
 

   1 

A Web of  Shadows Anthology 

by 

Andrew Shields 

 

 

Book Two. Year Two (2003) 

 

Volume 5 

NIGHTMARISH 

Volume 6 

THE PRICE OF POWER 

Volume 7 

TWO EDGED SWORDS 

Volume 8 

CHOOSING BATTLES 

Volume 9 

DARKEST BEFORE THE DAWN





 

   1 

INTRODUCTION AND FOREWORDS TO VOLUMES BY AUTHOR ANDREW SHIELDS 

Introduction and Foreword to Volume 5 

So we had this fabulous writer‟s conference, the only one in the history of the project. 
Kyle flew in from California, Jason and Kristy joined in, and we covered a dry erase 
board and more with the plot elements. 

I wanted to tell a story so big that it touched on everybody‟s corner of the fan fiction 
project. We had a vampire invasion that swarmed everywhere. We sketched out all the 
stories, more or less. When the time came for writing, in the end I wrote everything that 
made it into the arc, which meant taking over some of the stories because they were 
needed for the plot to go forward.  

The conference did not result in collaborative writing, but I appreciate the delightful 
conversations and ideas and counter-ideas that led to a great romp with superheroes and 
vampires battling it out. 

One of the best parts of fan fiction is problem solving, just like in comic book movies. 
With my concept of vampires, how do you get a half vampire like Blade? In a world with 
no mutants, how do you have a girl develop power to see into dreams? How can you 
adapt and confront one of Strange‟s first enemies and make the story awesome? You are 
about to read my answers. 

Introduction and Foreword to Volume 6 

The centerpiece of this collection is the wild love story of the von Dooms. Powerful 
people, mighty passions, and tragic flaws; can they overcome their difficulties and find 
happiness together? That was a battle in my very soul as I wrote this, and I hope you 
can feel the epic gravity well that caught them as they reached for each other, and the 
love that pushed them into risking everything for the chance to find joy in each other. 

In the background, serious unpacking of the mysteries of the past. As this project 
moved out of Shadowverse and into the Web of Shadows, I experimented with greater 
levels of creative freedom to work out new relationships and find the best stories I 
could tell to unfold the past and the mysteries surrounding these characters. 

What happened to the darkstone after it fell in the sewer? Will Natasha ever find the 
answers she is looking for? What is the Hellfire Club up to now? Who does Trespasser 
really work for? What does Fury do after he gets away from ExTechOps? These 
questions, and more, have answers that point into the future as they ground themselves 
in the past. 

There are truly fine moments to being super-powered people. These moments can be 
expensive. This volume continues to explore the price that comes with the power. 
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Introduction and Foreword to Volume 7 

Kyle was working on his own branch of the fiction, involving a school that pulled 
liberally from Marvel‟s “New Mutants” and “Hellion” groups, enemy teams led by 
Charles Xavier and Emma Frost. These groups were farm teams for the X-Men and 
Hellfire Club. Wouldn‟t it be fun to combine them, and integrate that concept into our 
setting? Furthermore, wouldn‟t it be great to work this concept into major changes in 
certain ongoing plots?  

As it turned out, Kyle was not available to write about the school, aside from two 
introductory stories; I wrote around where I thought his stories would go, and kept 
moving. I returned to the idea and wrote out a version of what we had conceptualized 
together for this setting, and it didn‟t match the fabric of fiction around it that relied on 
its outcome and timeline. In making this novel, I integrated a number of stories (mine 
and his) that were outlying the missing piece, so for the first time it all flows together in 
sequence.  

Kyle‟s stories have been adapted and edited and rewritten to fit that fabric. He is still 
very much present even if the words have changed, because we spent countless hours of 
delightful conversation and emails refining ideas and expanding bits of brilliance into 
full-fledged plots. Please enjoy our collaboration in this tale of the glories and pitfalls of 
relying on teammates. 

Introduction and Foreword to Volume 8 

This novel is one of my favorites. This isn‟t a Peter Parker novel, but he still manages to 
sneak in and upstage everybody with his own story elements as his mundane and super-
freaky lives continue interleaving. Strange‟s methods are seen in action, Illyana begins to 
really show off the benefits of her training… Strange‟s defenders of Prime are 
showcased against an ancient and primordial evil. And I enjoyed exploring how super 
powers could be applied for a life that was not just focused on violence. 

Romance, violence, humor, and problem solving all flow together here for me. This was 
the first novel I ever attempted with this level of complexity with plots and subplots all 
flowing together—something that was very difficult to plot out, but will hopefully be a 
smooth read. 

As the story explores the nature of the task of defending Prime, the stage is set for the 
escalating challenges to Prime in the grand conclusion of Web of Shadows, and for the 
Web of Light arc that follows. 

What does it mean to be who you are? This novel goes deeper into the power sets, 
history, and moral fiber of our heroes and villains as they are put to the test. No one in 
this tale is likely to win every encounter, so when the stakes raise up to uncomfortable 
levels, they have to choose their battles. 
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Introduction and Foreword to Volume 9 

This volume concludes two years, and two books, of the story arc. Where Shadowverse 
laid a foundation, Web of Shadows explored the connections in that foundation as a 
dark force works to change the world forever, and Prime‟s defenders rise to stop it. 

Everything in Book Two (volumes 5-9) points to the massive confrontation between 
the invader and the defender. Each one has developed forces and schemes they can 
bring to bear. By the end, everything may look different. 

True to form, what happens here is built on what happened before, and what happens 
next is built on what happens here. Also true to form, I have taken what I consider to 
be some goofy characters in the background material (comics mainly) and interpreted 
them to fit in this setting, adapting them to try and keep the core concepts and flavor 
while making them a bit more realistic and interesting to me.  

Winning has a price, but it beats losing. In a confrontation like this one, losing may 
bring a fate worse than death for losers unlucky enough to survive. Still, true heroes 
don‟t give up. Not even when the night is at its darkest. 

 

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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To Jason, who could both abdicate and cheer me on 

To Kyle, who joined me on the road trip and helped keep me awake 

His writing was a gift, and his voice is in and through this work as he responded to ideas, offered 
suggestions, gave his enthusiasm, and supported my efforts to work through this story. In some ways, 
some of this is the story he wanted to tell, even though it is now in my voice and through my lens. The 

story is grown since he left it, but I hope he will still enjoy it. 

To Phyllis, who offered these oddball characters love 

To Kristy, who allowed a little competition 
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Volume V 

NIGHTMARISH





A Shade Too Bitter 
January 15 

 Snow scoured the face of the ancient house, driven by a merciless and tormented 
wind. Unbound, the howling sky gushed across the ancient moor, lashing all that stood 
in its way with sheets of thin snow. Uneasy in the tempestuous night, the ancient house 
shifted and muttered, full of shadow. 

Only one room was lit. Candles shuddered and danced in the tower‟s single 
chamber, mostly protected from the fury of the storm but not entirely immune. 

 With a hoarse gasp, the old man leaned back, his eyes clenched shut, squeezing 
blood from his tear ducts. His unsteady hand reached down to his side and grasped a 
spotted handkerchief, already dabbled in rusty stains. He pressed it against his eyes as he 
struggled for deeper breath, his thick chest heaving under the heavy robes that befit one 
of his status in the mystic arts. The crystal on its stand glowed with a deep resonant 
light, a light that was filled with unspeakable darkness. 

 “Catherwood,” he managed to gasp out, his voice feeble. He held the handkerchief 
firmly pressed to his eyes.  

 The small door opened, and an aging butler ducked in. “Sir, I must protest. Again 
you scry in the Crystal of Bas-Lyonesse? So soon after the last attempt?” Catherwood 
set the tray he carried down on a small table. A bottle of wine stood next to a goblet, 
and beside them was another freshly pressed and pristine handkerchief. 

 “I have seen it,” the old man intoned. “Unless the Sorcerer Supreme be warned in 
time, all is doomed!” He discarded the blotted handkerchief, and with wildly staring and 
bloody eyes he glared at his butler. “You cannot guess,” he said, his voice gathering 
strength. “Insanity. Destruction. The corruption. Time… is almost out.” Lightning tore 
across the sky outside, and thunder bashed into the house, rattling the windows with its 
force. The wind screamed, tearing at the massive house‟s roof. 

 “I must warn him swiftly,” the old mystic murmured. He struggled to rise. 

 “Shall I fetch the telephone, sir?” Catherwood said pointedly. 

 “No time for that.” The old man whipped a small rug aside. On the floor was 
inscribed two concentric circles. Carefully scribed runes were between the circles, runes 
from a lost dialect. The mystic settled himself into the lotus position, careful to be sure 
no stray cloth covered the runes.  

 Catherwood felt the hair rise on the back of his neck, and his tongue was lost to 
confusion as he felt an otherworldly pressure build in the room. One that did not 
radiate from his master, whose eyes rolled back in his head as he chanted a timeless 
incantation. 

 “M-master,” he said, feeling numb as something howled, echoing the wind. 

 Something inside the house. 

 He cried out as the door burst open—the candles guttered, and there was a wild 
flapping of cloth and a desperate scream. 

 Then all was dark. 

 



 

 10 

January 16 

 She gasped as she sat bolt upright in bed, clutching at her chest. 

 A single blink, and she assured herself that she was indeed alone in her room, that 
she was in her own bed. All was as it should be. Her heart did not stop wildly pounding. 

 “Damn,” she murmured as she gently closed her eyes. She grasped at the fading 
wisps of the intense dream that had rocked her sleeping mind to its foundations. 
Nightmare. Just a dream. 

 Another one. 

 She kicked out from under the blankets, swung around, and rose to her feet in a 
smooth decisive motion. Rubbing the back of her neck, she opened the door and 
padded out of her bedroom. 

 “Illyana?” she said softly, looking at her roommate‟s closed door. She knocked 
gently once and opened the door. Illyana was not in her bed. A penny was on the 
nightstand, however. 

 “Good,” murmured the blonde woman. She nodded once and closed the door. 
She headed to the kitchenette, glancing at the clock. Quarter to four. 

 “This is no time to be out of bed,” she murmured to herself as she opened the 
refrigerator and pulled out the milk carton. She poured herself a tall glass of milk and 
put the carton back in the fridge. She thought for a long moment, then she drained off 
the glass in a single effort and she rinsed out the glass. “Enough sleep,” she said aloud. 
“Let‟s go see if the Doctor is up.” 

* 

 She let herself in and closed the door. Glancing around in the shadows, she 
satisfied herself that all was as it should be. She mounted the stairs and proceeded down 
the hallway past the many doors. At the end of the hall was a massy set of double doors 
that few forces on earth could dislodge if they chose to remain shut. 

 One of the doors creaked gently open. She smiled to herself and knocked as she 
peered in. 

 “Good morning, Valeria,” the thin man said. “It‟s early, even for you.” 

 “Good morning, Strange,” she said as she stepped into the peculiar room. Her 
alert senses were uneasy with the odd shift in atmosphere, as usual. This place was… 
different. Gravity, atmospheric pressure, magnetic north; everything was just a bit off in 
here. The tall thin man turned to face her as he re-shelved a heavy and aged book. 

 “Trouble sleeping?” Strange said, his face serious. 

 “Again,” she nodded. “Illyana is having trouble sleeping too. She‟s taken to 
sleeping in her underspace realm. She says she doesn‟t get the nightmares when she 
sleeps there.” Valeria smiled to herself. “We‟ve worked out a code. If she goes to the 
underspace to sleep, she leaves a penny on the nightstand so I know she‟s not just 
missing.” 

 “Clever,” Strange nods. “And yet worrisome.” 

 “How is that?” she asked. 
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 He gestured at a chair, and she sat down as he walked under his skylight and gazed 
up at the glow the clouds reflected back down at the city. He wore a simple robe over 
what could be pajamas, and his feet were slippered. He heaved a deep sigh. 

 “Something is going on,” he said. “I can‟t quite put my finger on it, and it‟s driving 
me crazy.” 

 She waited, saying nothing. 

 With a gesture, he dimmed the lights in the room. He glanced at a peculiar domed 
cylinder mounted on a three legged stand. The cylinder cracked along a seam, then slid 
open. A crystal globe drifted up from within. It was a perfect replica of the planet Earth. 

 “Magnificent,” Valeria said simply. She watched the slowly spinning crystal, 
marveling at its detail. 

 “Normally,” Strange said softly, “the light from that crystal would fill the room. As 
it is, the crystal simply reflects the room‟s ambient lighting.” 

 “What does that mean?” Valeria asked. 

 “Something is pushing at our world,” Strange replied, somber. He still gazed out 
through the skylight. “Some malignant force is driving through the astral plane, 
tightening on the Earth until it can find a way to bring itself through the ancient barriers 
that keep the great powers of other dimensions from physically manifesting in our 
world. Somehow,” he added, tightening his jaw, “this force is eluding my detection. We 
are buried in darkness so deep that it seeps into the dreams of sensitives. Before much 
more time passes, everyone on earth will be unable to rest. The Earth is a submarine 
approaching crush depth,” he said softly. “The hull of reality is warping with the 
pressure. But somehow, whatever is doing this is able to hide from me. It‟s almost as 
though it knows where I‟ll look.” He lapsed into silence. 

 “Perhaps you need a fresh perspective,” Valeria said. 

 “Indeed,” Strange nodded. “I‟m glad you came early. You‟ve completed our 
arrangements to go to London, yes?” 

 “Two weeks ago,” she nodded. “I look forward to seeing London. I‟ve never been 
there.” 

 “You may see both more of it and less of it than our plan would indicate,” Strange 
said. He glanced at her. “I‟m not just going for the London distributors to talk about 
increasing international Planetary circulation.” He looked back out the window. “I got a 
message from an old friend. He lives near Hereford, north of London. I‟ll be consulting 
with Sir Clive Bently on this phenomenon. Bently specializes in divination and scrying, 
and he‟s already been at work puzzling out the identity of this menace, even before I 
contacted him. He was one of the first to feel it swelling around and beneath the earth.” 

 “I know about Bently,” Valeria said, suppressing a smile. “I know about all your 
friends, actually. I do read your magazine. It helps that you coerce everyone you know 
into writing an article.” She arched an eyebrow at him. 

 “Does it,” he said absently, half returning her grin and failing to look at all 
sheepish. “Ah yes. He wrote that stellar article on ectoplasm and its place in a séance.” 
He smiled. 

 “Precisely,” Valeria said somewhat primly. 
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 There was a snap hiss of a teleporting stepping disc in the hallway outside the 
Sanctum, and a young woman knocked at the door. It creaked open, and Valeria and 
Strange looked at the newcomer. 

 “Good morning, Illyana,” Strange said. “Couldn‟t sleep?” 

 “Got all I need,” she shrugged. “What is this, a staff meeting? I‟m feeling left out.” 
She grinned. 

 “You know Valeria and I are going to England later today,” Strange said. She 
nodded. “Will you house sit for me?” 

 “Sure, no prob. I‟ll just get some of my things,” she said. “You want me to just 
stick with studying the Faltine iterations until you get back?” 

 “Perfect,” Strange smiled. She nodded to herself, then strolled back out into the 
hallway and teleported out of the house. 

 “She‟s come a long way,” Valeria observed. 

 Strange nodded. “But it is a long journey,” he said. “It took her a some time to 
take the first step that mattered.” 

 “But she took it,” Valeria said. 

 “And all our lives are richer for her triumph,” Strange replied, looking her in the 
eye. He smiled briefly. “I must pack. We have a long journey before us as well.” 

* 

 Doctor Strange and Valeria stood in the bustle of Heath Row airport, looking 
around. Strange was dressed in a modest suit and tie, a bright red trench coat over all. 
Valeria was dressed in a conservative pant suit, and she wore her hair back. Slim steel 
rimmed glasses accented the dark suit and hid her eyes. She looked the part of Strange‟s 
assistant. 

 “Odd,” Strange murmured, looking through the crowd. “Catherwood should be 
here waiting for us.” 

 “Who?” Valeria said. 

 “Bently‟s manservant. The old ways die hard here.” He smiled. 

 A woman approached them. “Doctor Strange?” she said. 

 “Yes,” he replied, looking her over. Her dark hair was pulled back in a bun, and 
though she was shapely she was dressed in the austere severity of a black skirt and a 
black jacket that concealed most of her white blouse. At her throat was a dark ribbon, 
and lace spilled out at her cuffs. Her eyes were deep and shadowed with worry, her 
cheekbones high and her mouth precise. Strange guessed her age to be around thirty. 

 “I am Victoria Bently,” the woman said. “I‟m here to meet you so we can take the 
train to Hereford, where Catherwood is waiting with the car.” She turned and began 
navigating the crowd. Strange and Valeria exchanged a glance, and followed. 

 “A pleasure to meet you,” Strange said. “How are you connected to this business?” 

 “I am Sir Clive‟s niece,” she said over her shoulder. “I‟m glad you came. There‟s 
been a problem.” Her accent was clipped and purposeful. “Further conversation will 
have to wait until we‟ve boarded the train.” 
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 Strange nodded to himself, his mouth closing to a thin line.  

 Not good. Not good at all. 

* 

 The train swayed gently, rhythmically clattering as they chugged north along the 
rails. Outside, the snowy countryside flashed by, mutely glowing under the clouded sky. 

 Strange and Valeria sat on a train bench, facing Victoria. 

 “Now that we‟re settled,” Strange said, “tell me more about what happened to Sir 
Clive.” 

 Victoria shifted uneasily. “According to Catherwood, Sir Clive was scrying rather a 
lot in the days leading up to his… accident. He found something that disturbed him a 
great deal, and he said something to Catherwood about needing to warn the Sorcerer 
Supreme, whoever that is. Sir Clive took a risk, and got into his circle of protection and 
tried to assume his ethereal form. That had never been his best trick,” she said, shaking 
her head. “Something went wrong.” She bit her lip. “You‟ll just have to see him.” 

 “When was this?” Strange asked. 

 “Two nights ago,” Victoria said. “I was at his side the next day, when Catherwood 
called. It‟s… disconcerting. I‟ve never seen anything like it.” 

 “And you‟ve seen more than your share,” Strange said, fixing her with a saturnine 
gaze. 

 She blushed and looked away. “Sir Clive almost took me on as his apprentice,” she 
said. 

 “Why didn‟t he?” Strange asked. 

 She sighed. “He couldn‟t bear the risk of me starting the studies and then stopping 
when I was aware but unskilled. He thought dabbling was too dangerous and he feared 
I wouldn‟t have the discipline to stay the course. I‟ve had to live with that,” she said 
with a shrug. 

 Strange nodded. “Where do you live?” 

 “London,” she said wryly. She looked at him over her glasses, amused. “I‟m a 
bookseller.” 

 Valeria couldn‟t be sure, but she thought that Strange looked pleased. 

* 

 They disembarked and stood on the train platform, glancing around. A balding 
man in his fifties dressed in a long coat saw them, and his eyes lit up. He made his way 
to their party, and bowed stiffly. “Doctor Strange,” he said in veddy proper English. “It 
is a relief, a delight to see you here.” 

 “Good to see you again, Catherwood,” Strange said with a nod. “I wish it were 
under happier circumstances.” 

 “Yes,” Catherwood said earnestly. “Yes indeed. And is this your new apprentice?” 

 “No,” Strange replied, “my new apprentice is looking after the Sanctum at home. 
This is my assistant, Valeria von Doom.” 
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 “A pleasure to meet you,” Catherwood said with another stiff bow. Valeria arched 
an eyebrow and glanced at Strange. 

 “Likewise,” she said. 

 “Let me take your things,” Catherwood said. “The car is over this way.” 

 In a few minutes they had piled into the old touring car, their light luggage stowed 
in the trunk, and Catherwood was navigating the snow-rutted road out of town and up 
onto the moor. 

 “Victoria tells me you were there when misfortune caught up to Sir Clive,” Strange 
said. 

 Catherwood shivered. “I‟ll not speak of it under open sky,” he murmured with a 
suspicious glance at the restless clouds. “Nor in the dark. Let‟s get to the house, to light 
and proper privacy, then I‟ll tell what I can.” He pulled a small amulet from his coat and 
kissed it, then let it fall back to his chest. Valeria sighed, and Strange looked at her. 

 “How much farther?” Victoria asked. 

 “Just a few more kilometers, we‟re almost there,” Catherwood replied. 

The road was hemmed in by hedges on either side, and only one lane was 
plowed down the center instead of two. Driving clear of the trees, they saw the ancient 
pile of Bently Manor hunched in the snow, hulking and vast and ancient. 

 They parked in the circle drive, and Valeria was surprised to see a small bulldozer 
blade mounted on a snowmobile. She understood how the drive had been plowed. 
Then they walked up the snowy steps to the grand double doors. Catherwood applied 
himself, and one of the doors swung open, a fairly dramatic event since it was made of 
four inch thick solid oak. 

 They stood in the echoing foyer as Catherwood slung the heavy door shut. “If you 
like I shall take your coats,” he said, “though you may wish to get to one of our 
inhabited areas first. It is not economical to heat the entire house, so we‟ve chosen areas 
to maintain in weather so cold as this.” 

 Strange nodded. “I see no reason to delay. Please take me to Sir Clive.” 

 “Yes,” Catherwood said uneasily. “Yes of course.” 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 The four of them mounted the stairs in the gloom of the foyer, and on the second 
floor they followed a corridor past uncounted and closed doors. Their breath wreathed 
around their heads as they walked down the hall, dimly illuminated by the reflection of 
muted and scattered sunlight making the snow outside seem to glow with an inner light. 
Catherwood took them up a tightly twisting servants‟ staircase, then they walked into a 
chilly room full of windows in the ceiling and wall, with heavy iron planters that bore no 
life. 

 “This is the solarium,” Victoria said, just for something to say. They reached the 
other end and Catherwood produced a key to unlock a small nondescript door. 

 “This leads to the tower,” he said. He pointed down the hall next to them. “This is 
where your rooms will be for tonight, and longer if you so require.” His shaking hands 
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managed to unlock the staircase to the tower. He opened the small door and stepped 
aside. “If you please, Doctor,” he said. 

 Strange nodded curtly and stepped into the stairwell. It was a curling spiral 
staircase. He navigated it through its turns and he came to a small antechamber. It was 
bitterly cold up in the tower. He blew on his hands and opened the small door. 

 Ducking through, he found himself in a chamber. A stand held a crystal on a table. 
To one side, a bookshelf for a few select tomes. Slim windows were set all around the 
wall. Just enough height to comfortably stand. And at the back of the room sat Sir Clive 
Bently in his circle of protection. 

 Strange‟s eyes widened as he saw Sir Clive. Valeria stepped through the small door 
into the room. 

 “He‟s aged a decade since I saw him last,” Strange breathed. Indeed, the man in 
the circle looked to be pushing eighty years old, his flesh sunken and his hair wild. He 
sat in what should have been a pose of peaceful meditation, but instead his jaw was 
locked as if in struggle, and his eyes bulged behind their lids.  

 “He‟s aged years since I left this morning,” Catherwood added from the 
antechamber. “Something is killing him.” 

 Strange maneuvered himself so his back was to the door. From his pocket, he 
drew out a gold circle the size of his palm, with a peculiar bead style border. He affixed 
the amulet to the collar of his coat so it hung at his throat. He nudged it with his will, 
and the amulet creased, then opened. 

 An eye made of pure gold and light was within. A warm glow suffused the 
chamber as the Eye gazed at Sir Clive. Strange nodded. 

 The circle of protection was like a layer of spotty glass in the astral plane, and 
Strange saw Sir Clive through it. His ethereal form was gone, but he was not in torpor. 
Nothing was preventing his spirit from returning to its body, so it must have suffered 
mishap wherever it went. 

 After a moment, the Eye closed and Strange turned. “Catherwood, please come in 
here.” 

 Catherwood hovered at the entrance, glancing in worriedly. 

 “I will not allow any harm to come to you,” Strange said gently. “We need to talk 
about what you saw.” 

 Catherwood reluctantly entered. “I didn‟t just find him like this,” Catherwood said 
slowly. “He summoned me in for wine and a fresh handkerchief, for his bleeding eyes. 
He had been scrying in the Crystal of Bas-Lyonesse too deeply and too long. I was 
concerned he would lose himself in it, as his mother had.” Catherwood cleared his 
throat. “Then there was a dark shape, made of coldness. It came and engulfed the 
protection circle, and I fear I swooned. When I regained my senses, I was alone in the 
cold and the dark, with only the dim light of the crystal. Once I lit some of the candles, 
I saw my master… like this.” His voice broke. 

 “When?” Strange asked. 
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 “Night before last. For two days life has been drained from the master. I‟m not 
sure how much more he can take.” Catherwood gazed anxiously into Strange‟s face. 
“Can you save him?” 

 Strange frowned. “We‟re running out of time. I need some privacy here, for a 
while.” 

 Valeria nodded curtly and ducked out, followed by Catherwood. Strange shut the 
door behind them and turned to regard the crystal. 

 “What did you see, old man?” he asked softly. 

 Then he bent his will to find out. 

* 

 “It‟s getting dark,” Catherwood noted. “I shall prepare some supper.” 

 “I‟ll take Valeria on a tour,” Victoria said. “Supper at eight?” 

 “Excellent,” Catherwood said with a stiff half bow. He turned and wound his way 
into the depths of the house. Victoria turned to Valeria. 

 “Is there anything you‟d particularly like to see?” she asked politely. 

 Valeria smiled faintly. “Lead the way, it‟s your tour,” she said. 

 “Well,” Victoria said, “since we have our coats on, let‟s start by taking a look at the 
stables.” They left the house. 

 As they walked along the face of the house, Victoria shivered. “I knew 
Catherwood was getting older, and that my uncle was absorbed in his studies, but the 
disrepair of the place is... is not what I remember. I did not realize…” She fixed her eyes 
on her feet as she walked. 

 “It‟s always hard,” Valeria said, “when people you care about have trouble and you 
don‟t know how to help them.” 

 Victoria glanced over at her. “So what do you know of the mystic arts?” she asked 
casually. 

 Valeria looked out across the rolling hills of the moor. The snow they crunched 
through was only a few inches deep, it didn‟t even come to their ankles. The wind had 
scoured it to the deep places of the moor. 

 “I know enough to get by, but I‟m no sorcerer,” Valeria said at last. “I can identify 
the Moons of Munnipoor, but I‟m a scholar, not a practitioner. You?” 

 “I can call upon the Flames of Faltine, and I was studying the Scarlet Screen of 
Cyttrak when Clive had second thoughts,” Victoria shrugged. “I have learned several 
runic alphabets. And I‟ve always been sensitive.” She paused. “A mixed blessing, seeing 
too much.” 

 “Indeed,” Valeria nodded. 

* 

 Almost—almost— an image began to coalesce within the depths of the reluctant 
crystal, the solution— 
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 The crystal shattered, spraying unnaturally sharp splinters of crystal around the 
room and at Strange. Only by abruptly jerking to the side with superhuman reflexes did 
Strange save his eyes. Strange heard Clive pull in a deep, shuddering breath. Then the 
old man fell over, dead. 

 Strange pursed his lips as blood beaded on the scattering of thin cuts on his face. 

 The investigation was not going well. 

* 

 Victoria stopped, her eyes distant. “Did you hear anything?” she asked softly. 

 “No,” Valeria said. 

 “We‟d better be getting back,” Victoria said, a current of unease in her voice as she 
glanced around, tense. 

 Valeria stopped, and held stock still. 

 On the ridge of the moor stood a man in a cloak, watching them. The cowl was 
deep and the cloak clenched shut from within. Valeria only assumed it was a man 
because he would have to be over seven feet tall… 

 “Victoria,” she said, glancing over her shoulder. When she looked back to the 
ridge, the cloaked figure was gone. 

 “Yes?” 

 “I saw someone up on the ridge. I‟m going to go take a look. I want to know if 
what I think I saw left any footprints.” 

 “You shouldn‟t go alone,” Victoria said reluctantly. 

 Valeria looked her in the eye. “I can handle myself. Don‟t worry about me. Go see 
if Strange is making progress.” 

 Victoria nodded and turned, heading for the door. Valeria turned back to the 
moor.  

 “Alright then,” she said, “you want to be mysterious. I can do mysterious.” She 
jogged toward the ridge. 

* 

 The door opened just as Victoria reached for it, and she pulled her hand back with 
a startled gasp. Strange looked at her, surprised. His slashed face was beginning to scab. 

 “Doctor Strange,” Victoria said, breathless. “Are you alright?” 

 “The crystal shattered when I tried to make it show me what it had seen,” Strange 
said. He hesitated. “Victoria, your uncle… is dead.” 

 She stared at him as color drained from her face. She swayed a bit and reached out 
to steady herself against the wall. “Oh, Clive,” she whispered. 

 Strange took her arm and gently steered her into the study. They sat at the large 
round table the Bentlys used for séances. Strange offered her a handkerchief, and she 
dabbed at her eyes. 
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 “My grandmother,” Victoria said, “lost herself in that crystal. I had hoped, when I 
was more proficient, to go after her. To find what remained and say goodbye and help 
her rest.” Victoria‟s face began to twist with the force of tears she held back, and 
Strange put an arm around her. She leaned into him and sobbed. 

 Strange stroked her hair, saying nothing, his mind racing from clue to clue, trying 
to build a bigger picture. 

* 

 Valeria took her glasses off and tucked them in her pocket, then she crouched on 
the ridge and studied it for tracks. 

 “Odd,” she murmured. No tracks. No traces. Just wind scoured rock and slick 
patches of snow. No one had stood here. She stood and looked back at the house from 
the ridge. Excellent vantage. 

 Her incredible hearing caught a faint whisper of rustling cloth whipping through 
the air. Valeria spun as a vast cloaked figure lunged at her, cloak flung wide. She leaped 
off the ground, right over the figure as its wide cloak defied certain laws of physics by 
remaining open as it lunged. She landed in the snow behind the cloak as it whirled. The 
spin of the cloth was abrupt and revealed no shapes inside the cloak. Valeria narrowed 
her eyes at the cloak. 

 It seemed it was… empty? 

 The shroud billowed up for another attack, and she leaped to the side. Snatching a 
corner of the cloth, she spun, putting her strength into it. The cloth whirled through the 
air in the wake of her tug, seemingly empty. As it swirled past her, it seemed to slither 
into itself. Then, Valeria was alone on the ridge. 

 Right. 

 “Now that was creepy,” she muttered. Then she shivered. 

She slipped her glasses back on, glanced around again, and headed down to the 
house. 

* 

 The vast grandfather clock tapped out its own slow inexorable rhythm in the 
background of the quiet room. Strange, Valeria, Victoria, and Catherwood quietly ate a 
supper of hot stew, bread, and cheese, washed down with cider. No one had much to 
say as they ate, watching the deep gloom of the night that pressed against the windows 
of the ancient house. 

 “I think I‟m beginning to put the pieces together,” Strange said quietly. He had 
everyone‟s undivided attention. 

 “Over the last month I know of five mystics that have gone missing,” he said. “In 
and of itself that‟s not unusual. Mystics tend to be a mysterious lot.” 

 “Indeed,” interjected Valeria, arching an eyebrow. 

 Strange went on. “These five that have vanished are the ones I would go to first 
regarding this puzzle. That does add a layer of oddity to their disappearance. Maybe,” he 
said deliberately, “it isn‟t a coincidence.” 
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 “There was something on the moor,” Valeria said in a low voice. “I thought it was 
a man in a cloak, but when I pulled at it, there was nothing underneath. Then it curled 
into itself and… vanished. While we‟re on the subject of mysterious vanishments.” 

 “That fits nicely into a gap in our puzzle,” Strange said. He stood and walked over 
to the window. “When I studied with Enitharmon the Weaver, he taught me that there 
are many mystic fabrics. Some are good, some are evil, some are indifferent. Each has 
purpose and power.” He turned and walked towards the clock, raising his arms behind 
him. He walked right out of his red coat, and it hovered in the air for a moment. 

 “What you saw on the moor sounds like a portal,” Strange mused. His coat dipped 
through the air then swirled behind Victoria, nudging her to her feet with its sleeves. 
“Perhaps a mobile portal. It seems to capture things on Prime and either move or 
remove them.” He turned to face Victoria as the coat slid on her and lifted her up to 
float above the table. Catherwood stared in unabashed wonder. 

 “I think the cloak that Valeria encountered somehow captured Bently‟s ethereal 
form and… consumed it,” Strange said. “Bently was never that comfortable astrally, and 
it seems odd that within minutes of when he died in the tower you spotted this form. 
Perhaps it was absorbing or dismantling Bently‟s life force, taking two days to finish him 
off.” Victoria floated to the ground, her eyes filling with tears. “Bently was a tough old 
wizard,” Strange said with half a smile, a deep sorrow in his eyes. “I will miss him. And 
that brings us to the present,” he added, a new edge to his voice. 

 “I don‟t know if this fabric is occupied or directed from afar or if it is self-aware. I 
don‟t know if it takes people into its own dimension, or somewhere else, or moves them 
around on prime. The spirits are silent on this matter. The only way I can discover the 
truth about this creature is to engage it directly and defeat it. Even in defeating it I must 
have an element of discovery or we will be no better off than we were. I will not let 
Bently‟s death be in vain.” 

 “We are in danger,” Victoria said simply, half a question. 

 “Yes,” Strange nodded. He looked her in the eye. 

 “Can you protect us?” she asked, her voice small. 

 “I can,” he said softly. 

 “But you don‟t want to,” Victoria said. 

 “If I armor you and anchor you to Prime, then our mysterious assailant may not 
reveal itself,” Strange said slowly, as though the words were made of pain. 

 “Until the funeral,” Victoria added coolly. “Mystics from around the world will 
come to the funeral and gather in one big group. How many could this cloak thing 
steal?” 

 Strange closed his eyes as his coat slipped from Victoria and drifted through the air 
back to him. As it slid on to him, he breathed her smell that lingered on the fabric. “We 
simply don‟t know,” he said. 

 “I‟ll do it,” Victoria said with the slightest quaver in her voice. “I‟ll be bait for this 
thing that murdered my uncle.” 

 Valeria watched Strange closely as he nodded, once, his eyes still closed. Victoria 
stood and strode out of the room. Catherwood quickly followed, looking worried. 
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 Valeria stood and walked over to Strange, touching his forearm. “I‟m glad it‟s not 
my decision to make, Strange,” she said. “How best… to protect the innocent.” She 
squeezed his forearm briefly. “I‟m with you.” Then she left the room, following 
Catherwood. 

 Strange stood, alone. He opened his eyes and walked over to the window. His 
resolve wavered. 

 “Mystics from all over the world will be at the funeral,” he murmured. His eyes 
hardened. “This thing must be stopped.” 

* 

 Victoria had finished adjusting the clothes on the body of her uncle. The candles 
were lit, the incense was burning. She knelt by his body, softly praying. 

 “May the vapors of the Vishanti embrace you, may Hoggoth watch over your 
journey,” she whispered. 

 At the back of the parlor, Valeria stood quietly, being unobtrusive. Victoria 
continued to pray for a few minutes, then stopped, leaning her head against the table. 

 “I‟m trying to imagine that it wasn‟t horrible for him, that he felt no pain and no 
fear at the end, that he went on to find peace,” Victoria said. 

 Valeria crossed the room, knelt by Victoria, and put her arm around her 
comfortingly. She had nothing to say. 

 For just a moment, there was a tremor in Victoria‟s shoulders, but she quickly 
controlled herself. “Do you think Strange could be persuaded to take me on as an 
apprentice, so I can truly inherit what was left to me?” she asked. 

 “I‟m sort of responsible for his current apprentice,” Valeria said ruefully. “If I try 
to get him another one he might kick me out.” 

 Victoria glanced back over her shoulder and saw Strange standing silently in the 
doorway. “Oh dear,” she murmured to herself. She stood quickly and straightened her 
jacket and skirt. 

 “If you will excuse me,” Valeria said to Victoria with a quick nod. She stood and 
walked past Strange and into the house. 

 Strange walked up to Victoria. “Here,” he said, “I want you to take this until the 
threat is passed.” 

 She looked down as he pressed a heavy gold amulet into her hand. 

 “It is the Eye of Agamotto,” Strange said. “It has powerful magic, it can protect 
you when things are at their darkest. Merely believe and remember the light and all will 
be well.” 

