucked on his tongue and got some of his phermonal tracer material. He licked the rag, 
then dabbed it on Beck again. In case he should have to find him… New York was a 
big, big city. 

 As Beck slowly came around, Peter looked at the door and narrowed his eyes. Try 
that without the smoke next time… 

* 

 They stopped at a stop light as Grummins finished unscrewing the helmet. He 
tossed it in the back seat. He was sitting on a heavy plastic seat cover that kept the 
blades on the suit from tearing up the car. 

 “That sucked,” Grummins said. “I hate that suit. You have to be Mysterio next 
time.” 

 Wylde couldn‟t hold back the small burst of laughter. One glance at Grummins, 
and he dissolved into hysterical howling cackles. 

 “Har har har,” Grummins muttered. “Can we get back to hq already?” 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT. “Plan B” 

 Beck sat, red eyed, swilling water while sitting on the couch. “I can‟t believe I‟m so 
thirsty,” he muttered. 
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 “Yeah,” Peter said. “It‟s something else, huh.” He sat with the pitcher, keeping 
Beck supplied. “So who was that clown?” 

 “That…” Beck said. Then he lowered his head. “I can‟t tell you, Peter. I don‟t dare 
bring you into this. It‟s just… too dangerous. There have been killings.” 

 “I swear I‟ll help you,” Peter said earnestly. “But you have to tell me more. Believe 
it or not, I‟m pretty good at getting people out of trouble.” 

 “You can‟t stop Mysterio,” Beck said. “No one can. I can‟t… I can‟t have you on 
my conscience. I came here to get away, but…” He shrugged. “He found me again.” 

 “Mysterio, huh,” Peter said. “So what‟s his story?” 

 Beck heaved a deep sigh and put the wet washcloth over his forehead as he tilted 
his head back. “He was a very promising college student. His name doesn‟t matter now. 
I taught him hypnotism. We were good friends. He was a real wild child,” Beck said 
with a rueful smile. “He got into being a stuntman for movies; leaping out of burning 
cars, getting beat up by martial artists, that sort of thing. Actually got punched by 
Arnold once.” 

 “Wow,” said Peter. 

 “Yeah. But then he realized it was a lot more fun to blow up cars than to leap out 
of cars that were blowing up. He learned the tricks of the trade for stunts and special 
effects. When computers came along they took a lot of the glory out of special effects. 
Why blow up an office building when you can realistically render it with a computer, 
right? So he turned his unique talents to finding a more exciting job than working on B 
movies that couldn‟t afford computers.” 

 “Any idea who he‟s working for?” Peter asked softly, his eyes intense. 

 “None, assuming he‟s working for anyone at all,” Beck said. “I came here from 
California to escape him. See, I‟m in the witness protection program for something else, 
never mind that, and I‟ve had to move twice because Mysterio keeps finding me.” 

 “What does he want?” Peter asked. “Why does he follow you?” 

 “I know who he is,” Beck said ruefully. “I guess when you live outside the rules, it‟s 
awkward having anyone else able to connect who you are on your days off and who you 
are when you‟re in the tights.” 

 “I imagine it would be,” Peter said tightly. 

 “Don‟t confront him, Peter,” Beck warned, his eyes wary. “He‟s too strong. He has 
hypnotic powers, hyped up by machines he uses. He is much more powerful than I am 
as a hypnotist.” 

 “Is there any protection against that?” Peter asked. 

 “Against hypnotism? Hm,” Beck said. “What I do for myself is give myself a post-
hypnotic suggestion to wake up if I get hypnotized. It‟s not much protection, and it only 
works for a few trances with diminishing effectiveness each time.” He shrugged. “It‟s 
worth a shot, if you trust me to hypnotize you.” 

 Peter sat lost in thought for a moment. Beck quietly waited. 
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 “If Mysterio gets to me,” Peter said slowly, “there‟s no telling what he might force 
me to do. I won‟t be worth your trust if my mind isn‟t my own,” Peter said, looking 
Beck in the eye. 

 Beck heaved a deep sigh and shook his head. “Okay,” he said. “Okay, here goes.” 
He dug his pocket watch out of his pocket, set it to spinning, then rocked it gently back 
and forth at the end of its chain. 

 “You are getting very sleepy, with the sleep that is not sleep,” he intoned gently. 
After thirty seconds, Peter Parker was hypnotized. 

 Beck drew in a deep breath, then let it out. “You are tired of being poor,” he said. 
“You are tired of charity. The spider ghost can bring you wealth undreamed of. You will 
not rest until you have stolen the Ardesty diamond collection at 20th and Bleeker, out of 
the Hammond Diamond shop. These desires will surface in you with great strength 
after you hear the word „milkrun‟.” Beck paused. “When I snap my fingers you will 
awaken with no conscious memory of these instructions.” 

 He snapped his fingers. 

 Peter‟s eyes blinked and rolled half around, and he started in his chair. 

 “Promise me you won‟t confront Mysterio directly,” Beck said, worried. “He‟s too 
tricky, too dangerous.” 

 “I promise I won‟t if there‟s a better way,” Peter said, shaking his head. 
“Sometimes the frontal assault is the only way.” 

 “He‟d trash you,” protested Beck. 

 “Let me worry about that. You find a safe place and stay there. Okay?” 

 “Peter,” Beck said, his eyes shining with unshed tears, “You‟re a good friend to 
me.” 

 “I do try,” Peter said with half a smile. “Do you have anywhere to go?” 

 “Mysterio already knows your place and mine. I‟ll just go check into a hotel.” 

 Peter blinked. “What makes you think he knows my place?” he asked softly. 

 Beck smiled, and looked Peter in the eye. “He must have warned you off. Why else 
would you be hanging around my place at this god-forsaken hour in the morning, if not 
to come and see what that was all about? I‟ve seen it before. Mysterio tries to keep me 
isolated.” 

 Peter nodded. “Here‟s my number if you need help,” Peter said, scribbling it on a 
scrap of paper from the kitchen. “Don‟t hesitate to call. Traffic can slow things up 
some, so sooner is better than later if it‟s an emergency.” 

 “Okay,” Beck said. “Good luck, Peter.” 

 “You too,” Peter said. “We‟ll nail this Mysterio guy. 

 “I sure hope so,” Beck said softly, and he waved as Peter walked out the door. 

 Peter checked his watch as he cleared the outside door of the condo. Three thirty 
a.m. Damn. He ducked into the bushes and rapidly stripped, tugging on his mesh and 
stowing his clothes in the web bag. Then he fired a webline and popped free of the 
brush, flying through the air, fighting nausea and fatigue. And he was thirsty again. 
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 A truck rumbled down the street below, and Peter gratefully landed on it and sat, 
catching his breath. Gas. He hated gas. 

 He got to thinking as the truck rolled along the way he wanted to go. His senses 
were uneasy, and he followed the tugging threads back, the buzzing feel of a fly in a 
web. What? Something about the truck? 

 People don‟t always know when they‟ve been hypnotized. Peter snapped his 
fingers. 

 “I‟ve fought Mysterio twice,” he murmured. “Did he hypnotize me?” Peter felt 
suddenly cold as he realized Mysterio could have told him to kill Beck on command and 
he wouldn‟t know it until he did the deed. 

 The doubt was intolerable. “Only one man I know that can help me with this,” 
Peter muttered as he fired a webline that tugged him off the truck. “Only one man. 
Which is a real shame.” Peter swung towards Greenwich Village. “I just hope the 
Doctor is in…” 

 Time and distance passed, but Peter was lost in his brooding as his savaged senses 
struggled to choose him a path of least resistance. After a time, he found the roof of the 
mansion. 

 Peter sat by the peculiar skylight and waited. Less than five minutes passed when 
the front door creaked open. He dropped to the sidewalk, and padded inside the 
brownstone mansion tucked in a line with a dozen other brownstone mansions. 

 In the dimness of the entryway, Peter looked around uncertainly. “Strange, you 
here?” he asked. 

 “I am,” came a voice that rolled gently from the shadows all around Peter. He saw 
Strange standing at the landing of the stairs, moonlight picking half his face from 
shadow. “Welcome. It is… early. What do you require?” 

* 

 “Yes,” Beck said into the phone, “I‟ve got a contingency plan in place. Tell Fisk 
that when I give the word, Parker will rob Hammond Diamonds, going for the Ardesty 
collection. That will be your chance to catch him, as a legitimate businessman and he‟s 
the robber. That will put Fisk in a position to either be generous or to blackmail, either 
way could give more leverage dealing with Parker. I hope to finish this up, soon, my 
way, but if I somehow fail then that‟s the backup plan. When does Fisk get back?” 

 He nodded. “Not much time then. Thanks.” He hung up. 

 “How‟s the office?” Grummins asked with a grin. 

 “I wish Parker would quit spoiling my clever plans, that‟s what I think,” Beck said, 
collapsing on a battered old couch on the loft. “This should have been wrapped up by 
now.” 

 “What‟s the plan, boss?” Grummins asked. 

 “There‟s only one man who can protect Beck from Mysterio,” Beck said softly, 
“And that‟s Wilson Fisk.” He shook his head. “Wheels within wheels, Grummins. I‟ve 
got a lot of different ways I can spin this. And a lot of what happens next depends on 
the spider ghost. One way or another I‟ll pull him in to Fisk‟s power. And if that doesn‟t 
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work, then Quentin Beck will turn up dead. Parker will find out who did it. He‟ll do 
something clever to them; of course, it was a rival crime boss. Fisk will approach him 
directly or through another agent. The dance continues. The question is, will Beck‟s 
body be a fake I create or the real deal courtesy of Fisk?” 

Beck looked over at Grummins. “Mysterio must remain an enigmatic 
boogyman that Parker isn‟t confident he can beat.” He paused. “Even if it is little old 
me.” 

 “Hey, I had to be Mysterio too,” Grummins muttered. 

 “I‟m gonna go get some air,” Beck said, getting up. “Let me know if you need 
anything.” He walked out of the loft onto the catwalk. 

 Beck lit a cigarette, a rare pleasure for him. He leaned his elbows on the chilly 
catwalk rail and he looked out into the darkness of the warehouses.  

 Never got this close to a mark before. 

 Beck steeled himself to do what he had to do. 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY NINE. “Betrayal” 

 Peter sipped his hot chocolate. “I think this guy called Mysterio might have 
hypnotized me. I know I wouldn‟t know if he did, and it‟s driving me a little crazy. If I 
am targeted with post-hypnotic suggestions, by the time I found out on my own it 
would be too late.” He sipped some more. “This is really good hot chocolate.” 

 Strange leaned against the counter in the kitchen, his bright red coat belted on like 
a bathrobe. He wore pajamas and slippers beneath, silken and smooth. “We‟ll have the 
truth of it soon enough,” he said, his dark narrow face lit up with a saturnine reflection. 
He smiled. “You were wise to come to me.” 

 “I try not to think about it too much,” Peter said with the ghost of a smile. They 
headed up the stairs and down to the very end of the hall, to the ornate double doors. 
Strange gestured and they creaked open to admit the two, then closed behind them. 

 Peter looked around the room, somewhat in awe. The air felt… different in here. 
He saw many books, racks and shelves of bizarre artifacts. There was a large bed under 
the skylight. The walls were textured with wild squiggling gold patterns. The carpet was 
covered by a thick dull red carpet. There were several chairs and tables in the open 
spacious room. 

 “Welcome to my Sanctum Sanctorum,” Strange intoned. He smiled. “Have a seat.” 

 Peter sat in one of the huge chairs. 

 “And for my next trick,” Strange murmured under his breath. He walked over to 
one of the shelves and quickly solved a complex puzzle box. Once he opened it, he 
pulled out an amulet about the size of his palm, a gold dome surrounded by what 
looked like gold beads fused together. 

 “That‟s some tacky jewelry you got there, Doc,” Peter said. 

 “Not funny,” Strange said shortly. He stood before Peter. “This is… this is the Eye 
of Agamotto.” He hesitated. “Well, you‟ll see,” he said. 
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 “I can‟t be hypnotized, you know,” Peter added quickly. “Beck, a friend of mine, 
gave me these hypnotic blocks.” 

 “Really,” Strange said. “Well, we‟ll see, won‟t we?” 

 “Uh,” Peter said. “Yeah.” 

 Strange settled the amulet at his throat. It clicked in place with his coat. “Now 
relax,” Strange said. “I mean it. This won‟t hurt a bit. Unless you fight it. Then,” he said 
reflectively, “well, it seems it hurts rather a lot.” His eyes drifted half closed, and his 
senses began to wildly jangle in alarm as Peter‟s eyes were riveted on the amulet. 

 The gold dome of the amulet drifted open, and Peter was shocked to see a living 
eye of gold and light inside. It stared at him, piercing him, and every instinct screamed 
to fight back. 

 Peter forced himself to relax and open to the scrying. 

 The eye drifted clear of its amulet and settled itself on the forehead of Doctor 
Strange. Peter felt himself bathed in a golden light, and this time and place melted as the 
Eye probed his thoughts. 

 He saw himself in the living room of Aunt May‟s house, as the smoke coiled out of 
the kitchen. Back a little further. 

 As the scene played, the light was surreal. He saw the plants growing, saw the 
motes of dust hanging in the air from when he had walked in on his way upstairs. 
Timespace behaved as it wished in this peculiar half-memory. The entire encounter 
flashed by, and there was no evidence of hypnosis. Peter smiled. 

 Then he was crouched in his mesh, right before he leaped into Beck‟s living room. 
He moved, the bomb whirred like it was in fast forward while Peter spun slowly, 
leisurely, as though he were in slow motion in an instant replay. The entire encounter 
unfolded. Mysterio ducked out and ran away. 

 “No hypnosis,” Peter breathed, relief in his voice. But the image spilled on, and 
suddenly it froze in clarity. 

 Peter, hypnotized. 

 Beck drew in a deep breath, then let it out. “You are tired of being poor,” he said. “You are tired 
of charity. The spider ghost can bring you wealth undreamed of. You will not rest until you have stolen 
the Ardesty diamond collection at 20th and Bleeker, out of the Hammond Diamond shop. These desires 
will surface in you with great strength after you hear the word „milkrun‟.” Beck paused. “When I snap 
my fingers you will awaken with no conscious memory of these instructions.” 

 He snapped his fingers. 

 “No,” breathed Peter. “That‟s impossible.” 

 The Eye flashed further into the past, looking for something different now. 

 Beck turned on the tape recorder and put it on the table. “How did you get your powers?” he said. 

 “I don‟t know,” Peter said slowly. 

 Beck nodded to himself. “When did you get them?”  

 “Nineteen ninety two,” Peter said. “I was in a coma for months in nineteen ninety one. I failed 
fifth grade.” 
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 “Did you have an accident?” 

 “No accident,” Peter mumbled. “Poison. I opened a trunk in the attic. It had a puzzle box. I 
solved the puzzle box. A spider bit me.” He paused. “Grandpa died in World War II. It was his 
trunk.” 

 Beck nodded. “How did your uncle die?” he said. 

 Peter turned his head, looked Beck right in the eye with a look that sent cold shivers racing up and 
down Beck‟s spine. 

 “We don‟t want to talk about that right now,” he said in a low, tight voice. He was terrifyingly 
alert, aware in spite of the hypnosis. Peter saw and recognized the spider ghost part of 
himself. 

 “Why didn‟t you tell me?” he wondered. 

 Why do you think you‟re here? That‟s me telling you. The only way I can. 

 Beck said, “When I snap my fingers, you will awaken and forget the entirety of our conversation. 
Do you understand?” He snapped off the tape recorder and slipped it in the drawer on the coffee table. 

 Peter looked ahead again, his eyes glazing over. “I understand.” 

 Beck snapped his fingers. Then he finished off his glass of wine. 

 Peter shook his head. “I feel woozy,” he said. “What did you find out?” 

 “Not much,” Beck shrugged. “However, you should be able to sleep now.” Beck smiled at him. 
“Seems you didn‟t have much you needed to talk about after all.” 

 Relentless now, the Eye sped further back… 

 As Beck‟s smile grew, the screen saver kicked in on the computer screen behind him. Shifting 
colors and patterns… 

 “Hey, that‟s a neat screen saver,” Peter said, then his gaze was drawn into it and he sat 
absolutely still, slack jawed. 

 Beck thrust himself out of his chair and knelt at Peter‟s knee. “You will have trouble sleeping,” he 
intoned, his voice low and fast. “A dark secret from your past has begun to plague you. If only you 
could talk to Beck about it, everything would be okay.” He paused. “When you awaken, you will have 
no memory of this or the screen saver.” Beck pushed himself up and back, and as he landed in his seat 
he nudged the mouse with his elbow. The screen saver shut off. 

 Peter blinked. 

 “So we‟re done?” he said. 

 The Eye drifted back down to the amulet, and the dome slid shut. Once again, the 
amulet looked like a piece of gaudy costume jewelry. 

 Peter sat stunned. 

 Strange looked away. 

 Peter felt like a bag of concrete had been rammed into his gut. His hands felt big 
and hot. He felt nausea, he felt as though his sinuses had been filled with sand. His eyes 
burned. He trembled. 

 “I can‟t believe it,” he said, believing it. 
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 Fury, grieving, shock, fear, resentment, and vengeance all tumbled in him and he 
just sat unmoving, trying to absorb the magnitude of the betrayal that had just been 
revealed to him. 

 “If he wasn‟t protecting me from hypnosis, then he must be in league with 
Mysterio,” Peter said slowly. 

 Strange, who was much more astute in the revelations of the Eye, bowed his head 
and said nothing. 

 “Can you protect me from hypnotism?” Peter asked, his voice bitter. “I trust you.” 

 Strange met his eyes. “I can,” he said. 

 “I have cleared your mind of the old compulsions,” Strange said, “or rather the Eye 
has. You will not be susceptible to further hypnosis,” he added with a pass of his hand. 
He paused. “I‟m here to help you, if you need it.” 

 “Thank you,” Peter said, looking away. “I don‟t want to be any more beholden to 
you than I already am. It‟s been that kind of month. But thanks, Doc.” 

 Strange showed him to the door. “Don‟t be a stranger,” he said softly. 

 Peter flashed him a smile full of pain, then jogged off down the street. 

 Strange watched him go. “Good fortune, Parker,” he said as much to himself as the 
retreating young man. “Be careful.” 

* 

 Saturday dawn. Peter crouched in the alley, slipping out of his clothes and pulling 
on his mesh, complete with a gray patch on the dark silk. His head throbbed with the 
aftereffects of the gas, and he pushed down the heat and nausea of betrayal and all that 
came with it. He rubbed his eyes. They were swollen, but he wasn‟t sure if that was 
from the gas or from unshed tears. 

 “Mysterio knows I gotta come for him sooner or later,” Peter muttered as he 
adjusted his mesh. “So he‟d pick a place with lots of room and not a lot of neighbors. In 
New York. 

 Peter swung off towards the warehouse district. 

 Less than two hours later he picked up the scent of his spider tracer. In another 
fifteen minutes he was crouched on the roof of a warehouse, looking at the catwalk 
along the side of the warehouse, where his trace had come from. He also saw the state 
of the art cameras and surveillance gear. He stayed low and unobtrusive and simply 
observed. 

 This had to be the place. 

 Now or later? Stealth or frontal assault? Peter struggled with those questions. “At 
least there‟s no way they could expect me to come after them or find the place,” Peter 
muttered. “Surprise is mine. I better not waste it.” 

 Peter stealthed to the blind side of the warehouse, where the cameras were 
thinnest. He slithered up the wall and landed lightly on the catwalk, then in a single 
spring he was on the roof and laying flat. He crept to a skylight and inspected it for 
alarms. 
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 Then Peter froze as he heard voices below. 
 “The boss got back from Japan last night,” said a man with a slow, thick voice. 
“Better wrap this up quick.” 

 “So why‟s Parker supposed to do this job himself? Beck is an artist, airtight is his 
signature. He could make it look like Parker did it and that wouldn‟t be as risky.” The 
new voice was thinner, reedier, and had a hint of nasty in it. 

 “Don‟t bug me,” the thick voice said. “Do I look like I‟m in charge?” 

 Peter tugged the skylight and it snapped open; as the two men below looked up he 
landed between them. He snapped out with his fists, and they flew back to rebound 
with disturbing force from the walls. As an afterthought, he secured each of their right 
hands to the wall with a glob of web. 

 “No,” he said softly to the big guy. “You don‟t look like you‟re in charge.” 