 She put it in her pocket. “Thank you,” she said. “Are you sure it works?” 
 “It has saved my life dozens of times,” Strange said. He nodded. “I‟m sure it 
works.” 

 “Thank you for your gift,” she said. “How much,” she added hesitantly, “did you 
overhear?” 
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 He sighed. “We all have a path to walk,” he said. “We will just have to see if our 
paths cross again.” He nodded, then turned with a swirl of his red coat and left the 
parlor. 

 Victoria looked after him. “You can be sure they will, Strange,” she said to herself. 
“Our paths are not chosen for us.” 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Valeria walked through the darkened and echoing solarium, then turned and 
passed the open tower door on her way to the room she was to spend the night in. She 
suddenly stopped. 

 Slowly turning, she looked at the gaping hole of the doorway to the tower. A 
shiver slithered down her spine. Something familiar. She recognized the rippling unease 
she felt flowing from the tower, and she quickly found Strange‟s door and knocked. 

 The door opened, and she stepped inside. “Strange,” she said quickly. “The 
tower.” 

 “Yes?” Strange stood in his undershirt and pants; he had been reading before bed. 

 “When I passed the tower I felt something, I felt a presence. But I‟ve felt it before.” 

 “When?” Strange said, giving her his full attention. 

 She hesitated for a moment. “In the nightmares I‟ve been having. There‟s the same 
feeling, the same taste if you will. Whatever has been plaguing my dreams is like 
whatever was in that tower. What did you find up there?” 

 Strange‟s expression darkened. “I tried to make the crystal show me what Bently 
saw in it,” he said. “There must be some connection between your dreams in the „States 
and what happened here. That isn‟t good,” he mused. “It bears further investigation.” 

 Strange turned and walked to the window, looking out into the night. The wind 
was rising, and the trees tossed fitfully in the pale light of the moon. 

 “I long to unveil my power as Sorcerer Supreme,” Strange said softly. “I want to 
turn this entire slice of Prime translucent, seal the area and pluck the shroud from its 
cover to tear its secrets from it. I don‟t dare,” he sighed, turning back to Valeria. 
“Whatever foe I now face, this force knows me. I can‟t explain it. My enemy has been a 
step ahead the entire time, anticipating my moves while I‟m left to guess. If I tip my 
hand, if I reveal my power too early in the game, it could be the destruction of 
everything worthwhile.” His eyes were very serious. “Neither of us wants to live 
through that again.” 

 He hesitated, then faced a corner of the room. The shadow was filling out, 
growing. Eyes, blank pale eyes with their own dim glow peered at him from the depths. 
With a peculiar curling rustle, a tip of a dark cloak unfurled out of the shadow onto the 
floor. 

 With a quick step, Strange was between the shadow and Valeria. With a gesture he 
tossed a flaring mystic probe into the shadow; it went into the dark, through it, and 
continued on in a different dimension, a mere candle in the deeps of the earth. 
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 The shadow lunged, the tips of the cloak brushing the walls of the room, and 
Stephen Strange was swept into the inky depths. 

 Valeria let out a shout and dove at the shadow. She rebounded off of something 
solid. She glared up at the cloak‟s face.  

 “Let me in,” she warned. She saw its face for the first time; somewhere between 
old leather and wood. It… smiled at her. She snatched a corner of the cloak and slung a 
hit into the solidity of its shadow. 

 They blasted through the wall and tumbled through the air together, and she 
clamped on to its hood and its border in a grip that could crumple steel effortlessly. 
They spun through the chaos of the wind, it snarling at her in a peculiar echoing sound. 
She let go of the hood and wound up for another strike. 

 This time when she swung she tumbled into the dark. 

 “Strange!” she shouted. “I‟m coming!” 

 The shroud closed behind her, then closed into itself. 

 A single brick toppled from the hole crushed in the wall of the guest room. 

 They were gone. 

* 

 Strange blinked. This place. Somehow familiar. He glanced down and saw that he 
was in his ethereal form. Because of that he could not smell the carnage that surrounded 
him. 

 He recognized the street where he lived, then he turned and saw that his home, the 
Sanctum, was a giant torch. Demons scampered and skittered around him, and to his 
dismay he saw the body of Peter Parker, torn and battered, thrown into the flame. 

 A harsh braying laugh rang out, and Strange turned at the speed of thought to see 
the goat-footed demoness hurl another fistful of flame down the street. Bodies 
everywhere. And she turned to face him, gleaming steel armor over her entire form. A 
flaring sword flickered with too-bright flame where it was stuffed through the body of a 
policeman and into the street. 

 “Come back to watch?” said the wicked voice from the armor. She held up a 
pendant, a crystal pendant, and within Strange saw his body frozen out of time and 
space. 

 “Front row seat,” Illyana hissed, and behind her explosions erupted down the 
block as demons swarmed through a pale hole hanging in the sky… 

* 

 Valeria pushed herself, flying as fast as she could. She forced her will to focus on 
speed, and she screamed along at speeds that would disrupt an atmosphere. 

 But there seemed to be no trouble here. No light. Nothing at all. The empty dark 
stretched on in every direction further than the limits of imagination could bear. She felt 
the darkness press at her, press into her eyes, into her ears, into her very skin. This was 
more than the absence of light. It was rich, full darkness, almost alive with its own 
immensity. 



 

    23 

 There was no sun here. 

 “Strange!” she shouted. “Where are you?” 

 She flew faster than ever, desperately fighting the sense that she wasn‟t moving at 
all… 

* 

 Victoria stood struggling to catch her breath as she stared at the shattered hole in 
the wall, freezing wind slithering into the house through the breach. 

 “Miss Victoria?” Catherwood said uncertainly from behind her. 

 “They‟re gone,” Victoria said. “I can feel it. Strange and his assistant both. Taken.” 
She struggled mightily against the despair that welled up in her at the thought. If Strange 
could not defeat it, no one could. 

 Or, perhaps… 

 She reached into her pocket and felt the warm, reassuring weight of the gold 
amulet. Her resolve hardened. 

 “Come, Catherwood,” she said. “We have much to do.” 

* 

 “So you feed on despair,” Strange said, glancing around the horror show. “No 
wonder old Bently held out as long as he did. He was more than a pragmatist, he was 
stubborn. I‟ll not surrender easily either.” For a moment, Strange regretted the loss of 
the Eye of Agamotto. With it he could illuminate the illusion that surrounded him and 
find what was behind it, engage and finish off this creature. 

 “No matter,” he murmured. “Perhaps earth magics are lost to me away from 
Prime,” he said aloud, “but I was a sorcerer before the heavy mantle of the defense of 
Prime was mine. I call upon the name of the Eternal Vish… Vu…” His brow creased. 
“Oh dear.” 

 Just then a gust of cold wind hit him, and he glanced around. 

 He stood on a steep, icy path. Surrounding him were walls of stone and snow. 
Wind snarled and gushed around him, and he leaned heavily on his walking stick. The 
fur trim of his parka slithered in the onslaught of wind. 

 Glancing down, he saw he was wearing boots, heavy pants. And with a deep chill 
colder than the howling wind, he realized that he could not feel the fingertips of his 
shaking hands. 

 “A little further,” called his guide, Jigme. The surgeon looked up the path and 
trembled. 

* 

 Valeria saw a glimmer of light in the ocean of darkness, and she closed in on it 
with desperate speed. As she got closer, she saw it was more than one light, it was lights 
from the windows of a small village. Closer and closer she flew. A palace, and on the 
parapet a man on his knees weeping, sobbing as though his heart had been torn from 
him. 

 She hesitated, realizing who she was watching. 
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 The preternatural chill of the darkness swept through her, cutting to the marrow of 
her bones. 

 She dropped down closer. 

* 

 Victoria finished arranging the candlesticks in the chalk diagram she had drawn on 
the table. 

 “Is this wise?” asked Catherwood, worry written in the lines of his face. 

 “It is necessary,” she said firmly, adjusting the mystic robes she wore. “This 
summoning should draw the creature, this shroud, to me. Then I‟ll deal with it.” 

 “But, Miss Victoria,” Catherwood said, “if this thing defeated Doctor Strange and 
von Doom, what chance do you have?” 

 “Defeated?” she said, raising an eyebrow. “Perhaps. But if it took Sir Clive two 
days to be finished off by this demon, then they may last a few hours. Perhaps they 
were teleported to another place, perhaps they are just being detained.” She pulled the 
amulet from her robe and affixed it to the collar of her robe. 

 “Besides,” she said, her touch lingering on the amulet. “Strange gave me this 
bauble with the idea that it would protect me from this monster. Because of that, he 
doesn‟t have it. I owe it to him to at least attempt a rescue.” 

 She struck a match. “You must have faith. Now, silence. I will begin the ritual.” 

 She touched the flame to the candle, and it sent up its own steady light. 

* 

 “I go no further,” shouted Jigme in his spotty English. He leaned against the wind. 

 Stephen struggled with the raw edge of need as his body clamored for alcohol and 
shelter. “Go then!” he shouted, his voice slurred. “Don neeja anyway!” He peered once 
again through the swelter of snow and caught another glimpse of the peculiar temple 
perched in the height of the mountain. He fought for breath. “I‟ll fin my own way in!” 

 He staggered past his guide, who watched him go. Then old Jigme shook his head 
and began the grueling hike down the mountain alone, leaving the driven Westerner to 
die in the cold embrace of the mountain. 

 The paleness battered the staggering doctor as he ventured deeper into its blind 
expanse. Some isolated and distant part of Doctor Strange‟s mind felt the jarring of the 
past against the present, the unreality of both times. He staggered and fell as the snow 
closed in around him; he felt the teeth in the wind, the heavy bite of the sub zero frost. 

 He would not give up. The mountain would have to kill him. He would not lay 
down and die. 

 He clambered along in the impossibly frigid snow. Strange fought against the 
illusion, against the bone-sapping cold that penetrated him. 

 And then he was through the defense, after what felt like an eternity of battle 
against an intangible foe. Perhaps that had suited him for what he eventually became. 
Perhaps that‟s why the Ancient One spared him. 
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 His mind receded into the illusion as he faced the heavy golden doors. Leaning his 
pathetic weight against the doors, he tried to force one open. It creaked as it swung 
slowly, just wide enough for the thin doctor to push his way in.  

 Stephen Strange stood in the hallway, his clothes loose under his heavy coat, a 
combination of despair and alcohol and poverty emptying his weight and leaving him a 
shadow of himself. He lifted his shaking hands to his face and simply breathed air that 
hovered just over freezing, basking in the tingling warmth. 

 The temple breathed too. Air slithered through its timeless stone corridors, seeking 
an elusive balance it never found. The ornate carvings in the walls, on each furnishing, 
were long forgotten or ignored. This place was dying, and it had been dying for 
hundreds of years. Stephen took his first fumbling steps, sure he would have to 
amputate half his toes and maybe some fingers because of frostbite. 

 “Great,” he muttered to himself as he took a swig of the portion of his whisky that 
had not yet frozen. “Git to the Ancient One and aks him ta make my hans stop shakin, 
then lose some fingers ta frost. Just brillant.” 

 He followed the labyrinthine corridors, He was quickly and thoroughly lost, but 
some instinct or memory drove him on until he reached a heavily carved archway into a 
more brightly lit room. He stopped his stumbling search and peered into the room. 

 Stephen closed his eyes and gathered his will, driving the fog of intoxication from 
his mind, subduing the pain that throbbed constantly in his body since the car accident. 
He had a life to get back to. It was time to end this terrible interlude. 

 In the center of the large room was a modest throne with deep cushions. A frail, 
ancient man sat meditating. Stephen felt the most peculiar sense of déjà vu as he took 
two steps into the room and regally raised his chin. 

 “I am Doctor Stephen Strange,” he said, his voice weak from the exertions to 
reach the temple. “I have heard of you, of your ability to heal. I need you to heal my 
hands, to stop their shaking. I need you to end this nightmare so I can get back to my 
life the way it was.” 

 The Ancient One sat immobile in his contemplations. 

 Fully sober and prickling with a sense that something was deeply out of place, 
Stephen approached. 

 “Aren‟t you the Ancient One?” he said with a careening sense that he had left the 
script. 

 He touched the robe of the mystic. 

 The corpse fell over. 

 “A few days later,” intoned a thick, dark voice from the shadows, “and this is what 
you would have found.” 

 Stephen spun. “Who are you?” he asked sharply, fear washing through him from a 
memory he had not yet earned. 

 Then he saw. 

* 
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 Victor von Doom was on his knees on the battlement, wracked by some terrible 
grief, his hands covering his face, hair spilling down. Valeria reached to comfort him 
then froze, seeing the sheath of armor on her forearm. She pulled her steely hand back. 

 A loud snap reverberated through the air, and she felt a tremor in the stone of the 
parapet. Turning, she saw a crack race across the uppermost spire, then it shattered. 
Stone sprayed everywhere, and from beneath the crumbling spire rose a tower of steel 
and stone, the uppermost tip of a real fortress. 

 The stone of the palace was swiftly wrapped in a web of fault lines, the ground 
trembling. Like new teeth pushing up under the old, a fortress began to dislodge the 
palace to replace it with something singularly grim. The central keep exploded into 
fragments, and with a hissing screech a true fortification tore up into its rightful place 
on the skyline. 

 Valeria quickly looked back to Victor where he knelt on the battlement. He was 
draped in a green cloak. 

 “Not again,” Valeria gasped, fighting against the shock, trying to breathe. “It 
wasn‟t supposed to be this way. Not for you. Not in this time…” 

* 

 As Victoria read from the book, the candle smoke twitched as though it was alive. 
It formed a ring in the air, a wide and even ring. Catherwood stood off to the side with 
a fire extinguisher in hand, waiting tensely for the misstep that would require the 
ceremony‟s abrupt end. 

 Victoria‟s sonorous chanting fell into a hushed silence, and then the shroud drifted 
out of the shadows of the room and into the ring of candle smoke. 

 It raised its head, and Victoria gasped as she saw its face. Somewhere between 
deeply scored wood and twisted leather, its face leered at her. No teeth lurked in its 
hideous, empty smile. Nothing glinted in the fathomless shadows of its eye sockets. 

 “If you‟re in such a rush,” it whispered, “you could have just said so.” 

 The cloak swept forward. A moment later, it was gone. 

 Catherwood stood alone in the room, fighting against his terror. 

 “Not again,” he gritted out. 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 “Who are you,” gasped Strange as he groped for an answer that he sensed he 
already knew. 

 “I am Baron Mordo,” the tall man in the shadows said, his deep voice thick with 
dark glee. “I am the première student of the Ancient One. I am the heir to his 
knowledge and his strength.” 

 “You are a murderer and a liar and a thief,” Stephen rasped out, feeling his body 
assume the ancient posture of defense that he had not yet learned. The illusion twisted, 
weaving present and past together in a disconcerting and nauseating rush of memory 
and truth. 
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 “Your sweet words will earn you no mercy,” Mordo sneered. “Prepare to meet the 
fate that should have been yours, dabbler.” 

 “You cannot harm me,” Stephen Strange said with fresh authority earned from too 
many battles where he had defeated the icon of menace before him. “You do not exist 
here.” 

 “Oh?” Mordo said, amused. 

 “I traveled to where the ancient monastery should have been,” Strange said, his 
eyes smoldering as his voice quieted. “In this reality, the Chinese bombed it to rubble 
while we were both the students of the Ancient One. In this reality, all three of us were 
killed at our studies. That is how this dimension came to be without a Sorcerer 
Supreme, and why I came... from the other place.” 

 “So tell me, Strange,” Mordo said. He stepped into the light. Deep bags under his 
eyes accentuated their languid viciousness. His forehead was bared, his dark lank hair 
combed back from his square and savage face. He was solidly built, filling out his robes. 
Muscular hands flexed as he spoke, and Strange felt him roiling with dark energies. “If 
I‟m dead, then how come I to be here?” 

 Strange was quiet for a moment, thinking fast. 

 “You aren‟t in your home dimension,” Mordo prompted. “And you‟re not in your 
adopted dimension. Who says I‟m not real? Your pathetic amulet?” 

 “Prepare yourself,” Strange said, his eyes hardening. “This is going to hurt.” 

 “But Strange,” laughed Mordo, “you know nothing of the art of magic. You have 
not yet learned it! You are mine to toy with, to command. Due to a luscious jaunt down 
history lane, I now rule this dimension and its future. You will be my plaything until I 
tire of avenging myself for countless defeats.” 

 “I‟ve been in worse spots,” Strange said reflectively. 

 “You came to have your hands healed so you could return to the life of a surgeon 
that you had before you drove your fast car into another fast car and had permanent 
nerve damage,” Mordo said. “You came to an ancient mystic to have your hands cured 
so you can throw yourself back into your debauched life. How little you knew then of 
responsibility.” 

 “Maybe, maybe not,” Strange said. “I have since paid for my foolishness.” 

 “You were urged to stay on by the Ancient One to protect him from me,” Mordo 
said. “That was why the Ancient One chose you, tested you. And ultimately I 
discovered that I had never been anything more than a foil for his Chosen One, that the 
Ancient One had found me wanting and kept me only to be a training exercise and 
sparring partner for the one he chose to pass his power to. Do you think I didn‟t 
notice? And dream of the day when you were at last fully within my grasp, at my 
mercy?” 

 “That‟s it,” Strange said, his voice full of wonder. “This predator managed to pull 
you from my store of fears. You are given shape to defeat me so I may be devoured by 
whatever lurks behind these illusory walls! That is the only way you could come to be 
here. And you will have to destroy me, illusion. I defy you to break my will. I will not 
surrender.” 
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 Mordo smiled briefly. “Believe what you like, Strange,” he said. “Now, your 
death.” 

 “There is hope,” Strange said softly as Mordo gathered his power. 

 Strange stood fast in the face of the darkening energy. 

* 

 Valeria stood, speechless, as Victor got a hold of himself, wiped at his face. He 
stood, and she felt again the well-remembered hum of silent energy. He was clad from 
his neck to his feet in a suit of power armor, just like her mentor had been. She 
desperately struggled to resist the waves of panicked rejection at the sight of the former 
von Doom‟s armor on the younger man. 

 He wore no helmet. 

 Victor looked her in the eye. “You knew me so well,” he said, his voice tender and 
betrayed. “How could you let this happen to me again?” 

 She opened her mouth, then closed it as tears welled into her eyes. Impossible. 
This had all the hallmarks of an illusion, a nightmare. But it possessed such power it 
robbed her of strength. 

 “It is up to you to finish the task,” he said, looking her in the eye as the final 
chunks of Castle Doomstadt crushed through the husk of Victor von Doom‟s palace. 

 She felt the heat, though it did not bring pain with it. Raising her hand, she looked 
down in wonder. 

 Between her fingers she held a red hot face mask, barely cooled enough to hold its 
shape. 

 Victor took a deep breath, closing his eyes. Then, when he opened them, they were 
unswerving, steeled against all pain. 

 “Put it on my face,” he said in a quiet voice that allowed no disobedience. 

 The last vestiges of façade tore down off the wall as Valeria stood transfixed by 
that dark gaze, the searing mask in her hand. 

* 

 Victoria stood staring at the ancient heap of Bently Manor, flames rippling out of 
the windows in sheets of destruction. All the books and mystic defenses of the house 
charred, flared, popped, burned away. 

 “All of it,” she whispered, staring at the dark vision. “I‟ve squandered the family‟s 
power,” she said, breathless. 

 “Indeed,” Catherwood said dryly. He stood beside her, sadly watching the flames. 
“This is what comes of dabbling.” He looked her in the eye, a kind of revulsion twisting 
beneath the surface of his implacable trained calm. 

 Victoria stood breathing heavily. “No,” she said, shaking her head. “No, this can‟t 
be real.” She gritted her teeth as she fought off a thick and dark wave of despair. 

 “NO!” she screamed, standing up straight. She closed her eyes, blocking out the 
sight of the burning house. In her mind, she thought of brilliant sun through dappled 
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leaves on the riverbank. She breathed deep and imagined the incredible depthless light 
of that summer afternoon. 

 There was no sound as a crease slipped across the dome of the amulet, but the 
entire world shimmered in pain. Then the Eye cracked open. An Eye of gold and light 
drifted from the amulet and set itself upon Victoria‟s forehead. 

 She gripped the amulet. “Show me the truth! Show me Strange!” 

* 

 Strange stared at Mordo as the dark shadow flexed, power rippling around him. 
The sorcerous bolt that was to annihilate Strange grew brighter, stronger, then Mordo 
was illuminated truly and he vanished into wisps of fleeing darkness as Victoria strode 
through his space. The temple wavered and twisted into itself, leaving Victoria and 
Strange in a dark place alone and without scenery. 

 “Strange?” Victoria asked in a small voice. 

 “Indeed,” Strange said as knowledge burst its dams and poured back into him. 
“Satisfy yourself with the Eye, it cannot allow you to be deceived.” 

 Relief showed on her face. “Thank the gods,” she said. “I‟ve found you, alive.” 

 “Yes,” Strange nodded, “and while I think I would have withstood another round, 
I‟m just as pleased I didn‟t have to find out. May I?” he asked, gesturing at the amulet. 

 “Yes, please,” she said with a shiver. “I‟m quite pleased to meet up with you, I 
don‟t care to push my luck.” 

 “Stay close to me,” Strange said, “and we‟ll get out of this alright.” 

 He blinked, and the Eye obediently left its amulet and settled upon his forehead. 

 “Show me Valeria,” he said in a chilling voice of command. Victoria grasped his 
arm, glancing around uncertainly. 

 The beam of light shot through darkness, endless fathoms of darkness, and fixed 
itself upon a tear-streaked face. 

 “By the Vishanti, it‟s almost too late,” he muttered swiftly as he grasped Victoria. 

 Strange was moving. 

* 

 “How could you?” Victor asked, his voice deadly soft as a sob shook Valeria‟s 
whole frame. 

 Then a blinding light suffused the parapet, there was an explosion of power 
between the two. Valeria took a step back, gasping, dropping the glowing mask. Victor 
clutched his face as he was thrown back. 

 Strange was at Valeria‟s side. She dimly recognized Victoria behind him. Valeria 
choked back a sob and gave Strange a fierce hug, careful not to crush him. 

 “Took your time,” she said into his coat. 

 Strange gently disengaged her. “Victoria saved us all,” he said. “And she brought 
me the Eye.” 
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 “So we‟re leaving, right?” Victoria said hopefully. 

 “In a moment,” Strange said, his voice hard. “Within this realm of cold and 
shadow lurks a predator. I mean to stop it.” 

 He turned, his light inexorably sweeping the darkness. It settled on a lean, corded 
body with a patchy hide and sharp, weak teeth. It‟s eyes flared in the darkness, but in 
the light of the amulet it cowered, its eyes pale and empty. 

 “Hello,” Strange said, his voice almost conversational. 

 Power swelled through the amulet and slapped into the predator with a painful 
snap. Flaring light stripped it of illusion and power, and with a crunch the predator was 
broken. 

 Darkness swelled away from them, billowing in a cold wind, and they stood on the 
table as the fabric of the shroud slung away to the sides. Inside the cowl, the face was 
twisted with unspeakable wracking agony. 

 “I know what you are now,” Strange said, his voice soft. He gestured, and the 
cloak was arrested in the air, in a grip it could not elude. “I know how to stop you.” 

 Strange focused his energies, closed one fist, and then slowly unclenched his other 
fist. The cloak reluctantly peeled away from the shadow beneath, tearing the two apart. 
The light of the Eye still bathed them both. 

 In a single bound, a man leaped from the shadow and toppled to the floor. The 
shroud kicked up a wild fight, and for a moment Strange bent his entire concentration 
to assuring that it could not escape. 

 Victoria fell from the table with a cry, and Valeria caught her and put her on the 
ground, but as she turned the man who had fallen from the cloak leaped through the 
window with a shattering crash. She moved to follow, then hesitated as Strange hissed, 
narrowing his eyes and cranking the shroud into an intolerable position. 

 The cloak fell to the floor, limp. Strange sighed, then climbed down off the table, 
moving like an old man. “The trick,” he said, “is to pull out a thread without unraveling 
the whole. Detail work,” he added with a shake of his head, “is a lot tougher than the 
broad strokes.” 

 “Is it still dangerous?” Victoria asked. 

 Strange bent over and picked up the fabric. “Not until some damned fool wakes it 
up again,” he said wearily. “That‟s something we can‟t risk,” he added. He folded the 
shroud to a manageable size. 

 “What do you mean to do?” Valeria asked. “Destroy it?” 

 “No,” Strange said quickly. “No, that‟s not a good idea. There‟s too much…  
things like this are never made without a number of, well, countermeasures. To 
unweave it takes much skill and there is danger, and to simply tear it…” He shook his 
head. “No. Countermeasures are its protection.” His hand moved to the amulet at his 
throat. “Countermeasures shall be its protection.” 

 He removed the Eye of Agamotto from his throat and slowly placed the amulet on 
the folded shroud. He pressed the Eye down on the cloak and then smoothed the fabric 



 

    31 

with his hand. Then he abruptly put both on the table and rubbed his mouth, looking at 
them. 

 “I have bound them together,” he said softly. “I will lose the Eye, but the Cloak 
will never again be awakened. Should such happen… the Eye will destroy it and 
neutralize the consequences.” 

 There was a silence in the room as they realized what that meant. As they grasped 
his sacrifice. 

 “Is there no other way?” Valeria asked, her voice hushed. 

 “There is no better way,” Strange replied, a touch of sadness in his voice. “It is 
done.” 

 There was a moment of silence, all eyes on the dark fabric of the shroud and the 
gleaming quiescent gold circle in its center. 

 Victoria cleared her throat. “What about the man? The man who ran away?” 

 “The shroud needed a host to function,” Strange said quietly. “That poor soul was, 
in his way, as trapped as we were. I‟m not sure he can survive without it. Some part of 
him was sacrificed to the darkness, to the foulness of the shroud that could not 
withstand the light of day.” He looked at Victoria. “You are right. He should be found. 
Then he should be helped. Or stopped.” 

 “I‟ll see if I can find him,” Valeria said. She swiftly left through the door. 

 “I‟ll brew some hot tea,” Catherwood said in a meek voice. He bowed out. 

 Victoria and Strange watched each other for a moment. 

 “Now more than ever,” she said. “I want to be your apprentice, Stephen. I want to 
learn to defeat such madness and evil before it gains a foothold in our world.” 

 “I can‟t,” Strange said softly. “Your heart is true, but… not right now. I must find 
what is beneath this, for the shroud has given me an idea of a bigger threat to the 
earth.” He paused. “Perhaps later.” 

 “Until then?” she asked, trying to swallow her disappointment. 

 “Sir Clive‟s ancestral home is full of precious items of power,” Strange said gently. 
“Protect them. Keep this place safe. And his memory.” 

 She nodded, tears pushing into her eyes. 

 Strange kissed her on the forehead. “You saved us all,” he said. His shoulders 
sagged just a bit. “I must rest.” He turned and left the room. 

 She stood alone. 

 

January 17 

 “You found nothing,” Strange said as he stood on the ridge, watching the sun rise. 

 “I found nothing,” Valeria confirmed. “He left no tracks, and he moved fast if he 
got anywhere ahead of me.” 
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 Strange nodded. “That is to be expected. He will resurface when the time is right. 
His fate is bound up in this darkness we face.” 

 “And just what darkness do we face?” Valeria asked coolly. 

 “I have an idea, but just that,” Strange said. “It is too soon to suggest.” 

 “Fine,” Valeria said dryly. “I‟ll let the mystic keep his mysteries.” 

 “Good plan,” Strange said with a nod. “I need you to go home and protect Illyana 
and the Sanctum. They are sure to come under attack if my suspicion is true, and we 
haven‟t the time to waste.” 

 “What about the publishers in London?” Valeria asked. 

 Strange impatiently waved his hand. “I‟ll call them. Give them my apologies. This 
threat is too important to waste time with such a mundane concern.” 

 “What are you going to do?” Valeria asked him directly. 

 “I need to check with some of my contacts,” Strange said vaguely. “Confirm my 
suspicions. If we are up against the foe I suspect, even I may not have the strength to 
see it through.” 

 “It‟s good you‟re not alone then,” Valeria said with quiet confidence. Then she 
turned and walked down towards where Catherwood waited with the car. 

 “Indeed,” Strange said quietly, the world blurring through his gaze, “Indeed it is.” 

* 

 Strange drifted down, one with the shifting snow, and landed on the crust of ice 
that lay thick upon the shattered mountaintop. He looked down the path, clearly visible 
in the swirl of snow from the sky. No mystic protections or barriers separated this 
broken mountaintop from the others, here on the roof of the world. 

 Strange knelt on the snow. 

 “I had forgotten,” he said, “how much I missed you.” He stopped, waited to 
regain his composure. 

“Thank you. For taking a chance on a shaky Westerner, an arrogant surgeon. 
Thank you for the heaviest burden I have ever carried. I‟ll never fail you again.” 

 On the ruin of the shattered monastery, Doctor Stephen Strange looked up at the 
sky. 

 “May you be bathed in the light of the Vishanti,” he said softly. He knelt and put a 
single white rose in the snow, and with a pass of his hand the flower was coated in ice, 
perfectly preserved. 

“Tamam Shud,” he said. Then he was gone. 

 The snow swirled into his empty footsteps, and the eternally blooming rose caught 
the last rays of the setting sun in threads of crimson light. 
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Safekeeping 
January 20 

The television snapped off. In the sudden quiet left behind, the gentle rain 
tapping on the window seemed to get louder. With a sigh, the young blonde woman on 
the couch stood with a prodigious stretch. 

 She padded over to the window and looked down at the rain-swept street below. 
The mid-day sun filtered through the heavy clouds, pale by the time it reached the 
street. 

 “Rain all afternoon, sleet tonight,” she murmured to herself. She brightened. “The 
weather‟s always the same in the underspace. I might as well enjoy the variety.” 

 Illyana strolled into the hallway and down the stairs to the kitchen. “House sitting 
is hungry work,” she noted.  

 She had just finished making herself an improbable sandwich, three tiers and a 
number of odd ingredients, when the phone rang. She heaved a sigh and answered it; 
“Strange residence, Illyana attending.” 

 “Cute,” said an elegant voice on the other end. “It‟s Valeria. I‟m calling from the 
airport. Hey, I was wanting to make a stop before I head over, I‟m just checking to 
make sure everything is okay.” 

 “Somebody gave Tim Burton a budget again,” Illyana said, inspecting her nails, 
“but other than that the morning has been uneventful. I‟ll bend every inch of my 
mystical prowess to keeping the status quo until I‟m relieved by one of you heavy 
hitters.” 

 “Sarcasm, eh?” Valeria said with an audible smile. “Well you just keep the runic 
defenses bolstered and make sure to invoke Hoggoth if things get too bad. I plan to be 
there after dinner. Okay?” 

 “Watch the weather, by the way,” Illyana said, coiling the phone cord around her 
wrist. “Supposed to turn to sleet. Hey, I have things under control. Enjoy your date.” 

 “What?” Valeria said sharply. 

 Illyana grinned and hung up the phone. She sat down to lunch, waiting for the 
phone to ring. It didn‟t. 

 “Some things,” she said quietly to herself as she finished her lunch, “you don‟t 
need to scry for.” 

 No sooner had she rinsed her dishes when someone frantically pounded on the 
front door. She spun, eyes narrowing. She glanced down at herself. Tee shirt, sweats, 
barefoot. Bah. She could answer the door.  

 She swung the heavy door open and blinked. “Banner?” she said, startled. 

 “Ms. Sendry?” he replied, equally surprised. The man on the stoop was not tall. He 
was a bit scrawny, and the effect was magnified by his mousy hair being slicked to his 
head by the rain, and by his spattered glasses. One of his eyes was bruised, swelled 
almost shut. 
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 “Come in, come in,” she said. “What are you doing here?” 

 “I was about to ask the same of you,” Banner said as he stepped into the entryway 
and shucked his sopping wet trench coat. His glasses immediately fogged. “I came to 
talk to Doctor Strange. Is he in?” 

 “Small world,” Illyana said. “I can‟t believe you know Strange too! I‟m his 
apprentice now.” 

 “Wow,” Banner said as he stood dripping. “Then you know where he is.” 

 “Yes and no,” she shrugged. “I‟m house-sitting. Tell you what, though, you need 
to take a hot shower and get some different clothes on. You‟re welcome to wait here 
until he gets back.” 

 “Um,” Banner said, shifting uncomfortably. “I‟m not sure it can wait.” He turned 
and peered out the window, scanning the street. “I have a bit of a problem…” 

* 

 Valeria sipped her wine. She glanced up as someone approached. 

 “Hello, Victor,” she said, standing up and extending her hand. He strolled up to 
her, trying to restrain his grin in a warm smile. He looked good, she observed. Her eyes 
quickly traveled from his neat and slim shoes up his suit to the peculiar pattern of his 
silk tie, then up to his eyes. 

 With a flourish, he took her hand and kissed the back of it. Then he scooted her 
chair out. She sat down again, and he took his seat opposite her.  

 “I was most pleased to get your call,” he said. “I have not had lunch today, so this 
is a welcome interruption of my studies.” His peculiar European accent was as faintly 
thrilling as ever. She had almost forgotten his magnetism in person.  

 “It‟s good to see you,” she said. “All in one piece. I‟ve thought about you a bit 
lately.” She looked down into her drink. “I just came back from a business trip in 
London for the Planetary. I had… a nightmare. I just wanted to see you,” she said, 
looking up and into his eyes. “To see that you‟re doing fine.” 

 “I believe in the power of dreams,” he said with a nod. He leaned back in his chair. 
“I think there‟s something in the air at Stark International, though. Not only me, but 
several of the people I work with have had terrible dreams lately. The staff is 
increasingly grumpy,” he said with half a smile. “Maybe we could move our quarters. 
Stark‟s considering it. He‟s been trying to identify and isolate anything that could have 
that effect. When you study as I do, you cannot afford to have your concentration and 
appetite affected.” 

 “Speaking of which,” she said, nodding towards the waiter as he unobtrusively 
drew near to the table. 

 They ordered, and watched the waiter go. 

 “So what are you studying?” Valeria asked. 

 Victor smiled. “Fascinating scientific advances. I‟ve been working on an exosuit, 
powered armor. Stark‟s technology, his power sources and miniaturization are 
outstanding. He‟s a real genius. The best way to learn about his design principles and 
technology is to build a suit myself, so I can know what questions need to be answered. 
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I‟m encountering the difficulties and overcoming them. When I get this first suit 
finished, I should be able to use my working knowledge to expand into further 
advancements and refinements.” He nodded. “It‟s going well.” 

 Valeria felt a chill. 

* 

 “The kitchen needs to have blue trim, not tan,” the stately brunette said. “I want 
myself and my guests to feel peaceful, not sedated. And check the fax for the tile pattern 
I selected. Clear? Good. I don‟t want another fiasco like the guest bedroom‟s bath. See 
to it that this one is done correctly.” She nodded. “All settled then. Fax me the revised 
estimate.” She hung up the phone. 

 A light knock hit the door of the office, and a young woman leaned in. “Excuse 
me, Ms. Montessi, a Stephen Strange is here to see you.” 

 “Doctor Stephen Strange,” Montessi corrected with an arch of her eyebrow. “What 
an unexpected honor. Do send the doctor in.” 

 Her assistant nodded and withdrew, and a moment later a thin man with an 
angular face entered. He wore a red trench coat. His dark moustache was shot through 
with gray, and there were white streaks at his temples. He smiled at Ms. Montessi. 

 “Good to see you again, Elsbeth,” he said. 

 “The honor is mine,” she said with an inclination of the head. “What brings your 
august personage to visit me?” 

 “I was wondering if you would hide something for me,” Strange said. 

 “Not really beating around the bush, are we,” she observed dryly. “Hello, good to 
meet you, how are the studies, and so on. Yes then. What do you want me to hide?” 

 “Please excuse my neglect of social pleasantries,” Strange said as he hefted a 
briefcase and put it on her desk. “I‟ve been in a rush lately. Surely you‟ve felt the dark 
force pressing in on us?” 

 “Of course,” she said, a bit more subdued. “What is it?” 

 “I have a suspicion, one I‟m well on the way to confirming. Here is the herald of 
the assault that is surely coming,” he said, and he popped the latches on the case and 
opened it. Montessi moved around to stand next to him, looking down into the 
briefcase. 

 She caught her breath. “Is that the Eye of Agamotto?” she said. 

 “Yes,” Strange said. “It is tied to the Shroud. Should the Shroud ever be awoken 
again, the Eye will destroy it without allowing its… contingency plans to disrupt the 
Earth.” 

 “The Shroud is powerful enough to cost you the Eye?” Montessi said, astonished. 

 “Yes,” Strange said grimly. “It is a portal; if it gets a host, then it can sweep people 
into its folds and drain them of life and the will to go on, then destroy them. I suspect 
this was just a scout. Something bigger is coming and I‟m running out of time. I don‟t 
want to put this in my Sanctum, it is already a juicy enough target for the darkness that 
is even now finding ways into our world. Can you secure it with your family artifacts?” 
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 “I can and I will,” she said resolutely, looking him in the eye. “It is the least I can 
do for the Sorcerer Supreme.” 

 “Then it‟s settled,” Strange said. “So much for business.” He smiled a bit ruefully. 

 “As for pleasure,” Montessi said, her eyes narrowing. “Do you have supper plans?” 

 “I have miles to go before I may rest,” Strange said with a shake of the head. “I 
would like to take you up on your offer after this is resolved, if the offer stands.” 

 “What offer?” Montessi said archly. “Just a question, Stephen.” 

 He smiled. “Please excuse my presumption. I‟d like you to ask that question again 
when this is over.” 

  “After all,” she said, turning away, “answering questions is what you do.” 

 “Thank you for your help,” Strange said simply. He nodded. “Be careful.” He 
turned and left the way he came. 

 “And you,” Montessi said, gazing out the window. “And you.” 

* 

 Banner sat at the kitchen table, his hair combed and his wet clothes replaced by dry 
ones from Strange‟s wardrobe. He nursed a hot cup of coffee as Illyana finished making 
him a sandwich. 

 “So what‟s your story?” Banner asked. 

 She shrugged. “You knew me because the Project picked me up from a hospital 
when I got sick, real sick. The Project kept me alive, mostly through your efforts. Turns 
out I had Tymaz Nine, a kind of a killswitch virus that could be activated by the former 
KGB, that somehow got turned on and started killing me. To get a cure for me they 
thought they would need to use regernative tissue and so on from Logan, who raised 
me. They caught him, took him to their secret base, you know all that.” 

 “So far so good,” Banner said, and he sipped his coffee. 

 “We all escaped.” 

 “Right,” Banner nodded. 

 “Well,” Illyana said, “when we escaped we were caught in this hellish realm by a 
demon sorcerer named Belasco. That‟s when my repression and mental blocks started 
coming apart. See, when I was a little kid in Russia I fell into a lake and my innate talent 
to teleport manifested, and I was grabbed in mid-transit by this Belasco guy. He thought 
I was cute and he decided to keep me, to train me as his apprentice. So I was learning 
the ways of magic, and my mystic power coalesced into a sword that kind of stood as 
my rod of rulership in the underspace.” 

 “You just forgot that you were trained by a demon sorcerer in the ways of magic?” 
Banner said skeptically. 

 “Pretty much,” she nodded. “Cut me some slack. I was just learning to read. Like a 
kid knows what‟s normal. Anyway, I was in this fix when Trespasser and Logan escaped 
the Project the first time. Logan grabbed me and saved me from the underspace. He 
took me to New York, we had an apartment, he raised me and put me through 
elementary, then high school, then all but one semester of college. Logan was so 
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desperate to have a normal life, and so dead set against talking about the past that it 
became unreal, like a dream. I just never thought about it. I never asked him, he never 
asked me, we just let the past be gone. I was trained for less than a year, at a very 
impressionable but young age. I think Belasco tampered with my mind, too. But who 
knows?” she shrugged. 

 “So when you tried to teleport out with Trespasser on his second time through this 
other dimension, just last year,” Banner prompted. 

 “Exactly,” Illyana nodded. “Belasco intercepted us. We fought, they chopped his 
head off for the second time. But I was dying,” she said with a shrug. “The Tymaz Nine 
was killing me. I was unaffected in the underspace, probably because of my mystic 
talents there. So I decided not to return to Prime, or Earth, or whatever.” 

 “Yet here you are,” Banner said. 

 “Logan got some countermeasure, I never found out how,” Illyana said. “He left it 
where he knew I‟d find it if I looked for him. So I picked that up, and it suppressed the 
symptoms so I could function in the normal world if I chose to.” She sighed. 

 “How does Strange tie in?” Banner asked, then he took a big bite out of his 
sandwich. 

 “I had a smattering of mystic knowledge,” Illyana said. “I wanted more. So I used 
my scrying crystal in the underspace to look for a magic library. I tried to rob Strange.” 
She grinned and shrugged. “Can you say oops?” 

 Banner chuckled. “I take it you didn‟t succeed.” 

 “That‟s one way of putting it,” Illyana agreed. “Valeria convinced him to take me 
on as an apprentice instead of killing or disabling or banishing me or whatever.” She 
paused. “I‟ve never been happier.” 

 “So you still use the countermeasure?” Banner asked. 

 “No,” Illyana said. “Logan found a real cure, and administered it to me. In fact, 
that‟s how I met my brother. When Stark was in Russia he bumped into my brother, 
who came back to the States with him. That‟s how I found out who I am, that my name 
is Illyana Rasputin rather than Lisa Sendry, which is what Logan called me.” 

 “And now you‟re finishing the training a demon sorcerer began, in between jaunts 
to your other dimension,” Banner said. 

 “Pretty much,” Illyana said with a grin. “So what have you been up to?” 

 “Oh, this and that,” Banner said. “I‟m on the run from the Project, they‟re grumpy 
about me blowing up their base and all their secretive research and all. Very sad. I‟ve 
kept on the move. In fact, that‟s why I‟m here to talk to Strange.” 

 “Didn‟t you say you‟ve met him before? How did you meet him?” 

 Banner half smiled. “Long story. I have a… problem. Of a very unusual nature. He 
kind of helped me get a sense of hope in dealing with it. But I can‟t go into that right 
now. I‟ve been living in a cabin in Maine for the last few months. A week ago 
somebody looked at me for a full second too long.” He shrugged. “That night I packed 
and vanished. I just can‟t take the risk of being identified.” 

 “That‟s rough,” Illyana said. 
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 “Don‟t I know it,” Banner agreed. “Anyway, I just got in to New York last night. I 
was headed for the hotel when I looked down an alley by a fortuneteller‟s shop and I 
saw these three guys hassling an old woman. Then, bang, just like that,” he said with a 
gesture, “they snap her neck. You better believe I ran, but they caught up to me. They 
dragged me to a construction site and then one of them hit me. That‟s the last thing I 
remember before I woke up in an alley. I came here as fast as I could. The guys that 
attacked me weren‟t normal. They were strong, fast, creepy as hell.” He shivered. “I 
think they‟ve followed me.” 

 “And here I was running off at the mouth,” Illyana said, mortified. “I‟m sorry 
about the delay. But you should be safe enough here.” 

 “Maybe,” Banner said uneasily. “Maybe not. Strange isn‟t here.” 

 “Don‟t have a kitten,” Illyana said. “Backup is on the way.” 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 “I must admit,” Victor said, “I‟m surprised you called me. You have made no 
secret of your doubt that we were made for each other.” He leaned forward, his eyes 
earnest. “I swear I will prove to you that I am worthy of you.” 

 “You‟re totally missing the point,” Valeria said, struggling to control her 
exasperation. “I don‟t doubt your worth, Victor.” 

 “What then?” he said. “Where does this doubt come from?” 

 “I‟m not sure I‟m ready for a relationship,” she said. 

 “I promise you that you are,” Victor said, reaching out and putting his hand on 
hers. “There is a loneliness in you, an aching need that you can barely feel and one that 
you cannot name. Everyone needs to feel a part of something, to be whole. No one can 
be complete alone. Some cause, some duty, some love must anchor us to our world. 
Your causes are borrowed, if noble. You do not yet have that anchor that holds you to 
this place and to your life. I want to be that for you. If those around you understand 
your need, then they seem to be powerless to do anything about it. You must place your 
trust in me.” 

 “Why do we have to go over this every time we get together?” she said sharply. 
“Why can‟t we ever just have dinner and not talk about love and marriage? I don‟t want 
to keep rehashing this conversation!” 

 He looked deep into her eyes. “Then tell me my every instinct is wrong,” he said. 

 “Your instincts are incomplete,” she said, her voice cold. 

 There was a brittle silence. 

 Victor cleared his throat. “You are the one who called me,” he said softly.  

 “It was a mistake,” she said, and she stood. “Enjoy dessert,” she added, and she 
swiftly left the restaurant. 

 Victor watched her go. He took a deep breath. There was a great emptiness at the 
table in her wake. He regarded his wineglass. 
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 “Ai,” he murmured to himself. “Were I not a fool, I would give up.” He drained 
the glass. “But I cannot shake her, and I cannot shake my love.” 

 Alone, he contemplated his fate. 

* 

 The people stood aside for the lean man who walked among them. They made 
signs to ward off dark fate as he drifted through their camp as though drawn to 
something the others could not see. Finally he stood before the RV. He cleared his 
throat. The door was opened, and he stepped in. 

 Incense, garlic, ancient spices choked the chill air of the narrow space. The child 
that guarded the door scuttled back into his seat. Strange looked towards the back.  

 Smoke coiled gently in the air. An ancient woman sat on the cushions in the back 
of the vehicle. Strange approached. 

 “Margali of the Winding Way, well met,” he said. 

 She roused as if from sleep. Her leathery face coiled in a smile, and her rheumy 
eyes blinked.  

 “What is it?” Strange asked, urgency beneath his voice. “What threatens Earth? 
You have felt it,” he said. 

 “It is all… just… a bad… dream,” she said in a crackling voice like old parchment. 
She nodded once, then drifted back to sleep. 

 “As I suspected,” Strange murmured. “I know what I must do.” 

* 

 “Seems to me,” Illyana said, “Strange didn‟t help you very much if you‟re still on 
the run.” 

 “There‟s all kinds of help,” Banner said, “and different kinds of being on the run.” 
He stirred up the fire in the parlor, then sat on the leather couch. Illyana perched 
opposite him. “Strange helped me get past my feeling of helplessness and 
worthlessness.” 

 “I see,” Illyana said. 

 Banner stared into the fire. “I‟m not selling my soul anymore,” he said. “I think 
there is redemption out there, even if you‟ve done bad things. And finally I‟ve been able 
to bring myself to look for it.” He glanced at her. “How goes your quest?” 

 “My quest?” she said. 

 “When we talked back in Canada you were struggling with dark impulses, the urge 
and the will to do evil,” Banner said. “I‟ve put some thought into that, both from my 
perspective and from yours. I‟ve had time to think. For me, I‟ve made peace with myself 
and I will die before I serve evil again. How about you?” 

 “Me too,” she said. “During that final confrontation before you blew up the 
Project‟s base, I was attacked by Creed and I teleported him to the underspace. I had 
just come into my powers and I was showing off.” She shrugged. “I figured I could 
torture him for days, weeks, months, maybe years and because of his talents he wouldn‟t 
die. Give me something to do, you know?” She gazed into the fire. 
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 Then she sighed. “I watched him for about half an hour, then it got dull, then it 
got repulsive, then I realized… I got nothing from it. It was not satisfying to watch him 
writhe in torment. I felt ashamed of myself. I quietly released him back to Prime in 
Canada and tried to forget the whole thing happened.” She glanced at Banner.  

 “That was before the ninjas attacked. They figured that Valeria and me were the 
two keys to get their demon god onto this plane. They captured her and then they 
tricked me, and… and I was part of bringing a huge demon onto this dimension, one 
that could destroy life as we know it.” She shivered. 

 “We won, sure,” she said, shifting uneasily. “But that was a mouthful of evil, real 
evil, the kind that I could never be, never want to be. And that forced me to be honest 
with myself.” She looked him in the eye. “I‟m happier when I‟m helping people and 
becoming something good, to defeat evil. When I am evil, I‟ll never be that evil no 
matter how hard I try. I finally had to face the fact that I was flirting with something 
beyond me that would use me up and toss me aside. Evil has no use for you when you 
lose your power, and even if you win you aren‟t happy. So here I am.” 

 “Here you are,” Banner echoed. He shook his head. “Quite a bunch of tales you 
have.” 

 “Just the broad strokes,” she said. “What have you been doing?” 

 “Living off the money I made last year,” Banner said. “I‟m still looking for a place 
in this world. Something that has nothing to do with weapons or war. After all, without 
a purpose it doesn‟t matter how much money you have.” 

 Banner suddenly paled. “A face,” he said to himself. He pointed, and she whirled. 

 There was nothing at the parlor window. 

 “I saw a face, I swear it,” Banner said. Cold sweat beaded on his forehead. “They 
followed me here.” 

 “Get a grip,” Illyana said. “It will take them a few minutes to find a way to break 
into the house. Strange has protections all over it. In the meantime, we‟ll just go upstairs 
out of sight and maybe they‟ll think we left.” 

 “That sounds risky,” Banner said. “Maybe we should run.” 

 “They can‟t trap us,” Illyana said, her smile sly. “I have an ace in the hole.” 

 “Didn‟t you say something about backup?” Banner said as they headed for the 
stairs. 

* 

 Valeria let the hot water pour against her face and run down her throat and chest. 
She closed her eyes and stood still in the shower, letting it rinse off her journey, and that 
sour confrontation with Victor. Why couldn‟t he just accept that they must be friends 
and nothing more? Why couldn‟t she warm to the idea that they could be something 
more? She held both opinions fiercely at the same time. 

 “I just can‟t leave him alone,” she murmured to herself, and she shook her head. 

 A few minutes later she stepped out of the shower, toweled off, and slipped into 
her bathrobe. She glanced into Illyana‟s room, and didn‟t see a penny on the nightstand.  
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 “Of course not,” she murmured to herself. “She‟s house sitting for Strange and I 
need to get over there and check up on things.” She sighed. 

 It was so good to be alone. 

 She happened to glance out the window, and she saw the moon riding high over 
the ragged clouds. It‟s light filled her.  

 A minute later she was dressed, out the window, drifting up above the city to 
meditate with an old friend. 

* 

 The tired woman managed to open the door, then she dumped her suitcase on the 
floor, tossed her coat on the chair, and snapped on the light. 

 She choked back a scream as she saw the thin man sitting in a chair across the 
room. 

 “Do close the door,” Strange said. 

 “What are you doing here?” the woman demanded. Her features were smooth and 
olive, her raven wing hair back in a severe bun. She wore the uniform of a flight 
attendant. “This is very rude.” 

 “I apologize,” Strange nodded. “I need your help, Amanda Sefton.” 

 “Forget it, I don‟t even want to hear it,” she said, scooping up her bag and tossing 
it into the closet. “The answer is no.” 

 “Your mother knows too much,” Strange said quietly. “The danger that is coming 
will try to kill her, to silence her. You must go and protect her.” 

 “You cannot call me Amanda Sefton,” the young woman said, turning on Strange. 
“You come here, wanting help with the Rom, wanting me to take up the Ways again. 
You might as well call me Jimaine Szardos. You have no respect for my decision to 
abandon the Old and the Deep.” 

 “Difficult times call for difficult decisions,” Strange said, his voice hard. “I cannot 
protect her. Either you will save her or she will die. If you try to protect her without 
using your training, you will die as well. The earth would be poorer for that.” Strange 
stood. 

 “Why do you try to pull me into this?” she demanded after a moment. “You know 
I intended to escape a lifetime of incessant struggle against the Ancient Ones, against 
impossible odds.” 

 Strange regarded her. “I try to pull you into this,” he said softly, “because you are 
young. You would have years to live in the world they would create. Should we fail.” 

 Silence stretched on for a long moment. 

 “Tell me where her vardo is,” Amanda said. 

 Strange nodded solemnly. 

* 

 “Maybe that‟s done it,” Illyana said in a hushed voice as they crouched at the 
banister at the top of the stairs, watching shadows flit by the windows around the door. 
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 The front door exploded into splinters as a lithe dark form hurled through it. In a 
moment, four pale men stood in the entryway, tensed for battle, staring in all directions. 

 “Or not,” Illyana said, her eyes narrowing. “Find a weapon, Banner. This is gonna 
get ugly.” 

 “There,” one of the intruders said, pointing up the steps. 

 “Hold!” Illyana called imperiously, drawing herself up to her full height. Her hands 
slid in an arcane pattern, and peculiar thick ropes of sorcery slid out of the walls with a 
hiss, slamming across each other. The foyer and stairs were lit in the unearthly glow of 
the barrier. 

 “The Crimson Screen of Cttrak denies you!” she said. 

 “Charming,” one of the intruders said. Illyana heard Banner rooting through the 
cabinet in one of the guest rooms. “Futile, but charming. Where is the man who came 
here earlier this evening?” 

 “He escaped,” Illyana said. “You won‟t.” With another set of gestures, she rewove 
the barrier to encircle the four intruders. 

 Then she flinched as a power much greater than her own arrived outside. She 
found it difficult to breathe for a moment. She could feel energy flowing between 
whatever was outside and one of the men in the cage. 

 The pale man leaped at the barrier and shattered it. He landed on the stairs, poised 
for another spring. He smiled, slow and cruel, and the others moved behind him. 

 “Right,” Illyana said. She thrust out her hand to the side, and reached into a pale 
disk of light that appeared wreathed in eldritch flame. From within she pulled a 
gleaming, razor-sharp sword inlaid with runes and dire magics. Sleek metal armor slid 
up her hand, her arm. She squared off with the intruders. “Let‟s do this.” 

 “I will handle her,” said the leader. “Fan out. Find the scrawny one.” 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 The other three scattered on the lower level as the leader bounded towards Illyana. 
She whipped the sword around in a tightly described arc, mindful of the training Valeria 
had given her in hand to hand combat. The sword sheared through the leaping man‟s 
forearm, and his hand fell off to the side, thudding against the wall and falling down to 
the first story hallway. He skidded to a halt as a splash of oddly dark blood chugged out 
of the massive wound and spattered across the wall and floor. He looked quite startled. 

 Illyana braced herself, feeling her feet twist into hooves, her leg structure changing. 
She was much more nimble without awkward feet to get in the way. She smiled, feeling 
her teeth sharpen. 

 “I see,” the intruder said with a grin of his own. He dropped off the landing and 
slapped down by his hand. Picking it up, he pressed it against the stump and then 
wiggled his fingers. “Let‟s try that again.” 

 He leaped straight up to the hallway. 

 “Okay,” Illyana said, her smile turning nasty. “You aren‟t human. That means I can 
kill you.” 
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 “I think not,” snarled the intruder, and he darted towards her with intimidating 
speed. 

 She was ready. One hop to the side, and her blade hissed down, cutting through 
his arm and into his gut, shearing his pelvis in half as it chopped him in two. 

 As his pieces scattered in the hallway, she deftly twirled the blade again and cut his 
head from his shoulders. His scream was cut off too, and as he was spread all over the 
hall his pieces began to wisp and char with smoke. 

 “What the hell is going on,” Banner demanded as he came out of the guest room 
with a baseball bat. 

 “I got this,” Illyana said. “Come on, chumps!” 

 Sure enough, the death scream of the leader drew the others. Four more joined 
them from outside. Some leaped up and gripped the ceiling, scurrying towards her. 
Others clambered along the wall, one leaped right up, and the rest took the stairs. 
Illyana backed up into the fifteen foot wide corridor, limiting their chances of 
surrounding her. 

 “This is not good,” Banner muttered. 

 The first made a move, leaping at her. Unmoving, she used her superior reach to 
catch his throat, so his momentum shoved him down her blade. With a ringing twist, 
she slashed out to the side, taking the head mostly off. A rapid riposte finished the job, 
and the head slammed off the wall with a whack. Both the head and the body began to 
char and wisp smoke as they hit the floor. Three more moved in. 

 She let the first take a swing, and she swept in low, taking him off his feet. From 
between the other two she rammed her sword through one‟s neck, then threw herself 
back swinging. The stroke knocked the third attacker‟s head clean off. She was spinning, 
her sword flashing. Their flesh was supernaturally toughened. 

 Her sword didn‟t mind one bit. Hungry, it sheared through them, dismembering 
the creatures. 

 The attacker with half a neck remaining squared off with Banner as Illyana drove 
its fellows back. It hissed at him, canines distending. 

 “No!” Banner shouted, throwing all his strength into a two handed swing fueled by 
desperation. The bat slammed into the weak side of the neck, and bone crunched as the 
attacker‟s head lolled to a disturbing angle. Banner swung again and again, beating his 
assailant down. 

 Illyana lunged and caught one through the chest, yanking the blade out through 
the side of his ribs. He screamed, toppling, beginning to singe. Others were coming 
through the front door. 

 “Okay, enough playtime,” Illyana said crisply as she hopped up by Banner and 
neatly sheared his attacker in half. “Let‟s get out of here.” 

 “Fine by me,” Banner said a bit unsteadily. 

 Illyana concentrated for a moment, and a stepping disk appeared beneath them. It 
swept up— 
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 She screamed as blue sparks exploded through the corridor. She was hurled back 
to slam into the wall and slouch to the floor, unconscious and steaming. 

 Banner staggered, clutching his aching chest. Then he hefted his baseball bat. 

 Through the heavy acrid smoke that filled the corridor, stinging his eyes and 
throat, Banner saw the shifting shadows of still more reinforcements. He braced himself 
over Illyana, gripping the bat and wishing her sword was still on the floor. 

 The hair raised on the back of his neck and a cold chill rolled down his spine as 
another figure strode into the hallway. 

 “Now now now,” came an unnaturally deep voice, filled with equal parts menace 
and amusement. “There is no need for this.” 

 “No… need… at all…” Banner heard himself say as the bat fell from nerveless 
fingers. 

* 

 Valeria gazed at the moon from up above the clouds, where light pollution was 
minimal. 

 “I still have no home here,” she murmured, crossing her arms over her chest. “I 
still haven‟t managed to embrace my role here with Strange.” She had found enough 
meaning to go on, yes. A place, yes. For now. 

 “What do I expect?” she mused. “Some miracle, where I can return to a destroyed 
dimension? Was that ever my home? Would I know my home… even if I saw it?” 

 The night wind picked up, and she reflected on how an alien, deprived of peers, 
could overcompensate by ever more ferociously defending his adopted world. “I don‟t 
want to be that,” she whispered to the careless wind. 

 Or perhaps an easier fate. She struggled to banish the vision of Victor von Doom‟s 
gentle, insistent eyes from her mind. 

 “Must I choose between tending to my own needs and deserting Strange when he 
needs me the most?” she asked softly. “Is that the choice? Or do I misunderstand?” 

 She pondered those questions as she bathed in the moonlight, far above the 
sleepless city. 

* 

 Strange stood quietly in the lobby of the restaurant. 

 “So now my worst fear is confirmed,” he said to himself. For a moment his 
indomitable will quavered. “How to prepare against this… with so little time left,” he 
murmured. 

 “The shock wave is coming, and we‟re not braced.” He glanced at his watch, and 
breathed in the smell of the cooking food. “Better fortify myself,” he said with a wry 
smile. 

 “Strange, party of one,” the maitre de said primly. 

 He headed towards his seat. 

* 
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 The creatures that looked like men jostled each other as the tall cloaked man 
effortlessly led Banner out the shattered front door to the street. The tall man gazed 
into Banner‟s eyes. 

 “Can‟t have you transforming,” he said in his resonant, expansive voice. “Not yet.” 
His smile revealed vicious canines. “You‟ll be coming with me.” 

 “What of the girl,” asked his minion. 

 “Do as you please,” shrugged the tall man. He engulfed Banner in his cloak, and 
they drifted up into the night sky. 

 The minions exchanged a greedy look. 

 “Last spellcaster blew himself up before we could feed,” hissed one. 

 “Love that eldritch high,” snarled another. “Let‟s go make this last.” 

 They returned to the upstairs hallway where two of their kind had Illyana pinned 
to the ground. She was groggy, unable to focus. She struggled feebly, but she was not 
yet able to gather her will. 

 “You are in lots n lots a trouble,” she managed to say faintly. 

 “I think not, bloodbag,” hissed one of her captors. “Time to die.” 

 “Let her go.” 

 The four creatures whipped around to look at the top of the stairs, where a woman 
stood with her arms crossed. Her feet were planted, her strawberry blonde hair was 
arrayed around her shoulders, and her eyes smoldered with fury. 

 “Kill her,” said one of the creatures. 

 “They aren‟t human! Go for the heads!” Illyana yelled. 

 Two leaped at the newcomer. Valeria whipped out her hands, snatched each, and 
crushed their heads together with enough force to flatten an armored car. Their skulls 
shattered. As the bodies toppled, they let off acrid smoke and a viscous dark goop of 
blood. 

 The other two gripped Illyana. “Another move and she dies!” one snarled. 

 Valeria shook her head. A moment later she was between them, hurling down the 
corridor. A fist caught each in the face, and Illyana was yanked off the floor as the 
stricken creatures went airborne. 

 Valeria plucked her from their grip and halted her momentum gracefully. The 
bodies sailed the length of the hall and crashed into the immovable door to the Sanctum 
Sanctorum. 

 “Are you alright?” Valeria asked, her hand along one side of Illyana‟s face. 

 “Fine,” Illyana managed, nodding. “Not a moment too soon, though.” 

 “I guess not,” Valeria said, her jaw tight. “What happened?” 

 “Banner showed up,” Illyana said with a helpless shrug. “They followed him. 
When I tried to teleport him, something went wrong. I don‟t know what. When I woke 
up, he was gone.” 
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 “You do know Banner has an interdimensional portal incorporated into his flesh, 
don‟t you,” Valeria said. 

 “What?” said Illyana. 

 “That‟s probably why you couldn‟t teleport him. Can you take a portal through a 
portal?” 

 “Never tried,” Illyana said, rubbing her head. “That would probably do it.” She 
squinted at Valeria. “What‟s a scientist doing with a portal in him?” 

 “You don‟t know about Wormhole, do you,” Valeria said. 

 “Er,” said Illyana. 

 “This is bad. Where is Strange?” 

 “You want me to find him?” Illyana said. 

 “If you feel well enough to return to the underspace,” Valeria said. 

 The stepping disk flared, and Valeria stood alone in the ashen, smoke-filled 
corridor feeling the chill wind blow in through the shattered door. 

* 

 Strange was just touching his napkin to his lips when he felt a disruption in the 
energies of his surroundings. A moment later, Illyana slid into the booth next to him. 

 “Strange,” she said quickly. “You‟ve gotta come back with me. The Sanctum was 
attacked by creatures, if I didn‟t know better I‟d say they were vampires.” 

 “No,” Strange said, his eyes widening. “It‟s too soon!” 

 “And Banner showed up, and I tried to protect him but they took him too,” 
Illyana rushed on. 

 Strange paled. 

 “I really screwed up,” Illyana said, pleading. “I‟m so sorry!” 

 “Were you able to scry and detect where Banner is now?” Strange asked quickly. 

 “No, something really powerful is blocking me,” she said. 

 Strange‟s expression darkened. “Let‟s get back to the Sanctum,” he said. 

 The disk flared, and the booth was empty. A neat stack of cash was left on the 
table, but Strange was gone. 

 They stepped out of the disk in the kitchen of Strange‟s mansion, just as Valeria 
tossed the charring corpse of one of the attackers on the table. 

 “Foul,” she said. “Any idea what it could be?” 

 “It is a vampire,” Strange said. “This is one of the minion vampires. They have 
little power of their own, they draw their existence from the blood of their victims and 
from their masters. You see, they feed upon networks of life energy. Each person has 
one, their circulatory system. That‟s why these creatures need blood. When they die, the 
energy tries to go through the nexus of their heart, and can‟t, so they begin to burn 
from the inside out. As you can see and smell. I doubt they were here alone.” 
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 “Something really powerful was outside,” Illyana said. “Blew through my spell like 
it was tissue paper. I bet that‟s what got Banner.” 

 “I do not even need to look to know the power of the one that came to my 
domicile,” Strange said, fury beginning to push against his composure from beneath. 
“This cannot stand. We will go after them. We will stop them before this plague spreads 
further.” He turned to Illyana. “What you fought tonight is but the fingertip of this 
force. It is the lowest echelon. Creatures of power you cannot dream of are further up, a 
chain of command with each paying a tithe of undying energy to the next tier, a feudal 
arrangement of undeath. We must destroy it.” 

 Illyana pulled a knife from the knife block on the counter, and she gripped the 
blade and drew the knife free from her fist. Blood followed. Valeria stared at her. 

 “I swear on my blood,” Illyana said, “I will save Banner.” She raised her fist, and 
the blood dropped to the table. Her fist remained clenched, her eyes unwavering as her 
jaw flexed with the pain. 

 “A blood oath is a dangerous magic,” Strange said softly. “Be very, very careful.” 

 “It is a narrow line, but one I will walk,” Illyana said. “I have failed. But I will make 
it right. That‟s what heroes do.” She looked deep into Strange‟s eyes. “Trust me.” 

 “Do not forget that we are here to help you,” Strange said.  

 “Or we should have been,” Valeria added, a note of bitterness in her voice. “I‟m so 
sorry I didn‟t come straight back from England. I could have prevented this.” 

 “Or been ensnared by a creature of deeper power that did not become involved,” 
Strange said. He sighed. “We all learn from our mistakes. You may ponder tonight. For 
now, Illyana, we need to go and see what I can coax from your scrying pool. 

 The two of them vanished in a pale slide of light. 

 Valeria stood alone, wrestling with her indecision. Realizing what it had cost 
Strange tonight. 

 And maybe the world. 
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Just Out of  Reach 
 

January 22 

 “It‟s almost midnight,” the sleek man said. “Go to bed.” 

 “Stark!” the tousled young man said, looking up from his workbench. “I‟m so glad 
to see you. I‟m close to completing the armor, except for a bit of a glitch. When I ran 
tests with the flat battery power packs I affixed to the interior dorsal plastron, I only got 
half the power I expected to get.” 

 “Victor,” Stark said, “I realize there‟s no rest for the wicked, but you‟ve been at 
this since six this morning. Perhaps it‟s time to get a little sleep. If you don‟t you‟ll be a 
wreck tomorrow.” 

 Victor waved that away with half a smile. “Tomorrow can take care of itself. I want 
to get this ready for a field test.” 

 Stark looked at the shell of armor that Victor was peering into, and he relented. He 
walked across the lab, glancing around. This late, with everyone gone, only a few lights 
were on in the rather extensive metalworking and electronics station. The floor was 
cold, the air chilly. The huge lamps over Victor‟s workspace were on, but the room was 
full of shadow. Stark was glad he had not gotten ready for bed before conducting a final 
sweep. 

 He leaned over the suit, picking up a tool off the bench with practiced ease and 
prodding Victor‟s setup. “Here‟s your problem,” he said. “You‟ve got the circuitry here, 
and placed correctly, but the power from your battery packs has to move through this 
interchange. It isn‟t built for handling that energy load. This configuration feeds your 
power through too many paths before it reaches the articulators in the joints.” Stark 
leaned back. “The way you have it set up, all the power you‟re missing is being turned 
into heat inside the armor. That‟ll cut your time wearing it to no more than half an hour 
or so.” 

 “If this ambient power drain is the cause of the decreased performance,” Victor 
said, his eyes bright as he traced over the configuration, “it seems the power packs 
should be moved altogether rather than trying to rewire the entire torso. What do you 
recommend?” he asked, looking to Stark. 

 Stark shrugged. “I‟d put them inside the upper legs of the armor,” he said. “That 
will free up some bulk, too.” 

 The next few minutes were consumed with the specifics. Victor leaned back and 
stretched when they had worked out the alternative setup. 

 “Thank you,” he said. “That should solve the problem that has been giving me fits 
all afternoon.” 

 “My pleasure,” Stark said with a smile. “Go to bed.” 

 “I will,” Victor nodded, eyes straying to the armor. “Just as soon as I‟ve finished 
the broad strokes of rerouting the power.” He regarded Stark frankly. “It is my pleasure 
to work with a true master. I hope my efforts bring me some of your skill.” 
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 “You‟re a quick study,” Stark said with a smile. “I‟m sure you‟ll take this 
technology in directions I would not have imagined. Within the parameters of our 
agreement, of course. In the mean time,” he said, raising his eyebrows. 

 “I‟ll get the articulators connected to the coolant, re-routing the energy matrix to 
stabilize now that I‟ve moved the power packs,” Victor grinned. 

 Stark sighed. “If you‟re not in bed by three, I‟m sending security with a trank gun.” 

 “That may not be a bad idea anyway,” Victor said. He rubbed his eyes. “We‟re all 
having trouble sleeping.” 

 “You may be a glutton for punishment,” Stark said, “but I have a busy day 
tomorrow.” He saluted Victor, then left the gloomy lab. 

 Stark strolled along the dimly lit corridors of the complex, headed for the 
interchange that would take him to the basement under his mansion. About a quarter 
mile of winding hallways separated him from his bedroom. He felt the flat weariness of 
exhaustion. It would be good to sleep. 

 His cell phone vibrated, and he immediately answered it. “Yes?” 

 “Mister Stark,” came the crisp professional voice on the other end. “This is the 
front gate. We just admitted Natasha Romanova, as per your orders. You wished to be 
informed as soon as she arrived.” 

 “Yes, thank you,” Stark said, his eyes narrowing. He snapped the phone shut and 
altered his course, picking up the pace. 

 Less than five minutes had passed before he reached the residential wing of the 
complex, where the front gate had directed her. He quietly slipped through the fire door 
into the lounge, and he saw her. 

 Natasha Romanova passed her hands through her bright red hair, pressing out the 
water. She stood dressed in a black leather trench coat, jeans, and a sweatshirt, a small 
bag at her side. Stark watched as she walked over to the window and gazed out. 

 “I know you‟re there,” she said, her accent light and crisp. She smiled to herself. 
“Come out where I can see you. It‟s been too long.” 

 “Months,” Stark said, his voice tight as he walked out into the room. “First you act 
insulted when I so much as mention the possibility you can‟t be trusted, then you drop 
off the face of the earth for months. That does not inspire trust, Ms. Romanova.” 

 She turned to look at him, surprised. Then she settled back into a cool demeanor. 
“Very well. I apologize for the inconvenience to you. Would you like me to leave?” 

 “That‟s not what I want,” Stark said. “I want to know what you‟re up to. Why you 
get free of the Project just to hire on with Fisk‟s thugs. Why, when we got you out of 
that, you disappeared. Rescuing you from corrupt outfits is turning out to be a full time 
job with no reward,” Stark said. 

 “I didn‟t realize you were in it for a reward,” Natasha said. 

 “My reward is to see you freed from entrapment by corrupt organizations that 
would use you and your talents to make the world a darker place,” Stark said, carefully 
restraining his frustration. “It seems that if I free you from one regime you just go insert 
yourself in another.” 
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 “Not exactly,” she said. 

 Stark stepped right next to her and looked her in the eye. “Then set the record 
straight,” he said softly. 

 She sighed, then looked out the window. “I hired on with Fisk because I wanted 
access to his files. Not just the ones I could get with a normal infiltration job, but the 
ones in his vault too. I had to be very careful, but I got in and found out about his 
South American contacts, especially the Russian ex-pats. There‟s a question I need 
answered, but the answers are behind the shattered remains of the Iron Curtain and my 
life is worthless if I return there.” 

 “Even you?” Stark said. 

 “Especially me,” she said softly. “I had not finished my sweep of Fisk‟s private 
files when you came along and I left Fisk. However, before the information I earned 
had time to become useless I needed to check it out.” She shrugged. “It was a standard 
undercover op, as unusual as all the rest of the ones I‟ve done. I went to South America, 
avoided Fisk‟s clumsy traps and questioned everyone on his lists who might know 
something.” 

 “Did you find what you were looking for?” Stark asked, unreadable. 

 “No,” she said with a sigh, shaking her head. “No I did not.” 