 They both lay unconscious, taken by surprise and roughly handled. Peter crouched 
and moved to the door. 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY. “Falling” 

 Beck slowly put his coffee down as he stared slack jawed at his assistants laid out in 
their quarters. He heard the door open up on the balcony. 

 Oh, hell. 

 He padded silently and swiftly to the side room, the room with all concrete walls, 
the room with his equipment. Once inside, he delicately maneuvered the door to a 
closed position. Then he stood breathing heavily. 

 He had a Moment of Truth. 

 Fight or flee? 

 Then it was decided. 

* 

 Peter clung to the wall, looking over the nearly empty warehouse. Looking for 
Beck. 

 He saw a gleam of reflection, and he looked again. Draped in a cloak, Mysterio 
stood on the balcony looking down over the room, with a prime view of the front door. 
Peter scowled under his mesh and closed in. 

 If Mysterio knew he was there, he gave no sign. Peter silently rose to his full height 
behind the dome. Then he snatched him by the cloak— 

 With an empty poof sound, the dome on top of the cloak seared a brilliantly 
painful light, like a huge flashbulb. As Peter tore the cloak away, there was a ripple of 
muffled cracks, and minibombs went off that were attached to the figure beneath. 
Blind, Peter staggered in the midst of a confetti storm. 

 Not good not good— 

 A steel bar crashed against his face, and he felt his skull warp with the force of the 
blow, only his springy bone tissue allowing his face to reform without getting bashed in. 
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He hopped to the side, and another blow slammed across the other side of his head; he 
heard his neck cartilage crack as he spun and crashed against the railing. The bar 
slammed down across his shoulders, driving him to his knees. 

 His senses, not in top shape to begin with, could not cope with the afterimage that 
filled his eyes or the confetti that swirled around, hiding movement. 

 Then Peter discovered that the bar was a spear as it rammed into his left shoulder 
joint. He kicked back, toppling over the railing and falling gracelessly to the floor below. 
Every blink was more painful than his landing, and he continued to blink trying to clear 
his seared eyes. He scrabbled out toward the middle of the room, surrounding himself 
with open ground. 

 For a moment the only sound was the pattering sift of confetti settling to the 
ground and Peter‟s harsh, labored breathing. He squirted web over his shoulder as he 
felt blood slide down his ribs from his shoulder wound. He moved his arm and felt 
cracked bones shift. Damn. Damn. 

 “Two hundred and fifty thousand dollars a year, plus bonuses, for a little cat burglary,” 
Mysterio intoned. “But you had to do it the hard way.” The deep, echoing voice rolled 
around the room like a living thing. 

 “The answer was, is, and will be no. Why is that the hard way? I would think 
coming after me again and again with ever more annoying thugs would be the hard way. 
So why wouldn‟t I say yes to your boss then run? Your thugs sure as hell couldn‟t catch 
me, and finding me would be pretty tough too.” 

 “You have people you would not want to leave to the fate they would meet should you abandon 
them while they still mean something to you,” Mysterio said. “Admirable. Dangerous for you and 
them, but admirable.” 

 Beck maneuvered on the balcony, trying to figure out how he wanted to cross the 
open space to Peter, or whether he wanted to.  

 “Where is Beck?” Peter asked, his voice tight. “What‟s his real involvement in all 
this?” 

 “Perhaps one day you‟ll find out,” Mysterio murmured, low and nasty. “Beck is not a nice 
man.” 

 “So why are you here? Why didn‟t Beck just frame me, why‟d he even bother 
hypnotizing me to steal the diamonds?” Peter dabbed blood from his mesh with the 
back of his hand. His mouth and nose were bleeding a little. 

 Beck stood transfixed, looking down at Peter. Little pain in the butt. How did he 
get around every scheme? How did he find out about the hypnosis? How did he get to 
the bottom of this little puzzle so fast, before it had time to unwind? Beck struggled 
with fear, frustration, and rage as he stared through the helmet at the wounded young 
man on the floor. 

 “You‟re good,”  Mysterio breathed. “Very clever.” 

 “Then answer my question,” Peter said. 

 “If you were genuinely guilty, then you could not bring your incredible talents to bear on clearing 
your name. Your sense of guilt would lead you to accept your criminal action, to choose between 
overcoming the mistake or profiting from it. Other parts of the plan would encourage you to the latter.” 
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Mysterio moved to the best position to strike at the spider ghost from the balcony. “You 
had to be guilty. You had to make the choice yourself. If it was thrust upon you, you would not accept it. 
You would have sought to clear your name.” 

 “You just don‟t get it,” Peter said. “I can‟t live like you.” He kept blinking, far more 
rapidly than a human could blink. “No matter what I did, it wouldn‟t drive me into the 
arms of whatever syndicate you represent. It‟s never too late to go for redemption. 
Never.” 

 Once again Beck found himself with nothing to say. His resolve wavered. He felt a 
powerful urge to unscrew the helmet and go down to meet Peter Parker, to apologize, 
to try to make right the deliberate dismantling of the poor kid‟s life. 

 Instead he gritted his teeth and leaped from the balcony in a plume of narcotic 
smoke. Peter‟s vision had returned enough to see this coming, and he darted out of the 
way as Mysterio landed in a cloud of his own making. 

 The wall flared with color; an LCD projector hooked up to Beck‟s hypnotic screen 
saver. Peter grinned to himself and ignored it, safe from its effects. He fired a web into 
the smoke and tugged hard. Mysterio sailed out, the web stuck to his arm greave. Peter 
kicked at the helmet, not gently. 

 It cracked. The helmet jerked at the socket that held it on. In a simple swipe 
Mysterio shredded the web that held him to Peter, and he leaped back. He hurled an 
ampoule of fear gas at the floor between himself and the spider ghost— 

 Peter sailed over the tinkle of glass and plowed into Beck with his forearms. The 
two of them tumbled back, far out of range of the gas, Peter bitten by the steel edges in 
the costume, Mysterio desperately and hopelessly fighting to free himself. 

 Peter hauled Mysterio up by his shoulders and slammed him down. The helmet 
shattered well and truly, exploding. 

 Peter looked down in utter shock. 

 Mysterio… was Beck. 

 “You son of a bitch,” Peter said softly. 

 Beck lay on his back, not struggling, breathing hard, drinking in the look on Peter‟s 
face as though it were poison that might successfully kill him. He had nothing to say. 

 For a long minute they just looked at each other. Peter trickled blood from dozens 
of sharp, shallow cuts. His mesh hung in tatters. He freed himself and stood looking 
down at Beck. 

 “Who do you work for,” Peter said, his voice dead. 

 “I can‟t tell you,” Beck said. 

 “Then leave me alone,” Peter said, and his eyes meant it. Peter turned and slowly 
walked out of the warehouse. 

 Beck lay still on his back for a long while after Peter left. Then, he eventually 
clambered to his feet. He stripped off the costume, hung it up neatly, and dressed in his 
street clothes. 

 “Time to go meet Fisk,” he said softly. 
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* 

 “I expected your report last night,” rumbled Fisk. “I take it you failed.” 

 “Yes, but not until this morning,” Beck said, strangely subdued. “Who is your new 
friend?” 

 The boardroom was sealed against sunlight, empty but for the four men at Fisk‟s 
desk. Fisk looked over at the middle aged dumpy man with shocks of white hair and 
wire rim glasses. The pudgy man had the benign look of a country preacher. 

 “This is Harlan Faber, a new associate I met on my travels. But that doesn‟t help 
you at all, does it?” Fisk growled. The lean man behind him smiled, an unpleasant look. 
Beck glanced at him only briefly. 

 “Glad you could make it, Ledge,” he said. “Did Japan agree with you?” 

 “Cut the crap, let‟s get this show on the road,” Ledge said. 

 Beck tossed a briefcase on the table. “In that you‟ll find copies of video tapes, 
photographs, transcripts, and all sorts of physical evidence that links thugs to 
lieutenants, and lieutenants to you. There‟s enough in there to give somebody with 
some determination a sledgehammer to take down your wall. I have five more primed 
to go to different law enforcement and media outlets. You let me go, I let you go. You 
nail me,” Beck shrugged, “I give somebody the hammer to nail you.” 

 The room was dead silent. 

 Fisk chuckled. 

 “You have a deal,” Fisk said merrily, “on the condition you can get out of the 
building alive. You are gravely mistaken to think that anybody, with any evidence, is 
going to come after me. Ledge,” he said sharply, “use my new weapon to end Beck‟s 
life.” 

 “Sir,” Ledge said. “You got it.” 

 Beck threw a kick, and a graceful one with some power at that. Ledge was 
effortlessly out of the way, and he sunk a knuckle in Beck‟s jugular. Beck flew back, and 
Ledge was on him. Gripping him by the wrist and lapel, Ledge twisted and Beck was off 
his feet, in a tight arc through the air, and crashing heavily to the ground. He was groggy 
as Ledge hauled him up to his feet and dusted him off. 

 “One pulverized flunky, comin right up,” he grinned. “I‟ll be right back.” 

 Fisk nodded, and Ledge dragged the half-conscious Beck out of the room. 

 “Whu,” Beck managed, prying at the iron grip Ledge had on his shirt. 

 “You‟ll like it. It‟s a fun game called Chutes and Ladders. The trick is, there aren‟t 
any chutes or ladders.” He chuckled. “I crack myself up. And I crack you up. Here we 
are.” 

 He had escorted Beck down a hall, and at the end of the hall was a fire door. 

 “But—“ Beck said, “we are way high off the ground!” 

 “Bingo,” grinned Ledge. He kicked the fire door open and Beck paled at the drop 
all the way down to the garden, hundreds of feet below. 
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 “No!” he shouted hoarsely, kicking up a wild struggle. 

 Ledge grappled with him, then pounded a savage blow into his face. Beck went 
limp and slid backwards out the door, falling. 

 Ledge watched with a grin. 

 Then with a sound like a casting fishing pole, an unreeling of something hissed 
through the air. Ledge blinked as the webline shot down past him and snagged Beck‟s 
ankle. 

 “No you don‟t,” Ledge said, whipping a shuriken out of his belt and flinging it 
through the thin web strand. The strand parted, and Beck let out a healthy scream as he 
resumed falling. 

 A shadowy figure dove past Ledge, ribbons of webbing slithering in the wind as he 
shot straight down through the air after Beck. Ledge leaned forward to watch, 
fascinated. 

 The dark figure caught Beck, fired web at a wall, tugged over to it and wheel kicked 
off to bleed momentum. Then a few whirls later, the spider ghost had brought himself 
and Beck to a halt on the wall, a mere three stories from the broken, rust-colored 
concrete below. 

 Then the spider ghost was in motion, moving up the wall like a speedy force of 
nature. Ledge watched, amazed, his jaw slack, as in a matter of fifteen seconds the 
spider ghost had bounded all the way up to the top of the building, only one bound 
from escape. 

 “Destiny,” Ledge breathed to himself with a grin. “I‟m gonna get to throw down 
with that.” He let his smile grow. Then he realized he had let Beck get away. 

 “Aw, crap,” he muttered. He went back to Fisk… 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY ONE. “Research” 

 Two bruised and cut men sat in the café booth looking at their coffee. They looked 
as though they had both been in a savage fight, and the other patrons left them alone. 

 “The money trouble, the car, Aunt May in the hospital, all of it,” Peter said softly. 
“So Wilson Fisk is the man behind my troubles. Behind Lincoln, and Voorhees. Behind 
you.” 

 “Yes,” Beck said. 

 “You set me up for the fall then got close to me, to offer me support for the 
weight you heaped on me.” 

 “Yes,” Beck said. 

 “I didn‟t know anyone could be that heartless,” Peter said, his voice flat. 

 “I know it was wrong,” Beck said. Peter looked up, looked him in the eye. “Don‟t 
look at me like that,” Beck said, shifting uneasily. “I‟m out of that situation now. I did 
what I had to do. So did you.” 

 “I can‟t believe you just said that,” Peter said, and he looked down into his coffee 
again. “I can‟t forgive you for what you‟ve done to me, Beck.” 
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 “Maybe not today,” Beck said. “Maybe not this year, or this decade. But maybe 
someday.” Beck took a deep breath. “Thanks for following me to Fisk‟s place and 
saving my life. I swear I‟ll make it up to you someday.” 

 Peter sat unmoving. “I did what I had to do, just like you said. And now I know 
who‟s behind it all.” 

Beck sighed. “Take care, Peter Parker,” he said, touching his forearm. Peter 
did not react. Beck walked out of the café, carefully looked both ways, then crossed the 
street and vanished into the city. 

 Peter sat there until they served lunch, then he bought some. 

 He thought long and hard. 

 “Okay, Fisk,” he said under his breath. “Live and let live. But I swear, you come 
after me one more time, and you are going down.” His eyes narrowed. “That‟s a 
promise.” 

 Lilly livered tripe. Go to his castle, kick in a window, and rip his damned face off! What‟s the 
matter with you? What does it take? 

 “Promise me we won‟t kill him,” Peter said softly. “Promise me that and we‟ll go.” 

 Things got very, very quiet. 

 Peter slowly nodded to himself. “We give him one more chance.” He finished his 
lunch. 
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PART THREE: CLOSING THE DEAL 

Tuesday, December 10 

 Fisk sat bathed in orange light, watching the sun go down outside, watching 
darkness fill his city. A thin curl of smoke drifted up from his cigarette. Fisk shifted his 
grip on the cigarette holder, tapping off ash. Behind him, Ledge stood at ease, noiseless. 

 The door opened. Fisk‟s aid scurried in. “Excuse me, Mister Fisk, but I have that 
report you wanted.” 

 “Yes?” Fisk said. 

 The aid nodded. “We‟ve finished preliminary analysis of Beck‟s investigation into 
the nature of the spider ghost‟s powers. Beck tape recorded his interrogation of the 
hypnotized Peter Parker, and he discovered that in nineteen ninety one Peter Parker 
went into a coma after being bitten by a spider that was in a puzzle box in a trunk in his 
uncle‟s attic. The assumption is that the trunk belonged to his „grandfather.‟ So we 
checked the paternal and maternal grandfathers.” 

 The aid checked his notes, not at all rattled by the fact that his employer seemed to 
be ignoring him. “His aunt‟s grandfather died twelve years ago of cancer after a life 
spent working in sales. But the other grandfather was killed in World War II over in 
Germany in the last months of the war.” 

 Fisk slowly swiveled around to eye his aid. “Surely you followed up on that.” 

 “Indeed,” nodded the aid. “It wasn‟t easy, though. We had to send one of our 
expert hackers into the Pentagon‟s files, and since this issue dates back to the second 
World War there isn‟t much on computers. We would have to physically break into the 
Pentagon to find their paper files. As it is, we found out that he was in army intelligence, 
and his death in a plane crash is highly suspicious. After his death, a trunk of his 
personal effects was sent to his son, Ben Parker, who is Peter Parker‟s uncle and father 
figure.” 

 Fisk sat lost in thought. Then he nodded to himself. “Get me that trunk,” he 
rumbled. 

 His aid bobbed with a motion halfway between a nod and a bow, then turned and 
left. 

 “The bosses are waiting for the meeting to get rolling,” Ledge mentioned helpfully. 

 “They can wait,” Fisk boomed softly. 

 “Let me kill Parker,” Ledge said. “He‟s making you look bad. The others found out 
about this little hunt when Lincoln got himself broken, and now it‟s like some kinda 
soap opera. If he‟s allowed to run free in defiance of you, then he‟s a problem.” 

 “He is elusive,” Fisk said. “I must decide whether to guarantee my success by 
committing significant resources, or whether to decide he is beneath my notice, or to 
simply have him killed.” He sighed. “Halfway measures have stripped me of three 
valuable resources. Losing Beck is the greatest loss, however. He was most useful.” 
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 “You know what they say, boss,” Ledge said, lighting up a cigarette and talking 
around it. “If raw force isn‟t solving your problem, you aren‟t using enough.” 

 “Such prattle belongs in the mouths of assassins and underbosses,” Fisk said with a 
dismissive wave. “You lack vision, Ledge. The secret of how this spider ghost got his 
power could be… useful,” he murmured. “We should not kill him until we understand 
how he came to be what he is. I want him taken alive.” 

 “Say the word. I go to his house. Wait until he‟s sleeping. Pop some teargas in, 
trank the holy hell out of him. Fait accompli, boss.” 

 “I‟ll consider it,” mused Fisk. “I cannot let the loss of three of my people go 
unanswered.” 

 The door opened again. Fisk directed a surly look at it. His aide put his head in. 

 “The natives are restless, sir,” he said. 

 “Let them in,” Fisk rumbled. 

 “Send in the clowns,” Ledge grinned. “Another night, another cavalcade of crime.”  

 “Spare me, Ledge,” Fisk muttered. “Show me how well you can be silent and 
menacing.” 

 As the underbosses and lieutenants trooped in, Ledge was silent and menacing, and 
Fisk presided another night over his sprawling empire that lay both above and below 
the surface of the law. 

 

Wednesday, December 11 

 Peter whistled the theme song to a game show as he tended the frying bacon. He 
kept track of the eggs, too, making sure everything sizzled up just right. He wore 
pajamas under his bathrobe, complete with slippers. The bacon popped, spattering his 
arm with hot grease. He just frowned at it. 

 “Kiss the spider-tough chef,” he murmured to himself. “Ha ha, didn‟t hurt. And 
I‟m gonna eat you, too.” 

 “What was that, Peter?” Aunt May asked querulously from the living room. 

 “Just talking to the bacon, Aunt May,” Peter called back. “Almost done.” 

 The toast popped up, and Peter snagged the bread out of the toaster, scooped the 
eggs up and patted them on the plate, then zipped bacon out of the skillet and arranged 
it just so in a matter of seconds. He twirled in to the living room and bowed, placing the 
plate on the tv tray Aunt May had out in front of her. 

 “Buhrekafast, is, aserved,” Peter said. 

 “Oh, Peter,” Aunt May said. “Aren‟t you having any?” 

 “Be right back,” he said, strolling into the kitchen. He scooped everything else that 
was hot onto another plate, this one considerably deeper piled. He headed back out to 
the living room. 

 “Don‟t you have school today?” Aunt May said, cocking her head to the side. 
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 “Starts at nine,” Peter said. “Plenty of time. This way I get to spend some time with 
my favorite lady before she goes to Florida.” He grinned at her. 

 “Oh, Peter, are you sure you can afford to send me to Florida?” 

 “I can and will, Aunt May. Ticket? Check. Cash, credit, and traveler‟s checks? Uh, 
check. All that‟s left for you to do is finish packing. Don‟t forget your bikini and suntan 
lotion.” 

 “I wish you could come,” she said. 

 “You‟ll be fine,” he said. “You‟ll meet up with what‟s his name? Right, Lubensky. 
I‟d go with you, but I can‟t leave my schooling. You‟ll be gone a week. All that warm air 
and sun should be good for you,” he said with a smile. “Just be sure to behave yourself. 
No fooling around.” 

 She blushed. “Peter!” she said.  

 He glanced at the clock and downed his breakfast with disturbing speed. Then, 
with his cheek-pouches still full, he hopped into the kitchen and made sure everything 
was off, then he zipped up the stairs to get dressed. 

 “Woo!” said Aunt May. “So this is what it‟s like living with a tornado.” 

 Peter would have sarcastically laughed, but his mouth was full. 

 Two minutes later he was down over the banister with his bag of books. “Gotta go, 
see you tonight, and be sure you get all packed so we can go tomorrow!” Peter said. He 
kissed her on the cheek quickly, then spun around just as the car horn honked outside. 
“Bye!” Peter said, and he was through the door and gone. 

 Peter hopped in Harry‟s sleek road machine, and they pulled away. 

 From the shadows next door, a shadow watched them go, and smiled. Then the 
dark figure effortlessly scaled the side of the house and popped the window to the attic 
open, vanishing silently inside. 

* 

 “Hey Harry,” Peter said. “You look like a million bucks.” 

 Harry laughed. “You are such a geek, Parker.” 

 “We can‟t all be gifted by the gods,” Peter said. “Hey, you want to room together 
again now that things are settling out some?” 

 Harry paid a lot of attention to the road. “I don‟t know, Peter. You‟re awfully… 
accident prone.” 

 There was a long moment of silence. 

 “Yeah,” Peter said, looking out the window. “Yeah, I know what you mean.” He 
felt Harry slipping way from him, he felt himself losing his most normal friend. He felt 
his heart sinking, slowly, by degrees. “Anyway,” he said, groping around for a topic, 
“How is MJ doing these days?” 