 “So now you‟ve returned to Stark to raid his files before you move on,” Stark said 
in a quiet and final voice. 

 She turned and stared into his eyes, a bit stung. 

 Stark nodded. “I think it‟s time I revoked my invitation to the chief security officer 
position. I need to find someone I can trust.” 

 “Then I‟m wasting my time, is that it?” she said, biting off the words. 

 Stark breathed deep. “I want to trust you,” he said simply. “I want you to stay. 
And I want you to work with me in my business. I can‟t be your tool, though.” He 
turned and pointed at a room. “There‟s your room for the night. Think it over.” He 
turned and stalked out of the lounge. 

 He stalked down the corridors, fuming quietly to himself. Halfway back, he saw 
someone leaning against the wall. 

 “What,” he said, his voice flat. The short man shrugged, clamping his jaws on his 
unlit cigar. 

 “You know what I think,” he growled in a raspy voice. 

 “Tell me, Logan,” Stark snapped. “You got something against Russians, or 
everyone in general?” 

 “Glasnost or no,” Logan shrugged, “the cold war is a tough thing to forget. Plus, 
and believe me I hate to be the one ta point this out to you, but she was and is a spy. I 
know you captured that little detail all on yer own, but I just thought ta mention it.” 

 “Finished?” Stark said. 

 “She‟s also a woman,” Logan pointed out with his version of tact. He looked Stark 
in the eye. “By the time she‟s done, she could make off with lotsa things you‟ll miss.” 
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 Stark walked past him without further comment. As he passed, Logan cleared his 
throat. 

 “Night, Stark,” he said. “Sleep tight.” 

 Stark was gone. Logan sighed, and dearly wished he could fire up the cigar. No 
smoking. Not out here, anyway. He turned and headed back along Stark‟s path, towards 
the residential wing. 

 He was almost all the way back when he saw a huge man stretching, legs braced 
and torso tilted over to the side. 

 “Rasputin,” Logan said, checking his watch, “it‟s after midnight. What are you 
doin?” 

 “Stretching out,” the big man replied helpfully. “I‟m going for a jog. I do not wish 
to acquire cramps in the cold.” 

 “Good thinkin, Junior,” Logan said. “It is sleeting. Just so you know.” 

 “Yes,” Rasputin nodded, straightening. “Exercise and some bracing cold will help 
me to sleep well.” 

 “There‟s somethin to that,” Logan conceded with a nod. “Just be careful.” 
 Rasputin looked at Logan inquisitively. 

 Logan shrugged. “There‟s a spy loose in the building,” he said, a bit 
uncomfortable. “No tellin what might happen. I think Romanova is here for Stark‟s 
secrets, so just be alert, that‟s all.” 

 Rasputin nodded sagely. “I promise to be careful,” he said. Then he grinned, 
zipped up his exercise windbreaker, and pushed off through the door out into the dark, 
sleet-whipped night. 

 Logan shook his head. “Why do I have to be the voice of reason here?” he 
grumbled. He strolled through the lounge and into his darkened quarters.  

 He fished a lighter out of his pocket. “To each his own,” he said with a satisfied 
grin, and he flicked flame to life on the tip of the lighter. 

 With a peculiar thud, the lights snapped off and the digital clocks faded to black. 
Logan stood alone in pitch darkness illuminated only by the wavering flame on the 
lighter. 

 The emergency lights clicked, then blared on with harsh flat light. 

 Logan dropped his lighter in one pocket, his unlit cigar in another. “Stark,” he 
muttered to himself. He stopped to think, and his expression darkened. 

 He burst through the door and ran three doors down. He pounded on the door 
with his fist. “Ten seconds till I override the security and open it myself,” he bellowed. 
“One. Two.” 

 The door slid open, and Natasha stood in the doorway looking startled. 

 Logan stepped into her quarters. “Kinda surprised to find you here,” he said, his 
eyes shifting around her space. 

 “I was just getting ready for bed when the power went out,” she said. “Now it 
looks like we may be attacked.” 
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 “Well git yer travelin clothes on,” Logan said, moving back to the doorway to the 
lounge. “There‟s a backup generator that seamlessly takes over if the main goes out. 
Nothin short of a mini nuke or some hi tech sabotage can take out power in Stark‟s 
complex. Since there was no mini nuke,” he said, and he let the sentence hang. He 
shook his head.  

 “I had nothing to do with it,” she said, sealing herself into the black matte combat 
jumpsuit. It was almost skin tight, with a belt buckled on. She snapped on her cuffs. 
“Good to see you again too, by the way.” 

 Logan stiffened. “Did you hear something?” 

* 

 Stark burst into the Operations room. “Talk to me,” he said crisply. 

 “Security cameras down, espionage countermeasures down, fences down,” the 
pudgy security officer said. “We‟re dead in the water here. Even blast doors would have 
to be manually closed.” 

 “How?” Stark said. “This is not possible.” 

 The officer blinked and shrugged, fear in his eyes. “I don‟t know, Mr. Stark. I have 
no idea.” 

 Stark narrowed his eyes. “Right. Standard procedure in a crisis, we‟re about to be 
attacked. Buckle down. Communicate with the security officers and instruct them to 
move to the internal redoubts and fortify themselves there until we‟ve ascertained the 
extent of the situation‟s hazards. Alpha Zeta Three clearance.” Stark turned to a rack on 
the wall and tugged out a submachine gun. He checked the action, then pulled a 
bandoleer from the case and strapped it around his waist. He slapped in a clip and 
chambered a round. “Assuming the radios still work. Also, be sure to check the rad 
meters.” 

 “Sir,” the officer said hesitantly, “what‟s your plan?” 

 Stark paused, then ran his hand through his hair. “I‟m going to go make sure I 
know where Romanova is first,” he said, “then I‟m going to go to my lab.” 

 “Yes sir,” the officer said. “Take—“ 

 “Keep the security personnel here,” Stark said. “I‟ll get the power back up and 
then I‟ll need all of you here. Besides, I‟m sure either Rasputin or Logan are about to 
show up. I‟ll be fine.” 

 He stepped out the door into the glare of the emergency lighting and he jogged 
down the corridor, hands wrapped around the machine gun. 

 “Good luck,” the officer said. “Okay, you heard him, men. Seal up this door.” 

* 

 Rasputin jogged, feeling the familiar tug of war between his lungs and the air 
around him as his heart pounded, his chest flexed, his muscles pumped. He let his mind 
wander as he jogged, his body trim and fit and strong. 

 Then he noticed the fence. It wasn‟t sizzling. He slowed, then stopped. 
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 Sleet hit the fence, but it did not react. Ice was building on it. He could not hear or 
feel it humming. His brow furrowed. He looked around the complex. 

 The floodlights were off, which sometimes happened. But the buildings were 
oddly lit by emergency lighting. Rasputin‟s eyes widened as he suddenly realized the 
entire complex was plunged into darkness. 

 He turned back to the fence. He saw a dark shroud of empty night creeping closer 
and closer to the fence. He took a step back, then another. The darkness flowed over, 
through, around the fence. 

 Then, from its depths, something sprang. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 His breath was harsh and fast. Victor leaned over the carapace, wreathed in acrid 
smoke from the tiny welder as he finished the last modifications. Battle ready? Maybe 
not. But good enough. 

 The lab was bathed in worthless light, light that blinded the eyes and trebled the 
depth of shadow. He tossed the tools aside, and began to strap on the armor. 

 “No helmet,” he breathed as he snapped the magnetic connectors and then pushed 
the tabs down on the sides of the plastron. He chuckled, a slightly desperate sound. 
“Can‟t have everything.”  

 In less than five minutes he was suited. He flexed and moved. “A bit clumsy still,” 
he murmured. He walked over to the cabinet in the lab that was only for the use of 
security personnel, and he punched it with his gauntlet. The steel buckled like 
cardboard. Victor tossed the door out of the way and pulled out a submachine gun and 
a bandoleer. He quickly loaded and checked the weapon. 

 Then he took a deep breath, and reached out with his mystic senses. 

 A darkness surrounded the complex, threatening to swallow it completely. 

 Victor‟s eyes drifted back open, then narrowed.  

 “No,” he said softly. “This will not be permitted.” 

 He swiftly cast a spell of protection around his mind, and another before his eyes. 

 Then he clacked into the hallway, moving almost smoothly in his heavy armor. 

 “Time for a field test,” he said, and a grin consumed his face, excepting only the 
eyes. 

* 

 “Just think,” Logan said, his eyes roving the unnatural darkness beyond the lounge 
windows. “You could be in the vault right now.” 

 “Give it a rest,” she said irritably, right before the windows exploded into the 
room.  

 Logan shoved her back and whipped his forearms around, steel blades exploding 
through his flesh and singing to full length. Dark shapes bounded through the shattered 
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window frames; half a dozen, a dozen. Logan squared off with them as darkness drifted 
in after them, insubstantial and thin like fog. 

 “Okay,” Logan grunted. His eyes narrowed. “Let‟s dance.” 

 The first two came in low as the rest fanned out across the lab. Logan got a quick 
look at staring eyes flaring red in the center, elongated features, pale and sunken and 
gaunt. They launched at him and he slashed, his hard muscles propelling his unnaturally 
sharp claws through the faces of his attackers. With a deft and practiced twist of the 
wrist he tore his claws out through the side of their shattered heads. 

 Five more leaped at him and he dove to the side, rolling. He popped up already 
charging into the flank of the pack. His claws tore and slashed, he moved like a force of 
nature. Limbs bounced off the floor, hissing and smoking. The bodies flew back under 
the ferocity of his blows, torsos torn open, heads sliced off. Some pieces and parts 
began to char, wisps of smoke trailing them as they were hurled away. Others simply 
oozed and began to reform. 

 Natasha stared, slack jawed, at the carnage Logan unleashed. Then one of the 
attackers barreled into her from the side and she toppled, hitting the floor already 
rolling the hit to her advantage. She slid up, loose of its grip, and smashed a precise hit 
into the hinge of its jaw, snapping bone. The creature hissed and slammed her with a 
two fisted strike that sent her sailing across the room. 

 Just then the doors on the far end of the lounge burst open. Four security guards 
piled in. “Freeze!” one yelled. 

 They stared as Logan was swarmed, twisting in the grip of the lean dark invaders. 

 “Tasha!” he grunted as he shoved his fist against a chest, the claws punching out 
through the creature‟s back. “Git „m out!” One grabbed his head and another slammed 
a two fisted strike into his forehead. Logan grunted as he wriggled to free himself. Two 
of them plunged their fangs into his upper legs and he let out a hoarse shout. 

 Natasha sprinted then slid, between the creatures, to the feet of the guards. As she 
regained her feet she snagged two of their pistols from their holsters. As she turned, she 
twirled the pistols, the grips slapping against her palms. 

 “Scatter them,” she said sharply, bringing the guns up and blasting carefully aimed 
shots with professional speed. 

 The guards raised their submachine guns and opened fire, live ammunition blazing 
into the pack of attackers and scattering them like a stiff wind knocking over empty 
bottles. Logan‟s claws flashed in the dim, strange light and then he was on his feet, 
between the guards and the creatures. 

 “Take them to ops,” he gasped hoarsely. “Find Stark.” 

 “What about—“ 

 Logan whuffed out a deep breath, then spun with claws out, taking half of one of 
the intruder‟s face off. He was among them, his blades punching through their 
toughened flesh. 

 “Go,” Natasha said, her voice cold. She backed up. “Now.”  
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 The guards turned and ran, and Natasha activated the blast door manually as still 
more of the creatures bounded through the shattered windows. 

 The heavy slab slid down with a thunderous clap. Natasha touched it briefly, then 
turned and ran to catch up to the guards. 

 “How far is ops?” she asked as they jogged. 

 “Not far,” one of the guards said. “Maybe five minutes from here.” 

 “Good,” she said. “Let‟s keep moving.” 

 The darkened corridors were oddly silent, with only the echo of gunfire 
occasionally disturbing the quiet. Everything was lit from an odd angle, with harsh 
unpleasant lights. Then gunfire chattered close by. 

 “You handle it from here,” she said to the guards. “I‟ll check that out.” 

 The guards kept jogging, Natasha slid down one of the side corridors closer to the 
sound of gunfire. She peeked around the corner of the corridor. 

 Stark stood with his back to her, firmly gripping the submachine gun. A corpse 
was sprawled in the corridor in front of him. It was slowly charring, the acrid filaments 
of smoke from its flesh curling in the emergency lights. 

 “Stark,” Natasha said softly. He turned and saw her, then half grinned. 

 “What?” she said. 

 He turned and looked at her full on. Her hair was slightly tousled, there was a cut 
on her face that was vivid red against her paleness, and she held a smoking gun in each 
hand. 

 “Good to see you, that‟s all,” he said. “Go to ops. Look after my people. I‟ll be 
back shortly.” 

 “They‟re all over the complex,” she says. “Or I‟m a fool. It‟s too dangerous to go 
by yourself. That‟s stupid pride. I‟ll watch your back.” 

 He hesitated. “No. I‟m going in to my personal lab.” The rest of the thought went 
unsaid. 

 “This is a crisis,” she reminded him. “I think we have more important things to 
think about than your technical specs.” 

 “A good spy, a spy of your caliber takes advantage of opportunities that present 
themselves. Especially crisis situations. I‟m not entirely sure you don‟t have anything to 
do with this.” Stark looked back down the corridor, ears alert to a half-imagined sound. 

 She stared at him for a long second. “Alright then,” she said, savoring her Russian 
accent, “tell me to go to ops and I‟ll let you go into that labyrinth alone.” She gestured 
with a pistol towards the sealed door to the laboratories. 

 Stark glanced at the door as a scream echoed from inside. He gritted his teeth. 
“Come on,” he said. 

 Together, they shoved the heavy door back and cautiously entered the dim lab, 
taunted by the smell of blood. 

* 
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 The creature cranked its head back, jaws and cheeks smeared in bright blood. “My 
brothers, taste this one,” it managed to gasp. “So vital! So raw! Dizzying!” 

 Then the blades punched through it‟s neck, and with a twist Logan managed to 
shear it‟s head off. The creature collapsed, crisping, on the floor. 

 Logan managed do drag himself out of the press yet again. Now there were close 
to two dozen of them in the room, crouched and hissing a few feet from the edge of his 
reach. Logan swayed, his system punished by blood loss and the blows of their powerful 
fists. The room swayed, and the odd darkness had thickened until the emergency 
lighting was twilight at best. Several in the back clutched sealing bullet wounds in their 
bodies, giggling as they healed the damage. 

 “Okay,” Logan slurred. “You want some? You got it. Just… c‟mere,” he said, 
tensing into a combat stance. 

 The door on the other side of the lounge was hurled open with a crash. Logan 
dimly made out a gleaming suit of armor in the doorway. 

 “Creatures of the night,” said a powerful, heavily accented voice, “your time is 
ended.” 

 Several lithe creatures bounded towards him, and his gun chattered at them, 
scattering them back with the force of the bullets but causing no lasting damage. Then 
one dropped from the roof as the rest swarmed Logan. 

 Victor glanced up and saw a shadow separating itself from the shadows that 
swirled around the room. He  lashed up with his fist, as hard as he could, and his fist 
punched up through its jaw and hard palate into its head. Victor spread his fingers, 
feeling the flat motors tug in his gauntlet, and the head exploded. He effortlessly hurled 
the body into his other attackers. 

 With a roar, he charged into the group that surrounded Logan. One had its arm 
raised to pound down on Logan; Victor snatched the wrist and deftly cranked it around 
at an intolerable angle, snapping tendons down through the creature‟s elbow and 
shoulder. Then he hurled it to the side, sweeping the creatures away from their prey. 
Logan chopped and thrust wildly to the other side, and then for a brief moment the two 
stood back to back glaring at the monsters that moved to encircle them once more. 

 “Damnation, Victor,” Logan panted. “We get out a this, we gotta spar. I‟m 
impressed.” 

 “The door,” Victor said. “To the back door of the laboratories, we must get out 
through the south door. Are you ready?” 

 “Born ready,” Logan grunted, whipping his claws around to clean them of the 
clinging ooze of the creatures‟ gore. 

 Victor nodded, and they charged the howling mob of creatures. Victor flung them 
to the side, Logan cut himself a path. In seconds they had pushed across the lounge to 
the far door. Victor fumbled with his belt and dropped something with a clatter as they 
ran through, then they each snatched one of the fire doors in the double doorway and 
slammed them. 

 The creatures piled against the door, shoving against it with bone-jarring thuds. 
Victor leaned against the door, holding up a remote and looking at a red button. 
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 “What‟s that?” Logan asked. 

 “The detonator,” Victor said in a detached voice. He pushed the button, and a 
gout of napalm washed the other side of the door, engulfing the intruders in a ball of 
liquid flame. They screamed. 

 “Had to get them all in one place for maximum effect,” Victor nodded. “Let‟s go 
find Stark,” he said, his voice grim. 

 Logan followed him down the corridor. 

* 

 It leaped at him screaming, and Rasputin caught it by the chest and snatched its 
head, squeezing. The scream turned to a howl, then the head was crushed almost 
effortlessly by the steel giant. 

 Rasputin tossed the body to the side and tried to peer through the billowing smoke 
that surrounded him, emanating from the destroyed bodies of his attackers. 

 He turned his steely scowl back to the torn fence. Then he saw the darkness swell, 
and he felt his steel flesh tighten as something approached. 

 Something big. 

 Rasputin turned and ran towards the complex, leaving the trail of crushed 
creatures behind him. He felt the night welling up behind him as he reached the grand 
doors to the central concourse of Stark‟s complex. One of the doors had been knocked 
from its frame. Rasputin rushed inside and saw piles of corpses, half decayed into ash, 
some still smoking. The concourse was peppered with evidence of a major firefight. 

 “I must reach operations,” he said to himself, and he ran. 

 The clang of his footfalls echoed up the corridor as he turned to take the final 
approach to the operations center. He saw a swarm of the fanged men pushing against 
the door to operations. 

 He charged with a bellow; the back rank turned in time to see him closing in like a 
freight train. He crashed through them, crushed them, slammed at full force against the 
blast door that sealed operations off. Unfortunately for the creatures, they were between 
his shoulder and the door to begin with.  

 As he rocked back, he was surrounded in a swirl of ash as his mighty fists lashed 
out around him. Seconds later he was the only thing moving in the corridor besides the 
thick billow of smoke laden with ashes. 

 He slapped his palm against the door with a hollow metallic boom. “This is 
Rasputin, code Beta Six,” he said. “Let me in.” 

 A moment later the blast door creaked then grated to the side. Four men were 
pushing the manual. Rasputin grasped the edge of the door and shoved it open, 
knocking several guards down. 

 “Where is Stark,” he demanded. 

 “Good question, Junior,” rasped a voice from the corridor behind Rasputin. The 
steel man turned in time to see Logan light up a cigar. “I figure the no smoking idea has 
been pretty well blown by our crispy critters here,” he said. “Where‟s the big man?”  
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 The clatter of armored footsteps echoed up the corridor, and they all turned. The 
figure that approached was not Stark, however. 

 “Vic, didja find im?” Logan asked. 

 “No,” Victor said, looking up. His face was smudged by ash, and his gleaming steel 
armor was tarnished. “I did not find Stark. I am sure he went to his laboratory if he was 
given a chance.” 

 “Then we have a plan,” Logan said, “because I agree with you. Junior, you‟re with 
us. Sergeant, lock yourselves in and wait for us to make contact again.” 

 “Yes sir,” the security officer said. Rasputin gave the door a tug to get it back near 
where it was before he helped it open, and as they manually cranked it back into place 
the three men headed down the corridor. 

 “Do not call me Junior,” Rasputin said, his voice pained as they headed down the 
corridor. Logan just grinned and clamped his teeth around his cigar. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Stark looked at the expressionless faceplate of his armor, saw his distorted 
reflection in the polished steel alloy. “Don‟t touch anything,” he said absently. 

 Natasha looked up from the chart she had been examining. “Of course not,” she 
said. She clasped her hands behind her back. 

 Stark quickly stripped to his underwear and pulled on the special body glove he 
wore beneath the armor. Moments later, he started strapping pieces on. 

 “Can we take these with us?” Natasha asked innocently. 

 Stark looked up to see her examining three plasma rifles on a rack on the wall. “Oh 
those,” he said. “I was reverse engineering those to discover the best way to neutralize 
them without the plasma eating a hole in whatever‟s handy. I‟m sure there‟s an energy 
pulse or frequency modulation that will shut down the firing mechanism, rendering the 
gun temporarily inert.” 

 “I was more interested in using the plasma to hit the bad guys,” she said dryly. 

 “Those are not intended for consumption,” Stark said, his voice tight, as he 
strapped on the plastron. 

 “Plans change,” Natasha said. 

 “I guess they do,” Stark said, unable to keep the bitterness form his voice. “This 
sure isn‟t what I had in mind.” 

 She shrugged. “When you saved me from working for the project, I thought it was 
because you wanted me to be free.” 

 “I do,” Stark nodded as he adjusted the boot connectors. “I also want you to choose 
to work for me.” 

 “I‟m sorry,” she said. “I have things going on. Things I can‟t explain to you. 
Some… unfinished business.” 
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 Stark stiffened as he heard banging on the outer door to the lab area. Bang bang 
bang-bang bang; bang bang. 

 “Shave and a haircut,” Stark said. “I‟m guessing that‟s special security.” 

 Moments later, the door was hauled open from the inside and Victor, Rasputin, 
Logan, Natasha, and Stark were together. 

 Victor immediately stepped over to the wall and tugged one of the plasma rifles 
free. He quickly inspected it, then activated the containment field, armed the clip, and 
snapped off the safety. 

 “I guess we‟re taking rifles,” Natasha said archly as she tugged one down for 
herself. 

 “Ops is still ours,” Logan said, “but there‟s no telling about the rest of the place.” 

 “We got hit hard and we were already scattered,” Stark said. “Now we take the 
fight to the attacker.” 

 “But where?” Rasputin asked. 

 “The main generator,” Logan said. “Had ta knock it out, plus that an ops are the 
only places in the complex that all the power can be accessed. If yer bright enough, you 
could do this from that power nerve center.” 

 “Very good,” Stark nodded. 

 Logan shrugged. “It‟s my home turf.” 

 “That‟s why you‟re the best one to lead the task force that checks out the backup 
generator to make sure it‟s online or to get it online,” Stark said. “Take Victor with you. 
Rasputin, I want you to take a tour through the complex and get everybody to ops in 
one piece. Minimize casualties, protect our people.” 

 “Very good,” Rasputin said. “What are you going to do?” 

 “I‟m going to the main generator,” Stark said, narrowing his eyes. “I‟m going to get 
to the bottom of this. Find out who or what these twits are.” 

 “Vampires,” Logan said. “Fangs, suck blood, strong, bulletproof. Vampires.” 

 Rasputin struggled to hide a smile, and Stark sighed. “Whatever. Anyway, we have 
to stop them.” 

 “Logan is right,” Victor said. “They are vampires.” The group looked at him. He 
nodded solemnly. “Neither living nor dead, they draw their power from stealing energy 
from a living system. These that we have faced are but the weakest shadows of the 
strongest of the undead. These can only gain their energy from an intact living system, 
like a human being, by draining their circulatory system of its vital life energy in the 
form of blood. They are not alone. A darkness, a more powerful vampire is behind 
them. They are tied into his field of dark undead energy. I have felt it.” 

 “Draining a living system,” Stark said thoughtfully. “Would that include an 
electrical system?”  

 “I have never heard of such a thing,” Victor shrugged, a dim mechanical whine 
following the movement of his shoulders in the armor. “The more powerful vampires 
are varied and unique in their manifestation of the undead energy. Perhaps in the 
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modern age one has emerged with this power. If so, then by now he would be very 
dangerous indeed if I recall the specifications of your power plant correctly. Or this 
vampire could just be dampening the power. Let us hope for that.” 

 “How do we stop them?” Stark said. 

 “Their heads control their power, and their heart is an energy matrix that controls 
their influx of power, diverting it to what they need it to do. Destroying either one will 
cause their energy to run rampant, out of control. That‟s why they burn when they die.” 

 “Or you can just crush them,” Rasputin said. 

 “I kinda like the crotch ta chin fillet maneuver myself,” Logan said, puffing his 
cigar. 

 “I suppose that works too,” Victor said cautiously, “against these. But we face the 
weakest of the force that might move in on us. Remember what I‟ve said. And be 
careful at the power generator,” he said to Stark. 

 “Yes,” Stark said. “I‟ll check it out.” 

 “I‟ll go with you,” Natasha said. He opened his mouth to object but she continued. 
“If this thing can shut down power systems, you might be vulnerable in your suit of 
armor.” 

 “It‟s… dangerous,” he said, catching himself with a wry smile. “Okay then. Let‟s 
ride.” 

* 

 The guards slammed the heavy deadbolt in place on the fire door, then backed into 
the locker room. 

 “Helluva night to pull guard duty,” the young guard grumbled as he walked 
towards the back of the room, alert and gripping his smoking submachine gun. 

 A thunderous hit crashed into the door. “Heads up, company,” the grizzled guard 
shouted. He slapped his last clip into his submachine gun and opened up, the bullets 
punching through the door in a crazy dance. 

 There was a moment of quiet, and the young guard brought a bandoleer to the 
older one. They quickly swapped out clips and braced themselves for the inevitable. 

 “It‟s been great working for you, captain,” the young man said. 

 “Here they come,” gritted out the older man. 

 Then the door burst down, and dark shapes flitted in with a faint echo of a cackle. 

 “Short. Controlled. Bursts,” the captain said in time to the staccato blazes from the 
gun muzzle. 

 “Chya right!” said the younger guard, opening up full auto and peppering the wall 
and the intruders with bullets. Then his gun was slapped aside and a leaping intruder 
flung him against the wall. Another rose up behind the captain, who turned with a snarl 
to meet his death. 

 The door spun across the room, hurled with inhuman strength. It slammed into 
one of the vampires, sending it flying. The other whirled with a snarl in time to catch a 
fist to its face that bashed it in. 
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 The two guards staggered to their feet to see the gleaming steel man, huge and 
stern in the dim light of the locker room. 

 “You are Captain Wilks,” Rasputin intoned. “You know where the security and 
janitors in the complex are supposed to be?” 

 “That I do,” the captain said, straightening his hat. 

 Rasputin nodded. “Let‟s go get them.” 

* 

 Clicking, clacking, and the occasional metallic whine echoed through the narrow 
concrete corridor. Huge steam pipes ran along one wall, and the only light came from a 
pair of flashlights. 

 “I figure we can kick up a ruckus when we get there,” Logan said, “but there‟s no 
good reason ta let „m see us comin.” 

 “Fair enough,” Victor nodded, flashing his light down their back trail. “You‟re 
certain you know where we‟re going?” 

 “Positive,” Logan said. “This is on my route.” 

 “Ah, your security runs,” Victor said. 

 “Yer quick,” Logan said. “You pick up on what‟s goin on real fast.” 

 “It‟s a gift,” Victor shrugged. 

 “So why on earth do you need power armor?” Logan asked. “Latveria aint in the 
military market.” 

 Victor abruptly stopped walking. “Part of my arrangement with Stark is that there 
are no questions asked,” he said sharply. 

 Logan stopped, and turned to look at him. “Do I have a stupid little mustache an 
more money than I know what to do with? No. That‟s cause I‟m not Stark. And you 
don‟t have to answer.” He turned back to their trek. “I was just curious, that‟s all.” 

 “That‟s fair,” Victor relented. “I‟m sorry. I‟m a little sensitive on the subject. I feel 
like I must prove myself, as the knights of old. Where I am from, chivalry is not dead 
nor is it outdated. In this day and age I need more to be a knight than a metal wrapper. 
More protection seems to be the order of the day when doing battle with the monsters 
of these times.” 

 “I couldn‟t agree with you more,” Logan said, glancing around. “Yer in good 
company with us, I guess. Better pipe down. We‟re close…” 

* 

 Stark stood on the roof of the building, staring through his faceplate at the 
perimeter of where the power station should be. Instead he saw an undulating shroud of 
inky darkness. A few vampires skulked around its border, keeping an alert eye out for 
intruders. 

 Stark turned to Natasha. “Stay here. When a shot opens up on something besides 
one of the little bloodsuckers, take it. I don‟t know what‟s in there, but I‟m going to find 
out.” 
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 She reached up and touched his mask. “Good luck. Be successful.” 

 He smiled behind his mask, glad of its cover. “That‟s much better than „be 
careful.‟”  

 She nodded, and stepped away. Stark leaped from the roof and kicked in his jets. 
He kept an eye on his power levels; even kicking on the jets there were no energy 
spikes. Smooth as silk. He smiled with pride as he soared off the roof towards the 
darkness, feeling some part of himself come alive in this technological shell. 

 Stark gritted his teeth and sailed into the darkness. Suddenly his armor kicked into 
overdrive as though he were pushing it to its limits. The armor shuddered as the power 
drain spiked, and then he felt his redundancy systems kick in to keep him in the air. A 
moment later, his sluggish armor clattered down on one knee on the roof of the power 
station. 

 All the enhancements on his visual interpretation of energy spectrums were on, but 
he could barely make out his surroundings. A deep cold radiated from the figure 
standing on the roof near Stark. 

 “You were a fool to come,” came the voice, rolling out of the unnatural darkness. 
“Your power, your light, your life will be mine,” he said. 

 Stark focused, his receptors picking out the cruel chiseled features of the vampire 
on the roof with him. He saw the glitter of steely fangs. The vampire raised a hand, and 
the drain on Stark‟s suit intensified intolerably. 

 A moment later, even the backups failed. Stark collapsed on the roof breathing air 
that was already slightly stale. Panic washed over him. 

 The dark figure approached. 

 “So much for your armor,” it muttered. “Now for your life, Anthony Stark.” 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 “Looks like a bomb,” Logan grimly agreed as he looked down at the figure affixing 
a black box to the interior of the auxiliary generator. 

 “I have a plan,” Victor said. “We go down there. You kill everything. I defuse the 
bomb. Sound good?” 

 “Like yer readin‟ my mind,” Logan grinned. “First let‟s get em all out in the open. 
In the mood for some snipin?” 

 “Until they give us a reason to stop,” Victor said. He tucked the butt of the rifle 
into his shoulder and lined up carefully. Then with a squeeze of the trigger he released a 
tight packet of plasma. The energy hissed through space and crashed into the vampire, 
searing through its flesh as it screamed and toppled back in death throes. 

 Victor snapped off six more shots, and it took three shots for the vampires to 
figure out his position. Then they came, running for the ladders and steps to get up to 
the gantry. 

 Victor blasted the ladder, and the vampires leaped to catch onto the walkway and 
pull themselves up. “They sure can move, can‟t they,” Victor said through gritted teeth. 
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 Logan looked down the thirty feet to the floor. “Your armor handle a little jump?” 

 “Theoretically,” Victor said as he blasted into the incoming pack, “yes, sure, no 
problem.” 

 “Good,” Logan said, and he cleared the railing and dropped, landing with a muted 
clang. A moment later, Victor swung over the rail and blasted as he fell, plasma bursting 
across several more of the undead creatures. 

 Victor slammed down, landing in a crouch and rolling in the armor. He moved 
awkwardly, but there was a smoothness under the armor that showed through its 
unpolished servo coordination. He was up, rifle at the ready. 

 With the ring of steel on steel, Logan‟s claws tore through the back of his hands, 
gleaming in the dim emergency lighting. 

 “Me kill. You do bomb,” Logan said. “Like in the plan.” 

 Logan walked out to the middle of the open space and grinned ferociously at the 
vampires still up on the gantry. 

 “Shy?” he said, and he settled into a combat stance. 

 They fell around him, and his claws were moving. He fought in rare and graceful 
form, tearing them in half, heads and limbs flying as his vicious claws did their work, 
slicing through unnatural flesh with uncanny ease. 

 Victor peered in at the black box in the interior of the generator. With a clang, a 
vampire landed on the generator‟s upper housing. Victor glanced up and snapped off a 
blast of plasma that knocked the screaming creature back to the floor, thrashing and 
melting. 

 Victor reached in and carefully pulled the casing off the black box. Inside he saw 
the tangle of wires, digital parts, and explosives. Then the assembly beeped, and the 
digital readout popped up a thirty second countdown. 

 Twenty nine. 

 Victor grinned, shucking his gauntlets. 

 A challenge! He got busy as he half listened to Logan‟s shouts and slashes and the 
hiss and squeal of the undead. 

* 

 The wall crumpled like sheetrock and the man of steel shoved his way in. At a 
glance, he saw the five dead men and the huddle of vampires around the sixth. He 
roared in fury and sprang. The vampires scattered, hissing, and Rasputin howled rage as 
he tore one of the metal bedsteads from the bunk in the barracks. He rammed it 
through the chest of the first vampire; hardly precise in hitting the heart, but tearing the 
torso in two all the same. Then he leaped in the middle, snatching two by the chest and 
tearing them to pieces with a quick jerk of his hands. 

 The guards huddled in the impromptu doorway and watched, slack jawed and wide 
eyed as he noisily butchered the remaining intruders. He stood in the middle of a swirl 
of dust then; it was over. 

 “Captain?” he said. 
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 “That‟s the last of them,” the security captain said.  

 “Then it‟s time to return to ops,” Rasputin said. 

 The others got out of his way as he left the scene of carnage. 

* 

 Stark‟s breathing was stentorian and unbearably raspy in his ears. For a moment, 
Creed‟s leering visage floated before his eyes and he felt a stab of pain and panic 
through his spine. He struggled for control of himself. 

 His plan. He had a plan. 

 “I swore,” he said to himself, his voice deafening in his unpowered suit, “that this 
would never happen to me again.” 

 He managed to shift his heavy arms to his belt to get out an object. He pounded it 
against the roof and it lit up. 

 A magnesium flare exploded into the forceful darkness. The vampire recoiled from 
the sudden light it could not immediately absorb. The vampire was illuminated in a light 
bright enough to burn out a retina in moments. 

 “Have… some light,” Stark said, tossing the flare at the vampire as he touched 
another hidden button on his belt. He let out a howl of anguish, but his backup systems 
reset and he had basic power. 

 He hunched over and triggered his preset contingency. Every light generator or 
receptor on his suit suddenly flashed at two hundred percent; the resultant flash bulb 
effect snapped into the vampire like a tank shell. The vampire reeled, the inky shroud 
breached— 

 A packet of plasma sizzled out of the night and slapped across the vampire‟s head 
and neck. The plasma exploded in a bloom of superheated death, spattering the undead 
creature and sending it toppling over with a shriek. Stark managed to drag himself to his 
feet. He tugged a packet off his belt. 

 “So,” he said conversationally in his modulated electronic voice, “how much 
energy can you absorb directly?” 
 He tossed the small box on the vampire where he cringed on the roof, clawing 
weakly at the plasma burning on its head. Then Stark pushed the button. 

 Napalm flashed across the monstrous creature, who leaped it its feet. It screamed 
as it toppled, rolling and howling in agony. 

 Across the complex, the lights came back on. 

* 

 Logan staggered and caught his breath, his shirt entirely torn off and his pants 
shredded. The vampires fled screaming.  

 “Stark musta done something,” Logan said. “How we doin, Vic?” 

 Victor stared at the bomb. Simple, but effective. No tools. He had no tools. He 
glanced over at Logan, his face pale. Logan‟s mirth evaporated and he jogged over. 
Victor looked back at the bomb, mind swiftly outlining his options. Seven seconds. 
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 Then he reached his conclusion. His eyes glimmered, bright and dangerous as a 
grin spread across his features. “I‟ll see your blast,” he murmured to himself, gripping 
his rifle, “and raise you one.” 

 He blasted the bomb with the plasma, and as it broke across the bomb it rapidly 
melted components and explosives alike. Logan couldn‟t even bring himself to catch his 
breath as he stared in disbelief and flexed in anticipatory pain. 

 All was quiet but the gentle bubbling hiss of the plasma dissolving the bomb. 

 Victor slung his rifle, then abruptly slapped Logan on the shoulder. “Three 
seconds to go,” he said. Then he turned and walked away, whistling. 

 Logan looked after him, a grin growing on his face. He couldn‟t restrain a laugh. 