 “She‟s good,” Harry said, and he shut up. Peter blinked. “So do you plan to get a 
new car?” Harry asked. 
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 “I don‟t know,” Peter shrugged. “I do okay on foot and using the bus, and now 
and then a taxi. A car, you got your insurance, and there‟s nowhere to park, and it 
breaks down and needs fixing… I don‟t know.” 

 “Especially since you have sucker friends who‟ll pick you up and take you to 
school,” Harry said dryly. 

 “Huh,” Peter said, “I think you‟ve hit on something,” he grinned. 

 They were just quiet for a few minutes, and then Harry pulled in and found a 
parking spot. They got out of the car. 

 Mary Jane swayed over to meet them, and while Harry greeted her properly, Peter 
moved past them, imagining himself invisible, and he headed towards class. 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY TWO. “End Run” 

 The shadowy figure had found the trunk swiftly enough, jimmied the lock 
effortlessly, and immediately found the octagonal puzzle box. Raising it to eye level, the 
shadow smiled. A familiar model. Seconds, and it was sprung open. 

 Empty? 

 Hardly. 

 The intruder put a finger against the bottom of the puzzle box and pushed hard. 
The false bottom was dented, and the intruder impatiently tugged it out. There, 
gleaming, was the true prize. 

 The shadow swiftly snapped the box shut, tucked it away, and withdrew into the 
shadows of the attic to wait for the next intruder who would certainly be along shortly. 

* 

 It was a few minutes until noon, and Peter walked along the sidewalk lost in his 
own thoughts. He glanced up to see Mary Jane strolling down the sidewalk towards 
him. 

 “Hey tiger,” she said. “Long time no see.” 

 “I‟ve been hiding,” he said with his most charming smile. 

 “Well don‟t,” she said. “Come to lunch with me. My treat.” She flashed him a 
dazzling smile. 

 “What about Harry?” Peter said. 

 “He has class,” Mary Jane replied. “You aren‟t thinking of making me eat my lunch 
alone, are you?” 

 “You drop a dime you have twenty people at your table,” Peter said with half a 
smile. 

 “Don‟t make me,” she said with a mock stern look. 

 “So where do we eat?” Peter shrugged, his smile filling out. 

 Ten minutes later they were seated in the student union eating greasy unhealthy 
fattening food that managed to be edible. Peter inspected one of his limp fries. 
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 “So how is Aunt May?” Mary Jane asked. 

 “Better,” Peter said with a decisive nod. “I‟m sending her to Florida for a week to, 
you know, RnR and stuff.” 

 “Cool,” she said. “So is your unseen attacker through with you now?” 

 “Damn, MJ, don‟t shift gears on me like that,” Peter said, his eyes bugging out a 
little as he adjusted. She tried not to smile. 

 “I‟m a woman,” she said loftily. “It‟s what I do.” 

 “No argument here,” he muttered. “I know who was behind it all. You don‟t want 
to, trust me on that. I don‟t know,” he said with a shrug. “If he makes another play for 
me, I‟m going to get around it and go straight to the source and put a stop to this 
nonsense. But if he leaves me alone, I‟ll let it go.” His eyes narrowed. “One last chance 
to leave me alone. Then I go to him and work this out personally.” 

 They sat quietly eating for a couple minutes. 

 “I‟m more worried about Harry at this point,” Peter said, glancing around. “I feel 
like I‟m losing him. Harry‟s the best friend I‟ve got, MJ. I know I deserve the cold 
shoulder ten times over, because I‟m so unreliable and secretive. Still, I was trying so 
hard before all this happened, and now it‟s just coming apart in my hands.” 

 “Harry‟s just going through a tough time right now,” Mary Jane said quietly, 
looking down at her french fries. “He‟s living at home. His father should have cloned 
instead of reproducing; Harry isn‟t his carbon copy, and that leads to a little tension.” 
She shrugged. “Maybe Harry‟s jealous of you.” 

 “Jealous? Of me?” Peter said, startled. 

 “Yes,” Mary Jane said, looking directly into his eyes 

 Peter got a sinking feeling. 

 “Mary Jane Watson,” he said, “I would never make a play for another man‟s woman. 
I‟m serious.” 

 “Honestly, Peter,” she said quietly. “We‟re just dating. I‟m kind of insulted that you 
could honestly believe I belong to anyone.” 

 “I can‟t do this,” Peter said. “Harry is my friend. I‟m sorry, MJ. I gotta go. I‟ll see 
you around.” He shook his head. “I‟m sorry. Thanks for lunch.” He got up and headed 
for the door. 

 “Somebody‟s rattled,” Mary Jane said as she watched him go. She sighed a little 
sigh. “You need my help, Parker,” she said simply. “And you are a dangerous 
creature…” 

* 

 Aunt May hauled the front door open and peered at the man in the khaki uniform. 
“Yes?” she said. 

 “Animal Control, ma‟am. The neighbors have reported bats flying out of your attic. 
I‟m here to take a look for you.” He smiled, charming. 

 “Ooh, well then,” she said. “Come on in.” She opened the screen door and the 
heavyset man walked in.  
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 “Where‟s your attic, ma‟am?” he said. He followed her up the stairs, then he hauled 
the attic open. He turned to her. “You might want to go downstairs, just in case I have 
to catch one of these critters.” His smile was positively disarming. 

 “Alright,” she said. “Holler if you need anything.” She turned and worked her way 
down the stairs. 

 The big man climbed up into the attic, snapped on his flashlight, and played it 
around the attic. He smiled. “Bingo,” he said. He walked over to the heavy bound 
trunk. 

 He stopped abruptly as he felt a gun barrel touch the back of his head. 

 “Leave the trunk, there‟s nothing there you want,” came a soft voice from behind 
him. “Take me to your boss.” 

 “You‟re dead,” the man in khakis said simply. “I‟ll take you back to the boss and 
he‟ll kill you.” 

 The shadow behind him chuckled. “Let me worry about that. I‟ll bring the trunk if 
it will make you feel better. Go distract the old woman. I‟ll put the trunk in your van 
and we can go.” 

 “I have no words for how dead you are,” the big man said, shaking his head. “D-E-
D, dead.” 

 “Let‟s go,” said the shadow. 

 The big man clambered down the ladder and went down to the kitchen to where 
the old woman sat wringing her hands. The other figure came down the ladder behind 
him, balancing the trunk on one shoulder. 

 “Everything‟s fine, false alarm,” the man in khakis said to the old woman as he 
stood blocking her view of the stairs and door. “Thanks for your time and 
cooperation.” The other figure hefted the trunk out of the house, unseen. 

 “Oh, you‟re a nice young man,” she said. “Do you want a cookie?” 

 “Uh, no thanks,” he said, managing a smile. “Have a nice day.” He turned and 
scooted out of the house. The trunk slid into the van, doors slammed behind it. Then 
the two got in the van and drove away. 

* 

 The library was quiet. Peter was deeply enmeshed in calculus when the chair across 
the table from him scooted back and Harry Osborn sat down. Peter looked up, losing 
all the threads of calculation, numbers spilling everywhere. 

 “Hey, Peter,” Harry said. He looked pale, smudges of sleeplessness under his eyes, 
a certain hollowness to him. “How you doing?” 

 “Harry, good to see you,” Peter said. 

 “Yeah,” Harry said. “Look, I just came to apologize. I‟ve been a real butthead 
lately. It‟s just… I‟m still a little shaken up over the car accident.” 

 “I am so sorry about that,” Peter said. “I wish there was something I could do to 
make up for it.” 



 

    717 

 Harry watched him for a long moment. “You could let me beat your butt at 
racquetball. I‟ve just gotten the go-ahead for physical activity, I thought maybe we could 
smack the ball around for old time‟s sake.” 

 “I‟d like that,” Peter said. “Six?”  

 “Six,” Harry nodded. He smiled. “See you there, hot stuff.” 

 “You‟re on,” Peter grinned. Harry got up and walked away, moving slowly. Peter 
sat and thought about it for a long moment, then dove back into calculus. 

* 

 The big man shouldered his way into Fisk‟s board room. He walked up to the desk, 
glancing at the two thugs standing by the window looking over the city through the thin 
slits in the shades. The big man thudded the trunk down on the desk. 

 “Nothing in it,” he said, shaking his head. “Nothing like the spider you‟re looking 
for.” He made eye contact with Fisk. 

 “What?” Fisk asked, his brow clenching. 

 The delivery man‟s hand darted into his jacket, he yanked out a gun and snapped 
off two shots. Trank darts thudded into the necks of the two guards, and they tumbled 
gracelessly to the floor. The man‟s features blurred, he lost a foot of height and he 
became a woman with short dark hair, delicate features, and bright green eyes. She put 
the gun on the table. 

 “I‟m impressed,” Fisk rumbled. “Talk fast, for your own sake.” 

 “I work for a classified weapons manufacturer,” she said. “I‟ve had Forrest Parker‟s 
file flagged for decades, so if anyone accessed it I would be notified. Your clumsy 
probes alerted me to your investigation. I checked you out, found Voorhees, found out 
you‟re looking for Peter Parker, and I realized who he really was. You gave his secret 
identity away to me. You can have me killed, but I know the secret to his powers and I 
would like nothing better than to turn him over to grovel at your heel.” She smiled. 

 “You wouldn‟t want to keep him for your weapons testing?” Fisk murmured, his 
huge voice filling the room like a living thing. “You work for the government, do you 
not?” 

 “I don‟t work directly for the government, we have a special relationship. And no, I 
don‟t want Parker for myself. I know how he happened. I don‟t need him, you see. We 
have met before and… it would please me to see him cowed. I owe him some revenge, 
and helping you with your plan to own him seems a fitting way to get it.” 

 “You may live,” Fisk said with an indulgent wave of his hand. “Now tell me the 
secret of the spider ghost.” 

 “Now now,” she said with a glittering smile, “that would be telling.” 

 Fisk smiled and nodded. The woman‟s eyes narrowed, then she threw herself to the 
side. 

 Too slow. A weight the size of a roll of quarters smacked firmly into the back of 
her head, pitching her forward. She landed on her hands and knees, groggy, then 
another blow knocked her unconscious; she sagged to the carpet. Ledge stepped out of 
the shadows behind her. 
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 “Yes,” Fisk rumbled, “that will be telling…” 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY THREE. “Unwanted Attention” 

 “Not a day too early,” Peter muttered, his fists jammed into his pockets as he 
walked down the steps from the quad to the sidewalk by the street. “Gotta get Aunt 
May to Florida. There‟s snow in the wind.” 

 Just then a gust of wind battered his windbreaker, coursing across him, and he 
tasted it; it tasted of flying. His eyes lost focus, his body temperature rose, as the wind 
woke him up and set his senses to tingling, he felt his fingertips flex, his blood speed up.  

 “I promised,” he muttered. “No more exercising.” 

 What, are you dead? Let‟s get out there and swing into this gorgeous stuff! 

 “Shut up, brain, or I‟ll stab you with a q tip,” Peter muttered. 

 Ooh, threats. 

 “Whatcha thinkin about?” Mary Jane asked, standing at his elbow. He jumped, and 
glanced at her. 

 “You know, you‟re the only person who can sneak up on me all the time,” he said. 
“Why is that?” 

 Maybe we want her to get a little closer. 

 “It‟s my radar absorbent plating,” she said with an arched eyebrow that set Peter to 
tingling even more. “So what goes on in your head when you‟re just gazing off into 
space like that? I have a penny here somewhere,” she said, digging in her coat pockets. 
“Here. A penny for your thoughts.” She presented the dingy little coin. 

 “Now it‟s my turn to be insulted,” he said. He looked back up at the wind. “I was 
thinking that if I was coming over that building I‟d have to correct for wind, but a solid 
jump could carry me across five lanes in weather like this, the wind would be behind 
me. Makes my arms itch. The wind is calling me.” He shook his head. “And I have a 
test in Calculus tomorrow.” 

 “Wow,” she said. “What a rush. Don‟t you ever resent all the noise, though? Do 
you ever wish you were a normal person, so you didn‟t have so much to hide?” 

 “Everybody does, I think,” Peter said with a shrug. “Few people think they‟re 
normal. I just have a little more to keep under wraps than your average angst-ridden 
young adult, that‟s all.” He grinned. “See, if I was a normal Joe, I would ignore the idea 
of being tugged away over the city by the wind, and convince the cute woman that‟s 
flirting with me to give me a ride home. Maybe we could grab dinner somewhere. Want 
to pick up Harry, make it a threesome?” 

 “Oh, I‟m much too demure,” Mary Jane said, pulling her scarf up to fashion a hood 
and batting her eyes. Peter blushed furiously as he gathered her meaning. She laughed at 
him. “Get in my car, you big lug.” 

 They dropped down into the car, and headed off campus. “Harry‟s studying,” she 
said, “as usual. When I drag him out of his hole, he‟s gloomy. Frankly, the „grumpy guy‟ 
routine is losing amusement value fast. I‟m shopping around,” she said, keeping her 
tone light. 
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 “You could take on Gwen for Flash,” Peter said with a grin. 

 “You nuts?” Mary Jane said, throwing him a sideways look. “Gwen is dangerous 
when she‟s angry.” 

 “Yes,” Peter reflected, “Yes she is.” 

* 

 She groaned as the world began to slide back into focus. She moved to touch her 
head, and her arms jangled their chains. Blinking, she looked down. 

 She was laying on the board room table before Fisk. A ring was set into the table, 
and she was shackled. Her chains went through the ring. She couldn‟t get higher than a 
kneeling position, nor could she leave the table. 

 “Kinky,” she noted. Then she realized her flesh was blue; her eyes must be pale, 
her hair straight dark crimson. With a thought, she changed her shape. 

 Nothing happened. 

 She stared at Fisk. “What did you do to me,” she whispered. 

 “It‟s reversible,” Fisk said with an almost imperceptible shrug. “I have some 
considerable talent on my team. This is Harlan Faber,” he said, gesturing with one 
massive hand to a dumpy middle aged man with shocks of white hair. He peered over 
small wire rim spectacles, and his mouth was hidden behind a thick white moustache. 
He was dressed in black, and that lent him the impression of a country preacher. 

 “Faber can… take your powers away,” Fisk continued. “They are still there, you 
just can‟t get to them anymore. I didn‟t want to take any chances with you. You have no 
business whining about it,” he added, narrowing his eyes. “What did you expect, 
brazenly strolling into my territory?” 

 “What time is it?” she asked. 

 Ledge checked his watch. “Just after two in the afternoon,” he said. 

 “You‟ve got less than ten minutes to free me and return my powers,” she said, low 
and nasty. “At two o‟clock my backup team departed to rescue me. You can kill me and 
try to fend them off, but if you play it like that then you‟re stupid and you deserve what 
you get. You let me go and restore my powers, I make a phone call and that whole 
problem goes away. I still want to cut a deal, but if you don‟t work with me on my terms 
then we have no deal. If you wait until my people get here,” she said with a hard smile, 
“you‟re a dead man.” 

 “Let me whack her,” Ledge said quickly. 

 “Wait,” Fisk said, raising his hand. “Release her.” Ledge clenched his jaw, then 
reached into his pocket and pulled out the key. He tossed it at the woman on the table, 
who dexterously freed herself. 

 “Okay,” she said, standing on the table and looking down at Fisk. “Undo whatever 
you did then we‟ll work out terms.” 

 “What are you offering me?” Fisk said. “It might not be worth my effort.” 
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 “I‟ve gotten close to Parker before and I can do it again. Without my camouflage,” 
she said pointedly, “it‟s a little more difficult. I can copy those near and dear to him, and 
I‟m ready to do it again. Faber‟s talent will also help me with my plan.” 

 “Keep talking,” Fisk rumbled, beginning to like her in spite of himself. 

 “No. That‟s all the plan we get before I‟m restored,” she said. “Plus, we‟re running 
out of time.” 

 Fisk hesitated a moment, then nodded. “Very well. But for Faber‟s power to work, 
you must be unconscious.” 

 “I got this,” Ledge said, tugging a club out of his belt. 

 Faber gave him a dirty look and produced a syringe. The woman dropped off the 
table and presented her arm. A prick and a squeeze later, the room closed in and all was 
dark. 

* 

 Mary Jane pulled up across the street from Peter‟s house. “Chez Parker, on your 
left,” she said. “Here you go.” 

 “Thanks for the ride,” Peter said. He got out of the car and leaned over to talk to 
her. “Thanks for lunch, too. But I can‟t do this. Maybe we‟d better… stay away from 
each other. I mean, I like you,” he added quickly, “I really do, but I can‟t bring myself to 
ignore Harry‟s claim here. Please don‟t… you know… follow me around or ask me to 
go places with you. It isn‟t right. If you were dating me and I was going through a bad 
patch, I‟d expect the same courtesy.” His eyes were serious. 

 “Okay,” she said lightly. “I‟ll leave you alone. Sorry for chasing you. Whatever,” she 
said. “Shut my door, Parker,” she added. He closed the car door, and she stomped on 
the gas, tugging the car out into traffic. 

 “Smooth, Parker,” he muttered. He shrugged. “Maybe she‟ll be angry enough to 
leave me alone.” 

 I can‟t believe how stupid you are. We could have gotten a big juicy piece of Mary Jane. And you 
tell her to go away. I can‟t believe we‟re stuck in here together. 

 “And you,” Peter muttered. “Shut up, you.” 

* 

 The world slid slowly into focus, emerging from darkness. She sat up, rubbing her 
neck. “I hate that,” she muttered, and her form shifted into the pale dark-haired woman 
once more. 

 “Why did you do that,” Fisk asked abruptly. She looked over at him. 

 “Why don‟t you talk about your finances to the police?” she said. “There‟s a great 
deal of safety to be had in concealing your true nature and talents.” 

 “I rather like your other form,” Fisk persisted. 

 She looked him in the eye. “Life‟s full of little tragedies.” 

 He smiled as his forehead creased with determination. “You might find me more 
tractable if you respect this small request.” 
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 Slowly, her flesh rippled and changed. A few seconds later she was once again 
midnight blue, her hair crimson and straight, her eyes pale and empty. Fisk smiled to 
himself. “Thank you,” he said. Ledge walked up beside her and wordlessly offered her a 
phone. 

 She took it and punched in a number. Waited for the other end to pick up. “Code 
forty three,” she said. “Yes.” Then she punched the off button and tossed the phone 
back. 

 “Now that we‟re all friendly,” she said, “let‟s get down to brass tacks.” 

 “How old are you?” Fisk asked, studying her. 

 “It‟s not polite to ask a lady her age,” she replied. 

 “In my position, it is not often necessary to be polite,” he said. 

 “You would do well to consider this the exception that proves the rule,” she said, 
narrowing her eyes. “What does it matter to you how old I am?” 

 “I was just wondering,” he said, “whether you were some kind of fey, some fairy 
creature strayed into the waking world.” 

 “I‟m not,” she said.  

 “How do you know?” he asked softly, his huge voice curling around her. 

 “The plan,” she said deliberately, “is to lure Peter Parker into this by telling him I 
know how he got his power and that he‟s about to lose it. He‟ll be difficult. So I‟ll knock 
him out and Faber can seal off his power. Are you sure you can manage it?” she asked 
Faber. 

 He nodded. 

 “Right then. I‟ll tell him he needs a serum that only I can get through my contacts. 
I‟ll shoot him up. Your job here is to make sure the serum is damned addictive. I tell 
him it wears off in about a week, and if he wants to keep his powers he will have to 
weasel it out of one of your criminal empire‟s hard targets.” She looked at Fisk. 

 He nodded. “Keep talking.” 

 “At that point you have a choice. Turn him over to the police for breaking and 
entering, squeeze some robberies out of him by renting him his power, whatever. He‟ll 
be in your power, that‟s my point. And if he doesn‟t go to renew his serum, we take him 
in his sleep again and Faber wipes out his power for good, if he can manage it. You still 
win.” 

 “If he tussles with the police,” Fisk said slowly, “he‟ll be on the run and Peter 
Parker will be a name too hot to carry. In prison he‟d be poked and prodded until they 
found his powers, a disaster for him. Or I could have him dealt with.” He nodded. “A 
satisfactory plan. Faber, go with her. Do what she needs.” 

 She smiled. “A pleasure doing business with you, Fisk.” 

 “You have me at a disadvantage,” he said. “What shall I call you?” 

 “Call me Mystique,” she said, her form rippling back to the pale dark-haired 
woman. “I‟ve earned it.” 

 Then she walked out the way she came in, Faber in tow. 
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 Ledge stepped forward as the door shut. 

 “She‟s going to double cross you and get Faber killed and that‟s a bad thing,” 
Ledge said quickly. 

 “Of course she is,” Fisk said. “She‟s going to try. But I would like very much to 
have her within my power as well.” 

 Ledge gave Fisk a long look, then he shook his head and sighed. “Figures, a big 
tough guy like you would be a closet Smurfette fancier. Maybe we could dress her up in 
a little white toga, high heels and a hat. After all, she‟s a shapeshifter, she can give 
herself blonde curls…” 

 “For now,” Fisk said as though he had not heard Ledge, “I‟ll have my people watch 
her. Watch how she deals with Parker. She wants something else out of this that she 
hasn‟t told us about. When we know what,” he said, looking directly at Ledge, “then it 
will be time to move.” 

 Ledge smiled. 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY FOUR. “Warning” 

 “Delicious,” Peter said, pushing back from the table. “You cook a wicked meatloaf, 
Aunt May,” he said. 

 “Thank you, Peter,” she said. “Now you go do your homework and I‟ll wash up.” 

 “No, let me do that,” he said. “You go relax. You‟ve got a big day tomorrow, 
leaving for your trip.” 
 “I can‟t go relax, I‟m not done packing for the trip,” she said primly. 

 “Not… done packing?” Peter said. “What did you do today?” 

 “A young man just can‟t understand what a woman has to do to prepare for 
something like this,” Aunt May sniffed. 

 “Fair enough,” Peter said with a grin. “I‟ll wash up and then go hit the books. You 
just do whatever you need to do, pretty lady. If you look for me and I‟m not here, I‟m 
probably going for a walk.” 

 “Just be careful, Peter,” she said. 

 He finished the dishes with record speed then he headed upstairs and settled in at 
his desk. Calculus test tomorrow.  

 For a long, long second he fought the urge. 

 Then he dove into his backup set of mesh, slipped out the window, and bounded 
off into the wild night. 

 “Maybe I‟m free of Fisk‟s goony plans, maybe not,” Peter muttered as he sprang 
over two houses to land running on a third. “Even if I‟m not, it‟s either this or go 
insane.” He squirreled across the rooftops and bounded to land on the top of a bus. He 
settled himself comfortably, headed downtown. 

 A few minutes later he bounded off the bus, fired out weblines, and swung up into 
the glowing dimness of the urban night sky. He slapped onto a skyscraper and climbed 
like a madman, twirling around the building. In minutes he was high above the city, his 
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senses tingling with the raw danger and thrill of looking down to pinpricks of light that 
were cars. He leaned back against the wall, looking like a gargoyle, and he assumed the 
thinker position. 

 Mary Jane making a play for him… but what about Harry? If Harry loses Mary Jane 
through some fumble, can Peter in good conscience pick her up? Will Mary Jane leave 
the choice to him? If she comes after him, is he strong enough to turn her away? Should 
he? Would she be more faithful to him than she was to Harry, or would he get stale too? 

 How much of Harry‟s current funk is Peter‟s fault anyway? Because of Peter he lost 
the bungalow and he was in a car accident, forced to move back in with his father. Peter 
wondered if Harry really knew how crazy Peter was about Mary Jane. He put his face in 
his hands. How could Harry not know? 

 “The king of subtlety I‟m not,” Peter muttered. He looked out over the city, heard 
the faint echo of a siren wailing, felt the skyscraper flex and shift in the powerful wind. 
He grinned. 

 “God it‟s good to be me,” he said aloud to the wind. 

 Still, it was important to spend some time fixing all his busted relationships. Damn 
Fisk and everything to do with him. Just when Harry and Aunt May and finances and 
normal life were coming together, then Fisk‟s boys hit his health, his money, his family, 
his friends… 

 “I can‟t believe you poisoned Aunt May,” he said, looking at Fisk‟s building. It was 
even taller than the one he clung to. He repressed the anger that rose in him. “You 
better be done,” he said, shaking a finger at the skyscraper, “or you and me are going to 
have words.” He shied away from what that could mean. He didn‟t want to start 
something he couldn‟t finish. 

 “Let it go, Parker,” he murmured. “I could nail him. But I‟m not sure I want to 
become what I would have to be to do that.” He stopped, thought back over the 
sentence, and nodded to himself. “Yeah.” 

* 

 Fisk looked impassively out the huge glass walls he used for windows. Below, his 
city glittered and twinkled, beautiful from a distance and riddled with corruption that 
provided him with incredible power. He looked at the low clouds, loaded with snow 
that was waiting to fall. More blew in every moment. A storm was building. 

 Outside, his underbosses and lieutenants waited to come in and pay homage, to 
receive their marching orders, to submit to the force that kept the city running smoothly 
both legally and illegally. Fisk‟s law was the law. He smiled quietly to himself.  

 Then his smile faded as his thoughts strayed to Peter Parker. Sometimes a 
calculated risk fails. He wondered briefly if he had begun something he would not care 
to see through to the bitter end. 

 “You have defied me,” he murmured to Peter. “It‟s too late. Too late to bring you 
under my control. Now I must kill you.” He nodded to himself. His organization was 
like a prison; the inmates outnumber the guards, and it was very important to keep them 
from understanding what that could mean. One example of insurrection, one defiance 
that was not crushed went a long way in the anecdotal wisdom of the underworld. Must 
not be a Robin Hood. 
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 Fisk felt just a small cold spot of fear as he contemplated the fact that now Parker 
knew where he lived. Who he was. The game became dangerous. Fisk wondered if he 
was going to have to kill Parker himself, with his bare hands… 

* 

 Peter shrugged it off, and looked at the tower one last time. “I have better things to 
do than sit up here and spin worry out of air.” He dropped, fired a webline, and turned 
his fall into an arc, whistling through the air and nearly painful speeds, a grin plastered 
over his face under the mesh. Eventually he reached the end of his journey and he slid 
his window up, slithered in, and closed the window behind him. 

 At the end of the street, a man with binoculars raised a walkie talkie to his mouth 
and said “Go.” His voice was toneless, and he then resumed his watching. 

 Peter folded his mesh and put it in a drawer under his socks and underwear. He 
was dressed once more. He wiped his mouth; time to go get something to drink. Just as 
he left his room, the doorbell rang. He hopped down the stairs and opened the door. 

 Gwen smiled at him. 

 “Hi,” Peter said, rocked back on his heels. “Gwen, hi. Uh, come on in,” he said. He 
opened the door further and stepped out of the way. She blinked demurely at him and 
moved into the living room. Peter noticed she was holding a sizeable bouquet. 

 “Thanks, Peter,” Gwen said. “It‟s good to see you again. I came by to wish Aunt 
May well on her trip.” 

 Just then Aunt May came out of the kitchen. “Oh, hello, Stacy,” she said with a 
warm smile.  

 “Hello, Aunt May,” Gwen said, giving Aunt May a little hug. “These are for you, to 
wish you good fortune on your travels tomorrow.” 

 “Why, thank you,” Aunt May said, her eyes large. Gwen smiled at her and blushed 
a little. “I‟ll go put these in water,” Aunt May said, and she hefted the bouquet back 
towards the kitchen. 

 “Wanna go get some coffee?” Gwen asked Peter, her eyes asking a different 
question. 
 “There‟s a Starbucks a few blocks over,” Peter said. 

 “Sounds perfect,” she said. “Walking distance.” 

 Peter grabbed his windbreaker. “Be right back, Aunt May,” he called, and then he 
followed Gwen out into the chilly night. 

 They walked a block without saying anything, then Gwen heaved a deep sigh. “I 
feel really awkward about this,” Gwen said. 

 “About what?” asked Peter, his blood a riot, wondering if maybe things weren‟t as 
over as he had thought they were. 

 “About all this gooshy crap to get close to you, Parker,” Gwen said, and as she 
looked at Peter her pupils flared yellow and catlike then resumed their disguise. 

 Peter‟s blood ran cold. “You said I‟d never see you again,” he said breathlessly. 
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 “No,” she corrected, “I said I‟d walk away. And I did. But I‟ve found out 
something you want to know about. I‟ve found out something about your powers. We 
can tussle here in the street,” she said with a gesture, “or we can keep going like normal 
people and you can hear what I have to say.” 

 “Drop your disguise,” Peter said flatly. “You don‟t deserve to wear her face. I have 
half a mind to take you apart right here with my bare hands. You have nothing that can 
interest me.” 

 “Is that so?” Gwen‟s face asked him, arching an eyebrow, her smile cruel. 

 His fist darted out and snapped into her chest, flinging her across the empty street. 
She thudded into the wall of an apartment building and sprawled forward on the 
sidewalk on her hands and knees. She fought for air, fought unconsciousness, trying not 
to vomit on the sidewalk. 

 “Leave me alone or there‟s harder hits where that came from,” Peter called softly 
across the street. He thrust his hands into his coat pockets and marched home without a 
look back. He radiated tightly controlled anger. 

 “Okay,” she wheezed, “we… do it… the hard… way…” A pudgy hand thrust itself 
down into her field of vision. 

 Mystique squinted up at Faber where he stood expressionless, his hand extended to 
her. She took his hand and he helped her to her feet. He shook his head slightly and 
looked after Peter. 

 Peter went home, kissed Aunt May goodnight, and went to his room. All thoughts 
of calculus were abandoned. He lay on his back in bed, his fingers meshed behind his 
head, staring at the ceiling. 

 Mystique back. His mind raced. Not again. Please not her again. What was he going 
to do? 

 Sleep was a long time coming. 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY FIVE. “Powerless” 

Thursday, December 12 

 It was long after midnight when Peter‟s breathing became deep and even. Mystique 
silently climbed the side of the house until she reached his window. She silently popped 
the screen off and hung it from her belt. Ever so gently, she pushed the window up two 
inches and she slid the blowgun tube to line up with Peter‟s neck. He stirred in his sleep, 
approaching awareness as a chill breeze breathed through the room. 

 Then she puffed, the dart zipped out and smacked into his neck. Drug delivered. 
She dropped the screen to the ground, then tossed the window open the rest of the way 
and moved fast, dropping into the room and buckling a rope with an attachment around 
Peter‟s chest. She lugged him to the window and lowered him on the rope, down to the 
ground. He wore sweats and a sweatshirt, even in bed. Peter was lowered all the way to 
the ground when the portly man in dark clothes stepped out of the bushes and knelt by 
him. 
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 Faber‟s forehead creased with concentration. He put one hand on Peter‟s 
abdomen, and another on his forehead, and he focused. He buckled down and applied 
his will, his strength of mind and heart. For an agonizing second he was motionless. 
Then he rocked back to his seat, and looked up. He nodded briefly. Mystique grinned 
and hauled Peter back up. 

 Seconds later, Peter was snugly back in his bed. Mystique collected the dart and 
slithered out the window. 

 All was quiet, and the night was again undisturbed. 

* 

 The knocking on the door took on a fresh sense of urgency as Peter fought his way 
to consciousness. “Gnu?” he managed. 

 “Peter,” Aunt May said, her voice a bit worried, “are you ready to go yet?” 

 Peter blinked his bleary eyes and looked over at the clock. 

 “We need to go in twenty minutes,” Aunt May said. 

 “Guh!” Peter said, and he rolled out of bed. Overslept by hours. Missed the alarm 
going off for an hour until it automatically shut itself off. He felt like his head was 
wrapped in cotton. 

 “I‟ll be out in a minute,” he slurred to Aunt May. 

 “Alright Peter,” she said. She headed down the stairs. 

 Peter groaned. “I missed racquetball with Harry,” he managed. “He‟s gonna kill 
me.” 

 Peter pulled off his sweats, pulled on jeans and a shirt, felt like his muscles were 
made of water, his head of sand. He was moving in slow motion. “He woulda kicked 
my butt anyway.” He shook his head to clear it. 

 “What a night,” he muttered. “Ow.” Dressed, he stumbled to the bathroom to 
brush his teeth. 

 First he sucked on his tongue and spat in the sink and get rid of excess spider 
tracer. Sniffed. No scent. He sniffed his breath, breathing into his cupped hand. He just 
had normal morning breath. 

 “Now that‟s odd,” he muttered to himself. Then he quickly brushed his teeth, still 
feeling like he was moving in slow motion. 

 He headed to the stairs, hopped at them, and his foot slid out from under him. He 
thudded down on his rear end and fell down three stairs, thud thud thud. He froze in 
utter shock as he sat on the stairs, real pain darting through his frame, his legs tingling. 

 “I just fell down the stairs,” Peter said breathlessly, full of wonder. “And it hurt.” 

 He bounded up and stared at the steps, shaking and his eyes wide. Aunt May ran 
from the kitchen to the living room. 

 “Are you alright, Peter?” she said. 

 “Fine,” he said, “just slipped.” He tried to smile. 
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 “You had a spill, you should go to the doctor, make sure nothing‟s broken,” Aunt 
May said. 

 “Not to worry,” he said with a brave smile. “You ready to go?” 

 “All packed,” she nodded.  

 “Great!” he said, and he scooped up her two heavy suitcases. 

 He stumbled, and adjusted their weight. 

 They were heavy.  

 Just then, the taxi honked outside. Peter tried on a smile for Aunt May and he 
hauled at the suitcases with the effort he normally would put into tossing a car. He 
managed to get down the front steps without killing himself. 

 He muscled the suitcases into the trunk and shut it, then hopped into the taxi next 
to Aunt May. 

* 

 “Have a good time in Florida, pretty lady,” Peter said as he smiled at Aunt May 
standing outside the boarding area. 

 “Peter, you‟re pale, and sweaty,” Aunt May said. “Are you sure it‟s alright for me to 
go?” she asked, worry creasing her face. 

 “I‟m gonna miss you, that‟s all,” Peter said. “And I think I‟m coming down with 
something. We have enough chicken soup to reconstruct a chicken. Don‟t worry about 
me. I‟ll be fine. I will go to the doctor if I‟m not better by tomorrow, I swear. Now will 
you go and soak up some sun for your favorite nephew?” He almost managed a grin. 

 “Thank you, Peter,” she said, tightly squeezing his hand as her eyes shone with 
unshed tears. “Thank you for everything.” 

 He cleared his throat and glanced around, feeling suddenly awkward. “It‟s the least 
I could do,” he said, and he pulled her into a hug. She gave him a squeeze a few seconds 
later, and leaned back. 

 “I‟ll be back on the twenty third,” she said. 

 “I got it,” Peter said, fishing out his photocopy of her flight information. “I‟ll be 
here with bells on.” He smiled. 

 “I suppose that‟s all,” she said. “You got my instructions for taking care of 
everything while I‟m gone?” 

 “The full volume is at home on the shelf,” Peter said. “I can manage! Go! Have a 
great time! Don‟t take any wooden nickels!” 

 She waved to him one last time as she headed through the metal detectors, then she 
was in the boarding area where Peter could not follow. He smiled to himself, turned, 
and looked through the crowd. 

 It felt silent to him. The throb of hundreds of voices swelled around him, 
punctuated by the public address system and the occasional laugh or shout. But he felt 
oddly silent. 
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 Usually he would catch a whiff of a man‟s perfume, he would know who was 
around him at what ranges, he would be filled with an onrush of details like the stain on 
the wall and what caused it, how far from the destination, his senses ferreting 
information out of his surroundings and pouring it wholesale into his head. He had 
trained himself, learned to ignore it, learned to only pick out the anomalies or dangerous 
threads of the net of senses that surrounded him. But now… he was alone in his head. 

 “I have no idea what time it is,” he said softly; no sense tracked his heartbeat and 
gauged its speed against the atomic clock.  

 He felt very cold as he realized that he was reduced the senses, reflexes, and 
strength of a normal young man. 

 He stumbled through the crowd in time to reach the bathroom. He staggered into 
the men‟s room and into a stall, and then he vomited into the stool. He managed to 
push himself up to a standing position, and he rubbed his mouth with the back of his 
hand. 

 He looked at his hand. Turned it over. Unbuttoned his sleeve and pulled it up. 

 His spinnerets were scabbing. He picked at the scab, trying to ignore the pain of 
digging at his sensitive organ. He prodded at his forearm. 

 Peter‟s webbing was being reabsorbed by his blood. 

 He sat on the stool. He noticed the chill in the bathroom. It never used to be cold. 
Anywhere. 

 “It‟s a good thing I‟ve got to take a cab back,” he murmured to himself as he 
shivered. He thought of the roads; deprived of his senses and reflexes, he would have to 
learn to drive all over again. 

 For a moment, his very normality threatened to overwhelm him. He felt a crushing 
sense of vulnerability, realizing if he was mugged he could very well be hurt or killed. 
He realized he could move no faster than his build implied. He realized he was not 
pretending to be normal, but it was the real deal. 

 “I lost my powers,” he whispered, fear shot through his voice. He closed his eyes 
and leaned his head back as dark despair welled under him.  

 Mystique. Last night. Couldn‟t be a coincidence. “She said something about my 
powers,” he murmured to himself, and his forehead creased.  

 He wavered between resolve and despair, sitting on the toilet in the airport. The 
choice was his. 

 Peter took a deep breath. “I lost my powers,” he said to himself, “but that doesn‟t 
mean I‟m powerless. I have got to get to the bottom of this.” 

 Unsteadily, he pushed himself off the seat and stepped out of the stall. 

* 

 “Right about now he‟ll be losing his cabbage,” Mystique said, inspecting her nails. 
“Under all that power, he‟s just a kid. Now you have the sole control over whether he 
gets his power back or not. As far as he knows, you can control whether he keeps his 
power when you give it back. It‟s been a pleasure, but I think our business is 
concluded.” 
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 “Don‟t be a stranger,” Fisk rumbled. “Is your business in New York concluded? 
Perhaps I can be of assistance if there is anything else.” 

 “Parker was a special case,” she said airily. “He crossed me once. I feel much 
appeased by taking away his power and putting him within your control. My work here 
is done. Don‟t have me followed.” 

 He just smiled at her. It seemed he wasn‟t quite able to take his eyes off her. 

 “Until next time,” she said, and she strode out of his office, slipping into her pale 
form with dark hair. 

 She half expected to be attacked on the way out, her usefulness ended. Instead, she 
reached the street in one piece. She identified the three tails following her, and she 
headed down an alley. A bag lady came out the other side. Halfway down the block, she 
was a meter maid. She had even brought along a ticket pad in case of this eventuality. 
She pulled out the pad and started writing a ticket, her hair blonde and her figure perky. 
One of her followers walked right past her, alertly searching for her in the crowd. 

 She looked around, noting she was only a few blocks away from the police station 
where she had accosted Peter the last time she had been in town. She narrowed her 
eyes. 

 “I have what I came for,” she mused. “Why am I still here?” Then she nodded to 
herself. “Of course. It‟s not enough to know. I want to see Parker groveling. And,” she 
added with a small smile, “maybe rub it in a little.” She thought of him, helpless to 
detect or defend against her. The thought sent shivers of delight up and down her spine. 

 She swiftly jimmied a car door, dropped into it, and hotwired it in seconds. Then 
she headed for Peter Parker‟s house. 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY SIX. “Break” 

 Peter sat in the student union, his eyes shut tight. His bag was on the seat next to 
him. He wasn‟t moving. 

 The connected booth shifted as someone sat down opposite him. “Peter, listen,” 
said Mary Jane. 

 “I thought we went over this,” Peter said quietly, his eyes still clenched shut. 

 “No, you gotta hear me out,” she said, nerves in her voice. “Peter, Harry‟s dad is 
dead.” 

 Peter opened his eyes. “What?” he said. 

 She nodded. “He was experimenting with some chemical mix when somehow the 
fume hood was breached, he breathed some of it in. Made his brain pop, basically. 
Heart blew out. Whatever it was, that stuff was chemical death. The funeral is Sunday.” 

 “Wow,” Peter said softly. “How is Harry taking it?” 

 “He‟s a wreck,” Mary Jane said, leaning back. She looked tired. “He‟s at his aunt‟s 
place, dug in and brooding right now.” 

 “I gotta go see him,” Peter said to himself. 

 “Good luck,” she said, her voice subdued. 
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 “Can you give me directions?” Peter asked. 

 “I can go one better,” she said. “Want a ride?” 

 Minutes later, they were sitting in her car, headed out of the campus. The car was 
full of awkward silence for a minute as Mary Jane got out into the city‟s traffic stream. 

 Peter cleared his throat. “Mary Jane,” he said, “my powers are gone.” 

 “What?” she said, swerving a bit as her head whipped around to look at him. 