 “I will never, EVER,” he said, “understand rich people.” He picked up the remains 
of the bomb and followed Victor. 

* 

 Stark revived to see Natasha kneeling next to him. 

 “Are you alright in there?” she asked, concerned. 

 “Fine,” he said, his suit awash in the hum of reserve batteries. “I need to go power 
up, though.” 

 “I guess so,” she said. “Did he drain you?” 

 “Both my standard and backup systems,” Stark said, looking at the pool of flame 
that was working a shapeless mass down to ashes.  

 “Then what did you do?” Natasha asked. 

 “I swore an oath to myself that I‟d never be caught powerless in this armor again,” 
Stark said. He shrugged. “I devised a bioelectric jumper cable hooked to my biological 
system.” He looked at her. “I use my life energy to jump start my suit.” 

 “Does… does it hurt?” she asked with a worried look. 

 “You have no idea,” he said. “But it worked. Long enough for your superb shot to 
hit home.” 

 “Thanks,” she said dryly. “Maybe I need to start carrying napalm packets.” 

 “You never know,” Stark said thoughtfully, “when one will come in handy.” 

* 

 Rasputin looked up from the monitor. “Open the doors to operations,” he 
commanded. The doors opened, and Stark and Natasha walked in. 

 “You were successful,” Rasputin stated. 

 “Nailed the bad guy,” Stark said. “Some kind of energy drain going on there.” 

 “Didn‟t like plasma,” Natasha added. 

 “Who does,” Rasputin grinned. “Here come our other heroes.” 

 Victor walked in slowly and took a seat. Logan walked in behind him, his wounds 
reduced to puckers and lines on his flesh. He toted a half melted bomb casing. 
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 “What were the casualties?” Stark asked. 

 Rasputin cleared his throat. “Twelve. Eight guards and four janitors.” 

 Stark‟s expression darkened. “I don‟t want one person to tell me it could have 
been worse. Make sure their families are taken care of.” 

 Natasha looked over the bomb that Logan put carefully down on the counter. 
“Stark,” she said. “Stark, I know this bomb.” 

 “Course you do,” Logan muttered around his cigar. 

 Natasha ignored him. “This is supposed to be a car bomb, handling even armored 
cars. Look, see where the casing handles would be here and here? It‟s meant to go in to 
where the spare tire goes, and any time the car hits a bump once it‟s armed, twice it goes 
off.” 

 “Soviet?” Stark said, walking over to stand next to her looking at the bomb. 

 She looked him right in the eye. “I didn‟t see one like this until I came to America. 
In fact, there‟s only one place I‟ve seen a bomb like this. Fisk‟s toyshop.” 

 The silence was deafening. 

 “Really,” Stark said. 

 “Really,” she replied. 

 For a long moment Stark and Natasha looked at each other, into each other‟s eyes. 
Stark turned away.  

 “It will take me half an hour to recharge my suit fully and do some minor repairs,” 
he said. “I want everyone but Logan ready to go at the end of that time.” 

 “What do you want from me?” Logan asked. 

 “I want you to make sure nothing else goes down here,” Stark said. “Look after 
our people. The security teams are called in and suited up, and we‟re installing 
decentralized power generators right now. We won‟t get caught out like that again. Still, 
in case we have any slow learners.” 

 “Yes sir,” Logan said. “I‟ll hold the fort.” 

 

CHAPTER FIVE 

 Natasha checked her watch in the bouncing darkness of the back of the armored 
truck. Almost two o‟clock. Seemed like forever since midnight. 

 “Victor,” Stark said, “Fisk isn‟t going to be happy to see us, just so you know. I‟m 
his greatest rival in the business world. Rasputin there beat him almost to death with his 
bare hands. And Natasha worked for him briefly until she defected.” 

 “I believe this is our first introduction,” Victor said, taking Natasha‟s hand. “My 
name is Victor von Doom. I am the king of Latveria.” 

 “I am Natasha Romanova,” she said. “Pleased to meet you.” 

 “So tell me,” Victor said to Stark. “Has this Fisk person used supernatural 
attackers before?” 
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 “Sort of,” Stark said, and he looked at the floor. 

 Victor slowly nodded. “It is a true monster that can unleash such horror on his 
fellows.” 

 Then they pulled up a block away from Fisk Enterprises. The doors opened and 
the four of them piled out. 

 The building was dark except for sporadic emergency lighting. Stark sighed. 
“Looks like our visitor came here first. They may still be in the area, so stay sharp. 
Here‟s the plan. I‟ll fly up and take a look around the outside, you three head up to 
Fisk‟s area from the lobby. Natasha and Rasputin know the way, so you better stay close 
to them. Any questions?” 

 They shook their heads. 

 “Good,” Stark said. He snapped on his helmet. “Don’t dawdle.” His voice came 
through computer modulated, almost recognizable, somehow decentralized. 

 He leaped into the air and fired his boot jets, and soared up the side of the 
building. The others approached the barricades in the front.  

 Inside there was a rustling movement. 

 “Lock and load,” Natasha said, raising her rifle. 

* 

 Stark saw the gaping hole in the wall of Fisk‟s personal suite, high up on the tower. 
He powered over to it, riding a blast of energy. He soared down to the hole, his 
targeting systems picking out the room in exquisite detail. 

 Fisk lay on his back in the middle of the floor, vampires huddled around him. 
They were slowly draining his blood. Perched primly on his stomach was a pale woman 
dressed in black. 

 Stark announced his presence with a series of micro blasts from his repulsors, 
packets of light squirting out of his palm disks and sizzling through the air to crack 
against the vampires, scattering them. The vampire seated on Fisk‟s belly bounded to 
her feet on him and hissed menacingly. Stark lined up and pierced her with a lance of 
energy that slammed into her and blew her back through the wall. 

 The vampires that still could scrabbled out of the room, so when Stark‟s brilliant 
energy jets carried him into the destroyed board room he was alone with Fisk. 

 Stark‟s enhanced power servos whined with the strain as he tugged Fisk to a sitting 
position. Stark made a mental note to upgrade that power when he had a chance. 

 “So,” Stark said, seeing Fisk‟s eyepatch. “Where’s the Jolly Roger?” 

 “They knocked out my power, took me completely by surprise,” Fisk managed, his 
huge chin weak. He could barely force his heavy lidded eye open. “They aren‟t yours?” 

 “You should know better,” Stark chided.  

 “Probably some South American cartel I irritated this week,” Fisk said. “I‟ll find 
out who did this and they will pay.” 

 “Same crew hit me,” Stark said. 
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 “Really,” Fisk said thoughtfully, his voice empty. “Then it might be something 
different.” For a moment he couldn‟t hold his head up, then he rallied his strength. 
“They caught me at a bad time. I‟m sort of between help at the moment, understaffed. I 
had no idea I was this vulnerable.” He cast a sharp look at Stark. “I assure you by 
tomorrow I won‟t be.” 

 “I’m here to help,” Stark said. “My people are downstairs working their way up here.” 

 Fisk snorted. “It was easy for the vampires to get in,” he said. “Half of them… 
used to be… my people. Since my meetings are at night anyway,” he shrugged, “it was 
natural enough for them to show up looking pale. Their first target when the power 
went down was my armory.” 

 “I know,” Stark said, his voice sour. “They brought me one of your bombs, thanks a lot. But 
if they hit your armory, why weren’t they more heavily armed?” 

 “Ask them, not me,” Fisk said. “I‟m thirsty,” he added, and he gestured at the wall. 
“Fridge. Water.” 

 Stark walked over to the refrigerator and brought Fisk several gallons of water. 
“Get a change of clothes on, wash your face, get something to eat. You need to pull yourself together to 
get this situation under control.” 

 “Yes, yes of course,” Fisk managed, then he downed an entire gallon of water.  

 Stark walked over to the shattered wall and looked out over the wild windy night. 
“This isn’t over yet…” 

* 

 They slammed into the stairwell, and Rasputin leaned against the door to keep it 
closed. Natasha and Victor leaned against the walls, breathing hard, swapping out 
plasma clips. 

 Natasha looked at the torn shoulder of her jumpsuit. “A bite,” she said, subdued. 
“Does it turn you into a vampire? Being bitten?” 

 “No,” Victor said, shaking his head and dabbing blood off his forehead. “Not 
from these. They would have to capture us, take us to the one who created them. Then 
we could be subsumed into parasites like these poor soulless victims. For them this 
death is a mercy, whether they know it or not.” 

 “Good,” Natasha said with a nod. “I‟d hate to have to nuke New York.” 

 “These vampires are part of an energy network, but they‟re too low on the food 
chain to pass the curse on,” Victor explained. “They don‟t have enough energy to 
impart some to us.” 

 “How do you know all this?” Natasha asked. 

 “Because,” Victor replied in Russian, “I have studied the occult with the Rom. 
And if anybody would know,” he added with a shrug. He let the thought trail off. 

 Victor froze. “Did you hear that?” he said. 

 A moment later, the attack came from both up the stairs and down the stairs at the 
same time. Victor and Natasha opened fire, generously blanketing both stairways with 
plasma. The vampires died screaming; only one got through, and it was bashed through 
a wall by Rasputin.  
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 “Well, comrades,” Rasputin said in Russian, “I have good news and bad news. The 
good news is we are safe from that assault. The bad news,” he added, peering at where 
the steps going up and down used to be, “is that since you zealously melted the steps 
getting us out of here, we will have to return to the lobby.” 

 “Everybody‟s a critic,” Natasha said crisply in English. “Let‟s go.” 

 Rasputin hauled the door open, and the three of them moved into the lobby. 
Rasputin took the center, flanked by Victor and Natasha. 

 For a moment, all they saw was the open lobby, shredded and blasted, with 
eddying wind blowing off the street through the shattered front of the building and 
dancing with the ashes of destroyed vampires. Then they heard a low hiss, and they saw 
a pack of vampires slink out of the shadows in one corner. 

 “Look out!” Victor said, but it was too late. 

 A pale shadow dropped from above into their midst. First a shove sent Natasha 
flying into the pack of vampires. In less than a heartbeat the pale shadow had snagged 
Rasputin and hurled him back into the stairwell, crashing off the landing and falling into 
the molten concrete and plasma below.  

 Victor whipped his rifle around and she grabbed the barrel and backhanded his 
exposed face. He flew back. 

 She smiled, standing straight. Then she looked at Victor where he sprawled, dazed. 

 “You‟ll do,” she hissed, and she tucked his cannon under her arm and closed in on 
him. 

* 

 Fisk still looked haggard, but the transformation was miraculous. He had eaten, 
cleaned himself up, and changed his clothes. He was commanding once again. 

 “I am somewhat relieved that you rescued me, Stark,” Fisk said. “I‟ll give you a 
word to the wise, by way of gratitude.” 

 “I’m not sure I’m interested in your wisdom,” Stark said. 

 “On the contrary,” Fisk said, “I think you can profit from my mistake. I‟m sure 
Ms. Romanova told you she was checking with her exiled countrymen in South 
America. But I am equally sure she did not tell you why.” 

 “I don’t need to know what she’s looking for,” Stark said firmly. 

 “No?” Fisk said, raising an eyebrow. He smiled, an ugly and predatory twist on his 
wide, hawkish features. “She is looking for… her husband. The Project seems to have 
told her that he‟s alive somehow, and she seeks to be reunited with her true love, Alexi 
Shostakov. She will use anyone and any tool at her disposal to accomplish her goal.” 
Fisk‟s enunciation became precise and careful. “You are expendable, a resource, just as I 
was. Whether she succeeds or fails, and this is the important part,” Fisk said, “you are at 
most an asset and at worst a toy.” 

 He paused to let his words sink in. Stark did not move, again pleased to have a 
faceplate. 

 “You’re wrong,” Stark said. 
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 “Of course I am,” Fisk soothed. “So close, and yet so far away.” He lit his 
cigarette. “I had best call the police.” 

 “No need to get police killed over this,” Stark said. “Let us finish this out.” 

 Fisk nodded. “Just stay out of my vault,” he added sternly. 

 Stark looked at him for a long moment. “Is that why you think we came? To get into your 
stupid vault?” 

 Fisk shrugged. “A master opponent takes advantage of any opening he is given,” 
he said. “Crisis points are the chaos times, the flux that allow the level headed to 
accomplish the impossible.” 

 Stark just stared at him, then shook his head. “I need to go help my people,” he said.  

* 

 Rasputin glared around the glowing slag that surrounded him. He knew he 
couldn‟t make the jump to the next level. He thrust his hand into the hot wall, making 
himself a handhold. Then he punched another. And another.  

 He almost reached the landing when, with a creak and a croak, the weakened wall 
buckled then collapsed. Rasputin was buried in the slag under the avalanche of building 
materials. 

 “Gravity,” Rasputin muttered, deep in the concrete. 

* 

 Natasha lashed out and found herself free for a moment. She reached over to her 
cuff and whipped out a razorwire garrote. One vampire charged her and she deftly 
sidestepped, dropping the loop over its head and then tugging the cord with all her 
strength and skill. The head was sawed off in one quick stroke, and the vampire keeled 
over ashing. 

 Another charged, but she snagged his wrist and flipped him to crash against the 
wall. Another, and she sidestepped, lashing out and tripping him. She knew her limits, 
and there were simply too many of them. She gambled, dropping one of Stark‟s napalm 
packets and pushing the trigger. 

 As the flame popped and flowed, she managed to twist clear just before it gushed 
on to her. The vampires scattered, only a few caught in the carnage. She was running 
out of tricks. She flipped around with her back to an open room and she was swiftly 
surrounded. She gritted her teeth and narrowed her eyes, examining roof structures; she 
had to find a way out of this. 

 Just then the door to the stairwell tore away, and Rasputin stood gleaming in the 
doorway, his face a steel mask of rage. 

 Natasha grinned. 

 The vampires that did not run were momentarily crushed. 

 “Do not touch me!” Rasputin said. “I am very hot.” 

 “Indeed,” Natasha said. “Good thing you have that steel mesh underwear.” 

Just then screams and blasts echoed. The two Russians ran to the elevator 
bank. 
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 A door blasted out of its socket, and Stark came powering out of the shaft. His 
armor gleamed, and a swirl of ashes and exhaust gushed out around him like a dark 
cloak underlit with flame. He landed, and turned to them. 

 “Where’s Victor?” he said. 

* 

 “My name‟s Necra. What‟s yours?” the sleek pale creature said, taunting the man 
who hung upside down. 

 Victor spat at her. An elevator cable was tied around his knees, holding him upside 
down off the ground. “My people have killed your people since the dusk of time," he 
said, his voice cold.  "Nothing will change tonight.” 

 “Bold words,” she said, nodding, her eyes slitted and hungry. She looked at his 
plasma cannon, then carelessly tossed it to the floor of the elevator shaft. 

 Just out of reach. 

 It clattered off the wall and landed on its side, awkwardly tilted on it‟s fusion pack. 

 “I was going to consume Fisk,” Necra said. “To make him one of us. He‟s perfect 
in every way. But, alas, that was not to be,” she said, turning her gaze on him again. 
“And it has been a long, long time since I tasted the blood of the Rom.” She licked her 
lips. “Delicious. I‟m getting a high just imagining, anticipating the moment.” 

 “And you‟re wounded,” Victor said. “You need my blood to get out of here.” 

 “That too,” she nodded. She unbound her hair, and like liquid midnight it flowed 
down her shoulders and back. “This is going to be… exquisite. I can smell your blood 
through your skin, my sweet.” 

 Desperation settled in. Victor thrashed in his cable, reaching down desperately, but 
his fingertips could barely brush the highest part of the tilted gun, brushing the smooth 
barrel. Nothing to grip. No hope. 

 Victor gritted his teeth as Necra threw back her head and her laughter pealed up 
the shaft. Then he grinned, pale and dangerous, and his eyes glittered. 

 “I am a von Doom,” he hissed. “I am never helpless.” 

 His will, his wits, and his mind converged. In a spasm of speed he tore his gauntlet 
off and hurled it down at the barrel of the gun. It slapped down, popping the butt up in 
the air. Victor snatched it, twirled the gun into his grip, and with almost superhuman 
speed he lined up on Necra and squeezed the trigger. 

 The plasma blasted across her at point blank range, flinging her back against the 
wall in a spatter of molten matter. Her shriek reverberated through the entire building as 
she staggered, stumbling out of his line of sight as he squeezed the trigger again, again. 
Exerting his will, he managed to contract his torso enough to blast the cable that held 
him hanging. He clattered to the concrete in his armor. For a moment, he just lay still. 

* 

 “It came from over here, I would swear it,” Rasputin said, running through the 
kitchen to the service elevator. 
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 Just then the door cranked open, and Victor hauled himself out of the shaft. His 
face was ashen pale, his eyes haunted. 

 “Are you… all right?” Rasputin asked. 

 “I don‟t want to talk about it,” Victor said. “I encountered the stronger one. Necra 
is her name. I hit her at close range with the rifle. I think she‟s had enough.” 

 “We should go before we get too involved and Fisk forgets that he owes us one,” Stark agreed. 

 A few minutes later they walked toward the armored truck a block away. Several 
trucks had pulled to abrupt stops in front of the building. Men in dark suits with guns 
converged on the building, no doubt summoned by Fisk. 

 The reinforcements pointedly refused to notice Stark and his people, who paid 
them the same respect. Soon Stark‟s people were safely in their armored truck and 
pulling away. 

 Except for the thrash and rattle of the truck driving over city streets, it was 
subdued and quiet in the back. Stark couldn‟t look at Natasha, who was quietly 
trembling. Victor stared down at his gun, seeing nothing. Rasputin flexed and exerted 
himself, then sighed. His armor began to fade back into flesh. 

 “I had to wait,” he explained, “I had to wait for my steel mesh underwear to cool 
before I could resume my normal form.” He heaved a sigh. “At least that‟s over.” 

 “What‟s over?” Stark said sharply, removing his helmet. 

 “Um,” Rasputin said uncertainly. 

 “If we don‟t know, then it isn‟t over,” Stark said. 

 “In that case it may never be over,” Natasha said, her eyes serious. “Sometimes we 
have to live with uncertainty whether we like it or not.” 

 “Yes,” Stark said, staring her straight in the eye. “And sometimes we‟ll do some 
pretty desperate things to resolve that uncertainty, no matter the cost. We all have a 
need for resolution.” 

 “Life can‟t really go on without it,” she agreed, her eyes shimmering with unshed 
tears. 

 “Then it‟s settled,” Rasputin said briskly. “We find the source of this contagion 
and wipe it out.” 

 “You can‟t,” Victor said quietly, his eyes haunted. “They are too deep in the 
world‟s bones. All we can do is drive them back. For a time.” 

 “Then drive them back we will,” Stark said. “Do you know how to find them? The 
source of this?” 

 “I know a sorcerer,” Victor said. “If anyone knows where this attack comes from, 
he does.” 

 “Hopefully he‟ll know what to do when and if we do find it,” Stark said. 

 “Let‟s hope we‟re good enough,” Victor said. 

 “We have to be,” Rasputin said softly. “We have to be.”  
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Running Interference 
 

January 23 

 “Nothing like other people cooking for you when it‟s as nasty out as it is tonight,” 
Peter said with a grin. 

 “I can support that observation,” the tall man seated across from him said with a 
nod. “Especially when you‟re far from home. I tell you, I get really, really tired of 
McDonalds.” 

 “Who wouldn‟t?” Peter said. “This is my favorite pizza joint. Ahem.” He turned 
his nose up a bit and glanced at the other man sideways with a grin. “May I take zees 
opportunity to recommend zee Barbecue Chicken? It‟s an excellont vintahze, and the 
speciality de la house.” 

 “Sounds good,” the other man nodded. “My treat. I insist.” 

 “Aw, come on, Doc,” Peter said. “My town, I got this.” 

 “Next time,” the other man said with a warm smile. “Next time. So how have your 
studies been going?” 

 “Pretty spotty last semester,” Peter admitted ruefully. “I had a few things come up. 
My aunt got sick, I was in a car accident, stuff like that. Made it tough to focus.” 

 “That‟s all?” the other man said. 

 “Mostly,” Peter shrugged. 

 “No girlfriend, huh,” he grinned. 

 “Oh that. And I got a girlfriend,” Peter said, shaking his head. “You‟re sharp, Doc 
Connors.” 

 “I‟ve been around college students long enough,” Connors shrugged. “Is she 
pretty?” 

 “As a sunrise,” Peter said, “and about as fiery. What‟ve you been up to?” 

 “The usual,” Connors shrugged. “I was in Chicago for a guest lecture series, 
thought I‟d take the long way home. My wife hates it when I do that, but it‟s a lot easier 
than making another trip.” 

 “Let‟s hear it for frequent flyer miles,” Peter nodded. “No more trouble with the, 
uh,” 

 “No,” Connors said quickly. “No, the good Doctor cured me of that particular 
affliction.” He shifted his collar down to show the top corner of a bold red and black 
tattoo on his chest. “It‟s trapped in this… pattern thing. I‟m safe. And so are those 
around me.” 

 “Good to hear,” Peter nodded. “So are you staying at the Hilton?” 

 “Hardly,” Connors said with a wry grin. “Try the Motel 8. All I need. I‟m not 
living here after all.” 
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 “Just came by to see the Doctor for your checkup,” Peter said, his eyes full of 
mirth. 

 “Now who‟s sharp,” Connors said, leaning back and raising his eyebrows. 

 Peter shrugged. “I‟d be worried if I were you. Makes perfect sense. I hope he gives 
you a clean bill of health.” 

 “He‟s not there,” Connors said, his forehead furrowed with worry. “His assistant 
said he was on an investigative trip and she‟d pass on my message. But I‟m flying out 
tomorrow at two. So I guess I‟ll have to make another opportunity to visit him.” 

 “I‟m just glad I bumped into you on campus, especially on a Friday,” Peter said. 
“It‟s good to actually have a chance to talk to you. Things were always busy in class. 
And now that you‟re not giving me a grade I‟m in no danger of sucking up.” He 
grinned. 

 “Here comes our food,” Connors said. “I‟m starving.” He picked up his fork and 
scooted over a bit. As he did, his empty sleeve brushed against the wall. 

 “Once you have some of Luckee‟s Pizza, you never look back,” Peter said with a 
grin. 

 “Not every day your whole life gets changed like that,” Connors said. “And so 
affordable.” 

 Outside, the wind gusted, clacking a tree branch against the glass. Peter started for 
a moment, then relaxed. “It‟s a wild night,” he said, and his eyes got a little distant. 

 “I for one plan to spend it quietly,” said Connors.  

* 

 Two figures tumbled into a clearing, tearing free of the bushes. 

 “Where is he?” hissed one. 

 “I did not see him,” snarled the other. They looked around, their sunken eyes 
glittering with rage and lust, their distended fangs flexing in their gums. 

 Their only warning was a rustling in the trees above. 

 The creatures glanced up, hissing, as a huge man dropped from the canopy. He 
landed between them, already moving. He held two halves of a broomstick, sawed at an 
angle across the center to create two sharp clubs, one in each hand. He whipped the 
first around and bashed the creature‟s head, knocking it back against the bushes. He 
spun as the other leaped, and he caught it on the chest with his stake. His longer arms 
gave him superior reach; the creature was impaled as he ducked its blow. It tumbled 
down by its fellow, twitching and gurgling, eyes huge as it began to wisp and smoke, as 
its skin charred and curled like smoldering parchment. 

 The massive man squared off with the other creature, his grin gleaming in the 
dimness, his eyes dark. The creature howled its unnatural fury and sprang at him, a slow 
learner. 

 The man ducked and thrust, and the creature‟s howl was cut off as its ribs snapped 
and buckled, the sharp wood puncturing its heart. The creature was tossed down to 
disintegrate by its partner. The big man looked around, his eyes almost luminous in the 
dark. 
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 “She is near,” he whispered to himself. He drew a machete from beneath his coat. 
Kneeling, he lopped the heads off the two creatures he had staked. He put the machete 
away and retrieved his stakes. Then he blended once more into the darkness, leaving 
behind the smoking and decapitated bodies. 

* 

 Peter strolled through the front door, tossed his keys on the table, and shrugged 
off his flimsy jacket. He opened the fridge and pulled out the milk carton, slugging 
down a few swallows. The phone rang. He quickly folded the milk carton shut and 
tossed it back in the fridge, shutting the door. He snagged the phone. 

 “Parker Place,” he said. “This is He.” 

 “You make yourself sound like God,” came an amused female voice. 

 “No no no,” Peter said, “that would be This is HE. What can I do for you, MJ?” 

 “You don‟t waste any time, just cut to the important part,” she said archly. “I 
figure I‟m off work in two hours. Thought I might swing by. See if you are as delicious 
as you were the last time I was there.” 

 “I‟ve been rubbing myself in herbs and spices. My bathtub marinade is just about 
perfect,” Peter deadpanned. “Did I mention I‟m vintage?” 

 “You‟re something,” Mary Jane said. “I may even bring something tasty myself.” 

 “If you don‟t stop lining your clothes with aphrodisiac, somebody‟s going to get 
hurt,” Peter said. 

 “It‟s all natural,” Mary Jane said. “I‟d have to take a shower to remove it all.” 

 “Guh,” Peter said. “We‟re about to break laws about legal use of the phone here. 
This is a toll free call. Remember, we‟re a kid‟s show here.” 

 “Not what I auditioned for,” Mary Jane said. “I‟ll see you at ten.” 

 “I‟ll be here. Unless, you know.” Peter glanced out the window. 

 “You‟re a lucky man,” Mary Jane said. “If you stand me up, I just assume you‟re 
risking your life in some wild battle or something.” 

 “It‟s gonna take me a minute to sort out exactly whether that makes me lucky or 
not,” Peter said. “I‟d better get to it. See you at ten.” 

 She hung up the phone, and Peter walked over to the window and shook his head. 
Then he looked out the window again. 

 Fought the urge. 

 Lost. 

 Peter jogged down the block, baring his teeth to the chill wind. Once around the 
corner he lightly ran up the building to the roof, and stripped down to his mesh. He 
pulled the hood on, webbed his clothes in a bundle out of sight, and vaulted off the 
rooftop. 

 “This is stupid,” he muttered. “I get a new apartment, and I go swinging around in 
my underoos. What has to be wrong with me?” 
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 The wind is bright in the sky, the whole city is alive with scents, and the moon rides high in the 
clouds tonight. 

 “Yeah, aside from all that,” Peter said as he whirled upside down, catching a tree 
limb with his feet and swinging around to higher altitude. “This is risky,” he said, firing 
out a webline with a peculiar tearing zip and slinging over a street. 

 Anybody sees you and wants to make something of it, just poke out his eye. 

 “You are SO unhelpful,” Peter said through gritted teeth. He changed course and 
headed for the park. 

* 

 The woman struggled as the pale men gripped her arms and dragged her 
effortlessly down the path. She tried to scream or shout, but her broken jaw prevented 
it. She squirmed, but their hands were like cold iron vises. She could not escape, and 
fear had taken hold of her mind and numbed it. 

 “There there,” soothed one of the pale men. “Soon it will all be over.” 

 He pretended not to see the man that followed in the shadows. The pale men 
exchanged a secret glance and smiled. 

 They stepped off  the path through a gap in the bushes and dragged their victim 
further back into the inky darkness of  the trees. Their shadow followed them. 

 Finally they pushed through the trees to a clearing where a pale woman sat amid 
the litter of  half  a dozen dead and drained husks that had once been people. Half  her 
face was badly burned, and her neck had exposed ropes and coils of  tendon and muscle 
beneath where flesh had burned away. She also sported a gaping burn in her torso. 

 “More,” she managed, and the two creatures tossed the injured woman to her. She 
snatched her victim greedily and plunged in her distended fangs, slurping and tearing at 
the hapless woman‟s neck. 

 One of  the creatures made a peculiar gurgling hiss, clutching its chest. Then it fell 
over, and the others saw a feathered bolt protruding from its back on the left side. 

 The burned creature paused in her feast. “Find him. Bring him… to me.” She 
buried her face in the dying woman‟s neck once more. 

 The bushes rustled as a number of  her brood moved to comply. 

 A dozen yards away the big man broke cover, running hard. He spun once in the 
open, bringing up the crossbow and dropping his first pursuer with an expert shot to 
the heart. Seven more came on as he tossed the crossbow aside and tore his machete 
from its sheath. His other hand snagged a stake from his belt. He twirled his weapons 
once and settled in a combat stance as they surrounded him. 

 Predictably enough, one leaped at him from behind. He spun, knocking its talons 
aside with his machete and ramming a stake through the exposed ribs at the creature‟s 
flank. Its leap carried it forward to crash on the grass, faintly whining as its body began 
to burn from the inside out. 

 The huge man continued his spin, lashing out at another of  the creatures. One 
darted forward and shoved at his arm, stopping its momentum, as another snagged the 
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machete from his grip. The big man ducked and twirled out of  the way, right into the 
rest of  the mob.  

 They bore him to the ground, hideous strength in their whipcord bodies. He 
plunged his thumb into the eye socket of  one, crushed the throat of  another, but to 
these things such damage was cosmetic. In moments they had pinned him, so they 
retreated to grip his ankles and wrists and head, leaving his torso exposed. 

 She glided from the shadows. The burn on her torso was smaller, and she had all 
her teeth back and some of  the flesh on the side of  her head. She gazed at the man on 
the ground with unabashed unnatural lust, and she slowly licked her teeth. 

 “You mind tellin me what you‟re doin to my big homicidal pal there?” came a voice 
from across the clearing. 

 The hissing mob of  creatures turned to look at a man who stood twenty feet away, 
dressed in a single piece black leotard with huge oval eyespots, pale against the dark suit. 

 “Kill him,” hissed the burned woman. Four remained with the prisoner, one for 
each limb, and the other three sprinted towards the newcomer. 

 The spider ghost sighed, glanced up at the moon, and at the last moment darted 
out of  the way. The creatures skidded to a halt, but before they could turn he had 
leaped and kicked two of  them, planting a foot between their shoulderblades. They were 
carried off  their feet by the force of  the blow and sent tumbling down the hill, flailing 
for purchase to stop themselves. The third snapped at the spider ghost, who easily 
evaded then pounded a backhand across its head that sent the creature soaring into its 
comrades. The spider ghost whirled to face the group around the man pinned to the 
ground. 

 “Bad dog no bite!” yelled the spider ghost, bringing up his forearms. With a sound 
like tearing silk he fired off  two streams of  globby fluid that slapped into the mouths of  
two of  the creatures crouched over their prisoner. 

 “Enough, buffoon,” hissed the pale woman. “We shall see what you are made of.” 
She drew a ceremonial curved dagger from her belt. 

 “Sugar, spice, everything nice,” the spider ghost said, ticking ingredients off  on his 
fingers. “Wait, that‟s little girls…” 

 She lunged, but he slid out of  the way. In a single bound he landed on the big 
man‟s chest, lashing out with his feet to knock two of  the creatures away. He snatched 
the other two by the shoulders and smacked their heads together, distracting them long 
enough for him to spin and fire another webline out, pinning one of  the charging 
woman‟s feet to the ground. She flopped to the earth very ungracefully as the spider 
ghost leaped into the trees with the big man in tow. 

 “And I thought Amway was pushy,” his voice echoed back. “Isn‟t this how cults 
recruit?” 

 “Find him,” the woman snarled to her brood. “Find him and we will crush him. Or 
worse,” she said, an evil smile twisting her face. 

* 

 “I must admit I did not expect to see you, but I am glad you arrived,” the huge 
man said. 
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 “What the hell is going on, Kravinoff ?” Peter said. “And what were those things?” 

 “Vampires,” Kravinoff  said decisively. “I am hunting them.” 

 “For sport?” Peter said. 

 “No,” Kravinoff  said, and he half  winced. “I have my reasons. It is not murder, 
my friend. In a way they are already dead. No pulse, no breath. Only malignant energies 
of  the damned.” 

 “For future reference, you know, it‟s a bad idea to attack eight supernatural baddies 
with a crossbow, a stick, and a flimsy sword. Just fyi.” 

 “The idea is to attack a few at a time,” Kravinoff  said. “I was discovered.” He 
shook his head. “I attacked when I should have waited, but they were tearing a girl‟s 
throat out and I felt compelled to interrupt.” 

 “Yeah, I guess I can see that,” Peter said, subdued. “So what now?” 

 “I resume the hunt. I believe she has about a dozen lackeys in her brood, and they 
are collecting living blood so she may heal grievous wounds sustained last night. I am 
trying to stop them before she is fully healed. She is at the heart of  the brood, and 
slaying her means that no more could be created.” 

 “Wow,” Peter said reflectively. “I just fell headlong into a bad eighties movie.” 

 “Scoff  if  you like,” Kravinoff  said. “Regardless, I thank you for your help. Now I 
must return to it.” 

 Kravinoff  gasped as a wooden shaft punched into his arm. He clutched at it and 
looked wildly along its flight path.  

 “It has returned to you, mortal feedbag,” hissed a voice, and several pale men and 
women stalked out of  the shadows. One held his crossbow and was reloading. “Prepare 
yourself. The Queen is coming.” 

 “Kravinoff,” Peter said between gritted teeth as he gripped the huge man‟s arm. 
“We‟re surrounded.” Peter‟s senses probed the shadows, and he was disturbed at what 
they found. 

 “Let them come,” snarled Kravinoff. 

 “I got this,” said the spider ghost. He bounded toward the one with the crossbow, 
firing a glob of  web that splattered across the bolt track. Then he spun, low, leg out, and 
knocked one of  the vampires down. 

 Another vampire dropped from a tree on the other side of  the clearing and 
opened fire with a submachine gun. The spider ghost whirled and bounded, senses 
delineating each and every bullet as it hummed through the air, anticipating their paths, 
keeping him out of  the way; his mind was submerged in raw flashing instinct that slung 
him around faster than the bullets that hunted him. 

 Kravinoff  dove for cover as the bullets scattered across the clearing, smacking into 
several vampires with little effect. He ended crouched behind a tree stump, where two 
descended on him.  He curled into a roll and evaded their strike, smashing a stake into 
one‟s heart through its back. Then he dove for deeper cover as bullets sang and zipped 
around him, ricocheting off  of  trees and snipping through bushes. 
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 “Now you‟ve done it,” the spider ghost said from up in a tree where his dodge had 
taken him. “Cops will swarm the park looking for gunfire.” 

 “They will be too late,” the pale woman said. “Get him.” 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Vampires swarmed into the tree, clambering up and chasing him. The spider ghost 
effortlessly spun and whirled further up, quite familiar with moving through trees in 
Central Park. He bounded out of  the top of  the tree, landing effortlessly on the ground 
far below, alone with their leader. 

 “I‟d say something about them barking up the wrong tree but that‟s too easy,” the 
spider ghost said. “Let‟s dance.” 

 She hissed and struck at him, but he moved aside with the ease of  instinct. She 
whirled, clawing and tearing, but he managed to slip and slide around her attacks as 
though he was insubstantial shadow. “I can keep this up all night you know,” he said. 

 “Can you?” she hissed, narrowing her eyes to glittering slits.  

 “Yep,” he said, and he shot a punch through her attack and crushed bone in the 
burned side of  her face. She was flung back to crash against a tree trunk and collapse in 
a heap. “That‟s a fact. Now, I don‟t know about this whole „vampire‟ thing, so how 
about I just web you to the ground and we wait for Mister Sun. If  you‟re a vampire, 
you‟re an undead freak and you burn and die end of  story. If  you‟re a deeply misguided 
person in serious need of  therapy, then you got nothing to worry about except the 
triggering of  your psychosis sending you spiraling into a comatose state.” He paused. 
“Maybe that‟s not quite what I was looking for. But anyway, you people seem to fall 
apart when defeated, so I would tend to subscribe to the whole „undead‟ theory, unlikely 
as it sounds to my trained scientific mind.” He glanced over at the tree he had been 
chased around in, and noticed there were no vampires in it now. “Of  course,” he added 
as his senses probed his surroundings, “I suppose I have little to say on behalf  of  
science's ascendancy considering I shoot webs out of  my arms and I run across ceilings 
in my silk tights.” 

 “Surrender or he dies,” the pale woman said, rising unsteadily. 