 “Eyes on the road,” he said, his voice tense. “I woke up this morning a normal 
average guy.” 

 A moment of silence stretched out forever. She blinked.  

 “That‟s good, right?” she said. “Now nobody has a reason to come after you and 
screw up your life. You don‟t have anything to hide. Life further back from the edge, 
huh?” There was wonder in her voice. 

 His eyes filled with unshed tears as he looked at her. He opened his mouth, then 
closed it. “I can‟t believe,” he said softly, “you know me so little.” He bowed his head. 
“My power caused me trouble, yes. But I always got more than I lost, if you know what 
I mean. And I was wrong. I‟m not a normal average guy. The normal average guy out 
there,” he said, fighting against the bitterness that crept into his voice, “doesn‟t know 
what he‟s missing. Has never done what I have done. I‟m not sure I can ever be whole. 
In me,” he said, touching his chest, “there‟s a scar where my incredible abilities once 
were.” 

 “Then, maybe,” she said, “you need to get your powers back.” She looked over at 
him and tried a smile. “What happened?” 

 Peter narrowed his eyes. “I don‟t know what happened, but I know who does. 
When I‟m done talking to Harry it‟s time to put a plan together.” 

 “I‟ll help you,” Mary Jane said promptly. “Say the word, I‟ll do it.” 

 “Here‟s the word,” he said. “No. This is too dangerous for me, and I can‟t allow 
anyone else to face what I‟m up against. You don‟t understand. You cross this woman‟s 
path just once and she has it in for you for the rest of your life, even if you didn‟t do 
hardly anything. Besides, she might be done with me and headed out of town, but for all 
I know she‟s got a goon hiding in the trunk and she‟s about to scoop us up with an 
electromagnet from a helicopter. There‟s just no predicting what she‟ll do.” 

 “What, are you her press agent?” Mary Jane said, her voice tight. 

 “MJ, this is the woman that impersonated me and broke Gwen‟s heart. This 
woman ended my relationship with Gwen because she was just annoyed at Peter Parker. 
She‟s the one that said all those nasty things about you and Harry to Gwen, when you 
spent that whole night over at her house to kill me in case I showed up. I wasn‟t lying 
when I said I was innocent in that whole affair. That‟s what we‟re facing. And I can‟t let 
you get her thinking vengeful thoughts in your direction, see?” 

 Mary Jane was quiet for a long, long moment. “I wasn‟t able to believe that 
somebody else was talking to Gwen that night,” she said. “I would have sworn it was 
you. Gwen was convinced it was someone else, but I couldn‟t imagine it. Of course, I 
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couldn‟t imagine you could cling to walls or make webbing.” She lapsed into silence, 
then shook her head. “Is there really a shapeshifter after you?” 

 “Either that,” Peter said deliberately, “or I tore Gwen‟s heart out myself. Can you 
believe that?” 

 “I used to be so sure it was you,” Mary Jane said, “but now that I know you better 
I know you would never say those things to her.” 

 “Before you didn‟t believe me. Now you do. Trust me on this, it‟s the same with 
this shapeshifter. Believe me now. Save yourself heartache later. Let me do this alone.” 

 “Okay,” she relented. “But if you need anything, anything at all, call me.” She 
looked over into his eyes. 

 “I promise I‟ll call if there‟s something I need that you can help me with,” he said. 

 “We‟re almost there,” Mary Jane said as they took the exit. 

* 

 Peter walked into the dim musty room. He could faintly hear a woman sobbing 
nearby. He glanced around the baroque decoration style. Heavy curtains reduced the 
pale sunlight outside to a few thin rays. Harry Osborn sat on a couch, dressed in a suit, 
listless. 

 “Hey Harry,” Peter said. 

 Harry looked up. “Sorry I couldn‟t make it to racquetball this morning.” His voice 
was flat and empty. 

 “Forget about it,” Peter said. “How are you holding up?” 

 Harry‟s eyes were reddened, listless, dull. “I should have known you‟d show up,” he 
reflected. 

 “Of course,” Peter said. “Your dad… this must be a terrible shock for you, Harry.” 

 “MJ brought you,” Harry said as a statement of fact. 

 “Yes, she‟s out in the foyer or lobby or whatever.” 

 “I‟ve had a lot on my mind lately,” Harry said, staring at Peter with unwavering 
eyes. “I hear you‟ve been keeping her warm for me.” 

 There was a long, cold moment of silence. 

 “Harry,” Peter said, “no. That is entirely not true. I haven‟t touched her. I won‟t, as 
long as she‟s with you. Come on, man, I‟m not like that.” 

 “But you want to,” Harry said, his gaze unwavering. 

 Peter knelt by his knee. “Listen to me,” he said. “You‟re my friend, my best friend. 
I know about the sacrifices you had to make to keep me on as a roomie, and I know I 
haven‟t been the best friend to you. But I wouldn‟t do that. I won‟t do that.” He looked 
into Harry‟s eyes. Harry looked back, his stare small and mean. 

 Peter slowly stood. “If there‟s anything I can do for you, Harry,” he said, pain in his 
voice, “let me know.” 

 “Because it won‟t cost you,” Harry said abruptly. 
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 Peter blinked. “What?” 

 “People like you,” Harry said. “You sail through life. Whatever comes, you just take 
it in stride, overcome it, move past it. Nothing slows you down. Nothing hits you where 
it hurts. So you can offer whatever you want. The consequences will never connect.” 

 Peter felt himself trembling. He forcibly reminded himself that Harry was talking 
through pain, that the nastiness in his eyes was his reaction to being bereaved. He 
fought to breathe. 

 “Everybody has pain, Harry,” Peter said, withdrawing as much as he could. “Each 
of us gets to decide what we do with tragedy. Whether it makes us stronger or weaker.” 
He hesitated. “Do you want me to come to the funeral?” 

 Harry looked away and bit his lip. His auburn mat of wiry hair was in disarray, his 
face hollow as though he had not been eating. He looked even more pixielike than 
usual. When he looked back at Peter, his eyes were deep and dark. 

 “Yes,” he whispered. 

 Peter squeezed his shoulder. “Then I‟ll be there,” he said softly. He reached the 
doorway. 

 “Peter,” Harry said. Peter stopped, and turned to look at him. 

 Harry‟s face was pale, framed against the dark couch, in shadow. His eyes were 
magnetic. “Peter, I know. I know you weren‟t wearing your seat belt.” 

 They looked into each other‟s eyes, and Peter shivered. He turned away and quickly 
left the room. 

 Peter walked out the door and came face to face with Mary Jane. 

 She stood, her mouth tight, tears welling up in her eyes, a mixture of pain and fury 
on her features. She grabbed his arm, her grip fierce, and she took the shortest route 
possible out of the mourning house, out to the chill of the front yard. She walked to 
where she parked on the extensive driveway and stood by her car, staring at the ground. 

 “I‟m breaking up with him, that‟s not even a question,” Mary Jane said. “I can‟t 
believe the way he talks to his friends.” She gritted her teeth and looked away from 
Peter, across the lawn. “I can‟t believe the way he‟s been talking to me. It just isn‟t 
worth it any more, Peter.” 

 Peter shifted awkwardly on his feet. “Harry‟s grieving right now, he‟s got a lot on 
his mind,” Peter said. 

 “That he does,” Mary Jane said softly, still gazing out over the broad expanse of 
dying grass. “And when you were at the bottom, with Aunt May in the hospital and no 
car and no money and screwed up finances, I remember picking you up, the first thing 
out of your mouth was to ask how Harry was doing.” She looked him in the eye. “At 
the time I was amazed that even in the middle of everything else you cared about 
somebody else.” 

 “It‟s not that simple,” Peter said, uncomfortable. 

 “Yes it is,” she said. She brushed tears away with the back of her hand and sniffled. 
“I have some business to tend to, if you‟ll excuse me,” she said, stiffly formal. She 
strode back to the house. 
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 Peter looked up at the sky as he leaned back on the car. “Oh, man,” he breathed. 
“What am I going to do?” He felt truly torn. Should she stay with Harry even if she 
didn‟t want to? Why would she do that? How responsible was he for their falling out? 
Could he in good conscience… 

 He shook his head. Shivered. The cold sank through his thin coat. He realized that 
he was a mere mortal, and the cold penetrated deeper. He thought of the times that 
Aunt May told him to wear a coat and he finally understood why. 

 Less than ten minutes, the front door banged open and Mary Jane came out, 
striding fast, her head down. She opened the car door, popped the locks, and slung 
herself down into the car. Peter sat next to her, and looked over at her with some 
concern. 

 “Let‟s go,” she gritted out. Her eyes were smeary red, and already tears had almost 
frozen on her cheeks. 

 As the car tore out of parking and swerved around the other expensive cars parked 
at the house, Peter was at a loss for words. 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY SEVEN. “Bait” 

 “Did it take?” Fisk asked, his voice spreading from him and filling the room. 

 Ledge kicked back in a chair and lit up a cigarette. He put his feet up on the table. 
“He fell down the steps this morning and horked in the toilet at the airport. I‟d say 
either he‟s powerless or he‟s a really good actor. He‟s been walking around like a twitchy 
rabbit.” 

 “Good,” Fisk nodded. “Mystique has not yet left town. Follow Parker. It should be 
easy now that his…enhancements are deactivated. When Mystique makes her move on 
him, find out what she wants and capture them both.” 

 “Capture?” Ledge said skeptically. 

 “Alive,” Fisk specified. 

 Ledge clenched his jaw and scowled. “That‟s a lot harder. Double my usual fee.” 

 “Done,” Fisk said with a wave of his hand. “Do not fail. Your status as my retainer 
is on the line here.” 

 Ledge just grinned. “Yeah, okay,” he said. “I‟m on the case.” 

* 

 Mary Jane pulled up to a stop at the school. She turned and looked at Peter, putting 
her arm over the back of the seat. 

 “I want you, Peter Parker,” she said solemnly. “I want to be there for you.” 

 “I can‟t,” Peter said. “Not yet. Once I‟ve finished out this business with my 
powers, once I‟ve taken care of the threats that are looming over me right now, then. I‟m 
not a free man. I need space.” 

 She looked him in the eye for a long second, then nodded. “Don‟t make me wait,” 
she said. 
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 He nodded and stepped out of the car, shut the door, walked up the steps to the 
quad. She pulled away and drove around the corner. 

 Peter hurried to the student union, his head down, lost in thought. 

 “MJ is my dream, I‟ve wanted her since I met her,” he muttered to himself. “But I 
didn‟t want her to break up with Harry like this.” He shook his head. “I don‟t even 
know what I think. I sure don‟t know how much say I have with MJ and Harry. I feel 
like I‟m in the middle but can‟t pull on the ends.” He realized he was listening. He also 
realized that he was entirely talking to himself. “And me without my spider advocate,” 
he said. He almost smiled, but he couldn‟t quite manage it. 

 “Great,” he muttered. “I‟m lonely without the voices in my head. Heh.” 

 Somehow, the joke wasn‟t funny. 

 “Time to come up with some kind of plan to deal with Mystique,” he muttered. He 
closed his eyes and focused. Tried to think up a plan. He sorely missed the lightning fast 
calculations of his thoughts, he felt like he was pushing through cotton trying to focus 
enough to come up with a plan to deal with Mystique and regain his powers. 

 Even without his spider mind, he was a smart kid. Peter smiled to himself as the 
edges of a plan began to form. 

 “She‟ll be watching the house,” he murmured. “Okay.” He pulled out his check 
card and kissed it with a grin. “Let‟s make us a trap,” he whispered. 

* 

 Fisk sat alone in the cavernous board room when his telephone softly warbled. He 
picked it up, not saying anything. 

 “This is Ledge, she‟s staking out his house. She is even using the vantage I‟d use. 
Balcony, second story of a house down the block. It‟s a good view, and the occupants 
probably don‟t even know she‟s there. A good blind setup.” 

 “Parker eluded his tail,” Fisk rumbled. 

 “So which one do you want me to follow?” Ledge asked, trying not to sound 
annoyed.  

 “Parker,” Fisk said. “Wherever he goes, she will find him.” 

 “Fine,” Ledge said. “Just fine. How about I get started looking?” 

 “That would be advisable,” Fisk said. He hung up, and the door opened allowing a 
troop of underbosses and lieutenants. Fisk smiled benignly at them as they convened to 
do business. 

 Outside, night settled on a city that was very, very quiet. 

Friday, December 13 

 Peter leaned against the light pole, watching the sun rise. “Freaky Friday, Friday the 
thirteenth,” he murmured to himself. “A day for turning the tables. The planets must be 
aligned.” He slowly exhaled, looking at the world through a plume of his own breath. “I 
can‟t lose,” he said softly. 
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 His hands were shaking, and he was more tired than he had been in months. He 
pushed off the pole and took a step to the pay phone. He dropped in his change. 

* 

 Mystique was instantly awake, listening to the bug she had placed in the Parker 
living room. Phone ringing. The answering machine picked up. Bla bla bla, leave a 
message. Mystique waited with a pencil and a pad of paper. 

 “Yeah, Mystique,” came Parker‟s voice on the machine. “I‟m running out of time, 
but before they get me there‟s something you should know. I‟ll meet you in the parking 
garage behind the Sam‟s Club, here‟s the address.” 

 She started scribbling as he rattled it off. “Second floor, northwest interior row. 
Look for a U-Haul. We should be able to meet safely enough in there.” 

 Mystique grinned, stood. She holstered her silvered plasma pistol. Then she slung 
on her heavy duster. Time to go. Sounded like a trap, but it would be all the more sweet 
to let him fail before taunting him. 

* 

 Ledge jerked awake as his radio blared. “Ledge! I‟m watching the Parker place. 
Mystique just got a call inviting her to a meeting with Parker. Here‟s the scoop.” 

 As the lowlife started reading off the directions, Ledge didn‟t even bother writing 
them down, he memorized them. Nodded to himself. He fired up the car and kicked 
into gear. 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY EIGHT. “Origin” 

 Mystique stood at the end of the parking garage level, looking at the U-Haul box 
truck that was backed into a parking spot in the otherwise abandoned building. The 
levels were ramps, staggered, and the truck was at the bottom of the second level. 
Mystique took a drag on her thin, expensive cigarette and approached, her coat flaring 
behind her. She shifted to become a blonde.  

 She reached the truck. The back was slightly open. She heard a faint groan. 
Hopping up on the back fender, she maneuvered with her back to the rusty cables that 
acted as a safety rail. She moved into the back of the truck without having to squeeze 
past the support pillar right behind the truck. 

 She saw a figure sprawled on the floor. She moved to touch his leg. It was cold, 
hard; a mannequin? 

 The U-Haul‟s engine rumbled to life, and it was kicked into gear and slammed 
back. The doors were crushed shut on the support pillar. 

 “Cute,” Mystique muttered, alone in the back of the truck with a dummy.  

 A walkie talkie flared static. She knelt and picked it up. “Great, Parker,” she said. 
“And for my next trick I‟m going to blow you away for this.” To emphasize her point, 
she tugged out her plasma pistol and pulled the trigger. With a hissing whine, it fired out 
a streak that knocked a volleyball sized hole in the wall, through where the driver‟s head 
should be, through some of the steering wheel, the windshield. The hole let a shaft of 
light in. Smoke from the blast curled in the light as the walkie talkie crackled. 
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 “Thanks for coming,” said Peter. “And thanks in advance for helping me get my 
powers back.” 

 “You‟re a dead man,” she said, her voice cool. 

 “Well,” he said, “since I can‟t seem to get you to leave me alone, I realized I was 
going to have to do something more drastic.” Another heavy engine flared to life 
outside. 

 “I hope you enjoyed your run,” she said into the walkie talkie. “I‟m about to cut a 
hole out of here, reload, and vaporize you.” 

 “Big talk,” Peter said. With a clang, a pre-cut oval of truck roofing fell down into 
the interior. Mystique blinked at it.  

 Then the concrete truck‟s chute lined up over it. Her eyes widened and she jumped 
back as wet concrete slopped down the guide ramp and slapped down on the floor of 
the truck in a thick, fast column. She fired, blasting the guide ramp to fragments. The 
concrete still poured out, slathering the roof of the truck, and pouring in at about the 
same speed.  

 She blasted a hole in the wall of the truck, and poked her head out. She saw that 
the truck had backed up on the higher tier of the parking garage, lined up with the truck 
top on the lower tier. Clever. She didn‟t see Parker. She pulled her head back in and 
stepped to the middle of the truck. Two more blasts made a hole big enough for her to 
leap through as a diver, after the metal had a few seconds to cool. She holstered the gun 
and readied herself to spring. 

 Peter stood up from under where she‟d shot her holes. She whipped out her gun, 
lined up on him-- 

 Peter tucked the stock of the shotgun into his shoulder and pulled the trigger 
without hesitation. The solid slug tore out of the shotgun and blew clean through the 
plasma pistol‟s trigger guard, shattering the gun and Mystique‟s hand and forearm. She 
let out a piercing shriek and tumbled backward, landing heavily at the edge of the piling 
mass of concrete in the truck. Blood sprayed. 

 Peter dropped the shotgun with a clatter and started dragging something heavy and 
metal. Mystique rolled up on her knees, cradling the steadily gushing stump of her arm. 
She tried to talk, but the pain was simply unbearable, and she struggled to seal the 
wound by shapeshifting. Violated flesh trebled the pain, trying to respond. All she could 
manage was a thin whine of absolute agony. 

 “Thought you might try that,” Peter said mildly. “You just sit tight now.” He 
hauled up a thin sheet of steel and banged it against the hole she had shot. He quickly 
clamped it in place and lit up the welder he had brought along.  

 Mystique choked on the thick concrete dust in the air, the acrid stench of the 
welder, the coppery stink of her own blood. Her eyes were burning, her flesh on fire 
with pure pain from her shattered arm. She struggled with the walkie talkie with her 
remaining hand. “Let‟s talk about this,” she gasped as the welder burned the plate to the 
side of the truck, over the hole. 

 “What,” Peter said, “You going to offer to walk away again? We tried that. Didn‟t 
work for me, you came back and took my powers away. You‟re too costly to me. You 
cost me my woman, you almost cost me a mentor, you‟ve put me in a lot of tough 



 

    737 

spots. Now I‟m usually willing to let bygones be bygones,” he said as he finished half 
the weld. He started on the other half. The plate wasn‟t coming off. 

 “But you see, now you‟ve taken my powers,” he said, shaking his head. “You 
shouldn‟t have done that. I‟m going to stop you now. Don‟t worry about the police 
showing up. The buildings on this block are pretty much abandoned; anybody who 
heard anything didn‟t hear anything, if you take my meaning.” 

 “Why not just shoot me?” she asked. 

 He laughed. “I wanted to give you a chance to tell me what you told Fisk.” 

 “How about something I didn‟t tell Fisk?” she asked desperately. 

 She heard him moving something outside. “Getting warmer,” he said. 

 “I know how you got your power,” she said quickly. 

 “Oh, that again. Never mind,” Peter said. He clambered up into the cab and 
slapped a plate up over the back of the driver‟s compartment where she had blasted 
another hole. 

 “I did intelligence work for the Third Reich during the Second World War,” she 
said quickly. 

 Peter did not begin welding. He scooted the plate to the side. “How old are you?” 
he asked. 

 “I was working for Hitler directly,” she said. “I spent much of the war behind 
Allied lines gathering intelligence and conducting espionage. I should have recognized 
your powers sooner. If I tell you the rest, will you let me go?” 

 “Only if you help me get my powers back,” he said. “After that, we‟ll be even and if 
you think you need to come after me then it‟s your funeral. We‟re not messing around 
here anymore,” he cautioned her. 

 “I gathered,” she said dryly. “Will you stop the cement?” 

 “No,” he said. “Talk fast. And don‟t lie to me.” 

 “No need for that,” she said wryly. “In this case, the truth is much too entertaining.” 

 From the other end of the parking lot, Ledge opened up the channel to Fisk‟s 
office and aimed the listening device. 

 Mystique focused for a moment. Her skin rippled blue, her hair straight and 
crimson. When she opened her eyes they were pale and empty. “Please excuse me,” she 
said, “I need the energy to prevent bleeding to death. Now, Der Fuhrer was livid 
towards the end of the war. Captain America was making a real mess of things.” 

 “There really was a Captain America?” Peter said, his voice hushed. 

 “Oh yes,” Mystique nodded. “He was a monster. He could pound through twenty 
men armed with machine guns, using nothing more than his shield. One blow from him 
could cripple. I never had the misfortune to confront him directly, but I spent some 
considerable time and energy cleaning up after him and assisting in efforts to resist 
him.” She glanced over her shoulder at the building tide of concrete. 

 “To make a long story short,” she said, “Hitler collected to himself a large number 
of artifacts reputed to have some magical properties, and he had mystics and scientists 
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working around the clock to figure out how to make him super soldiers, weapons of 
mass destruction, whatever. Any edge to win the damnable war. At the time the focus 
was on building a super soldier to do what the Red Skull could not; stop Captain 
America and put one of ours, much like him, on British or American soil.” 

 “I still can‟t believe you‟re a Nazi, for real,” Peter said. 

 “Don‟t make me prove it,” she murmured, her eyes narrowing. 

 “No no, go on,” Peter said. 

 “Doctor Rhalladon swore he succeeded in building a super soldier for the Red 
Skull,” Mystique continued. “Even I do not know where it came from, but he managed 
to find a rock he called a Darkstone. The more prolonged the exposure of a mortal 
creature to it, the more it warped them and gave them power. His initial test subjects 
grew very powerful very quickly then went utterly mad.” 

 Peter felt cold as his mind began to grasp what she was implying. 

 “Rhalladon was in the second phase of testing as the war was grinding to a halt,” 
she continued. “Petrol had run out, and the armies were being driven back. The allies 
were within Germany‟s borders. Rhalladon was oblivious. He discovered that by putting 
the Darkstone with an animal, then allowing the altered animal to bite a human, the 
power was transferred in a more stable way. The power was less, but the subject did not 
go stark screaming mad.” 

 She sighed. “A handful of soldiers that had been bitten by an altered wolf attacked 
the Allies, caught them off guard and did untold damage before they were gunned 
down. There simply wasn‟t enough time to put the animals with the stone, because only 
one animal at a time could be with the stone or they tore each other to pieces, restraints 
or no.”  

 She flicked her hair and looked him right in the eye. “I know this story so well 
because I was a part of it. I was assigned by the Fuhrer himself to keep an eye on the 
project and steal it when it was complete, for otherwise he knew the Red Skull would 
take that power for his own and possibly wrest control of the Third Reich to himself. 
Those days stank of desperation and gunpowder and shattered concrete, dull roar 
continual in the background from bombers, riots, fighting in the streets, artillery. 
Rhalladon put the Darkstone in a puzzlebox with a false bottom, and he put a spider in 
the box. A few days would have to do, and the resulting bitten soldier could possibly 
save Rhalladon himself. I was positioned to make my move.” 
 She frowned. “Before I could get the box, a double agent who had infiltrated the 
Red Skull‟s retinue shot Rhalladon in cold blood and escaped with the box and the 
stone and, incidentally, the spider.” She looked Peter in the eye. “His name was Forrest 
Parker.” 

 “Wow,” Peter said softly. He tried to imagine having a grandfather who had 
infiltrated the mythical Red Skull‟s organization and stolen a human weapon project. 

 “I thought he passed the box off to Army Intelligence, so I went after the 
Intelligence agent. The fool was killed by shrapnel and before I could reach him his 
body fell into the river. I searched for the puzzle box, all while Forrest Parker was busy 
escaping with it. He must have known we couldn‟t let him live after that. He shipped 
the box home, and a top secret package to Army Intelligence. We intercepted the top 
secret package, and within was nothing but some battle plans and film.” 
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 She shrugged. “By the time the trunk reached America the war in Europe was over 
and Hitler was dead. Our power in America was fragmented at best. I got to America as 
soon as I could extricate myself from other difficulties, but the trail was cold. No one 
knew what happened to the trunk that was sent to his military base. That‟s because it 
wasn‟t sent there, he sent it to his son. And of course no one knew of the Darkstone. 
The Red Skull had disappeared and his files were burned behind him. It simply wasn‟t 
worth it to me to try to break into Army Intelligence for the information. So,” she said 
with a nod, “to be honest with you, over the decades I forgot about it.” 

 “Until now,” Peter breathed. 

 She nodded. “Until now. Fisk did a background check into your grandfather. I 
asked a friend of mine to monitor a certain number of files in the Pentagon when I got 
into a position to ask for such things. Forrest Parker was a red flag. It wasn‟t 
complicated to put „Forrest Parker‟ and „Peter Parker‟ together, realize the connection 
of the „spider ghost,‟ as you put it. When we conducted the experiments, one or maybe 
two traits were passed along.” She eyed him carefully. “Your spider stewed with the 
Darkstone for decades. And look at how magnificent your power is now.” 

 Peter disappeared from view, and she heard him move around the truck and dump 
the welding gear. Then he scrambled up to the next tier and shut off the flow of 
concrete. It had flowed into the truck, a sloppy tide less than a foot short of where she 
was backed up to the wall. Peter appeared at the roof oval that was cut out. 

 “Wade over here and I‟ll pull you out,” he said. She slogged through the concrete, 
and reached up with her remaining hand. He reached down and grasped her arm, then 
hauled with all his might and pulled her out. 

 They sprawled on the roof of the truck, both amply smeared in wet concrete. 

 “This is disgusting,” Mystique said, looking down at herself and at Peter. 

 “Best I could come up with on short notice,” Peter shrugged. “Why did you stick 
around? Was there something else you were supposed to do to me, or were you just 
planning to gloat?” 

 “I don‟t feel I need to grace that with a response.” 

 She inspected him. “I would not have guessed that you are the Nazi super soldier 
designed to take down Captain America.” 

 Me either,” Peter said, and he jumped from the roof of the truck to the ledge of the 
higher level, then climbed down to the side of the U-Haul. Mystique followed.  

 “I still can‟t get over the idea that my power is evil,” Peter mused. 

 “Have you not felt urges, compunctions that were… a bit dark?” she said, 
remembering long ago. 

 “I have fought them,” he shrugged. “I am in control. Everybody fights dark urges.” 
He looked at her. “Did your powers come from this experiment?” he asked. 

 “No,” she said. “I told you, I was already working for the Third Reich long before 
this whole experiment cropped up.” 

 “So how did you come by your abilities?” 

 “Nosy boy, quiet,” she said. “None of your business.” 
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 Peter scratched the back of his head as he surveyed the mess. “I called the cops and 
told them the vehicles were stolen,” he said. “Let‟s just leave this mess here.” 

 “Good plan,” said Ledge. He stepped out from behind a column forty feet away, 
between them and the exit. “The concrete is a nice touch. I hate to admit this, but I‟m 
supposed to take the pair of you alive. So you‟d better surrender. Right now.” 

 Peter dove for the discarded shotgun, but Ledge moved faster. He flicked his hand, 
and a weight the size of a roll of quarters hissed through the air and caught him behind 
the ear. It rebounded almost straight up as Peter crashed to the ground and slid, 
unconscious. 

 “Ouch,” Ledge winced with a bit of a grin. “Okay, toots, you were in the attic. You 
got the Darkstone. I bet you have it on your person right now, don‟t you.” He walked 
closer, within fifteen feet. 

 She glared at him hatefully for a few seconds. “It… It‟s in a protective case,” she 
said. 

 “Hand it over,” Ledge said, his voice cold. 

 She fumbled in her coat with her one hand, then slid a box that looked like a ring 
case to him. He knelt and picked it up. Smiling to himself, he tilted it open. 

 The flash popped at painful intensity and he swore as he dropped the case, feeling 
like two hot skewers had been stuffed through his eyes. Mystique was moving. She had 
Peter Parker, and she darted to the edge of the garage. Only the second floor. She 
guided their fall, crashing down into a bush. Torn and bleeding, they tumbled out, Peter 
reviving in a concussion stupor. 

 Less than thirty feet to reach her car. She slung the half conscious Peter into the 
car, hopped in, fired it up, and roared away. Ledge took some pot shots at them from 
the balcony, but trying to see was pain. He roared frustration as they drove out of range. 

 “Whuzza plan?” Peter managed. 

 “Once I get your powers back I‟m free of you,” Mystique gritted out, fighting the 
pain of driving with one hand. The jarring impacts and muscle use were not doing her 
shattered gun arm any favors. “A man named Harlan Faber stole your powers. You 
have to be unconscious, then he does something, then you gain or lose access to your 
powers.” 

 “It is reversible then?” Peter slurred. 

 “He did it to me,” she said grimly. She glanced over at him. “You sure you want 
your evil Nazi powers back?” 

 “Yeah,” he said, leaning back. “I‟m sure. How are we going to find Faber?” 

 “I gathered that he doesn‟t spend all his time with Fisk,” Mystique said, “And I‟ll 
bet he‟s a listed number with an address in the phone book.” She pulled over to a curb 
where there was a phone book. 

 Sure enough, he was. 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY NINE. “Reset” 
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 They parked at the base of the steps that led up to the house that overlooked the 
bay. Mystique reached under her seat and came up with a small pistol. 

 “Isn‟t that like a .22?” Peter said, restraining a smile. 

 “Easy to conceal, is what it is,” she said. “And if a normal person gets lippy with 
me, I love this gun. The bullet doesn‟t go through them, see. It bounces around inside,” 
she said, looking him in the eye, “then lodges in them requiring surgery to remove. 
Stopping power? No. But they‟ll remember it longer.” She flashed him a smile and got 
out of the car. He followed her. 

 After a trek up three flights of stairs, she banged on Faber‟s front door. Then she 
rammed it with her shoulder, bursting it open. Peter was surprised at her strength, then 
he thought back to when they had fought. Well, not so surprised after all… 

 Faber tottered into the hallway from the bedroom, wrapped in a bathrobe. His eyes 
got very wide. 

 “Restore his powers,” Mystique said, leveling her gun at him, “or else.” 

 He sighed and shook his head. He raised a finger, indicating that they should wait a 
minute, then headed back into his bedroom. Peter closed the front door. 

 “Think he‟s trying to get away?” Peter asked. 

 “No,” Mystique said. “He knows we won‟t kill him. And Fisk isn‟t worth dying for. 
We have him at a disadvantage. He‟ll do this.” 

 Faber came out of the bedroom with a syringe. Peter sat on the couch, Faber put 
him out. Faber stretched the young man out on the floor and looked at Mystique. She 
nodded curtly. Faber shrugged, and bent his concentration once more. 

* 

 Mystique supported Peter out the front door. “How do you feel?” she said. 

 “Better,” he nodded. “My concussion is going away. I can feel my power… coming 
back.” He bent over slightly, pressing his forearms into his torso. “Damn my arms 
itch.” 

 “What?” 

 “Making web,” he said curtly. He let out a choked little laugh. “It‟s coming back to 
me.” 

 She lined the pistol up with his forehead. “Then our truce is over.” 

 He looked her in the eye. “If it‟s like that, pull the trigger,” he said softly. “If I‟m 
wrong, just shoot me now. But if I‟m right,” he said, “then you saved me from Ledge 
because you want to get Fisk back for what he tried to do to you, and you figure I‟m 
your only way to do that without getting your remaining hand dirty.” 

 She grinned at him. “I like you,” she said. “You‟ve got… spunk,” she said. “Kick 
his ass.” 

Then she trotted down the stairs, holstering her gun. She got into her car and 
started it, heading down the street. Peter watched her drive down the road that 
paralleled the lapping waters of the bay. 
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 She had gone three blocks when the engine sputtered and died. She tried to start it. 
Peter‟s eyes widened as he saw Ledge step out to the street behind the car from an 
alleyway, discarding a trigger box. Ledge pulled out two guns. 

 Mystique didn‟t spot him until his heel crashed through her window and slammed 
across the side of her head, knocking her sideways on the seat. Ledge pulled his leg back 
from the perfectly executed kick, and pointed both guns at Mystique at point blank 
range, with the car hampering her movements. He grinned. 

 “Step out of the car,” he said. Nicely. She noticed his eyes were bloodshot. 

 She opened the car and stepped out, and he stayed fifteen feet from her. More than 
close enough to surgically cut her to ribbons with bullets, but much too far for her to 
cross to attack him.  

 “I knew you‟d be by Faber‟s place,” Ledge gritted out. “Now, if you don‟t have the 
Darkstone on your person, I know a woman who is going to be punctured and 
perforated an inch from death and then have to wear a brass bikini and get shackled to 
Fisk‟s throne as his little dancer chick. He is not amused.” Ledge reflected. “But he is fat, 
and a crime lord. Never occurred to me before this moment that he‟s like Jabba the 
Hutt.” He returned his attention to where she stood, scowling at him. “Not 
forthcoming?” he said cheerfully. 

 He squeezed the trigger, pounding a bullet through Mystique‟s leg, shattering the 
bone. She screamed as the leg was kicked out from under her by the bullet‟s force, and 
she slapped down on the ground, slowly squirming with pain she couldn‟t voice. 

 “I got lots and lots of bullets here,” Ledge said, peering at her through the smoke 
of his gun. “And I‟m supposed to bring you in alive, not in one piece. So how about 
you show me that Darkstone.” 

 With trembling fingers, she reached into her coat and produced an octagonal 
puzzle box.  

 “So far so good,” Ledge said. “Open it.” 

 She managed to solve the puzzle, though it took a minute. She popped it open. He 
glanced in the box and nodded, satisfied. 

 “Close the box,” Ledge prompted. She did. “Now hand it to me.” 

 Her hand shook as she offered it to him. Ledge reached for the box. 

 A peculiar zipping sound interrupted the moment, and a webline slapped onto the 
box and jerked it out of her hand. Ledge spun shooting, and his bullets severed the 
webline. The box had momentum, though, and it clacked down on the ground and 
skidded, then hit the edge of the shoulder of the road, popped up in the air, and 
tumbled into the bay with a loud plop. 

 Ledge screamed and fired at Peter, who was perched on the guard rail of the road. 
Peter dropped sideways out of sight as bullets pounded through the metal of the guard 
rail. Ledge spun one of his pistols by its trigger guard in a practiced motion, holstering it 
and pulling out a grenade. With his thumb he popped the pin, and he tossed it over the 
rail. It exploded, sending shrapnel singing up and out; if Peter was lurking on the side of 
the hill, he was deeply punctured now. Ledge returned his attention to Mystique. 
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 He snatched her by her hair, stepped around behind her, holstering his gun. He 
pulled out a small double bladed knife, and he slit her throat. He dumped her on the 
ground and stood, catching his breath. Then he stepped over the guard rail and slid 
down the steaming hillside to look for the box. 

 Sirens were converging on this location now, and Peter stole out of the shadow of 
the buildings across the street. He had quickly circled around; Ledge would find no 
body. He picked Mystique‟s limp form up and carried her into the shadows, two streets 
over, behind the strip mall. He settled her on the ground with her back to a truck 
loading bay. 

 “You don‟t have to pretend for me,” he said simply. “I know you‟re not dead.” 

 She glared at him as her throat struggled, reforming itself. 

 “Maybe not,” she choked, “but it hurts like hell.” 

 “Don‟t do that,” Peter said, looking away. Blood bubbles formed on her throat 
when she tried to talk; it wasn‟t fully sealed yet. A few minutes passed. 

 “I‟m going to kill him for that,” Mystique rasped. 

 “Hey, do it on your own time,” Peter said. “What was your name when you worked 
for the Nazis?” 

 She almost chuckled. “Raven Darkholme,” she said. “I had to ditch the name when 
I severed ties with the Nazis, a pity really. I like that name.” 

 “Maybe it‟s been long enough you could pick it up again,” Peter shrugged. 
“Mystique is a really stupid name. How did you end up with it?” 

 “I was a triple cross quadruple agent, nobody knew who I was working for. Even I 
got confused at times. About sixty people ended up dead, but I pulled the job off, as 
insanely difficult as it was, even for me. I can‟t tell you what it was about. But… after 
that my callsign, Mystique, was well known. I decided to keep it.” 

 “Well, it‟s your name,” Peter shrugged, “but I sure wouldn‟t want people to call me 
„Wallcrawler‟ even if it‟s something I can do.” 

 “I am weary of this idle prattle,” Mystique said. “My people are going to miss me if 
I‟m gone much longer. I‟m doing this on my vacation, after all. Don‟t fret about me, I 
can get out of town on my own.” 

 “Was the Darkstone really in that box?” Peter asked. 

 She looked at him for a long moment. “It pleases me that you can‟t know,” she said 
at last. 

 “You,” Peter said, narrowing his eyes, “are a snotty, nasty woman.” 

 She looked amused. “Of course it was in the box. You won this one, Peter Parker,” 
she said. “How about we agree to stay out of each other‟s way.” 

 “Why didn‟t I think of that,” Peter said sourly. 

 “It would be a shame if we had to kill each other,” she said, flashing a smile. Then 
she tugged a cell phone out of her pocket and autodialed. “Extraction, I‟m ready to go.” 
She conveyed their location to the mystery on the other end of the line, then hung up 
and looked at Peter. 
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 “You‟ll want to be gone in about twenty minutes,” she said softly. 

 “Your arm and neck and all,” he said, feeling a bit awkward. “Are you gonna be 
okay?” 

 “I‟ll be fine,” she said with a shrug. “In about a month. You can go with a clear 
conscience. And I suggest you go now rather than later.” 

 Peter nodded. 

 Then he was gone. 

* 

 Peter opened the door to the closet in his room and pulled out the child 
mannequin. “Heya Chuck,” he said. “Daddy needs new threads.” He took the 
mannequin and trotted down to the basement. He had previously screwed a ring onto 
the back of the mannequin, and he hung it from the ceiling. Then, he stripped off his 
shirt. His spinnerets carefully modulated the web spray, pushing it down to a fine mist. 
He puffed webbing all over the mannequin; soles of the feet, top of the head, hands, 
torso, everything. He made the layer quite thick, almost a half inch. 

 He finished, and the mannequin was coated so not a fraction of an inch was 
exposed. Peter nodded to himself, satisfied. He rubbed at his forearms. They burned 
and itched; he was not fully recovered. He noticed traces of blood in the webbing on 
the dummy. How appropriate. 

 He took two cardboard cutouts of oval eye shapes and stuck them on the drying 
mesh, in place. They would make pale eye spots when he spray-painted the entire mesh 
later. First the mesh had to dry, then the paint. The mesh was thick on a child dummy, 
but stretched on his adult form it was truly form-fitting. 

 “And comfortable,” he added aloud. He closed his eyes, his senses unreeling and 
touching everything in the basement, all things familiar. He felt unshed tears of 
gratitude well up behind his eyes. 

 “Now I just have some writing to do,” Peter said, “leave some letters for the near 
and dear. Just in case. And then? Then the sun goes down.” He paused. 

 “Are we ready to do this thing?” he said quietly. 

 We are ready. 

 “I missed you,” he whispered to himself. 

 

CHAPTER FORTY. “Last Words” 

 Ledge relaxed in the Starbucks. He punched a number into his cell phone and 
leaned back, his coffee cooling on the table in front of him. 

 “Put me through to the fat man,” Ledge said. “Of course it‟s Ledge.” He sighed, 
and waited, trying to ignore the sharp thudding of pain behind his eyes. 

 “Yes?” Fisk said over the phone. Ledge absently reflected that the phone didn‟t do 
him justice at all. 
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 “They got away, and almost blinded me in the process. She got the Darkstone from 
the attic before we showed up, and that jackass Parker tossed it in the bay. Parker has 
his powers back, too. They found Faber.” He paused. “Isn‟t it about time?” 

 There was a long silence. “Use your discretion from here on out,” Fisk said. 

 “Hot damn,” Ledge said. “And I want a bonus.” 

 “A bonus?” Fisk said, sounding amused. “But you failed, Ledge.” 

 “Hey, I‟m an assassin, not a babysitter. Don‟t send a killer to do a kid gloves job. 
I‟ll kill Peter, but it‟s a lot harder for me to work my magic if I have to worry about a 
little thing like him perishing under my tender ministrations. I‟m worth the money, 
Fisk.” 

 “Alright,” Fisk said. “Standard amount, standard methods. It is time for him to die. 
Return to my office at once. You will need better gear.” 

 “Thank you, sir,” Ledge said. “I‟m on the job.” He let Fisk hang up first, then he 
snapped the phone shut. The man at the table next to him was looking at him oddly. 

 “What?” Ledge said. “You got something to say?” 

 The man stared down into his coffee, and Ledge grinned to himself. 

 Time to see what a freak can do against a work of art. 

* 

 Fisk regarded the phone on its cradle. Ledge would fail, of that he was certain. 
Things had reached this point, and there‟s really only one way they could end. He stood 
and walked over to look out at the sinking afternoon sun. 