 Her mob of  vampires dragged an unconscious Kravinoff  out of  the treeline. One 
vampire cranked his head back and gripped this throat in its teeth. 

 “Oh,” the spider ghost said. “Um. Well. So if  I surrender what happens then?” 

 “Whatever I want to happen,” snapped the woman. “Surrender!” 

 “I surrender. Release him,” Peter said. 

 “You heard the man,” the pale woman said as her eyes narrowed. “Release the 
hunter.” 

 The vampire pulled his jaws away from Kravinoff ‟s neck, and grinned. He gripped 
the hunter‟s head, ready to snap his neck. 

 “No!” the spider ghost shouted, stepping forward. 

 Kravinoff  whipped his head back, smacking into the vampire‟s face. He roared as 
he poured every ounce of  his strength and cunning into winning free of  their grips. 
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 The vampire queen darted towards the struggle from one side, the spider ghost 
from the other. The spider ghost veered off  and slide tackled her, deflecting her snap 
with his forearm as she bit at him. Springing off  of  her and into the air, he squirted as 
much web down at her as he could manage on his upward arc. She slithered away from 
some of  it, but found herself  gummed to the ground for the moment. 

 The spider ghost landed striking, smashing one vampire off  Kravinoff  and tearing 
another one‟s teeth out of  the big man‟s shoulder. Kravinoff  shifted his weight and 
hurled one from him to crash into a tree, and then leaned forward as the spider ghost 
lashed out, knocking the last one into the brush. 

 “You okay?” the spider ghost said. 

 “Yes,” Kravinoff  managed. “They sought to subdue me, not to kill me. Let‟s go.” 

 “Incoming,” the spider ghost said. They turned to run when two policemen 
pounded into view on the path that intersected the clearing. 

 “Freeze!” one shouted, leveling his automatic pistol at Kravinoff. The big man half  
grinned as he ran, and he gathered himself  for a spring into the treeline. Suddenly, a 
vampire rose before him in the trees. 

 Armed with a submachine gun. 

 The spider ghost saw it too; he fired out webbing that slopped across the gun 
barrel as Kravinoff  pounced on the hapless undead. 

 “I said freeze!” shouted one of  the cops, and both of  them lined up with their 
pistols as Kravinoff  smashed down, tearing the gun from the vampire and crushing a 
blow across its head, mashing it into the tree. The creature hissed and slashed at him, 
but he dodged. 

 Then the bullets slammed into him, knocking him into the trees as they pounded 
into his back and side. The spider ghost jerked his head around to see the cops fire off  
another volley into the brush as the vampire slid around the tree. 

 “Sir, you okay? Did he hurt you?” one of  the cops said as they ran towards the 
vampire. 

 “Kravinoff,” whispered the spider ghost. Then he dropped from the trees behind 
the vampire. The creature spun to face him as he backhanded it into the tree trunk with 
a thud that shook the whole tree. The police hesitated. 

 A moment later, the vampire was thrust out of  the brush, it‟s head dented. It 
hissed and squalled, fangs distended, and scrabbled to get the police. 

 Faced with the fanged, gory creature the police blanched; then they saw its shadow, 
dark with huge pale eyes. 

 “Run,” the shadow said in a flat voice. They turned and ran as a blow smashed 
home on the vampire‟s neck with the crack of  shattered bone. 

 “They didn‟t even see me,” purred a lethal voice. The spider ghost just bounced 
into the trees, scooped up Kravinoff, and escaped at high speed. 

 Vampires that were none the worse for wear after taking the time to regenerate 
drifted out of  the shadows. Their queen stood before them. 
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 “Find him,” she said. “We haven‟t finished our conversation yet. After all, he did 
surrender…” 

* 

 The spider ghost lowered himself  and his passenger through the skylight on a web 
line. Kravinoff  was laid out on a table, and the spider ghost bounded up and shut the 
skylight. He leaned over Kravinoff, inspecting the webbing he had sprayed on the bullet 
holes. 

 “Still in me,” Kravinoff  muttered. He was ghastly pale, his mouth rimed with 
blood. “The bullets. Did not exit.” 

 “Quiet,” the spider ghost said. “Save your strength.” 

 “Take that ridiculous mask off,” Kravinoff  gasped out. “You‟re going to have to 
operate on me.” 

 The spider ghost stood stock still for a moment. He pulled the mask back. “I can‟t 
operate on you,” he said. “I may have great senses and finesse, but I don‟t know a lot 
about anatomy.” 

 “You‟ll have to learn,” Kravinoff  managed, “or I will die. I will need blood as well. 
B positive. A lot of  it.” 

 “You need a doctor, Kravinoff,” Peter said. “I can‟t have your blood on my hands.” 

 “No hospitals. No…” Kravinoff  struggled for breath. 

 “I know a doctor that does house calls,” Peter said. “Wait here. Rest. I‟ll be back 
with help.” 

 Then he was gone, and Kravinoff  was alone, slowly oozing precious blood. 

* 

 “Just a minute,” Connors said. He walked over to the door and opened it, then 
took a step back. “Peter! Are you alright?” 

 “Yes,” Peter said, stepping into his room. His face was pale, his eyes glittering and 
bright. “I have a friend who has been shot. We can‟t go to the hospital. We need some 
blood, and surgery. He has two bullets in him.” 

 “Hey, don‟t involve me in this,” Connors said. “Get the police. Better your friend 
live and face the music than die because he didn‟t survive an operation in a non-sterile 
environment.” 

 “Not an option,” Peter said, his voice quiet and his face set. “He was shot while 
hunting a pack of  vampires that has been killing off  a number of  people tonight. Their 
leader will track him down before long. We have no time. Maybe less. For all I know he‟s 
being killed right now.” 

 “Again, the police,” Connors said, “even if  I did believe your tale of  vampires, he‟d 
be safer in a police station than in some motel room.” 

 “He‟s at his safehouse right now,” Peter said. “Bullets are a lot more effective 
against us than they are against them. I don‟t want any policemen to get killed. Last 
chance. I‟m begging. Please come with me. If  you don‟t my friend has no chance of  
survival. Please.” 
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 Connors looked at him for a long, long moment. 

 “Please,” Peter said with a note of  finality. 

 Connors sighed, rubbing his eyes with his only hand. “Alright, alright. I‟ll help you. 
I‟ll need a field triage kit, a first aid kit, and if  you can get it a surgical kit. And some 
blood, equipment for a transfusion.” 

 “Everything but the blood would be at the college, right?” Peter said. 

 “I suppose,” Connors said. 

 “Did you ever turn your key in from when you were a guest lecturer?” Peter asked. 

 “No, I guess I didn‟t,” Connors said slowly. 

 Peter nodded. “I‟ll get the blood. You get in and assemble your kit, I‟ll meet you 
between the science building and the lake as soon as possible. Okay?” 

 “I can‟t believe I‟m doing this,” Connors said with a shake of  his head. 

 “Okay?” Peter repeated. 

 “Fine, I‟ll meet you there.” 

 Peter nodded, and left. 

 Connors followed him out. 

 Then they went their separate ways. 

* 

 “Thanks,” Peter said to the cabbie, handing him a tip. The cabbie popped the 
trunk of  the taxi, and Peter pulled the cases out then slammed the trunk. Connors 
clambered out of  the taxi and picked up one of  the cases. 

 “Charming neighborhood,” he said, looking around at the mix of  apartment 
buildings and warehouses. 

 “It‟s a safehouse, not a condo,” Peter muttered. He picked up the case with the 
blood, the case with the equipment that Connors didn‟t already have. They went inside 
and up the stairs, down the hall, on the fourth floor. 

 Peter put a case down, opened the door. “Wait here,” he said to Connors. He 
walked in half  expecting to see Kravinoff  smeared all over the walls. Instead, he was 
face down on the table where Peter had left him. 

 “I got a doctor. Equipment,” Peter said. “You‟re going to be okay.” 

 Kravinoff  managed a grunt, and Connors came in. “Clear?” the doctor asked. 

 “Close enough,” Peter muttered. “Kravinoff, this is Doc Connors. He‟s here to 
give you a hand. Connors, this is Kravinoff, the great white hunter.” He half  smiled at 
Kravinoff ‟s back. 

 “Pleased to meet you,” Connors said. “Let‟s have a look.” He glanced sharply at 
Peter. “What‟s this gunk on his back?” 

 “Bandages, don‟t worry about it,” Peter said. “Do your stuff.”  
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 “I‟m going to need your help,” Connors said. “I‟m not a surgeon. And my situation 
is further complicated,” he said ruefully, looking at his empty sleeve. 

 Peter took a deep breath as he put two cases on the table and popped them open. 
He propped the third up before he looked over at Kravinoff, then at Connors. 

 “Tell me what to do,” he said, his jaw set. 

 “First we make this whole thing a lot easier,” Connors said. “Fill this syringe with 
what‟s in that bottle.” 

 “Please tell me that‟s anesthetic,” Kravinoff  said. 

 “It‟s anesthetic,” Connors said. “We‟ll save all the real pain until you wake up.” 

 “This is good,” Kravinoff  muttered into the table. “Much better than whisky for 
this sort of  thing.” 

 Then he felt a stick in his arm, and he listened to Connors count backwards from 
ten… 

 The operation got underway, taking all the focus the two men had in a desperate 
battle to save Kravinoff ‟s life. No one saw the shadow that peered down on the 
proceedings with interest for a moment, then scuttled off  the roof  in search of  its 
fellows. 

* 

 Peter and Connors stood at the far end of  the dilapidated loft from the gore-
soaked table where Kravinoff  lay senseless. 

 “I dunno, Doc,” Peter said. “I‟ve gone toe to toe with big clawed monsters, kicked 
in a guy the size of  a Mac truck, and leaped from truck to truck on the interstate, but 
that‟s quite possibly the most nerve wracking thing I‟ve ever done.” 

 “You did it well,” Connors said. “Without your help he would surely have died.” 

 “Do you think he‟ll live?” Peter asked quietly. 

 “He‟s a big, healthy man,” Connors shrugged. “We had to cut some muscles to get 
where we needed to get. But I think he‟s vital enough to survive without too much 
permanent damage. How did you come to know him?” 

 “Oh, that,” Peter said. “He tried to kill me with a big knife. Tore my guts up. I 
invited him home for dinner. Long story.” 

 “I see,” Connors said, bewildered. 

 The skylights exploded, a shower of  glass cascaded downward as lithe dark 
vampires dropped through, landing on the floor in a ready crouch. They zeroed in on 
Kravinoff. 

 “Oh no you don‟t,” Peter said, tugging the mask up as he dashed past Connors and 
plowed into the vampires from behind. 

 In a heartbeat he was tangled with four vampires. They spun to engage him, 
snarling; one tried to get free only to find itself  stuck to three of  his fingertips, as 
trapped as if  it had stepped on a bear trap. Another folded the spider ghost into a 
wrestling lock; the spider ghost flexed, and the vampire staggered back in startlement; 
the spider ghost was far stronger than the undead shadows. 
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 “Nuff  playtime,” the spider ghost grunted. He flung a vampire the length of  the 
loft, squalling and thrashing, and it flew in a flat arc to slam into Kravinoff ‟s pull-up bar, 
its spine snapping so the back of  its head briefly touched its back. It crumpled but did 
not start to smoke. 

 “Table,” the spider ghost shouted as he punched his hand into a vampire‟s chest. 
He tore the heart out, a black sodden withered rag of  flesh, and he tossed it away as the 
creature unleashed a rending scream. The spider ghost ducked and rolled, evading the 
attacks of  the other two. 

 Connors threw his weight against one of  the tables, knocking it over and running 
around to crouch behind it. To brace it. 

 The spider ghost snagged the two vampires and sent them sprawling. They each 
slammed onto one of  the table legs, impaled through the chest, sending the table 
skidding back shoving Connors with it. Smoke wisped up from the slain vampires 
immediately. 

 “Tell me you brought some more,” the spider ghost said, voice hard and lethal. 

 Six vampires dropped down through the shattered skylight. One of  them was the 
pale woman. 

 “I brought some more,” their queen said, her smile vicious. “I am Necra. Soon you 
will call me goddess.” She looked directly at the spider ghost. 

 “Wow,” the spider ghost said. “Now I feel like I‟m getting hit on in a seedy bar.” 

 “Slow him down,” Necra said. The vampires pounced. 

 The spider ghost hurled himself  to the side, noticing that Necra‟s wounds had all 
closed and her alabaster skin was flawless. The vampires pursued, and he found himself  
hard pressed to stay out of  their clutches as he twirled and ducked, running up the wall. 
They leaped, forcing him to the side as he eluded them. 

 “Yo goddess,” he pattered as he scrabbled along the wall, the vampires leaping 
after him. “How many people you kill to get your complexion back?” 

 “About ten,” she said languidly, waving her hand. She started walking towards 
Kravinoff. “Who can keep track.” 

 The spider ghost propelled himself  forward, landed in a roll, and smashed the 
table Connors hid behind. He popped up with a table leg in each hand. 

 “Let‟s go,” he gritted out. He slid under the first strike, thrusting a table leg into the 
second charging vampire‟s chest with a popping crunch. Swinging the corpse around, he 
slammed the other leg into the back of  the lead vampire, tearing through its flesh and 
sending it banging into the wall. 

 With a spring he was over the last two that pursued him. He touched his fingertips 
to the tops of  their heads and exerted himself, slamming their skulls together so hard 
they shattered and sprayed their contents in a flat ring. The spider ghost hit the floor in 
a miasma of  dissolving vampire. 

 “This has gone far enough,” he said, glaring at Necra and the remaining vampire 
that guarded her. 

 “I quite agree,” she said demurely. “I accept your surrender.” 
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 “I think it‟s about time somebody smacked your eye teeth out,” the spider ghost 
said. He slung in close to her and kicked, but she was already moving out of  the way. 
His senses went wild as the other vampire pulled a speargun out of  its coat and lined up 
with super human speed. The spider ghost contorted out of  the way— 

 The vampire compensated and fired out a shaft that punched into the muscle over 
the spider ghost‟s collarbone and flung him back, pinning him to a support beam. 

 Necra pounced, moving fast. As the spider ghost yelped she was on him, her fangs 
flashing. She shoved his arm aside and in a smooth motion she plunged her mouth 
down to lock on the spider ghost‟s shoulder. 

 The spider ghost let out a scream as she bit down. Something— 

 Something passed between them— 

 Then she reared her head back, her mouth smeared with blood. His blood. She 
hopped back out of  reach, then leaped up and caught the skylight, pulling herself  clear. 
Her remaining servant was close behind. 

 For a long minute, all was quiet but the spider ghost‟s harsh breathing and the 
whistling wind outside. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 “You,” came a slow, thick voice, “are bitten.” The spider ghost looked over to see 
Kravinoff ‟s heavy lidded eyes open a slit, light glinting from his dark eyes. 

 Connors approached the spider ghost. “Spear,” he observed. 

 “Spear,” the spider ghost agreed. 

 Connors walked over to Kravinoff. “How do you feel?” 

 Kravinoff  made a big production of  trying to swallow. “I do not feel well,” he said. 

 “Try not to talk,” Connors said. He turned his attention back to the spider ghost. 
“Need help with that?” he asked. 

 “No,” the spider ghost said. “Flanged. Not going to pull it out. Stuck in the wood. 
Here we go.” He let out a shout and leaned forward. He slid off  the shaft of  the spear 
and collapsed on the floor, clutching his bloody shoulders. 

 “Medic,” he said in a slightly strangled voice. 

 “Kill him,” Kravinoff  breathed.  

 “What?” said Connors, staring at him. The spider ghost peered over at him, woozy. 

 “Kill him,” Kravinoff  managed. “He is tainted with her bite. She will make him 
one of  them.” 

 “Keep this up,” the spider ghost managed, “I don‟t think we‟re going to be friends 
much longer.” 

 “Maybe if  we clean out the wound?” Connors said. 

 “There is only one way,” Kravinoff  said. He cleared his throat. “Kill their queen, 
and unless he has succumbed to her energies he will be free.” 
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 “Sounds good,” the spider ghost said, rising unsteadily. “I‟ll just web this shut and 
swing on my way.” 

 Kravinoff  struggled for energy and focus, still pushing his way clear of  the 
anesthetic. “You would hasten… to your doom.” 

 Connors stood out of  the way, unsure of  what to do. Kravinoff  struggled for 
breath as he lay on the table. The spider ghost swayed on his feet. Then he pulled down 
his mask. 

 “Okay,” he said. “As of  right now, I‟m out of  my depth. This phone work?” 

 Kravinoff  nodded, and Peter walked over and picked up the handset. He punched 
in a number. 

 He waited a bit. Then his face darkened. “Yeah, Logan, it‟s me,” he said to the 
message recorder. “Look, I‟ll try back in a little bit. I hope you‟re in.” He hung up, 
thought a moment. Punched in another number. Waited. 

 “Yeah, Doc, it‟s me,” he said. “If  you get this in the next, oh, hour or so could you 
find me? Thanks! Bye.” He slammed the phone down, looked at it for a moment, then 
heaved a deep sigh. 

 “Doomed or no,” he said, squinting at Kravinoff, “it‟s my only hope. All my tough 
guy pals are out of  reach.” 

 “The risk is too great,” Kravinoff  said hoarsely. “If  you become hers, you will… 
be too dangerous.” 

 Peter clenched his jaw. “I‟m not a quitter,” he said. “I‟ll find a way or die trying.” 

 A long look passed between Kravinoff  and Peter. Then the big man grunted a bit 
of  a chuckle. 

 “I almost forgot,” he managed, “your spirit. Very well, spider ghost,” he said. He 
took a deep breath. “Open the cabinet there. Bring me the leather bag you find inside.” 

 “You gonna kill me?” Peter asked uncertainly. 

 “No,” Kravinoff  said simply. “The bag.” 

 Peter opened the cabinet and pulled out the bag. It was soft, smooth, worn leather. 
He took it to Kravinoff.  

 “Sit me up,” the big man said. 

 “Too soon after surgery,” Connors said quickly. “You‟ll dislodge the stitches if  you 
exert yourself.” 

 “Trust me,” Kravinoff  said. “Sit me up.” 

 “I can‟t figure out why you even bothered to get a doctor,” Connors said shortly, 
and he stalked into the adjoining room. Peter watched him go, then helped Kravinoff  
roll on his side and then get propped up to a seated position. 

 “What are you doing?” Peter asked quietly. 

 “You still have one tough guy pal,” Kravinoff  said. He slowly smiled at Peter, his 
eyes unfocused, his mouth bloody. 
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 “No way,” Peter said. “You even get up and you‟ll crash out and—“ Peter grunted, 
and fell to one knee— 

 eyes, dark eyes, pulling him in, pulling him down; his heart struggled to beat as a crushing pale 
hand closed around it; his breath struggled locked in his chest as his throat constricted; he felt death 

 Peter gasped and fell on all fours, coughing. 

 “It will only get worse,” Kravinoff  said. “She will be going to ground somewhere 
she thinks is safe. Then she will bend all her energy through that wound, through your 
connection, until she has subverted  you to her will.” 

 “What do I do,” Peter managed. 

 “Lay down,” Kravinoff  said. “Rest. Don‟t get agitated. Your blood will move 
faster, the contagion spread through your energy faster. Pretend it is a poison.” 

 “And just what do you think you‟re going to do?” Peter asked. 

 “I once told you of  time I spent in the jungle,” Kravinoff  said, opening the leather 
bag reverently. “I studied… their lore. I am sworn to never allow my prey to escape,” he 
said. “So far, you are the only one that has. And so for you I will hunt this creature. For 
your humanity I will slay this monster.” He pulled out a pouch, a few oilskin packets. “I 
will need your help.” 

 “What‟s that stuff ?” Peter asked, breathless. 

 “We‟ll just say drugs and leave it at that,” Kravinoff  responded. He opened the bag 
of  powder. “The anesthetic has left me… thick and slow.” He pulled out a pinch of  the 
powder and sniffed it. His pupils dilated.  

 “Better,” he growled. “Undo my bandages.” 

 “You‟ll bleed to death no matter how hopped up on crack you are,” Peter warned. 

 “I will not bleed to death,” Kravinoff  said, his eyes focusing with uncomfortably 
sharp scrutiny. “You will web my torso together for my hunt.” 

 “I see,” Peter said. “So, uh,” 

 “Just unwrap my bandages, help me apply a certain concoction I will make, then 
web me shut and leave me to my preparations. Or let me kill you.” 

 “Fair enough, I guess,” Peter said.  

 “Hot water. A bowl. Everything you need is under the sink. Do not delay. She will 
be close to her lair, then it will begin in earnest.” 

 “Right,” Peter said, and they got started. 

* 

 “If  I were poisoned,” Peter said, “What would you do to delay the poison?” 

 Connors turned to look at him. They stood in the grimy lobby of  the tenement 
building. “How is he?” 

 “He‟s absolutely insane. Answer the question.” 

 “Well,” Connors said slowly, “first I‟d check for an antidote.” 

 “Failing that,” Peter said, “what then?” 
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 “I‟d give you a sedative, I suppose, and have you lie down.” 

 “Let‟s get to it,” Peter said. He was pale, his hands shook. “I don‟t feel so good.” 

 “Are you sure it‟s a poison?”  

 “Kravinoff  told me to treat it like it was one,” Peter said, “and he would know. 
Let‟s go back upstairs.” 

 “What about Kravinoff ?” Connors said.  

 Peter shook his head. “He‟s gone,” he said. “In so many ways, he is solid gone.” 

* 

 Kravinoff  knelt on the roof, in the lee of  the wind, incense steadily blowing away 
from him on the chill breeze. His eyes were closed as he focused on forgetting and 
remembering. 

 Awash in a gray sea, he felt no pleasure and he felt no pain. He was in a fog, where 
the biting chill could not find him. Then he began to remember. 

 He remembered scent, and the fog resolved itself  somewhat into buildings, cars; 
he remembered hearing, and the echoes flung up to the sky from the canyons and 
corridors of  the city reverberated in his mind. He remembered taste, kinesthetic, the 
feel of  time slithering through him. He opened his eyes, remembering sight; everything 
resolved in painfully sharp detail. He remembered the pattering feel of  the present, the 
precious stream of  seconds he breathed in. He breathed steadily, warming the night sky 
in his lungs. 

 He forgot. He forgot the feeling of  pain first. It had no meaning, no place in him. 
He forgot words next; they would not help him do what he was about to do. He forgot 
the finer sentiments of  good and evil, of  law, of  justice. There was only one law that 
would guide him tonight. He forgot the past and the future, becoming a creature of  
senses and instinct alone. 

 The creature Kravinoff  was becoming hunched down and tasted a drop of  gore 
collected from the safehouse downstairs. The blood was cold and dark, and it tasted of  
ashes and decay. 

 Kravinoff  closed his eyes and drank in the wind. Caught her traces on it. 

 Then in a smooth motion he slid to his feet and ran into the night after his prey. 
There was no escape for her now. 

* 

 Peter lay down on the bed in Kravinoff ‟s safe house. “So sedate me, I guess,” he 
said. 

 Connors handed him a couple pills and a glass of  filmy water. “Here you go,” he 
said. “This shouldn‟t knock you out, just make things a little dreamy for a while.” 

 “Better give me enough to knock me out,” Peter said. “I have a bit of  a speedy 
metabolism. You may have noticed.” 

 “I suppose you do,” Connors said, handing him the bottle. “I should have thought 
of  that.” 
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 Peter opened the bottle and poured a few more pills out, then re-capped it and 
handed it to Connors. “Here goes,” he said, and he washed down the mouthful of  pills. 

 With a thin scream, a vampire with a crooked head charged from the shadows. 
Peter was up, pushing Connors aside, and thrusting with his leg in a smooth action. The 
kick caught the vampire in the chin, and with a crunch the rest of  its neck went. Peter 
darted over to the broken table and snagged another table leg, then walked over and 
pinned the cripple to the floor. 

 “That‟s the one that met the pull-up bar,” Peter said. He glanced around. “I have a 
bad feeling about this.” 

 “Oh?” Connors said. 

 “Necra knows exactly what‟s happening to me,” Peter said slowly. “She‟s bound to 
send more of  her creatures to force me to fight.” He sat on the bed. “To speed my 
transformation.” He glanced up, suddenly still, listening. “They‟re here,” he murmured. 
“It‟s only a matter of  time.” 

 Connors looked thoughtfully at the roof, listening to the creaks that did not 
synchronize with the wind gusting outside. “I can protect you,” he said. He walked over 
to the table and picked up a scalpel. 

 “Maybe you weren‟t paying attention,” Peter said. “No, our only hope is to try to 
elude them in a running—“ he gasped and doubled over— 

 her teeth shining, his stomach shriveling, he felt his lungs crush under an unseen grip, heard her 
laughter as he struggled not to die 

 “It‟s getting worse,” Peter managed, a whine in his breathing as he lay on his back 
clutching his shoulder. He felt a painful thud each time his heart pushed his blood 
through his body, and he felt a strong urge to stop his heart so it would stop riling his 
blood up. He closed his eyes, tasting blood in his mouth, fighting for air. 

 “There‟s only one way we can defeat these things now,” Connors said. He stripped 
off  his coat and his shirt, standing bare-chested in the damp cold of  the safehouse. On 
his right pectoral was a brilliant red and black tattoo, its pattern pulling the eye into it 
and away from it at the same time with an odd fascination. 

 Connors gazed down at Peter for a moment. “We become monsters,” he said 
softly, “to save you from a similar fate.” He smiled faintly. “I‟ve waited for some time to 
repay a debt to you. This is my chance. You‟re the one who showed me that being a 
monster doesn‟t mean you can‟t be a hero too.” 

 “Connors,” Peter said faintly. “That‟s a really bad idea.” 

 “It‟s the only hope left,” Connors said. “For both of  us. You‟ll survive this,” he 
added. “It will be up to you to return me to my humanity.” 

 He took the scalpel and cut an upside down V incision over the tattoo, then gritted 
his teeth as he peeled a flap of  skin down a half  an inch. 

 The border of  the tattoo was breached. 

 Connors staggered back, breathing hard, eyes bright… 

* 
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 Kravinoff  perched on the rooftop of  the warehouse, looking at the huge ship 
moored at the dock. There. She was aboard. Its hull was streaked with rust, and it 
looked abandoned. Kravinoff  could feel her lurking in the belly of  the ship. He was 
moving, silent as shadow, as invisible as breath in moonlight. 

 A vampire stood on the deck of  the ship, motionless, watchful. It did not see 
Kravinoff  coming. The big man dropped, and as the vampire realized he was there, he 
rammed a pair of  hedge shears into its chest and opened them, prying its ribs apart and 
shredding the heart. It screamed and toppled, smoking. Kravinoff  yanked the shears out 
of  its chest with the ring of  steel against bone. He roared challenge. Then he cranked 
open the door and stared down into the noxious darkness, engulfed in a wave of  air 
laden with the stink of  rot and blood and filth. 

 He reached the hallway, facing three vampires in a space so narrow only one could 
fit at a time. 

 The creature that Kravinoff  had become smiled, showing all his big square white 
teeth. He raised his shears, drew a massive knife from his belt, and advanced. 

* 

 Peter gasped for air, limp on the bed, realizing he must have passed out for a 
moment. His sense of  time was gone, his heart must have stopped. Dipped in death, 
however briefly. Peter fought to breathe, felt his heart sluggish and reluctant to pump. 
Through bleary eyes he looked around the room. 

 Three vampires dropped from the skylight, and one came in the door. 

 “Your goddess is lonely,” one said, fangs flashing in the dimness. “We are here to 
collect you.” 

 A shape uncoiled from the dimness, snapping into the vampire and sending both 
sailing across the lit patch and deep into shadow. A strangled scream was forced loose, 
and the floor vibrated with violent thrashings. Then all was quiet but a faint hiss, and 
steamy smoke drifted into the light. 

 The three vampires oriented on the shadow. They peered into it, the night holding 
no secrets from them. The creature that had destroyed their kin now stalked out to meet 
them. 

 Hunched and coiled, the creature had leathery skin and whipcord muscles. Its 
hands and feet were clawed, and it had a heavily muscled tail that lashed slowly behind 
it. Its head was that of  a lizard, glittering dark eyes watching the vampires over a gaping 
mouth that emitted an oily hiss of  menace. 

 “I don‟t know what it is,” one of  the vampires said, “so let‟s kill it.” 

* 

 Kravinoff  stood, battered and bloodied, leaning on the doorframe and glaring at 
the pale woman. She was in the hold, sitting in the light of  a circle of  candles, eyes 
rolled back in her head, a ghastly rictus grin across her face. Her eyes trembled, then 
rolled down in her head so she could see. 

 “You again,” she said. “I thought you‟d be dead by now.” 

 Kravinoff  knew no words. He squared off  with her. 
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 “Oh, this should be amusing,” she said. 

 He stalked closer. 

 She stood in a fluid motion and breezily approached. “I breathe on you and you 
fall over,” she said, and she swiped at him with a backhand. 

 He leaned out of  the way, and thrust with the knife. It zipped over her shoulder 
and plunged into her throat under her jawbone, its tip scraping the inside of  her skull 
on the other side of  her head. Kravinoff  tugged it free and hopped back, crouched and 
ready for combat. 

 Necra slapped her hand to her throat and staggered back, eyes wide, as precious 
blood sprayed out. In a moment of  shock she realized she was feeling real pain. 

 Kravinoff  smiled, eyes glittering and savage. Necra narrowed her eyes and flared 
her nostrils.  

 “Mortal,” she spat. 

 The fight began. 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 Peter stirred, feeling blood slowly trickle out of  his mouth towards his ear. His 
torso felt as though he had been battered for a few hours by someone big. He struggled 
to raise his head, feeling half  alive. He was indeed half  alive; he could feel his living 
system doing battle with a lethargy that concealed a tremendous power for an 
insupportable price. 

 He struggled to focus as the lizard creature hissed furiously, crashing through a 
thin partition in the loft. Peter blinked in time to see the vampire sink its jaws into the 
lizard‟s arm. 

 The lizard snatched the vampire‟s face with its talons and wrenched, bursting the 
vampire‟s jaw muscles and tearing its face. The lizard clamped its mouth on the 
vampire‟s throat and tore it out, then tossed it aside like a broken doll. 

 As Peter looked around the dim room he saw smoke drifting and coiling in the 
breezy room. That was the last vampire. 

 The lizard, furious and wounded, glared around with a warning hiss. 

 Then it saw its most hated enemy. 

 It crouched and advanced, tail slowly lashing. It closed in on the spider ghost… 

* 

 Kravinoff  ducked her rapid strike and plunged his knife through her knee, tearing 
it out as he spun away. She shrieked and pounced, catching his back, and he slung her 
off  to slam into a wall full force. She curled out of  the way as he closed in, slashing. 

 Then she was behind him, and she shoved him into the wall with a clang. She 
leaned in close, her tongue darting out to taste the air. “This is where it ends,” she 
snarled, gripping his head. 

 He smiled. 
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* 

 Peter felt his eyes glaze as the lizard stalked closer. He could feel the surging 
struggling power within him, and he knew that all he had to do to survive this and kill 
the lizard was to surrender his life. He felt every fiber of  his nerves, every ounce of  
bone in his body fighting the death that was pulling on him, pulling him down into a 
morass of  permanent darkness. His breath was thin and shallow. 

 Peter felt a moment of  clarity as he made his decision. 

 “Better to die,” he gritted out, and his hands feebly clutched the sheets of  the bed 
as the lizard gathered itself  for a spring. “I will not… surrender…” 

 The lizard‟s hiss deepened and swarmed with menace, then it hesitated. It blinked. 
It growled again, uncertainly this time. It staggered back a step, tail twitching, then 
clutched its head and groaned. The lizard collapsed and curled up behind a rack of  
debris from the fight. 

 Peter lay back, drifting in and out of  consciousness, when he felt a lightness come 
to him. He felt giddy, and he wondered if  he was at last dying. It was very peaceful. 

 Connors pulled himself  out of  the wreck of  the flimsy interior wall and pulled on 
clothes. “I feel… terrible,” he said. “Are you okay?” 

 “Fine,” Peter said dreamily. “I feel good. Except my arms hurt a little. Are you 
okay?” 

 “I am stronger,” Connors said, pressing his hand against his chest. “I forced the 
lizard back. Took control.” 

 “Helps that most of  the tattoo was still there,” Peter noted. 

 “Yes,” Connors said. He moved his hand. The wound had healed, but left little pale 
scars on either side of  where he had cut the tattoo before his chest healed. “We must all 
be stronger than the darkness inside us.” He smiled ruefully. “And I need to get to a 
tattoo parlor right away.” 

 “I think I‟m going to live,” Peter said, a touch of  wonder in his voice. His heart 
beat was smooth and strong, his breathing easy and relaxed. “I‟m tired, but Kravinoff  
must have gotten the vampire. Tell you what, though. I‟m about to pass out for like 
twelve hours. Got any uppers?” 

 “This is such a bad idea,” Connors said. He heaved a sigh. “Yes.” 

 “Ooh, gimmie a handful,” Peter said. Connors tossed him the bottle and he broke 
the top off  and poured a few pills out. 

 “Do you know of  any tattoo parlors that would be open at this hour?” Connors 
asked. 

 “I‟m a college student in New York,” Peter said. “Get your coat and we‟ll go.” 

* 

 “So what are you going to do now?” Connors asked as the streetlamps 
rhythmically lit and shadowed the interior of  the cab. 

 “Get Kravinoff,” Peter said. “I need to make sure he‟s okay.” 

 “How will you begin to look for him?” Connors asked. 
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 Peter shrugged. “One of  the vampires shot me with a speargun. It wasn‟t new, or 
for show. It was nicked and scratched. Plus their clothes reeked of  polluted water and 
rust. They‟re somewhere on the docks.” 

 “And you can narrow it down from there,” Connors said doubtfully. 

 “I‟ll trust to luck,” Peter said with a secret smile. 

 “Suit yourself,” Connors said. “You‟ve certainly spiced up my trip,” he added with 
a sigh. 

 “I do what I can,” Peter said with a slightly sheepish grin. “Sorry about the mess. 
Lunch, my treat, tomorrow before you go.” 

 “Fair enough,” Connors said. “I‟ll let you get in touch with me.” 

 “Here we are,” Peter said as the cab pulled up to the curb in front of  a seedy 
barber shop. “Their setup is downstairs. You should be fine.” 

 “See you tomorrow,” Connors said. He chuckled. “I hope they don‟t start anything 
with me in my current state. Could be bad for them.” 

 “Watch yourself,” Peter said. “I‟ll see you later today.” 

 Connors stepped out of  the cab and slammed the door. 

 “Where to?” asked the cabbie. 

 “The docks,” Peter said. “Step on it.” 

* 

 The dark hold shifted and creaked as the waves slid along the metal hull of  the 
rusting ship. Stealthy footsteps rustled along the metal. 

 “Kravinoff ?” a voice said uncertainly, echoing in the metal room. 

 Peter heard a groan, and he moved faster. He knelt by a dark shape, then rolled 
him over into a narrow shaft of  moonlight that pushed through the grimy porthole. 

 Kravinoff ‟s face was cut, and his mouth was bloody. His eyes fluttered, then 
opened. They were full of  pain. 

 “Parker,” Kravinoff  managed. “I still live.” 

 “You‟re going to live,” Peter said, checking his pulse. “Hang in there. I‟ll get you 
out of  this.” 

 “Guns,” Kravinoff  said. He pointed.  

 “Later. First I have to get you back to my place.” He hefted the heavy man, then as 
carefully as he could he carried him out of  the ship and back up to the pavement. 

 “Big tip night and you didn‟t see anything,” Peter said to the cabbie as he muscled 
Kravinoff  into the cab. 

 “Eyes ta da road, dat‟s me,” the cabbie grunted. 

 Twenty minutes later the cab pulled to a stop outside an apartment building. Peter 
slipped a hundred dollar bill to the cabbie and carried Kravinoff  up the stairs to his 
place. 
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 “Home sweet home,” he said, opening the door and supporting Kravinoff  as he 
staggered in. He slung the huge man down on the couch. “Don‟t worry about blood 
stains. Just hang in there.” 

 “Howju fin me?” Kravinoff  asked, his breathing shallow. 