 “Come to me,” he rumbled. “Let us settle this the only way we can.” 

* 

 Mary Jane managed to get through the front door with both arms full of groceries. 
She shifted to settle them on the table, and she took her keys out of her mouth. “Amy, 
I‟m back, I got frozen pizza and chocolate ice cream. Bow before me and call me a 
goddess and I might share.” 

 “Yer a goddess, I‟m bowing and scraping,” Amy mumbled. She turned the page in 
her romance novel. 

 “Close enough,” Mary Jane shrugged. She made short work of putting the 
groceries, such as they were, away. Then she headed back to her room. 

 She closed the door and sat on the bed. She took out one earring. The other. Then 
she yelped, a sound between a gasp and a scream. 

 “Ssh!” Peter said quickly from where he was perched in the corner between the 
ceiling and the two walls. Mary Jane clutched her chest and blinked. Thudding footsteps 
in the hall; Amy opened the door. 

 “What!?” she said. 

 “I… I saw a spider,” Mary Jane said quickly. “Biggest one you have ever seen. I 
think it went under the dresser.” 
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 “Raid‟s in the pantry,” Amy said with a shrug. “Sweet dreams tonight. Hope you 
get a spider in your bed. Just try not to scream too loud, don‟t wake me up.” 

 “Har har har,” Mary Jane said. “Git, before I hit you with my Economics textbook.” 

 Amy rolled her eyes at Mary Jane then retreated to the living room. Peter slowly 
pushed the door shut with his toe, still perched in the upper corner. 

 “I need to talk to you,” Peter said, “and I need your help.” 

 “Name it,” she said. “Sorry about the noise,” she gestured, “I‟m not used to seeing 
men tucked into odd nooks and crannies of my room. Do you want to come down 
here?” she asked. 

 He shook his head wordlessly. “They‟re watching your place.” He paused. 
Gathered his strength. “Fisk tried for me again, Mary Jane. And now I‟m about to go to 
him. This whole time I‟ve been like a fish, he‟s been the fisherman. Once he hooked 
me, he‟s been trying to reel me in. I‟ve been fighting it, bucking, leaping, diving, doing 
whatever I can to stay away.” He looked into her eyes. “I‟m about to charge the boat 
and pull the fisherman into the water with me. I can‟t fight this incessant, painful 
pressure any more. The risk has just gotten to be too much. I have to end this.” 

 He reached into his bag and pulled out a sheaf of letters. One by one he flicked 
them to the bed next to her. “Gwen, her dad, Aunt May, Harry, Doug, Strange, 
Kravinoff and I do know it‟ll be tough to deliver, but try; Logan, here‟s one for Stark. 
And this one,” he said, holding up the last one, “is for you.” He paused. “If something 
happens to me, please distribute these. As for yours,” he said, “you can open it as soon 
as I leave. Whether I make it back or not.” 

 “Oh Peter,” Mary Jane said, looking at the pile of letters. She touched her hand to 
her mouth. 

 Peter was silent for a long moment, his elbows on his knees, his feet flat to the wall, 
his fingers steepled, his shoulders tucked against the ceiling. “Harry said nothing 
touches me,” he said. “Aunt May said the same sort of thing about my father. I‟m pretty 
sure my grandfather was that way too. My clan,” he said, looking Mary Jane in the eye, 
“we live fast and die young. Tonight is as good a night as any to uphold the tradition. 
It‟s a Friday night, Friday the thirteenth, and nobody in this whole town has a party to 
go to like I do.” 

 His whole body was quivering as his pent up energy began to unwind. He felt the 
burst of raw life return to him, the spider senses and strengths that had returned to him 
thrummed through his frame. He was alive. He was life itself. Terror, excitement, rage, 
vengeance, hope, and desire coursed through him. The mesh made, the letters written, 
the sun gone down, the last goodbyes. Nothing left in the way of what he meant to do. 

 “I have lightning for blood,” he whispered, his eyes grown very deep as he gazed at 
Mary Jane. 

 “Didn‟t take you very long to get your powers back,” she said a little breathlessly. 
His senses took in every nuance of her rapid breathing. 

 “No,” he agreed. “No it didn‟t.” He felt his life returned at full force. He felt his 
restraints fall away; tonight there would be no running, no hiding, no clever evasions. 
Tonight he carried the battle to Fisk. He felt his death close and real, like the shadow 
behind him in the corner. 
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 His wounds ached, but the pain was simply a part of him, fueling his deep rage that 
hovered barely in check. It was time, time to go. He felt overwhelmed by the drives that 
consumed him as he clung to the wall, away from Mary Jane, much much too far away 
from her. 

 He dropped, standing face to face with her. His breathing was fast, his whole body 
was tense with energy. “Don‟t let me,” he breathed. She was so soft, so excited. He felt 
the air between them almost shimmer with the intensity. 

 “I can‟t stop you,” she whispered, her eyes lost in his. 

 He gave her a deep, passionate kiss. Then he closed his eyes and focused, and took 
a single step back, at tremendous cost. He opened his eyes, and she saw Peter Parker 
again. 

 “I am better than my impulses,” he said, more to himself than to her. He looked 
into her eyes. “Don‟t give up, whatever happens. Don‟t forget that you have something 
to live for.” There was a fierce struggle behind his eyes, then he gave her a skewed grin 
and slipped out the door. 

 Mary Jane fell over backwards onto the bed, overwhelmed. “Wow,” she managed. 

 Amy did not see Peter Parker leave. 

* 

  “Excuse me, sir,” Fisk‟s assistant said, “but your employees are getting antsy.” 

 “Send them away, all of them,” Fisk rumbled softly. “Tell them after tonight the 
spider ghost will no longer be a concern. Tell them that and send them away.” 

 “What about security, sir?” his assistant wavered. 

 “Tell them to stand down,” Fisk growled, making the furniture vibrate. “Their 
assistance will not be needed.” He looked down at his vast, solid hands, and he smiled a 
little to himself. His assistant scurried off. 

 “I should be out looking for him,” Ledge said with a shake of his head. “He‟s 
wounded. Stupid, predictable, and wounded. He‟ll heal up for a few days before he tries 
anything else. I figure I‟ll go burn his house down. That should draw him out. If it 
doesn‟t, hey,” Ledge shrugged. “I‟ll feel better anyway. I‟m headed down to get some 
gear from the armory.” 

 “It doesn‟t matter, not really,” Fisk mused. “If you want to collect your fee, you 
had best be here. He‟s coming. He‟s on his way, right now,” Fisk said, his deep voice 
filling the air. He stood, immobile, staring out the window. 

 “Yeah?” Ledge said. “How do you know?” 

 Fisk almost smiled. “Do you really believe I got to the top by relying on reports, or 
projections? No. Instinct, Ledge. Instinct brings knowledge without the need to explain 
where it‟s from.” 

 “Yeah,” Ledge said, reflecting. “Yeah, okay, I know about that. I‟ll collect my fee 
here.” 

 It was quiet for a long moment. 

 “You want some coffee?” Ledge asked. 
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CHAPTER FORTY ONE. “Showdown” 

 He was roaring with energy, his returned power surging, his wounds webbed shut. 
“I am enough to face you,” he said through clenched teeth as he whirled up the side of 
Fisk‟s fortress. Needles of sleet lashed the city but he barely noticed. “It‟s time for a 
reckoning.” 

 Peter cleared the top of Fisk‟s building and slithered down the inner courtyard, 
ignoring the ice. He found the door, the door that he knew led directly into the 
complex, to Fisk‟s office; this was the door they had thrown Beck from. 

 Peter ripped it off its hinges and sent it spinning through the air, down the long 
drop into darkness. He dropped into the room, surrounded by swirling sleet, his suit 
tight and black, his eyespots almost glowing. 

 A security guard stood in the corridor, waiting for him, hands out to the side. 
“Mister Fisk will see you now,” he said, a little rattled but keeping his cool. 

 Peter followed him, but the moment he set foot in the cross hallway his senses 
screamed, and he bounded back reflexively. What!? 

 The explosions of a fully automatic heavy weapon tore the quietness of the place, 
and the guard was spattered, blown to pieces by a gun emplacement at the end of the 
hall. For just a moment, Peter stared at the remains of the dead guard. He heard a laugh 
from the end of the hall that could only come from Ledge. 

 Fifty caliber jacketed slugs, his senses helpfully informed him. Then, with a tink, a 
grenade banked perfectly off the doorframe and landed at his feet. 

 We should jump. 

 Peter bounded off the floor, moving high, touching the cross hallway wall with his 
foot and lining himself up— 

 The concussion grenade went off, and Peter rode the force, sailing down the 
hallway; he fired a glob of web that moved faster than he did, slopping across the 
gunbarrel of the M-60 mounted at the end of the hall. Ledge lay behind sandbacks, an 
M-60 propped up on a stand. He was in classic shooter‟s position, prone. 

Peter whipped over Ledge‟s head and landed lightly behind him, unhurt. 

 Ledge did a kippup off the ground and slid two guns from their holsters, but fast as 
he was, he could not match Peter‟s speed. The guns were slapped out of his hands. 
Peter yanked the ammo belt out of the M-60 and lashed out at Ledge with it; Ledge 
parried with his forearm but the heavy ammunition folded over his forearm and 
delivered a heavy slap on his head and neck. Peter jerked the belt, and the tips of the 
bullets and their connectors left cuts as the belt slid back into Peter‟s control. Ledge 
yanked out a knife while Peter‟s hands were full. He was fast, damned fast, and his blade 
licked out and cut Peter‟s ribs even as Peter hopped out of the way. 

 For a long second Ledge stared at Peter and Peter stared at Ledge. 

 “You cut me,” Peter said. He dropped the ammo belt with a clatter. Ledge whipped 
out another knife and twirled the first, grinning, his face freely bleeding. 

 “Mommy mommy there‟s a big scary bug,” Ledge said through his grin. 
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 “Oh, a clever one,” Peter sighed. 

 Peter bounced up, his feet poking out, and kicked the knives out of Ledge‟s hands. 
As he landed, he drove a two palmed strike into Ledge‟s torso. 

 Ledge went airborne; he landed almost lightly considering he was still being 
propelled backward by incredible force. He slid through the remains of the dead 
security guard, a solid fifty feet down the hallway. He stopped himself by dragging his 
boot along the wall, then he did a kippup and stood ready.  

 No skill would help him breathe right now, though. His air was gone. 

 “Time to finish this,” Peter muttered. “It‟s time for a demonstration,” he said to 
Ledge as his senses kicked into overdrive, identifying and placing every mote of dust in 
the air. “I‟m not just going to beat you. I‟m going to school you. So next time you‟ll know 
better. If I just kill ya,” he added, “ya won‟t learn nuthin.” 

 Ledge wanted to say something witty in return, but he couldn‟t breathe. So he 
moved instead. 

 He whipped out shurkien and whirled them, four at once.  

 Peter snagged two out of the air, letting the rest sail harmlessly past. He stuck the 
throwing stars in his mesh. Peter breathed out. He stood forty feet away from Ledge. 

 Ledge blinked. He pulled out two throwing knives, settled into a stance, moving his 
arms, then threw them at an unpredictable moment.  

 Peter snagged them out of the air, still walking towards Ledge. Peter stuck the 
knives in his mesh. Ledge was thirty feet away. 

 Ledge tossed out a handful of caltrops. He managed his first sucking breath. Then 
he sent two weights whirling at Peter. 

 Peter stopped each with an adhesive fingertip, and he coiled them into his hands, 
weighting his fists. Twenty feet. 

 Ledge managed a hoarse yell and he sent a barrage of pointed and blunt projectiles 
whirling down the hall, throwing everything he had in his belt. Peter dodged some, 
caught the rest, and then lightly bounded into the midst of the caltrops without stepping 
on any. 

 For a second Ledge‟s wide eyes locked with Peter‟s eyespots. 

 “What the hell are you?” Ledge breathed. 

 Peter nodded. 

 Then in a blur of motion he returned Ledge‟s projectiles. The weights bounced off 
his kneecaps, shurkien slamming into his shoulder joints, knives into his hips. The rest 
of the projectiles thudded into his elbows, wrists, ankles. Ledge couldn‟t scream as the 
projectiles drove him back against the wall at the end of the hallway. He passed out 
from shock and slumped to the ground, senseless, punctured, broken. 

 But alive. 

 Peter turned his back on him. 

 “Fisk!” he shouted. 
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 The doors  at the other end of the hall creaked open. Peter approached, wary. 

 A board room. 

 Peter‟s senses were taut. Something huge. Something huge lurks in that room. Peter 
approached, taking a deep breath. 

 At the far end, something stood looking through the wall of windows at the 
sparkling city below. It could have been a man, but it was over seven and a half feet tall, 
easily that wide or wider, almost that thick. The man was almost cubic, but he wore an 
expensive suit and he smoked a cigarette in a holder; no mere cigarette could be handled 
by his vast hands. His fist was the size of Peter‟s torso. 

 “Where is Fisk,” Peter demanded. 

 “You must be the inestimable, redoubtable Peter Parker,” Fisk murmured, his 
voice like a live thing stalking through the room. “I would say I have you at a 
disadvantage, but that would be an understatement as well as blatantly obvious.” 

 Peter recognized the authority this man radiated. “You are Fisk, aren‟t you.” 

 “You don‟t disappoint, Peter Parker,” Fisk said, still not turning. “You have 
demonstrated considerable prowess, as well as cunning and determination. And a talent 
for savagery, but that‟s neither here nor there. No matter what façade we erect,” he 
continued, almost to himself, “there is something bestial in each of us.” 

 “I‟m not interested in your job offer. Perhaps none of your flunkies, freaks, and 
goons managed to get that message through,” Peter said. 

 “Name calling?” Fisk mused. “From a man in tights?” Fisk dropped his cigarette 
and casually stepped on it. “The clock is almost unwound. It is time.” 

 Liquid fear ran through Peter in the face of Fisk‟s composure. He let out a burst of 
breath. Okay. 

 Let‟s go. 

 “You aren‟t afraid of me at all, are you,” Peter said. “I down Lincoln, Voorhees, 
Beck, Mystique, and Ledge, and you‟re still not one bit nervous.” 

 “No terms I offer will interest you in employment,” Fisk noted. 

 “And nothing I say or do will make you leave me in peace,” Peter added. 

 Fisk turned to face him. “I would have liked to have done this differently, upon 
reflection. I had no idea how talented you were. How gifted.” 

 “I never would have worked for you anyway,” Peter said. “You are a bad man.” His 
senses played over Fisk‟s huge bulk, looking for weak spots. It was not a comforting 
exercise. They didn‟t find many. His pressure points and nerve centers were buried 
under slabs of muscle, sheer tonnage of flesh. “I was going to let it go after Beck failed. 
I gave you one last chance.” 

Fisk tilted his head slightly, and his neck cracked. The deep popping snaps 
reverberated in the room. Peter imagined that‟s what he would sound like if Fisk got a 
grip. 

 Well then, we just won‟t let him get a grip. 
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 “Men in my position get there and stay there because they do not fail, they do not 
lose,” Fisk said. He shucked his jacket. “Had you seen fit to honor my most generous 
offer, then everyone you love would not have to die. You see, I must now choose 
between your well being and mine.”  

 “You have the standard bad guy flaw,” Peter said as anger rose in him. He could 
picture a thug kicking down the door, shooting Aunt May. And he didn‟t even want to 
think about what would happen to Mary Jane. “You talk too much.” Peter settled into 
his stance, ready to fight. 

 Fisk smiled at him, feeling the thin, fine, heady heat of rage that he normally kept 
clenched deep in his chest rise. He felt his muscles ready for the battle. His fingers 
itched for the feel of mesh, and under it fragile bone joints crushing to powder in the 
sack of meat Parker would become. 

 “You‟re mad all the time, aren‟t you,” Peter said, watching the horrific expression 
creep across Fisk‟s face. “I‟m just the hammer that dropped on that big ole bullet of 
mad you got in you every day. Huh,” he reflected, his mouth running to draw his 
attention from his nerves. “A man that fat should be jolly.” 

 “Can you do more than prance and babble?” Fisk asked, raising his voice to what 
would be speaking level for him. The air itself shook. “Come show me. Show me how, 
exactly, you beat Lincoln.” 

 “What, Count Chalkula? Well, it was a big beam of sunlight, hit him right in the 
chest,” Peter prattled, feeling himself steeling for the coming pain. “Just a big ole Mack 
truck sunbeam.” 

 Peter popped off a blob of webbing at Fisk‟s face, but the big man was ready for it; 
he caught it on the back of his hand and took a step forward, spinning, like a huge 
graceful dancer. His backhand tore through the air with incredible force, and Peter slid 
back effortlessly out of the way. 

 Peter put all his strength into a blow, leaning forward and lashing down at Fisk‟s 
knee. His fist buried itself to the heel of his hand, and he felt the force dig in. The knee 
made a dull cracking sound. Peter lightly hopped back. 

 Fisk snatched up two of the office chairs around the table. He swung one of them, 
and Peter sprang up on the table, not seeing the other chair flying at him until it was too 
late. 

 One of the wheels of the chair caught him on the forearm, he darted his head to 
the side to avoid another one smacking into his face. The force of the thrown chair 
carried him off the table, across the room in an arcless flight, smashing into the wall and 
dropping. Peter lightly regained his feet and scampered around the table. Fisk re-
oriented to face him again. 

 “Like a big stump,” Peter mused, “and I‟m like a squirrel that hates big stumps.” 
He bounded into the air, ran along the window perpendicular to the floor, and slid 
through the air to land on Fisk‟s shoulders. He pounded a blow home on Fisk‟s skull, 
and as Fisk reached for him he scrabbled around Fisk‟s shoulderblade and slammed a 
hit down over where his spine was buried in flesh. Slithering around Fisk‟s ribs, he 
headbutted him in the teeth. Fisk drew his arms together, trying to trap Peter in a bear 
hug, and Peter leapfrogged over him by adhering to his face and swinging himself up. 
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He landed on Fisk‟s back, not noticing how Fisk had turned until the huge man simply 
leaned back, trapping Peter between his bulk and the window. 

 Fisk dug in his feet and pushed back, enlisting his vast weight and muscle to pin 
Peter. 

 “Urg,” said Peter wittily. 

 Fisk smiled. 

 Peter adhered to the glass and simply pulled himself up so Fisk was leaning on the 
glass with no one in the way. From above, he slammed a kick down into Fisk‟s face, 
knocking his head back into the glass. Then another. And another. Peter kicked as hard 
as he could. Fisk‟s head rocked back hard, smacking into the glass. 

 On the third kick the glass cracked a little. 

 Fisk roared, moving faster than Peter realized he could. He snatched Peter‟s leg and 
swung him, ripping the skin of his fingertips that he had been adhered to the glass with 
as he yanked him clear. Peter slung out full length and smacked into the glass, his whole 
body a contact point. Fisk was already swinging him around to the other side. Peter shot 
out a webline at the blurring spin of the room, catching the far wall just as he was 
smashed into the window on the other side. The webline caught, and Peter tried to pull 
himself clear. 

 Fisk squeezed. 

 Peter let out a scream as he felt his ankle bones shift together, then crack. Fisk 
reached out and almost gently wrapped his hand around Peter‟s torso, getting most of it 
in his grip. His hand was hot, hard, a huge muscle. Peter knew that even his tough 
bones and flesh could not survive a grip like this. 

 He fired web up into Fisk‟s face as he tugged on his poorly planted webline across 
the room as hard as he could. In just the perfect moment when Fisk shifted his grip, 
Peter slithered free and slid across the table as Fisk clawed the webbing off his face. 

 Fisk stood staring at Peter, who stared back at him. 

 “What do I have to do,” Peter said. “What do I have to do to be free of you? Kill 
you?” 

 “I‟ll relieve you of your worries,” Fisk said. He brushed his hands together, and 
Peter realized he was missing the leg of his mesh from the knee down. His mesh was in 
poor shape, after dealing with Ledge and after this tussle. He glanced back up to see 
Fisk was moving. 

 Peter flipped back and landed upright. Fisk plowed into the boardroom table and 
flung it, tearing it off the floor where it was bolted. It was a single easy sweep of power 
for him. Peter stepped forward and put the force of his blow into the center of the table 
as it rushed towards him. He broke it in two and shoved it out of the way like two vast 
double doors.  

 “I am enough to beat you,” Peter said quietly. “Let‟s finish this. 