 “I have my ways,” Peter said with a grin, the scent of  his spider tracer pheromones 
strong from where he had put it on Kravinoff ‟s bandages. “I could tell you, but that 
would get awkward if  you ever decide to kill me again.” 

 Peter reapplied webbing to Kravinoff ‟s wounds where they had torn open from his 
exertions, and he poured peroxide on his new cuts and webbed them too. “Broken 
bones and organs will have to wait for now,” Peter said. “How do you feel?” 

 Kravinoff  managed a weak smile. “You have to go back,” he said. “Things… 
things I know you must see.” 

 “I will,” Peter said, “as soon as I‟m sure you‟ll be alright.” 

 “I must live,” Kravinoff  coughed out. “The hunt is not yet over.” 

 “But you got Necra. Right?” Peter said. 

 Kravinoff  stared into his eyes, an inner fire burning in him. “Necra was the 
emissary. She is nothing. Something else is beneath. And beneath that.” He gripped 
Peter‟s sleeve. “I will find and slay what is behind it all, spider ghost. Nothing will stop 
me." 

 “Well,” Peter said slowly, “that‟s nice, but you need to take a nap.” 

 Kravinoff  leaned back, asleep. 

 “Good,” Peter said. He checked the time. Quarter to three. He walked over to his 
table and looked down at a foil wrapped package and a note. He smiled fondly as he 
opened the note. 

 

Hey Danger Butt 

Hope you got home in one piece. 

If  the world is now safe from the 

forces of  evil I’ll stitch you up 

tomorrow. If  you’re a heel who 

stood me up, come on by if  you 

get in before midnight. 

 

MJ 

 

 Peter peeked under the foil and saw a tall piece of  chocolate cake. He chuckled, 
then left the note and the cake.  
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 “World isn‟t safe from the forces of  evil just yet,” he muttered, and he headed back 
out. 

* 

 Peter peered around in the rusted hold of  the ship. He saw piles and smears of  ash 
and muddy gore here and there, and a glint of  metal on the wall caught his eye. He 
walked over and saw a pair of  hedge clippers rammed into the metal wall of  the hold, 
and dangling from the blades a brittle bone eye socket and cheekbone. He gingerly 
touched the bone and it fell to ash. He shivered. 

 “So long, Necra,” he murmured. Then he played the flashlight over the boxes 
stacked on the other side of  the hold.  

 He stopped. He pried one open. 

 Guns. 

 Lots of  guns. 

 He pried open another one. Grenades. Another. A portable rocket launcher. 

 “Wow,” he whispered. “Hot damn.” 

 His mind had already formulated a plan. 

* 

 “Somebody better be dead,” grunted the voice on the other end of  the line. 

 “Oh,” Peter said. “I guess it is three thirty. Hey, Doug, I need a favor and I‟m 
willing to share information to get it.” 

 “Parker,” Doug said. “I appreciate that you took me to a very nice restaurant to 
reward me for the last time you woke me up at an ungodly hour to be your personal 
encyclopedia. I must warn you. The next time you do this they will not find all your 
pieces.” 

 “I found a weapons shipment of  military grade materials loaded on a ship to be 
smuggled out of  New York,” Peter said. “Legal stuff, I bet, but not for this kind of  
distribution. I have the dock number and the ship name. This is big. Really big.” 

 “Okay,” Doug said, sounding more alert. “That‟s news. What are you planning to 
do about it?" 

 Peter sighed. "That brings me to the favor I need.” 

 “What‟s that?” 

 Peter grinned. 

 “Just need an unlisted number, that‟s all. Guy named Brilhart.” 

* 

 The phone jangled, and the sleeping man fumbled for it. He caught it up. “Hlo?” 
he managed, squinting at the clock in the darkness. 

 “Brilhart,” came the voice on the other end. “I got an anonymous tip for ya.” 

 “Who is this?” Brilhart managed. 
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 “Yer informant pal,” came the other voice, deliberately roughened. Brilhart blinked 
himself  awake. 

 “How did you get this number?” 

 “Pier thirty one, the Dark Mistress out of  Singapore. In the hold is a shipment of  
military grade weaponry ready to move. Better get it fast, it‟s unguarded as of  right now 
but that won‟t last until morning.” 

 “Hey,” Brilhart said. The phone clicked a disconnection. 

 The shape on the bed next to him stirred. “Who was that?” 

 “Gotta go,” he said shortly, and he was moving. 

 Far away, Peter Parker grinned as he hung up the phone. 

* 

 Peter blearily yawned, then stretched. He glanced at his alarm clock and noticed it 
was almost noon. “Got my eight hours,” he said with a grin, and he hopped out of  bed 
feeling a bit soggy. He trudged into the living room and glanced at the couch. Kravinoff  
was gone. Peter sighed, not entirely surprised. He looked over the web bandages he had 
over both shoulders, and sighed. “If  I want food I gotta move my arms,” he muttered. 
He opened the fridge, wincing. 

 On the rack in the fridge was a small leather bag. He pulled it out, and saw it was 
weighting down a piece of  paper. He picked the paper up. 

 “A souvenir,” he read aloud. He hefted the bag, it was about the size of  a hackey 
sack. He sniffed it, and caught the pungent stink of  vampiric ashes. 

 “We give each other the cutest presents,” he grinned to himself, and he shut the 
fridge. He hung the sack over the kitchen sink, then scooped up the foil covered cake 
and stripped it.  

 “Hello breakfast,” he said to himself. Then he blinked. “Hang on,” he said. “Lunch 
with Connors. Right.” He replaced the cake. “Your days are numbered, though,” he said 
sternly to the dessert. “Now I gotta shower and stuff…” 

 

February 2 

 Connors was moving slowly as he walked into the lobby of  the Chinese restaurant. 
Peter stood and greeted him. 

 “What‟s up, Doc,” he said. “You look a little stiff  today.” 

 “You should if  you don‟t,” chided Connors. “That was a hell of  a night.” 

 “I have the resiliency of  youth,” Peter said with a puckish grin. 

 A few minutes later they were seated, their order placed. 

 “So how is Kravinoff  this morning?” Connors asked. “Did he survive?” 

 “He‟s tough, you have to give him that,” Peter said. “He killed the vampires and 
hung in there until I could get him to my place and bandage him up. When I woke up 
this morning he had let himself  out. Too bad. I guess he‟s not much one for goodbyes.” 
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 “Me either,” Connors said. He shrugged. “Who is?” 

 “Thanks for having lunch with me,” Peter said. “I like goodbyes. Take care of  
yourself  in Florida.” 

 “Peter,” Connors said, “I never felt more helpless than I did the time you saved me 
from… from my transformation. Since then I have taken great pains to never let the 
genie out of  the bottle, so to speak. I have to thank you for saving me when the lizard 
manifested last spring. And,” he added as he carefully adjusted his silverware, “I have to 
thank you for forcing me to unleash it and control it. For the first time,” he said, raising 
his eyes to Peter, “I‟m not afraid. I have mastered it. While it‟s true I won‟t unleash the 
lizard intentionally unless it‟s that or death,” he said, looking down at the table again, 
“now I know I‟m strong enough. Stronger than I realized.” 

 “In a way, that makes us even,” Peter said. “Maybe more than you know.” He 
smiled briefly. 

 “To man over monster,” Connors said, raising his glass. 

 “I‟ll drink to that,” said Peter. 

 They did. 
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Information Capture 

 

February 3 

 The vampire approached, jaws slightly agape, lust burning in its eyes. Then it 
pounced. With a squeal, the pig tried to scrabble away, but the force of the vampire‟s 
spring rammed it into the wall. Cranking its jaw open at an incredible angle, the vampire 
plunged its fangs into the pig, whose squealing became screaming. The pig‟s eyes 
bulged, then sunk into their sockets; its flesh sagged, its skin flattened against draining 
meat. The vampire adjusted for a better grip— 

 The image froze. A stern man with an eyepatch turned from the monitor to look at 
his briefing room. He clamped a cigar in his jaws. 

 “Okay,” he said. “Heaven help us, I signed off on experimentation on this… 
specimen. What progress can we report?” 

 A trim brunette shifted in her chair. “I believe I can help with that, Director Fury,” 
she said. “The New York base has made strides in understanding the physiology and 
strength and speed of the specimen at different levels of, for lack of a better word, 
fullness. The better it „eats‟ the more powerful it is.” She sighed. “The attempts to 
spread this condition to animals have been disappointing.” She narrowed her eyes. “We 
need to move to human trials. It‟s time.” 

 Fury pondered for a moment. “No,” he said. “Not now, maybe not ever. 
Cybernetics are one thing, experimenting with regenerative tissue. But this. This is 
something else entirely.” 

 “That‟s sort of the point,” the brunette said archly. “I don‟t think we can afford to 
give up this edge. At least try a transfusion and see what it does to a soldier.” 

 “No,” Fury said. He sat in his chair and looked thoughtfully at the screen. 
“Lights.” 

 The briefing room‟s lights snapped on. There were five participants in the briefing; 
Fury at the head of the table, by him the brunette, next to her a redhead. On the 
opposite side sat a hulking man with unruly brown hair and a cigarette, and a man in a 
tight mask and suit who was toying with a knife. 

 Fury picked the file up from the table. “So we captured this little nipper when 
Rachel visited our New York facility, is that right?” he said, looking to the redhead. 

 She shifted in her chair, and Fury was again struck by how young she was for this 
line of work; still a teenager, she had earned her place at the table. Her level green gaze 
met his questioning look. 

 “When I was in New York learning the layout of the facility and its protocols, I 
sensed I was being followed when I left. I ambushed my shadow and caught… that,” 
she said, pointing at the freeze frame of the feeding monster. She shrugged. “I left it in 
New York, filed my report, and thought my part was over.” 

 “What could you find out from telepathic probes?” Fury asked. 
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 “Well,” she said hesitantly, “I didn‟t scan very deep, but I did find out that it was 
following the orders of someone or something else. This little fellow was not alone. It 
was obeying someone or something it feared.” 

 “If there‟s a more powerful version further up the tree then I say we should cut the 
mickey mouse crap with the guppy and go get us a catfish,” the brunette said. Her eyes 
flared gold. 

 “I‟m not sure I‟m willing to commit resources to this,” Fury said, turning to gaze at 
the frozen image of carnage. “I think Creed was as feral as I‟m willing to let the Project 
get. We might have to let this one go.” 

 “Clock‟s ticking,” the big man at the end of the table said suddenly. His voice was 
thick, heavy. “These things attacked Stark‟s complex. And they trashed Fisk Enterprises. 
They have coordination. Savvy. Something‟s behind it, and it‟s probably ready to 
relocate. We‟ll miss our chance if we don‟t strike now.” He took a deep drag on his 
cigarette. “Do we know if they can swim?” 

 “They can withstand depths equivalent to this base,” the brunette said. “If they 
found us, in numbers, it could be a problem.” She smiled at the big man. 

 “Why not just reverse engineer some kind of show stopper chemical or 
something?” Fury asked, not taking his eyes from the image. “Something to stop them.” 

 The brunette closed her mouth to a thin line of impatience. “This opportunity fell 
in our laps, but we can‟t let it pass. We come up with a lethal countermeasure, our only 
specimen dies. If we could render the condition communicable in human hosts—“ 

 “Okay, that‟s enough,” Fury said. He turned to face the group. “Rachel. Go back 
to New York, see if you can find anything else out about the specimen, where its 
headquarters might be. Wilson,” he said, and the masked man was abruptly summoned 
from his daydream, “you are her shadow. Make sure nothing unfortunate happens to 
her. Garrett,” he said, and the big man looked at him. “You‟re backup, authorized to 
mobilize the resources of the New York base, about thirty soldiers and vehicles as 
needed. See if you all can find a nest and call in a strike.” He chewed the butt of his 
cigar for a moment. “If you see a bigger one,” he said slowly, wrestling with his 
indecision, “bring it in alive.” 

 “What about me?” the brunette asked. 

 “You, Mystique,” Fury said, “stay right here with me.” He saw the look on her 
face, and for the first time during the briefing he smiled. “Now, everybody to your 
posts. I have work to do.” 

 They stood and filed out into the hallway, Mystique stiffly walking off one 
direction, Garrett and Wilson and Rachel the other. 

 “So, Matches, may I call you Matches?” Wilson said, draping an arm around 
Rachel‟s shoulders casually. 

 “No,” she interrupted, ducking out from under his arm without looking at him.  

 “Right, Agent Brain, I was wondering,” 

 She stopped and looked at him.  
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 “Whoah,” he said. “Okay. Headshot!” he said, framing her between fingers and 
thumbs a la Hitchcock. Her expression did not budge. “Mental Lass. Infiltrationist. Miss 
Mind?” 

 “I think you get one more before she schools you,” Garrett muttered as he tapped 
out a fresh cigarette and put it between his lips, sighing as he glanced at the no smoking 
sign in the corridor. 

 “He isn‟t worth the effort,” Rachel said to Garrett. She turned back to Wilson. “If 
you have a point, you‟d best get moving towards it.” 
 “Tough room,” Wilson muttered. “I‟m „packing‟,” he chuckled, “geez I crack 
myself up,” and cleared his throat, “and I was wondering if there are any weapons in 
particular that would be good against these Dead or Something Like It tards.” 

 “Same things that work on most anything,” Rachel said coolly. “Fire and 
decapitation.” 

 Wilson looked at her through his mask for a long moment. “God you must be fun 
at parties,” he said with a tone of awe. He shook it off. “How about, like crucifixes?” 

 “That only works if you believe,” Rachel said. She stepped around him and 
continued down the corridor.  

 Wilson slapped his hands together and rubbed them, hunching his shoulders. 
“Fire, bullets, blades, I love my job. Never thought my proactive undertaking would be 
quite so apropos,” he muttered to himself as he headed to the armory. “Yeah, „suck 
this.‟ I gotta work that in somewhere. That‟s a keeper. „Suck this.‟ I‟m hilarious!” 

* 

 It slapped into the glass, snarling, its teeth screeching against the armored window. 
Rachel stood unflinching before its assault, a foot away, and looked deeply into the eye 

she could see from its unnatural angle. 

 She dove into its mind, deep as she could go; a minute later she staggered back, 
breathing hard, and sat heavily on the chair. 

 A few minutes later she opened the door to the observation room and joined 
Wilson where he stood in the hallway. He was in black combat gear, a suit like a wetsuit 
sealing him in and festooned with weapons. He wore several pistols, a submachine gun, 
scaled down shotgun, and on his back a katana. Daggers were strapped here and there 
to finish off the effect. 

 “Well?” Wilson said. He spun a dagger on the tip of his finger, and caught it before 
it fell. “We still here?” 

 “Yes,” Rachel said firmly. “I linked with it enough to pick up some of its vestigial 
memories. I think if I head north tonight I‟ll be able to spot its landmarks if I can hold 
the link until I get wherever it would have gone.” 

 “At the risk of being dense, where is that?” Wilson said. 

 “To the place it was supposed to report when its reconnaissance was complete,” 
Rachel said. “It will look different by night, and it‟s been a while since the thing in there 
saw anything by day.” She repressed a shudder. 
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 Garrett came around the corner. “I‟ve got the backup all primed,” he said. “Nice 
knife,” he said, nodding towards Wilson‟s katana. 

 “Hey!” Wilson said. “I don‟t need weapons advice from you, Potato-Head San.” 

 “You need some guns,” Garrett said to Rachel. 

 “They‟d slow me down,” Rachel said. “I have other ways.” 

 “You wear at least an incendiary loaded Glock or you don‟t go,” Garrett replied 
with a scowl. 

 “Fine,” Rachel relented. “Let‟s get ready. Gets dark in a couple hours. Garrett, 
we‟ll scout the place and find the vampire lair. Then we‟ll call you in with the beacon. 
Be ready to go.” 

 “I won‟t let you down,” Garrett said. 

* 

 The jeep‟s wipers slid back and forth over the misted windshield as Rachel drove 
north along the road. Night pressed in around the vehicle as they left the familiar and lit 
urban streets, striking off into unknown territory. 

 Wilson took a breath and kept singing. “Seventy seven clips of death on my belt, 
seventy seven clips of death, slap one in and give it a spin, seventy seven clips of death 
on my belt. Seventy six clips of death on my belt,” and so on. Rachel tuned him out, 
keenly aware of the sights and sounds and smells looming out of the darkness as she 
drove. She had the road to herself here, not a lot of commuters came this way. 

 She turned off onto a narrow road, and Wilson stopped singing. “We there yet?” 
he said. “I really gotta go.” 

 “So go,” Rachel said, distracted. “You‟re sealed in there, right?” 

 “Aw, that‟s cold,” Wilson said.  

 “This is not the time to distract me,” Rachel gritted. She flexed her connection to 
the vampire; far away it reared up before slumping over again. She glanced at Wilson, 
and he blinked at what he saw in her eyes. 

 “Whoah,” he said. “Creepy.” 

 A short time later she pulled off the narrow road to a dirt road, and they jostled 
back into the pitch darkness of the woods. The moon was behind the clouds, so the 
only light they saw was the headlights, bouncing along the thickets that sprang up on 
the sides of the road. 

 Time passed uncounted, then Rachel stopped the jeep. 

 “What?” Wilson said. “I didn‟t say anything!” 

 “We‟re here,” Rachel said, tense. She opened the door and got out, snapping on 
her flashlight. Wilson got out too, beaming his light around. 

 “Hey, it‟s the Luv Shack,” he said, his light playing over a dilapidated tarpaper 
shack. 

 “We are not alone,” Rachel breathed, backing towards Wilson. 
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 “Go time,” he said with a grin under the mask. He slung the submachine gun 
down to a two handed grip, snapping the flashlight on the scope mount. “Come on. 
Make my night.” 

 As he turned the light he picked out a pale man in flannel and jeans standing by 
the shack, unblinking in the glare of the flashlight. 

 “Leave,” the man intoned. 

 “Neat,” Wilson said, and he snapped a shot off. The surprised man was caught in 
the forehead by the bullet, and he flew back screaming and clutching his face. 

 “He wasn‟t like a real guy, was he?” Wilson said, hesitating. 

 “He was a vampire,” Rachel said. 

 “Good,” Wilson nodded. “I hate it when Fury gets all pissy about civilians and that 
sort of crap.” 

 “Look alive,” Rachel said. “Here they come.” 

 “Look alive! I like it,” Wilson nodded. “Come on already.” He sprayed a short 
salvo into the woods. “Just to warm things up!” he yelled as flame flickered and caught 
here and there in the treeline and beyond. His incendiary bullets splashed flame in the 
darkness. 

 “Six,” Rachel said tersely, spinning around to end up back to back with Wilson as 
four of them sprang from the edges of the clearing in opposite directions, closing in 
fast. With a graceful sweeping motion of her hand Rachel concentrated, and one of the 
springing vampires slid through the air at brutal speed and crashed into the other. Their 
skulls whacked together with a painful crack. 

She clenched her fist as Wilson flared bullets into one of the creatures that was 
attacking from his side, sending it reeling back with and unholy shriek as it clawed at the 
blazing holes in its chest. Wilson turned, dropping to one knee, and blasted a burst into 
the chest of the other charging vampire, punching holes in its ribs and sternum, one 
shot pounding through its throat to burn in the back of its skull. 

 “Wilson,” Rachel said shortly, and she stepped to the side, He turned to see a 
quivering pile of two vampires, held against the ground by an invisible force. He 
grinned, changing the shape of the mask.  

 “Got it,” he said, and he flipped the cap on a mini grenade and tossed it. There 
was inhuman shrieking and yowling as the white phosphorous splashed and spattered 
across the vampires, hot enough to melt metal in seconds. 

 “I‟m not the Project‟s genius,” Wilson said, “but four does not equal six.” 

 Rachel looked at him, expressionless, holding out her hands. Then she clenched 
them into fists and whipped them down. From the trees, two explosions of branches 
and leaves cascaded down as two vampires were forcibly yanked from the canopy to the 
ground. 

 “Cool,” Wilson said as he spun, spraying bullets. “How about Bird Dog for a call 
sign? Like flushing quarry?” 

 The vampires toppled over, beginning to burn all over and not just in the 
perforated incendiary traumas. Rachel shook her head. 
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 “Better reload, genius boy,” she said. 

 “Any more nearby?” Wilson asked eagerly as he swapped out his clip. 

 “Not just at the moment, but the woods are, you know, on fire. I imagine someone 
will come to check that out.” She started walking towards the shack. 

 “Surrounded by fire, but so chilly,” Wilson said. He followed.  

 Rachel kicked the door, and the simple latch inside broke. She walked in, peering 
around. The shack was sunproofed with black plastic bags and duct tape, and the 
windows were painted on the outside. A couple rumpled blankets were on the floor, but 
Rachel ignored them and pulled the ring of keys off the nail on the wall. 

 “I‟m calling in Garrett,” she said. “We‟ve found something here. It‟s time to find 
out what we‟ve got.” 

 “Backup?” Wilson said incredulously. “Did you just see us totally pimp slap that 
six pack? We‟re good stuff. Let Garrett look for a date in the used car ads or something. 
We got this. You and me. Might and Mind, Curves and Comedy—“ 

 “Wilson. We grandstand, we could get ourselves killed. You‟re just here to protect 
me, right?” She narrowed her eyes. “Right?” 

 “Yeah,” he muttered. 

 “Then make sure nothing bad happens to me while I call in backup. Thanks for 
your opinion.” She picked up her cell phone and placed a call.  

 “Yeah, Rachel. I‟m activating the beacon.” She smiled. “Come and get me. I think 
we‟ve found the nest.” 

 She nodded, then hung up. “Thirty minutes,” she said.  

 “An in na meantime we look anound,” Wilson muttered with barely contained 
opinion. 

 Rachel looked at him for a long moment, then sighed. “Okay. We‟ll take a look 
around.” 

 “YESS!” he said, dropping to one knee and pumping his arm. “He shoots. He 
scores!” 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 She shook her head and walked out of the shack, followed by Wilson. Flashlights 
pointed at the ground, they found and followed a path leading from the clearing back 
into the woods, up a rise to the top of a ridge. They shut off their flashlights when they 
saw lights in the valley. 

 Crawling through the brush, they got a view of the bottom of the hill on the other 
side. Lights were set up, and the entrance to what looked like a quarry was seeing a lot 
of traffic. Trucks were driving out and parking in the open space by the road that 
wound out of the valley southward. At the same time, trucks were driving in to be 
loaded. A tall, regal figure stood on one of the trucks surveying the progress. 
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 “Okay,” Rachel said with a slight tremor in her voice. “The one on the truck. He‟s 
the leader. I‟m hiding us from him right now, or trying to. We‟ve got to make sure they 
don‟t leave before Garrett gets here.” 

 “Yeah, see?” Wilson said. “Looking around, good call. Time to get some duo 
action goin on, let Tinkertoy bat cleanup.” 

 “You keep them here and busy, I‟ll sneak in and see what I can see,” she said, 
distracted. 

 “I‟m actually an expert on diversionary tactics,” Wilson said, putting a hand to his 
chest. “Getting and keeping peoples attention is a specialty of mine. And now for the 
obligatory speech. Ahem.” He assumed a stern posture, crouched in the bush. He did 
his best Nick Fury impression. It wasn‟t very good. “You can‟t go in there alone,” he 
blustered. “It‟s too dangerous bla bla BLA!” He patted her on the back. “Now go git 
„em.” 

 They crawled off in separate directions, barely a breath of movement in the brush. 

 Wilson squirmed on his belly, slipping down the slope closer to the trucks and the 
harsh lights. He rolled from the brushline across a patch of open space, ending under a 
truck. He watched the ankles of a vampire move past, then he was in motion, a low and 
silent sprint. He ended behind another truck, just one more hop from shadow to 
shadow to get in listening range of the tall vampire on the truck. 

 From here Wilson could see that the tall vampire had a cloak. A cloak. Wilson 
shook his head; dead and without fashion sense. Then he ghosted the last interval and 
ended under the truck that supported the leader. He listened as one of the vampires 
jogged towards the truck. 

 “Master,” it hissed. “Bad news from New York. The shipment was seized by 
police!” 

 “Bah,” the tall vampire said. “Necra and Blackout are dead. Their mission in New 
York is failed. Frost will not be pleased. How long until we are ready to go?” 

 Wilson listened to the European accent of the vampire leader, and shook his head. 
He was pretty sure somebody would accuse him of watching too many vampire movies. 
He pulled the shaped charge out of his belt and set the timer, tucking the explosive 
under the gas tank of the truck. 

 “We can depart in twenty minutes. The trucks are almost loaded.” 

 “Leave me be,” the leader growled. “We need no weapons. We have the Grail. We 
cannot lose.” 

 “Yes sir,” the vampire said, and it scuttled off.  

 “That‟s my cue,” Wilson muttered. He rolled out from under the truck and 
sprinted, low and fast, moving from cover to cover and relying on speed over stealth. 
He made it halfway to the brush before he was spotted, and the cry went up. A second 
later the truck detonated; Wilson spun in time to see the leader flung up into the air by 
the blast, tumbling and blazing. He cherished the moment, etching it into his long term 
memory.  

 Then he whipped out his pistols. 
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 “Oh,” he shouted, “it is SO good!”  

 He opened fire on the approaching vampires, unable to repress a mad grin. 

* 

 Rachel stayed in the shadows, taking her time, being patient. She had run beside a 
truck that drove in to the abandoned quarry to park by the vault entrance that led to a 
deeper headquarters, and slipped through the guards to get further inside. Her mental 
powers were quite limited on these predators, but so far she had been able to keep them 
from spotting her. 

 She made it in to the plated flooring installed in the rough stone of the quarry, and 
as she ventured in she heard a group coming, carrying something heavy. She ducked 
into a side room, then glanced over her shoulder. 

 What she saw stopped her dead in her tracks. 

* 

 Wilson spun, blasting. “I am a dervish of destruction! Sultan of Slam! I am the 
hamma, yalls the nails!” His guns pounded into the vampires, sending them back off 
their feet with the magnum incendiary rounds blazing in their heads and torsos. His 
guns clicked empty, and he didn‟t waste time with a reload. 

 “Sheeyaaa, sukkas,” he hissed, whipping out his katana. He felt great satisfaction as 
he yelled “Suck this!” and rammed the sword through one vampire‟s chest, tearing it 
free as a continuation of his smooth spin. The vampire stumbled and grabbed at him, 
and he was quickly lashing the blade through a swarm of them. 

 Heads. Right. 

 He angled his tactics, demonstrating his talents with the sword. One head popped 
off, then two, three. The vampires pulled back, and he noticed that he had put a sizeable 
dent in their population. 

 He didn‟t dare put the sword down long enough to reload. He stood, suit torn, 
chest heaving, glaring at the undead. Then he saw why they had pulled back. 

 The leader strode toward him. He wore a monocle, and his wavy blonde hair was 
singed. His Aryan face looked most peeved. 

 “Insect,” he said to kick off the conversation. “Perhaps I‟ll keep you for my 
collection until you bore me.”  

 “I am not a stamp, a Cabbage Patch doll, or a vintage car. Nor am I Ken,” he 
added as an afterthought. “Wanna collect bullets instead? I got like three different 
calibers on me for, like, a starter set.” He reached for his shotgun. 

 As his hand closed on the shotgun‟s grip, he felt the earth tilt. He leaned to adjust, 
and somehow overbalanced. Remembering his training, he dropped into a wide stance. 
The earth shifted until he felt he would do well to cling to the side or slide down into 
the woods. 

 “Woogety,” he managed, dropping to one knee and gripping the earth. 

 “This is the part where you vomit,” the Aryan vampire said with a cold smile, 
intensifying the nausea. 
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 Wilson very much regretted his tight mask in that moment. 

 Then the vampires pounced on him, wrestled him easily to the ground, and 
stripped him of weapons. The leader stood over him, gazing down with malice. 

 “Pin him to the ground. I‟ll collect him before I leave. Make sure he doesn‟t get 
lost.” He turned, missing his burned off cape that did not swirl behind him, and he 
strode off. 

 One of the vampires grinned, picking up Wilson‟s bandoleer of throwing knives. 
He giggled as he rammed one through Wilson‟s wrist, then his other wrist, then his 
ankles. 

 “We just wait here until the Master kicks off the party,” he leered at Wilson, who 
struggled not to choke. 

* 

 Rachel glanced over the controls, pushing buttons in a sequence that made sense 
to her. The containment field sputtered then winked out. She moved around to the 
front of the portable cell and caught the tall, muscular blonde man who toppled out. 
She dragged him to the side, behind some crates. She nudged his mind, reviving him; his 
skin was oddly cool under her touch, his powerful muscles tense. 

 He blinked, his eyes deep blue. He looked up at her, a bit puzzled, and she put a 
finger to her lips. He looked out of their hiding spot, seeing a pair of vampires come in. 
Rachel half closed her eyes, the vampires smiled at each other then activated the hover 
cushion under the containment chamber and guided it out of the room. 

 “What happened?” the man asked in a hushed voice. 

 “I don‟t know how you got here,” Rachel said, “but I‟m here to get you out.” 

 “No, not me,” he said impatiently, keeping his voice down. “The vampires! They 
didn‟t see that I was missing!” 

 “I let them see what they wanted to see,” Rachel said. “Time to go. Not more 
talking.” She pulled the Glock from her belt and slapped it into his palm, and she took a 
couple pills from her belt. “These stimulants will help you keep up until we‟re safe. Let‟s 
go.” She helped him to his feet. 

 “What day is it?” Alex asked, hushed. 

 “Um, Monday,” Rachel said. 

 “Date?” the big man pressed. 

 “February third,” she said, and after a moment, “two thousand and three.” 

 “Time to go indeed,” he muttered, and he chambered a round. 

 She looked at him hard for a moment. “Who are you, Alex?” she said, probing his 
blocks. 

 “All will become clear in time,” he replied with a smile. “For now, we have some 
damage to do. Set some charges, then we go. Trust me on this. I‟ll make it worth your 
while later, Rachel.” 

 She stared at him for a moment, then nodded wordlessly. They were moving. 
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 “This is a staging point,” he said as he glanced into the corridor. “If they‟re 
evacuating, then their missions in New York probably failed. They‟re retreating to their 
main base. I don‟t want to let them. I take it the rest of the Project is backing you up?” 

 She nodded wordlessly.  

 “Well good then,” he said with a wolfish grin. Something very unpleasant glittered 
in his eyes. “Let‟s blow something up.” 

* 

 “Let‟s take off his mask,” hissed another one. 

 A vampire grabbed his face and tore the mask off, goo and vomit spilling out. 
Wilson gasped for air. “Oh, you sunzabitches,” he choked out. “I killee you all! Specially 
Master Chunky!” 

 “Taste him, taste him!” chortled another. 

 A vampire bent down and widened a rent in his suit‟s arm. He nipped a bit of 
blood, and Wilson contorted, pulling against the knives so fresh and thick blood welled 
out of the cuts. 

 “Oh my,” the vampire said, his chin slick with Wilson‟s blood. “He may be ugly, 
but he is truly invigorating! We can enjoy this flavor all the way to Texas.” 

 Then the vampire blew up. 

 The others jerked their heads around, startled, as their compatriot crashed against a 
truck ten feet back, the remains of its torso a flaming ruin. 

 Another was flung back, head missing as an energy blast zipped out of the dark 
forest again. The others scattered for cover, and Wilson wasted no time and flexing his 
muscles, painfully easing the knives that were rammed through his flesh out of the earth 
so he could escape. 

 “Gonna pay a ho ta change yer oil,” Wilson managed as he winced, prying a knife 
out of his own forearm. 

 Another vampire was blasted to bits, and Wilson could just picture the grin on 
Garrett‟s face. Then the gunfire started out in the woods as the patrolling vampires 
closed in on the sniper‟s position. Judging by the amount of fire laid down out there 
Garrett had brought significant backup. 

 The leader, singed but intact, gestured. The remaining vampires flowed into the 
woods, sprinting through the dark trees towards the sniper. A blast whipped down at 
the leader, but he gestured and a hapless minion was tossed through the air to take the 
hit. 

 “Now I come for you,” he murmured, and his eyes unfocused as he strode around 
behind one of the trucks. 

 “Whoopdee doo,” Wilson managed, rising unsteadily and looking down at the 
shining pile of bloody knives he had pulled out of himself. Already his wounds began to 
seal. He stumbled over to his pile of weapons and started reloading them. “Oh, payback 
a bitch,” he managed. He sneezed, goo dribbling from his face. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 Garrett leaped out of the tree, plasma rifle in hand. The soldiers had lost their 
fields of fire, and the vampires were among them in vicious hand to hand combat. 
Garrett snapped off a couple shots, saving a couple lives. Then one of the vampires 
straightened, as though channeling some alien energy. It looked at Garret. 

 He raised his rifle, then hesitated. Accessed visuals on his calibrations and readings.  

 His gyroscopics contradicted his perceptions. Garrett‟s gun barrel wavered… 

* 

 The leader listened with satisfaction as the gunfire on the slope slowed, then 
worked back away from the ridge. The interlopers had lost. 

 Slowly, he turned to face Wilson. Wilson stood, two guns lined up on the vampire. 
Who smiled. 

 The world began to tilt, fast and hard, and Wilson leaned against the truck as 
everything swayed. 

 “Time for this ridiculous insubordination to end, once and for all,” the leader said. 

 “I couldn‟t agree more,” came a hard voice from behind him. He whirled, panic in 
his eyes. 

 “What? NO!” 

 Then the spacetime surrounding them… rippled. Incredible energy snapped from 
the tall blonde man, crossing space with the speed of thought, like an impossible lens 
flare. Power centered in the newcomer whipped out to anchor in the vampire, and a 
confusion of blinding flashes unloaded incredible energy, with a sound like a hammer 
hitting a griddle; incredible pounding slams followed by wild hissing as the atmosphere 
burned and sizzled in the wake of the hit. 

 “No!” Rachel heard herself say as she shoved on Alex‟s arms. “No! We need him 
alive! Isn‟t he the center of all this?” The leader had slammed into the side of a truck, 
shoved it across the street to ram another truck. From this smoking ruin they could see 
a hand, charred and blackened, sticking up. 

 “What, that love tap?” Alex demanded. “He isn‟t—dead—dammit,” he managed as 
the world began to fold in on itself, tilting at an intolerable angle. 

 “Whoah,” Wilson said, his voice faint. “Make with the cosmic circular slapaho 
power already!” 

 The metal wrenched and bent as the vampire pried his crispy body out of the ruin 
of trucks. He staggered, monocle still glittering. He stumbled closer to where they all fell 
to the earth, delirious in a whirling hell all their own. 

 “Just couldn‟t… let it go… could you, Summers,” rasped the walking corpse. 
“Your time is over,” it gasped. “Frost takes no orders from one so impure as your 
humble self.” Unsteady legs brought the vampire closer still. Now they could smell the 
reek pouring off its violated frame. 

 “Frost has the Grail, Summers,” the creature gloated. “Nothing will be able to stop 
him now. His power will be as limitless as your frailty. My orders were to keep you 
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alive,” it rasped out, “but you‟re clearly too dangerous.” It hesitated. “Ready yourself,” it 
said, gathering its power. 

 With an earth-shaking whump, something detonated in the underground quarry. 
Flame gusted out of the entrance, and the vampire glanced over at it and shook his 
head. “The last setback you‟ll ever cause,” it choked, and it raised its hand to plunge 
down into the helpless man‟s chest. 

 A hard fist crunched into the back of its head, propelling it forward to stumble 
against the side of a truck. The vampire turned to see a tall, ugly man in a military 
jumpsuit, his unruly brown hair flying and his eyes mean. 

 “Take this one alive, huh,” he muttered. Shrugged. “Takes all kinds.” He moved 
in. 

 The creature thrust a hand out at him, and they heard a faint whine. Garrett 
grinned. “Compensated. Here we go.” He thrust a kick into the creature‟s ribs that… 
broke them. 

 “What are you!?” snarled the creature as Garrett took the opportunity to snatch 
the creature‟s wrist and pound a shot into the shoulder that dislocated it. Garrett spun, 
hurling the creature in a toss that smacked it off a truck. 