 Fisk lumbered forward, favoring his injured knee. He snatched at Peter, who spun 
away, favoring his crippled leg. He made another grab. 
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 This time Peter put the flat of both hands against the back of Fisk‟s fist as he 
slipped out of the way. He spun, and levered all his strength. 

 In a surreal moment, the wiry little man lifted the entire bulk of Wilson Fisk and 
hurled him down the center of the wrecked room. Fisk slammed into the wall thirty feet 
away, upside down. He slid to the ground and then rolled to his feet, vibrating in raw 
fury. 

 “It hurt so good,” Peter said, adrenaline rushing through him from the excitement. 
“I just tossed the fat man.” He grinned. “You have GOT to be getting this on tape,” he 
said, glancing around. He saw the security camera. He walked over to it.  

 “See,” he said to the camera, “I‟m just the guest star. The staple of your 
programming is a fat, uncouth, ugly slug of a lardbag puswallow who thinks it‟s okay to 
put little old ladies in the hospital, condone the rape of college women, wreck people‟s 
cars on purpose, get innocent young men evicted, and so on. He even took away my 
spider senses so I, if you can believe it, failed a calculus test. Me! Not just a B. No. An 
F. I flunked a calculus test because he stole half my brain. He is a bad man. Fortunately I 
got better. His list of crimes is long but distinguished I‟m sure. Right now, he‟s getting 
his butt handed to him by his latest pet project.” Peter glanced at where Fisk stood, cold 
and silent, waiting. “Intermission over. I gotta get back to this thing.” He smiled and 
waved at the camera, then returned his attention to Fisk. 

 Fisk stood, the vast bellows of his chest rising and falling, his face a dark mask of 
insane rage. His suit hung from him in tatters. The room was dented and bent in several 
dimensions; nothing seemed quite square. Fisk said nothing, he simply stood breathing 
and staring in hatred at Peter. 

 “Ready for some more whuppin?” Peter asked. “I brought my extra family sized 
can all for you. Let‟s go.” 

 Fisk waited. He raised a slab of a hand, and beckoned. 

 Peter shrugged. “You asked for it,” he said, and he sidled in with a crablike hop, 
not putting weight on his crushed ankle. Peter rolled across the cracked floor and 
popped up with a solid fist blow to Fisk‟s injured kneecap, hitting him with enough 
force to total a car. The kneecap cracked. Peter rolled to the side and drove a kick into 
Fisk‟s hamstring; the blow went deep but didn‟t find what it was after. Peter did a half a 
kippup, keeping one leg clear. He bounded up and drove a blow into Fisk‟s ear. His 
retreating fist was followed by blood. That was a sensitive spot. 

 Fisk stood and took it. 

 Peter moved up to the wall behind Fisk, and from there he drove a blow down on 
the top of Fisk‟s head. Then he put a hand on Fisk‟s shoulder, calculating the angle to 
swing down and bury his heel in Fisk‟s sternum. 

 Fisk‟s hand whipped up and clamped down around Peter‟s skull. 

 Peter felt Fisk breathe out with dark joy, and he knew he had a quarter of a second 
to act. 

 Everything snapped into slow motion as his senses, encumbered by Fisk‟s hand, 
guided a nearly impossible shot. 
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 Peter‟s fist whipped out, middle knuckle extended, and punched directly into Fisk‟s 
right eye. Desperation drove the blow. Peter felt the eyeball warp, then pop. 

 With all his strength, Peter drove his fists into Fisk‟s wrist just below the heel of his 
hand. One found tendon, the other found bone. Fisk‟s grip relaxed just a moment, 
enough for Peter to flip clear and land with nothing worse than a throbbing headache 
from the exchange. 

 Fisk stood cupping his hand over his eye, a thick runnel of blood pouring down 
past his wrist. His eye was destroyed, Peter sensed that instinctively. 

 “Okay, Fisk,” he said. “This seems as good a time as any to talk this through. Allow 
me to propose a business arrangement. You leave me and mine alone. I let you keep 
your eyesight. You mess with me one more time, one more of my friends or family gets 
mysteriously ill or injured, I come back here for your other eye.” He thought for a 
minute. “And your tongue.” 

 Fisk stared at him. 

 “Or I kill you,” Peter said, his voice hard and cold. He did not add anything to the 
statement. Nothing needed to be added. 

 Fisk recognized that coldness. It was a coldness of a man with something to lose, a 
man who would do anything to keep what he had. He slowly smiled as he realized he 
forged the blade that was now at this throat, that he was the one that granted Parker the 
resolve to do this. 

 “I could have you killed,” Fisk managed, his voice hoarse. 

 Peter cocked his head. “Ever hit a spider in your bedroom, but not hard enough? 
Seen it crawl away into the woodwork? In the room where you sleep?” He shook his 
head. “If you get me, then it‟s not my problem anymore. But if you strike and miss? 
Let‟s not be cute. Let‟s not imply anything. I‟ll be very specific. I won‟t come back here 
twice. If I have to come back here, I‟ll kill you, Wilson Fisk. If you can‟t drop this, then 
I‟ll work my way through your army of flunkies and gunbunnies and your freaks and 
madmen. Then I‟ll sit down to a Buffet du Fisk and when I‟ve had my fill I‟ll load up 
my freezer at home with steaks from what‟s left. You understand me?” 

 “You talk. A lot,” Fisk said. 

 Peter narrowed his eyes, his anger building again. “Consider this a warning. Before 
tonight we operated through proxies. Here I am in the flesh. I reject your offer of 
employment. I advise you that removing the death mark on me is in your optician‟s best 
interests. I‟ve beaten you. Let‟s do this gracefully.” 

 With a ragged roar Fisk scooped up two chairs and hurled them at Peter. Peter 
bounded out of the way, and the chairs smashed into the wall behind him and stuck. 
Peter whirled out of the way as Fisk charged, and some detached part of his mind was 
working fast and furious. 

 He understood Fisk. 

 Fisk had too much at stake; everything. His position, his health, his very life 
depended on winning this fight. Peter saw that now. He tumbled out of the way as Fisk 
swung half the board table, sweeping the room in a vast display of raw power. Fisk 
could no more concede than Peter could. 
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 Something in Peter still shied away from killing. 

 There has to be a way out, Peter thought. Then the idea dawned on him. 

 Fisk would fight to the death because he had no way out. 

 What could Peter do to give him one? 

 As his brain whirred away, Peter rolled in close. The grip was the dangerous thing 
on this behemoth. Peter snatched his pinkie finger and brought his knee crashing up 
into the joint in the middle. The finger snapped at an unnatural angle. Peter scrambled 
across Fisk‟s back as the big man whirled. Peter snatched the index finger on his other 
hand and hauled back with all his strength. It cracked at the first joint where it met the 
hand. Peter dove between Fisk‟s hands as the huge man grabbed at him, some of his 
fingers flopping uselessly. Peter pounded a blow, his toughest, at the back of Fisk‟s 
hand. A metacarpal bone crunched.  

 Fisk grunted. Peter tossed a heavy blow under Fisk‟s chin in his moment of 
distraction. Peter backflipped away. Now that he was past his intimidation he was 
fighting smarter instead of harder. And it was working. A piece at a time he was 
reducing the mountain of his foe. 

 Peter realized that in a way he had been fighting his own fear. 

 In that moment, he won. He looked at Fisk, who stood blearily staring at him. 
Blood oozed out of Fisk‟s face. He looked somehow tired. Peter understood that they 
both knew that Fisk was beaten. 

 “Okay, Fisk,” he said. He reached up and tore off his mask. “I‟m sorry I wasn‟t 
good enough.” 

 Fisk stared at him. 

 “I couldn‟t pass your tests,” he said sorrowfully, shaking his head.  He looked Fisk 
in the eye. “Please, please give me another chance to work for you? I know I blew it this 
time, that I couldn‟t make the cut. But next time I‟ll do better. You gotta give me 
another chance!” 

 Understanding dawned in Fisk‟s remaining eye. He was not, after all, a stupid man. 

 His face shifted to a grimace, and for just a moment Peter thought he saw a 
glimmer of something like gratitude in the big man‟s eye. 

 “You lack… the talent… to work for me,” Fisk forced out, his voice weak. “You‟re 
too lippy to be a footsoldier and too damned stupid to do robberies.” 

 “Pretty please?” Peter said. “I had to fight you to MAKE you give me a second 
chance!” 

 “Get out of my sight,” Fisk breathed. “I never want to have to look at you again. 
You have failed, spider ghost. I have better thugs knocking over liquor stores. No 
violence,” he said with a gleam in his eye, “can replace cunning, thinking on your feet, 
improvisation. You‟re a one trick pony.” 

 Peter nodded curtly. “Well I‟ll just be going then.” And with that, he limped out of 
the room, down the hall, through the crossway, to the missing door that led out into the 
night. 

 Peter Parker was free. 
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 For a long, long moment, Fisk stood alone in his boardroom not even seeing the 
mess. He was fully grasping what had just happened. He almost chuckled. 

 From the hallway, Ledge groaned. 

 “Time for some new talent,” Fisk rumbled. His mind ran over some of the dossiers 
he had received in recent months. There was that fellow who had those gauntlets, that 
manipulated sonic energies. And the other man, something about electricity. Fisk 
limped to the intercom. 

 “Please send a medical team to my office,” he grunted. Then he leaned against the 
wall. 

 “A hiccup, nothing more,” he murmured to himself. He half smiled. “I think that‟s 
the last we‟ll see of Peter Parker.” Who saved his life and his honor both. And, with a 
little judicious editing, he had proof of his defeat of the spider ghost on camera. 

 Fisk decided to let Peter Parker live. 

 

CHAPTER FORTY TWO. “Merry Christmas” 

 Peter reveled in the feel of the free fall. He zoomed down from a tremendous 
height towards certain death, then at the last moment he fired out a webline that carried 
him up, clear. He swung free of the entire mess of madness. 

 One way or another, he felt that his dealings with Fisk were over. 

* 

 Mary Jane sat, stone faced, pointed at the window, listening to the clock tick. A 
shadow at her window. Her eyes widened, but she assumed it was one of the dozens of 
figments of her imagination that had visited the window in the last hour. 

 Then Peter Parker levered it open and dropped inside. 

 She was on her feet then at his side. “Peter, are you okay?” she said. 

 “Yes,” he said. “And busted all to pieces. But I won, and nobody died. Bathtub. 
Put me in the bathtub.” 

 She supported him as they worked their way to the bathroom. He dropped into the 
tub, his tattered mesh still hanging on him. Using his toes, he dexterously turned on and 
adjusted the water. As it poured in, it turned pink with his blood. 

 “I did it,” Peter said, more than a little wonder in his voice. “It‟s over. If I‟m not 
dead next week,” he said, looking into Mary Jane‟s eyes, “I‟m a free man. With 
everything that entails.” 

 She half smiled. “Hey Pete,” she said. “Wanna go to a movie or something? Maybe 
some dinner?” 

 He leaned back, utterly exhausted. “Sounds good,” he said. “How about Monday?” 

 “Monday?” she said, raising her eyebrows. 

 “I gotta rest, gotta heal up tomorrow,” Peter said. “Then I should be mobile.” He 
looked down at his foot, cranked at an odd angle and swelling. “Sunday is Harry‟s dad‟s 
funeral,” he added quietly. 
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 They sat together quietly as the water ran. 

 

Sunday, December 15 

 Peter limped out of the church, passing on the reception line of the funeral. He 
wore a dark suit with a long dark coat. He walked twenty paces from the church door 
and leaned against a tree, turning to look at the cathedralesque chapel where the funeral 
had been held. 

 Less than five minutes later, Mary Jane came through the door. Her black dress 
made her brilliant red hair even more eye-catching. She looked around for a minute, 
then walked over to where Peter waited. 

 “You‟re a decent man, Peter Parker,” she said. 

 He shrugged. “Thanks.” 

 “I‟ve been mourning Harry since the car accident,” she said. “I‟ve been waiting for 
him to snap out of his funk, but bracing myself against the possibility that our 
relationship might be over. It‟s not like we were courting, neither of us planned to get 
married. Dating has a limited claim on a woman.” 

 “Is that so?” Peter said with a crooked smile. 

 She examined the cuts on his face, his black eye. “You look like hell,” she said. 

 “Thanks,” he said with a full smile this time. 

 “I‟ll see you tomorrow, Peter,” she said. “How about I pick you up in my fully 
functional and timely car.” 

 “You do that,” he said, restraining a chuckle. 

 She turned and walked away, and he watched her go. Still, his senses played across 
the church door.  

 There was one more person he had to talk to. 

 Peter was willing to wait the half hour it took Harry to wrap up enough business to 
escape the funeral and come outside. Harry must have known that. He was looking for 
Peter the moment he stepped out the door.  

 Harry walked up to him. “Mind if I smoke?” Harry asked quietly. He had dark 
circles under his eyes, he looked tired. 

 “Go ahead,” Peter said. 

 “Walk with me,” Harry said, heading down the lawn between the trees. Peter 
obliged. 

 “You a hit man?” Harry asked quietly. “Bruises, secrecy, too much charm, all those 
odd hours.” 

 “I‟m afraid not,” Peter said. “Just a bit socially inept and a bit clumsy.” 

 “Have it your way,” Harry shrugged. “If you ever want to let me in on what‟s going 
on, I‟ll be there for you,” he added. “When I get back. I‟m going to be… out of touch 
for a while,” Harry said. 
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 “Is this about Mary Jane?” Peter asked, concern in his voice. 

 “Bah,” Harry said. “Half the fun of dating MJ, truth be known and we‟re both 
being honest, is that I knew you were crazy about her and that she liked you too. She 
was a trophy, and we both used to like to party. We had good times, but things are 
different now. She‟s all yours, if you think you can handle it.” 

 Peter nodded, at a loss for words. Then he picked something out of what Harry 
said. “Used to?” 

 “Maybe it‟s time to grow up,” Harry said to Peter with a somber smile. “You did 
your growing up, Peter. You think I couldn‟t tell? Maybe it‟s time for me to take my 
place in the world too.” 

 Peter shook his head, not sure what he felt. “You need anything, Harry, you come 
to me and if I can help you I will,” Peter said earnestly. “I owe you.” 

 Harry looked at him. “You really believe that,” he mused. He gave Peter a quick 
hug. “I suspect your help might be worth more than anyone guesses.” He grinned 
puckishly. “You and your fire extinguishers and your pole position.” 

 “Easy, easy,” Peter protested. “Okay already. So my covers suck. Leave me alone.” 
He had to grin back. 

 “I won‟t be a stranger,” Harry said. “I just need to rethink a few things.” He 
nodded. “See you around, Parker,” he said. 

 “I‟ll be in touch,” Peter said. “I wish you the best.” 

 Harry just smiled, walked over to the Jag he inherited, dropped in, and drove away. 
Peter watched him go. 

 “Have a happy ending, Harry,” he said softly to himself. “Isn‟t that what we all 
want?” 

 

EPILOGUE 

 

Tuesday, December 24. Christmas Eve 

 

 Peter answered the door just seconds after the doorbell rang. “Come on in,” he 
said with a grin. 

 Mary Jane stepped in, shaking snow out of her hair. “It‟s getting slick out,” she 
said. “Mm. The whole house smells like turkey.” 

 Peter closed the door and took her coat, hanging it in the closet. “You‟ve stumbled 
into a Christmas extravaganza,” Peter said.  

 “Hello, Mary,” Aunt May said as she stepped out of the kitchen, brushing her 
hands on her apron. 

 “Willya look at that tan?” Peter said with a grin. “I swear she spent her whole 
Florida vacation beach combing.” 



 

    759 

 “Hardly,” Aunt May said. “I mostly expected calls from my nephew that didn‟t 
come. I hoped you‟d be in better touch,” Aunt May said, half stern. 

 “I figured I‟d make up for it by being on time to pick you up at the airport,” Peter 
grinned. 

 “You make up for it by just being Peter,” Aunt May said with a fond smile. “I 
missed New York terribly while I was gone.” 

 “I‟m sure,” Peter said. “Now you ladies sit down and I‟ll bring all the food into the 
dining room. Shoo. Go sit. I got it from here.” He strolled into the kitchen, and Aunt 
May led Mary Jane into the dining room. 

 A few minutes later everything was in place. Peter sat on one side of the table, Aunt 
May at the head, and Mary Jane on the other side. Aunt May looked at the two of them 
for a long moment. 

 “You kids look good together,” she beamed. She lowered her head and said Grace 
while Peter sneaked a glance at Mary Jane, who could hardly contain her smile. 

* 

 Mary Jane dunked the plate in the rinse water and put it in the drainer, where Peter 
snagged it, dried it, and put it away in a precise pattern of movements. Mary Jane‟s eyes 
lingered for a moment on his long-sleeved shirt. 

 “This is really weird for me,” Peter said, shaking his head. “I‟ve only seriously dated 
one other girl, Gwen. She‟s still not totally gone, you know. I think she‟ll always be a 
part of me.” 

 “She always will be,” Mary Jane said. “That‟s the way it goes with relationships. 
Some mean more than others. The first big one is always important. You just go on 
anyway. Like those old cities, where they‟d get sacked and the survivors would build a 
new city on the foundations left over from the old ones.” 

 “I suppose that‟s a lead in for you to tell me how complex you are,” Peter said with 
a grin. 

 “Goes without saying,” she sniffed. She looked at him with an arched eyebrow, 
mischief in her eyes. “You have no idea.” 

 “Time for the traditional album!” Aunt May called from the living room as they 
finished the turkey tray. 

 “No!” Peter said. “Not the Albums of Shame!” Peter yelled over his shoulder. 

 “But it‟s tradition,” Aunt May said primly. 

 “Tradition? I‟ve only had one other girlfriend!” Peter protested. 

 “That‟s why this is the time to start a tradition,” Aunt May said, in a very final tone. 

 “No no no,” Peter said. He put the last dish away and headed for the stairs. “This 
is so wrong.” 

 “Show me,” Mary Jane said, seating herself on the couch with a sly glance up the 
stairs. “I‟m eager to see where our darling Peter comes from.” 

 “Oh, I like this one,” Aunt May said. “Here‟s little Peter with his very first 
chemistry set. He got it for Christmas eleven years ago. See his missing tooth?” 



 

 760 

 “He‟s adorable,” Mary Jane cooed. A groan came from upstairs. 

 Peter came trotting back down the stairs, moving at a pretty good clip. “Okay,” he 
said. “Okay. Let‟s get some pictures I‟ll want to remember.” He quickly set up the tripod 
and set the camera up on it, then adjusted the timer and scooted around in front of the 
camera, squeezing himself between Aunt May and Mary Jane. 

 “Christmas Eve with my favorite women,” he said quietly. He smiled his biggest 
smile. The camera flashed. 

 “It‟s a keeper,” Peter said. He was looking at Mary Jane, not the camera. She raised 
her eyebrows and blinked at him, then nodded towards the camera. He grinned and 
levered himself off the couch. “Right,” he said, and he dismantled the setup. 

 “Before we finish out the albums, I think I‟ll put some coffee on,” Aunt May said. 
She headed into the kitchen. 

 “So are you going to the Christmas dance with me at school?” Mary Jane asked. 

 “Er,” Peter said, “I don‟t know about dances. The last one was a disaster.” 

 “You don‟t really mean that,” Mary Jane said, eyeing him as though he were 
dessert. 

 “You know, those dances. So many people, weird and crazy. And I only know 
eighties dance moves.” 

 “You‟re a fine dancer,” Mary Jane said. “And of course Gwen is on the planning 
committee. The place is guaranteed to be festooned with mistletoe,” Mary Jane said, her 
voice low and quiet. “I know,” she said, brightening. She reached into her purse and 
pulled out a Santa hat. 

 “You can‟t resist me in a Santa hat,” she stated, pulling the hat on over her red hair. 
She batted her bright green eyes at him, looking for all the world like one of Santa‟s little 
helpers. “Come on, Peter, come with me to the dance.” 

 “No, not the hat,” Peter gasped, clutching at his chest. “Will to—resist—fading! 
Oh, God, I‟ll go, just take the hat off!” 

 She tugged it off, gave him a sweet kiss on the cheek, and got up off the couch. 
“I‟m going to go see if Aunt May needs any help,” she said. Then she stopped and 
looked him in the eye. 

 “You‟re my hero, Peter Parker,” she said. Then she smiled, her eyes serious. She 
tossed the hat on his lap and headed into the kitchen. 

 “Hoo,” Peter said to himself, and his face could barely contain his grin as he leaned 
back into the cushions and closed his eyes. “Merry Christmas to me.” 

 