 Then he stopped, squinting, as inexorable flares of energy pulsed in the night, 
blasting the creature again and again, swelling with uncontainable power. The Project 
agents staggered away as best they could as wholesale energy gushed and slammed 
across the screaming creature until nothing remained but a sizeable crater, glowing red 
in the darkness. The shock waves of the assault had shattered the lights and broken the 
trucks. 

 “That should do it,” Alex said lightly, dusting his hands against each other. 

 “Flash fried,” Wilson said in awe. 

 “So much for taking him in more or less intact,” Rachel observed.  

 Garrett just stared. 

 “You,” he said faintly. 

 “That‟s right, Garrett,” Alex said with a grin. He walked over to the big man and 
slapped him on the shoulder. “Code four eight beta green seven says I‟m in charge here 
now. We‟ll get back to Duluth asap. Soon as I take care of a little business.” 

 He turned, focused, and connected something within himself to the entrance to 
the mine. Power swelled around him, whipping the wind to a frenzy as they stumbled 
back again. Then the lens flare connected him and his target, and painfully white 
brilliance leaped between them. He crushed the very face of the mountain in an 
intolerably loud blast that shook the very hills. Then he stood in the suddenly deep 
darkness, faintly steaming. 

 “There,” he said. “Garrett, tell what‟s left of your backup the site is theirs.” 

 “Yes sir,” Garrett said, pulling out his radio as Rachel and Wilson exchanged a look 
of wonder. 

* 



 

 110 

 Under Duluth, deep in the lake, the security clearances were finished and the 
returning team strode into the top secret base of the Project. 

 Mystique met them in the corridor. Her eyes widened as she saw Alex.  

 “My Lord,” she said with a bow. “This is most unexpected!” 

 “Relax,” he said with a comfortable grin. “I‟m here to take control directly. Time 
for a little payback. Lock and load, people, we‟re headed to Texas to blow some of it 
up.” 

 Clanging footsteps reverberated down the corridor, and Fury steamed into view. 
Mystique was headed past him, and he stopped her. 

 “Where are you going?” he demanded. 

 “Prepare the gear for an assault,” she replied. 

 “On whose authority?” he snapped. 

 “Mine,” Alex said. He tilted his head back and looked down at Fury. “My face may 
be new to you, but surely you recognize my voice. Nick.” 

 “Oh,” Fury said, color draining from his face. “I didn‟t expect you to get involved. 
Sir.” 

 Alex laughed. “Didn‟t expect me to know about the psycher either, didja? Didn‟t 
bother telling me Forge and Cable escaped? Life‟s full of little surprises. Full combat 
readiness for infiltration and frontal assault, we leave in an hour. Load up and get the 
reserves ready to go. Fury, contact the government and keep them out of this. We‟re 
going to go take out the nerve center of the vampire menace.” Alex‟s smile turned cruel. 
“And Fury. Grab a gun.” He paused for effect. “You‟re coming along, soldier.” 

 He brushed past Fury, not even walking around him. Fury watched him as he 
walked down the corridor and took a left, familiar with where he was going. He looked 
at Mystique. 

 “So Mystique, could he be a shapeshifter, or imposter or something?” Fury asked. 

 “Not a chance,” she said, something refined and vicious in her eyes as she smiled 
at him. “And call me Raven Darkholme.” Her smile was singularly unpleasant. She 
turned her back on him and followed Alex. 

* 

 Wilson came out of the shower. “Dude, when I look like a prune, it‟s not just a 
pretty metaphor. Or simile. Whatever. I am seriously, like, pruny. Even the color. I am so 
damn gross!” He opened his locker, shucking his stained towel and reaching for a new 
sealed suit. “And what the HELL was all that about?!” 

 “Changing of the guard,” Garrett said slowly and without expression as he lit his 
cigarette and slammed his locker. “Shifting of the wind. If you have any sense buried in 
your bottomless pile of crap, watch your mouth. This is a dangerous time.” 

 “A coup? Neat! Maybe I should make my bid for power,” Wilson said as he 
wriggled into his new suit, runnels of his dampness squeezed out the sides. “Ugh. I feel 
bloated after a shower.” 

 Garrett looked at him for a long moment. “You are an idiot,” he stated. He left. 
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 “What!” Wilson said. “You trying to hurt my feelings or something?” 

* 

 Alex stood, feet firmly planted, gazing out into the depths. He smiled as Raven 
softly approached behind him. “Is everything in place?” he asked. 

 “Yes,” she said. “Of course.” 

 “Good,” he said. “Fury is more intolerable in person than he is over the vidlink.” 

 “Yes, sir,” she agreed. “You certainly took your time.” 

 “I was delayed,” he shrugged. “The Boss told Frost to wait for another fifty years 
before his vampire attack. Frost found somebody else to back him, and he wanted to 
jump now. So I was sent to reason with him.” Alex sighed. “That‟s what I get for trying 
to keep Frost from getting himself wiped out. Now his fate is sealed, one way or 
another, and we‟re getting screwed.” 

 “Sounds like it‟s time to take Frost out,” Raven observed. 

 “Damn straight,” Alex nodded. “This time tomorrow, Deacon Frost is going to be 
a tidy little pile of ash.” 

 “And my reward?” Raven asked, concealing the excitement in her voice. 

Alex, still looking out into the depths, smiled. “First things first. Your time is 
coming. And so is mine.” He laughed. 

 She smiled, her eyes cold and calculating.  

 “Yes, My Lord.” 

* 

 Rachel was staring out into the depths too. Wilson walked up behind her. 

 “Hey, uh, Rachel. Howzabout a .22 for your thoughts?” he said. 

 “Summers,” she said, and she shivered. “Alex Summers. He‟s not… fully human.” 

 “Who is these days?” Wilson shrugged. “He‟s got a really neat circular smackdown 
goin on there.” 

 “Just wondering, that‟s all,” Rachel murmured. “Just wondering what I‟ve 
unleashed.” 

 “Yeah,” Wilson said in a way meant to be sympathetic that came across as 
unreflective. “Anyway, gear up. Weza gowin ta Texas ta blow up sum cattle rustlin yee 
haa vampires. Wahoo!” He slapped her on the back in a good-natured sort of way and 
left the lounge. 

 “Swell,” Rachel muttered, unable to get rid of a bad taste in her mouth. 

* 

 “Been awhile since I actually suited up for combat,” Fury said, looking over at 
where Garrett was finishing up packing his weapons case. Garrett glanced up at him, 
then resumed his organizing. 

 Fury looked over his combat armor, hefted his rifle. Its weight seemed… different 
than it had the last time he had gone into battle. 
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 “You know, Garret,” Fury said, “some feelings never fully go away when you get 
ready to go into combat. When you‟re getting ready for battle.” He looked over at the 
square shouldered man. “I lost my eye for the men under my command, a long time 
ago.” He hesitated. “If the order comes down—“ 

 “Leave me out of this,” Garrett said, his voice harsh. He snapped the case shut and 
left the armory. 

 Fury felt very alone… 
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Cold Fusion 
 

February 4 

 The imposing figure on the throne watched the tremendous and unconscious 
figure shackled to the opposite wall. His eyes were narrow, focused. The shackled 
creature was far too large to be remotely human. Its rough gray skin was sagging with 
the weight of wet mass, and slits under its arms and legs kept the gray ooze that filled it 
pouring down into a large vat below. 

 Vampires flanked the shackled monster with blades on polearms, re-slicing the slits 
as they healed. Several vampires were in a loose pile in the corner, moaning softly. 

 A vampire entered the room from the ramp at the far end. “Returning from patrol, 
Master Frost,” he said. 

 “Good,” the creature on the throne said. “Drink from the vat.” Reluctantly, the 
vampire walked over to the vat and stared for a moment at the soggy horror pinioned 
above it, bleeding the luminescent gray ichor. 

 “Drink from the vat,” Frost repeated patiently. The vampire knelt and plunged his 
face into the glop, drinking deep. 

 “M‟lord,” it sputtered, pulling its face out. “It—it‟s cold!” 

 “It has more life in it than you do,” Frost said harshly. He gestured, and the 
hapless vampire was pushed by an unseen force, plopping down in the ichor and 
thrashing for a moment before being submerged. “Stew in it,” Frost snarled. He turned 
to the vampire by the throne. “Is all in readiness for our guests?” 

 “Yes, m‟lord,” the vampire replied. It nodded at two vampires that had once been 
women. They bowed, then turned and headed up the ramp. 

 “Just don‟t keep them too long,” murmured the creature on the throne. “Make 
sure some get through.” He licked his lips. 

* 

 “You are here,” the tall, powerfully built blonde man said. He tapped the map. 
“Just outside St. Hedwig, north of Calaveras Lake. There‟s an abandoned steelworks 
factory here,” he said, pointing.  

 His audience was attentive. A blonde and brunette sat side by side, and behind 
them a big square shouldered man with a cigarette, and a grizzled man with an eyepatch 
and a cigar. Sitting in the back playing with a knife was a man in a tight black bodysuit 
with goggles. 

 “Primary target is a creature known as Wormhole,” the man doing the briefing 
continued. “Real name Bruce Banner, a shapeshifting freak. He‟s being held in there, 
they‟re calling him the Grail. See, he‟s an infinite source of energy for them. As long as 
Frost is mentally controlling him, he won‟t revert to his human form or go too ballistic. 
That means he‟ll keep bleeding. Forever. With some wacky blood. So we‟re not sure 
what we can expect.” He turned back to the map. 
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 “Sir?” said the redhead. 

 “Yes Rachel,” he replied, turning. 

 “Who is controlling this nest?” she said. “Is it Frost? Seems there‟s a tough 
vampire in charge of each enclave. Anything we know or should know about this one?” 

 “Astute,” he said. “This is the head honcho. We‟re going after a bad guy by the 
name of Deacon Frost. He‟s a vampire, a big and old vampire. It‟s gonna be messy, but 
we can beat him. I don‟t think we‟ll all make it out alive, but that‟s part of the territory, 
right?” He grinned. “Brass tacks. First priority is to get the Wormhole away from the 
vampires, to keep them from getting too powerful. Second objective, stop Frost. Every 
bloodsucker we go head to head with in there is going to see him as a father figure. If 
we can‟t nail him here, we‟ll have to get him later, so do your jobs and save yourselves 
some frequent flyer miles.” 

 “Why not use a military force?” asked Wilson without raising his hand. “I mean, 
these big scary fangslingers and all. Let some tanks settle them.” 

 “The army might work and it might not,” Alex said after a pause. “Armies are 
noisy. If word got out that the military was tackling vampires on American soil, can you 
guess the reaction?” 

 “Yeah. Cool,” Wilson said. He grinned under the mask. 

 “No. Now shut the hell up until you‟re given permission to speak,” Alex snapped. 
Wilson blinked and shut up. “Here‟s tactics,” Alex said, clicking to a new slide on the 
computer. 

 “Rachel, you try to shield our minds as we approach from the west. Move with us 
until you‟re in range to keep us covered and still be protected. Garrett, you‟re 
responsible for her safety. Raven. You find the Grail and report back. When it‟s found, 
you‟ll take Fury and Wilson to protect you while you recover the Grail. At this point we 
will probably be engaging with Frost directly. I‟ll handle that. Garrett, you and Rachel 
will be available to help with one of our goals if we get in trouble.” He glanced around. 
“Any questions?” 

 “No sir,” Raven said with a peculiar smile. 

 “Then there‟s only one more thing,” Alex said. He picked up the cordless phone 
and hit a speedialed number. “This is Alex. Go.” He hung up. “I‟ve just called in an 
airstrike on the location. Hard rain in thirty minutes. Takes us ten minutes to get there, 
so we have about fifteen to take care of business. Let‟s roll.” 

 “But,” Fury said. 

 “Shut up, gut it up, and let‟s go,” Alex glowered at him. He threw open the door 
and his team followed him out, down the flimsy steps, and to the ground. Alex glanced 
back at the semi trailer where they had handled the briefing. “Okay, people,” he said 
with a wolfish grin. “Show me what the Project‟s gotten for its money.” 

 They headed out across the desolate landscape. 

 Almost ten minutes later Rachel slowed. “Oh,” she said. The rest of the group 
looked at her. She blinked. 
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 “Okay,” she said, a little unsteady. “Well, he knows we‟re here. I‟ll try to shield us, 
but there‟s no way we can hide. This is his turf; it‟s like we‟re walking into a spider web 
trying not to hit the strands.” She shook her head. “Too many of us. I can‟t shield us 
from that.” 

 “Great,” Alex said. He turned, shaking his head in disgust, and kept tramping. 
They saw the steel mill and approached the back quietly. As they reached the building, 
Rachel‟s nose began to bleed. She didn‟t say anything. 

 “Garrett, any traps?” Alex asked as he looked over the back door. 

 Garrett‟s eyes shifted, then he nodded. “Pressure plate mine on the other side of 
this door. I‟ll make us a new one.” He stepped forward and tore a chunk of the wall off. 

 Somewhere in the dimness inside, fully automatic guns chattered to life, spraying 
highly accurate streams of bullets at the new door. Garrett took the hit and tumbled 
back, smoking. Wilson dove inside, rolling, and popped up with his pistols barking. His 
aim was uncanny. After the first volley, nothing shot back. 

 “Sentry guns,” Wilson said. “Auto tracking, auto fire. Fully automatic guard dogs. 
Been there, done that. Gar should be fine.” 

 Fury helped Garrett to his feet. The big man had holes in his suit, but only peculiar 
dents and puckers in his torso. “I‟ll be fine,” Garrett said.  

 “It‟s a good thing Fisk‟s weapon shipment didn‟t make it down here or this could 
be truly awkward,” Raven noted dryly. 

 “I thought vampires slept in the daytime,” Garrett said. 

 “Sometimes,” Alex nodded. “Depends on the network they‟re connected to. With 
a lot of vampires, sunlight is lethal but they can run around in buildings all day.” 

 “How‟d you become the expert?” Fury said, an edge to his voice. 

 Alex savored the word as he said it: “Classified.” 

 They filed into the building and looked around; it was empty except for heavy 
steelworks machinery.  

 “This is not what I expected,” Alex said. “Rachel, find Frost.” 

 She gritted her teeth as she pushed her eyes shut. Her nose was freely bleeding 
unnoticed, blood running down to her chin and dripping off. “That‟s not hard,” she 
said. “He‟s near, but underground. That way.” She pointed. 

 “New plan,” Alex said. “We‟ll wait here. Raven, take Garrett and find a way 
downstairs.” 

 “Yes, Lord,” Raven said. She hefted her rifle and slunk into the dimness of the 
echoing steelworks. Garrett followed. They had nothing to say to each other as they 
moved through the mottled shadows on the floor. Both were intent on spotting an 
anomaly that could lead to uncovering a hidden door. 

 Garrett stopped in his tracks as they neared the center of the steelworks. “Raven,” 
he muttered. She was at his side in a moment. 

 They both stood looking at a woman who stood in a classical dancer‟s position, 
shadowed by a massive assembly machine. The woman slowly, carefully raised a stick. 
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Then she twirled and danced, swooping and raising up to her toes, twirling her stick 
around in their direction. 

 Raven saw a glint of light and gasped, leaping out of the way. Her rifle spun in half. 
“Razorwire!” she shouted, and Garrett opened up with his assault rifle. 

 Explosive ammunition tore the dancer‟s body apart, then Garrett‟s head popped 
off his body. Mystique spun to see another dancer twirling the stick away as Garrett‟s 
head hit the dusty floor with a clack. Raven tumbled to the side as a peculiar metallic 
whickering sound followed her, massive chunks of machinery that had been behind her 
falling to the floor cleanly severed by an invisible monofilament wire. 

 Raven sprang to her feet next to the dancer and feinted for her head, her other 
hand whipping up from behind her back with an odd silver stake. She rammed it into 
the dancer‟s chest. As she did, it popped the flare inside the stake, burning out the 
vampire‟s chest. The dancer fell, screaming, and Raven ducked the singing wire one last 
time. 

 As the dancers crumbled into dust and smoke, Raven knelt by Garrett and looked 
at his head. 

 “I have thirty minutes of life support,” he said. “I gotta get out, plugged in. But I 
figure they were defending something. I‟ve set my body to blow in thirty seconds.” 

 “Then maybe we should move,” Raven said coolly, picking him up by the hair and 
jogging away from the scene of battle. “Looks like a few of Fisk‟s specialty toys got 
through.” 

 They were halfway back when an earthshattering boom sent the steelworks 
windows cascading to the floor in showers of glass. A minute later they were back with 
the main group. “Garrett had an accident,” Raven said, shaking his head. 

 “I have twenty eight minutes,” Garrett said, his voice subdued. 

 “Let‟s go see what happened with the explosion,” Alex said. “Then I‟ll send you 
back to the truck. There‟s gear there to keep you alive until you get back to base.” 

 The group moved quietly and surely through the shadowed building until they 
reached the smoking crater where Garrett‟s body had exploded, shoving one of the 
huge assembly machines over. Beneath was a ramp stretching down in to darkness. 

 “You did good,” Alex said to Garrett. 

 “Hey no problem,” Garrett‟s head said. 

 “I‟ll take him back,” Raven said with a shrug. 

 “You do that,” Alex nodded. “See you back at base.” She smiled and left, toting 
Garrett‟s head under one arm. 

 “Fury, guard the rear. Wilson, point. Rachel, with me,” Alex said. He smiled. “Let‟s 
go.”  

 They descended into the darkness. 

 Meanwhile Raven strolled out of the building and started walking towards the semi 
and its trailer with the vital life support gear. “It‟s a ten minute walk, you big baby,” she 
said. “You‟ll be fine.” 
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 “I didn‟t say anything,” Garrett said. 

 Raven sighed. “Pity all we could save of you is the least useful part of a man.” 

 “Har har har. You know, if this is all going to work, you‟ll need my help.” 

 Raven just laughed. 

* 

 A stepping disk flared with a peculiar whine, wreathed in eldritch flame. Then 
three figures stood on a ridge overlooking the steelworks. In the center was a man with 
dark hair, streaked white, in a bright red coat. On his right, a tall and confident woman 
with strawberry blonde hair, and on his left a young woman with very straight blonde 
hair, her legs bent backwards with hooves, goatlike. 

 “Here we are,” Strange said. 

 “The whole place throbs with evil,” Illyana said. “There‟s no way we‟re undetected. 
What‟s the plan?” 

 “I‟ll find the source of this contagion and put a stop to it,” Strange said. “Illyana, 
you stay in the underspace and keep an eye on what you can through scrying. Ultimately 
your task is to release Banner. Until then, don‟t spend yourself in a lesser conflict. 
Understood?” 

 “Yes sir,” she said. 

 “And me?” Valeria asked. 

 “First go take a look around. Then draw off as many as you can to leave me a clear 
shot at the one behind this mess.” 

 She nodded curtly and leaped from the earth, soaring towards one of the banks of 
shattered windows. Illyana dropped back into the underspace with another stepping 
disk, and Strange started walking towards the steelworks, his strides determined. 

 Valeria silently gusted into the steelworks, peering around intently. Not much 
going on upstairs. So she lazily swooped over the floor, peering down through it. There, 
the ramp. And a heavily armed band… walking into an ambush. She looked a little 
further along the corridor, then her eyes widened and she zipped out of the building. 

 Time for a new plan… 

* 

 “I don‟t like this long hallway,” Fury said. “This begs to be an ambush. No cover. 
Nuthin.” 

 Alex heaved a long suffering sigh. “Of course it‟s an ambush. But you are the best of 
the best of the best, right?” he said, amusement coloring his tone. “Hit me with your 
best shot and all?” 

 “Part of being elite is using tactics to your advantage and not spending yer 
resources in stupid gambles,” Fury gritted out. “You want elites that‟s fine, but you can‟t 
order „em like footsoldiers. You want to see what we can do, you gotta give us room ta 
do it.” 

 “Snap snap,” Alex said. “I hate excuses. Keep it down. Oh, here they come,” he 
said as vampires streamed up the ramp and poured down from behind them as well. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 At the back of the squad, Wilson opened up with his pistols, snapping precise 
shots into the foreheads of the vampires. A moment after impact, the heads exploded; 
he was using armor piercing explosive ammunition. He wildly cackled as his fire crashed 
vampires, who tumbled under the rush of those behind them. 

 Rachel whipped out her hand and an invisible wall of force sealed the way deeper 
in. The vampires rebounded from it and blinked, sniffing. Then one of them was 
granted a connection to the one below, to the one with the power. Rachel let out a yelp 
as she jerked back, smacking into the wall and sliding to the ground semi-conscious, her 
power blown through in a heartbeat. 

 Fury pumped a grenade into the squalling mass, and they charged. Some were still 
on fire as they streamed towards the trapped group. Fury‟s bullets pounded the front 
lines back into their fellows, but the agile vampires leaped to the walls and ceiling to 
charge in. 

 Alex grabbed Fury‟s shoulder. “God you people are worthless,” he said, disgusted, 
and he shoved him back by Wilson. “Cover the rear.” Then he squared off with the 
vampires. 

 They hesitated, realizing who and what they faced. 

 He grinned. 

 Narrow corridor. No cover, indeed. 

 He clasped his fists together and unleashed a cosmic channel that whirled to the 
end of the ramp and connected, then a lens flare of magnificent unbridled energy 
washed the walls and floor and ceiling, in a single mighty strike burning away all flawed 
materials that obstructed his path. The sound was deafening in the confined space, and 
it rolled out into the steelworks above and through the cavern below. 

 “Frost!” Alex roared. “I‟m coming!” Steam drifted from him as he strode down the 
corridor, awash in the ashes of the recently departed. 

 For the moment, the vampires attacking from the rear pulled back in fear. Fury 
knelt by Rachel. 

 “She‟s alive,” he muttered. 

 “Okay, I‟m out of my depth,” Wilson said. “Do we follow Bomb Boy or do we git 
while the gittin‟s good?” 

 Fury looked down the ashen corridor after Alex for only a moment. “Let‟s go,” he 
said, and he slapped in a fresh clip. “This aint over. Not by a long shot. I‟m not 
committing suicide today if I can help it.” 

 Below, Alex strode into the main chamber. He saw the Wormhole pinioned up 
over the vat, and he saw Frost brooding on his throne opposite. 

 “It was inevitable that it come down to the two of us,” Frost noted, his voice deep 
and sibilant, taking on a life of its own as it raced around the room. “You have a choice. 
Free the beast and hope to stop me before I kill you or escape, or battle me and take the 
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chance that the rest, who have feasted on the creature‟s life blood, won‟t be enough to 
slay you.”  

 “All I have to do to free the Wormhole from you is to wake it up,” Alex sneered. 
He turned, and the energy built in him. Frost smiled. 

 Alex cut loose with the rumbling flash of impossible energies, but suddenly 
something lunged up out of the vat; a massive, goopy creature that took the hit in the 
chest and was flung back to splat against the Wormhole. 

 The huge thing crawled out of the vat, towering at over twenty feet. Alex looked 
up at it, momentarily surprised. 

 “Restrain him,” Frost said in a bored voice. 

 The huge creature lunged at Alex, and he didn‟t have time to focus a blast on it 
before it collapsed on him, around him, and with a disgusting slurping noise it sucked 
him in. When the creature stood, only one of Alex‟s eyes and nostrils were visible. He 
was inside the creature. 

 Frost approached, his lip curled in derision. “Good show. You stayed up for, what, 
fifteen seconds? Twenty?” 

* 

 Fury and Wilson hunkered down back to back at the top of the ramp, blazing 
away. Wilson dropped his pistols and whipped up the shotgun, blasting at the newly 
courageous front ranks that charged him. Fury dropped his rifle, spun, and snagged 
Wilson‟s submachine gun, turning with a spray that pushed the vampires back as bullets 
exploded across their rank. For a few seconds the charge was disrupted and the 
vampires pulled back. 

 In a flurry of activity the two soldiers reloaded as Rachel groaned and struggled to 
sit up. “Darkness,” she whispered, trembling. “It‟s so cold…” 

 “Rachel,” Fury said. “Get ready to move. This may be our last shot,” he said as the 
vampires massed behind the machines, preparing for the next rush. 

* 

 “Overconfident, preening fool,” Frost said to the tiny part of Alex that was 
exposed. The creature that held him had grown chitinous armor that could withstand 
the cosmic blasts. “The Grail grants me victory. Each vampire that drinks from it grows 
more powerful. Incredibly powerful.” He turned with a gesture, and the vampires that 
had been hit by bullets from the Project soldiers gathered around. 

 “We cannot be stopped, you see,” Frost said with an indulgent smile. “We will win. 
Your time is over. And as for your precious Master—“ 

 There was a tremendous crashing thud that reverberated in the walls, like an 
artillery shell impact. Then a hole was blasted in the roof, and as chunks of stone, earth, 
and concrete sprayed the room a figure descended in a shaft of golden sunlight. 

 The vampires squalled and recoiled at the sunlight that drenched the circle where 
she stood; she had torn the roof from that area of the steelworks, and there was nothing 
between her and the open sky at this moment. The vampires scrabbled for cover, and 
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the monstrosity that gripped Alex keeled over with an odd grunting whine. Alex was 
half released. 

 No dramatic announcements, no heroic posturing. She got busy. Twin beams of 
blazing red energy leaped from her eyes, punching through the chests of the slower 
vampires and piercing their hearts. They toppled and died. Then they had cover, but she 
fired unerringly through it. The vampires retreated, hissing and snarling. Frost stood 
quietly waiting his turn. He smiled. 

 “Good,” he murmured to himself. “We‟re almost all here.” 

* 

 The vampires sprang through the hail of bullets; Fury heard screaming and he 
realized it was his own voice, hoarse with rage. Finger locked with a death grip on the 
trigger, he braced for impact— 

 With a hissing snarl, bands and patterns of brilliant crimson energy swirled out of 
nothingness to surround the three warriors at the top of the ramp. The vampires 
rebounded from it and fell sprawling, seared. 

 “Whoah,” Wilson said. “Are we dead?” He looked at the peculiar twisting pattern 
on the sphere that encompassed the three of them on all sides. 

 The vampires whirled to see a man standing in the shadows. They hissed, furious 
and menacing. He stepped into the light and smiled. 

 The hiss abruptly changed pitch. They turned and scurried down the ramp at high 
speeds. 

 “Wait here,” the tall, thin man in the bright red coat said to them. He smiled, and 
his eyes were positively eerie. He glided down the ramp after the vampires. 

 Fury and Wilson exchanged a look, then struggled to push through the red screen 
that surrounded them. It had no give, it might as well have been steel.  

 “Okay, so we‟re stuck,” Wilson said. “Time?” 

 “Five minutes twenty two seconds,” Fury said grimly, looking at his watch. “How 
much you want to bet this bubble can‟t stop an air strike?” 

* 

 “Enough.” Frost‟s voice rang out imperiously. With a gesture, he sealed the hole in 
the roof, plunging the room once more into darkness. “Get her.” 

 From all corners, the surviving vampires sprang at Valeria. Her beams slashed 
through one, then she was hit by a fist the size of her torso and flung back to smash 
into the wall, cracking it. She shook her head, amazed. She saw the vampire‟s fist retract 
and change its shape. 

 In a sudden cold moment she realized that Wormhole‟s blood, his flesh, his 
otherdimensional mass was primed to change its shape depending on the needs of the 
one it filled. For Wormhole, he was dim and unsure of how to use that except 
instinctively to change size and strength. But the vampires… 

 Well, they were a bit more cunning. 

 Their forms warped and shifted as she watched, then they charged at her. 
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 Her smile was feral. 

 Very well.  

 She held nothing back. A backhand tore the anchored vampire in two, she flew 
through the center of one, spraying cold gloppy blood everywhere. Can‟t use it if it‟s not 
in them. One billowed out with patagia, flesh wings between its wrists and ankles, and 
she saw feeding needles in the flaps. Focusing her will, she gusted a frigid current of air 
at it that scattered frost patterns over its already cool body. One punch shattered it. 

 Then the fight began in earnest. A hammered blow slammed into her shoulders, 
knocking her forward, and they charged tossing their best hits at her, kicking her around 
a little. She felt a few of the hits, and she felt anger rising in her. Vampires. With these 
shape changing talents, could they breach her flesh with their teeth? 
 She hit back. 

 Hard. 

 A heavy rumbling shook the chamber, and then with a pained squeal the creation 
that held Alex peeled like a banana and he stepped out, shaking with barely contained 
wrath. 

 Frost watched the battles, faintly bemused. Waiting for the main event. Then his 
smile widened and he turned. 

 “Doctor Stephen Strange, Sorcerer Supreme,” he intoned. “I‟m glad you could 
make it. You certainly took your time. I am ready for you.” 

 “Vampire,” Strange said, his face set as though chiseled in stone. “You have 
violated my hospitality, stolen one of my guests.” 

 “Ah yes,” Frost said. “But it‟s so much worse than that.” 

 Alex blasted the glop monster yet again, and it managed to drag itself away, 
plunging into the vat. Alex swore, then he was attacked by several of the vampires that 
had been kicked off Valeria. Her battle raged, fluid and vicious. From time to time one 
or more vampires would trot to the vat for a refill. 

 Frost produced a pair of crystals, each the size of a palm. “The Szardos family, 
mother and daughter,” he said. Strange‟s consciousness checked quickly, and he sensed 
their life forces, one in each crystal. His face darkened. 

 “What do you want with them?” 

 “They will protect me from you,” Frost said. “Anything you throw at me will be 
refracted between them in a way that I am afraid they will find most painful. Turns out 
your faith was once again misplaced.” He shook his head. “Their shells are intact, 
awaiting the gift of vampirism. Then their astral forms will wither before your eyes as 
they become something else, mindless and soulless, and as I am sure you have guessed 
I‟ll send them after you so you have the pleasure of dispatching them personally. So 
either way you will destroy them, you simply get to choose whether you want to destroy 
their spirits to get a shot at me, or wait for the physical assault after I‟ve won.” His smile 
was vicious, and his eyes genuinely interested, curious at what the Sorcerer Supreme 
would choose. 

 “Hardly sporting,” Strange said with a faint smile. “What do you want exactly?” he 
asked as Valeria roared her anger, punching a hole in the side of the vat so the precious 
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fluid sprayed everywhere. The level in the vat immediately began to drain. Ear shattering 
explosions rang out as Alex blazed away through the vampiric ranks. 

 The huge monster lunged once again, catching Alex by surprise and sucking him 
in. It trembled and rumbled, but he was weakened and it had returned to full strength.  

 “Simple enough,” Frost shrugged. “I plan to seize power, set up a power base that 
attracts militaries to try to do battle with it, so I may defeat them until the land is 
conceded, then to grow slowly in might, shaping my subjects for a thousand years. I will 
take power bit by bit until there is nothing left to prevent me from plunging the world 
into darkness and feeding at my leisure.” He smiled. “The usual.” 

 “You know that eventually the masses always find a way. The more absolute your 
control, the more direct your participation in forging the weapon that will be your 
downfall.” Strange‟s eyes were serious. 

 “Of course,” Frost said with a wave of the hand. “But it‟s the challenge of it that‟s 
amusing.” 

 “Why now? Why not ten years ago?” Strange asked. 

 “Change in management, I severed an old vassalage and found a new Master,” 
Frost said. “Interesting you should ask,” he added, narrowing his eyes thoughtfully. 
“Why are you stalling for time?” 

* 

 Illyana stood, chest heaving, sword oozing gore, over the bodies of the two gypsy 
women. In a flash she left the scene of vampiric carnage, taking the bodies with her, and 
returned to the underspace, where she scampered to her scrying crystal. “Demons, 
guard the women,” she said. Then, with a grin, she vanished once more. 

 In a flare of mystic fire, her disk deposited her behind Strange. “Got „em,” she 
said. 

 Strange‟s grin turned nasty, and he threw up a nearly invulnerable defensive array 
and stood glaring at Frost as Illyana teleported out again. 

 “That‟s an annoying habit,” Frost muttered, looking at the space Illyana had 
occupied a second before. 

 In his moment of distraction, Strange dropped through the floor in his astral form, 
leaving his body defended. He moved softer than a whisper of thought, and he reached 
for the two crystals Frost held. 

 In a superhumanly quick movement Frost tossed the crystals away and snatched 
Strange‟s ethereal form with both hands; with a shock, Strange discovered Frost could 
both see and touch the astral plane. 

 The split second was gone, and Frost poured cold death energies into Strange‟s 
astral form. Strange screamed and screamed and no one could hear him. 

 Almost no one… 

* 

 “Yeah,” Wilson said. “It‟s been great knowing you all. We‟re screwed. Wanna have 
some pre-death sex?” he said to Rachel, who ignored him. 
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 The ball of red energy faded then dissipated.  

 “Go!” Fury shouted, scrabbling to his feet and sprinting. The others were right 
behind him. 

 “Time!” yelled Wilson. 

 “Minute ten seconds!” Fury replied as they sprinted for the safety of the barren 
hills. 

* 

 A clump of vampires sailed through the air and cracked the obsidian shell Alex‟s 
opponent had grown to shrug off his blasts. Valeria hung in the air, eyes blazing with 
fury. 

 “Release him!” she shouted at Frost. 

 “But why?” Frost said, his eyes gripping empty air, power flowing out of him. “I 
can dispatch the Sorcerer Supreme with a simple squeeze.” 

 “You lust to continue your unnatural life. A rematch is safer than the certain death 
I will give you if you harm him further,” Valeria said, her voice cold and dead, “and 
your time to decide is up.” 

 Frost released Strange‟s astral form with a simple gesture. Strange, barely alive, 
drifted back towards his body like an unconscious swimmer drifting to the bottom. 

 “Now now,” Frost said, brushing his hands off. “Summers is half spent, and you 
have no idea what you‟re dealing with.” He paused. “Leave while you still can and I will 
allow it.” 

 “I‟m willing to sacrifice those in this room to end your madness,” Valeria said 
quietly. She glanced over at Alex, who nodded with a grim scowl. 

 “Oh,” Frost said as his face curled into a grin, “I‟m in a lot of trouble now.” 

 Alex unleashed a blast at him, and as it crushed home with scattering cosmic 
energies, flaring around the room, Frost took a step back and dug deep into the network 
of power that fed him, diffusing the hit across his undead energy grid as it spread 
through his holdings. He drew on his dark reserves of power, and he grew taller, deeper, 
darker. He laughed as Alex‟s beam refracted off of him. 

 Valeria took advantage of the distraction to swoop over and snatch Strange, 
zipping out to the hills in a swift streak of motion. 

 Then a peculiar sound caught her attention; her incredible hearing amplified as she 
turned to see as no mortal could see. 

 A formation of jets approached. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Frost‟s laughter swelled and pealed through the broken cavern as the vampires 
sprang on Alex from all sides. He spun, his energy tearing around him, but they had 
some minimal protection against his attack and they were not instantly incinerated.  
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 “Don‟t you understand?” Frost shouted. “I cannot be stopped! I have the Grail! 
My minions are as powerful as they can imagine themselves to be, when they have 
drunk their fill! We can heal, and shape in ways previously undreamed of!” Alex 
struggled, blazing into the masses with so much energy that his own skin began to crisp 
with the power he was channeling. Frost roared victory, arms stretched towards the sky 
he would soon pollute with eternal darkness. 

 He was interrupted by the horrid shriek of metal shearing through metal. He 
looked over to see the goat legged sorceress finish severing the chains that held 
Wormhole. 

 “Distracted much?” Illyana said archly, and Frost realized he wasn‟t prepared to 
capture Wormhole‟s mind and sedate it before— 

 “SMASH!” shouted the massive creature. In an instant, a thought thrilled through 
its form, twisting its glop into armor, muscle, bone, savage ferocity. It sprang, and as 
Frost prepared a strike the disturbingly nimble monster crushed a hit into him that sent 
him through the throne, embedding him in the back wall of the cavern. 

 Illyana thrust splayed fingers at Alex, and he was teleported out from under the 
creatures that attacked him. Then she closed her eyes and dropped into underspace as 
the first missiles punched through the ground, filling the chamber with flaming death. 

* 

 On a hill, about a quarter mile from the steel works factory, the disk sprawled and 
deposited Illyana and Alex. The man rolled over on his back, in some mysterious 
desperate pain. Illyana fell to her knees, sobbing. 

 “Too slow!” she said. “I was too damn slow, I waited too long!” Tears coursed 
down her cheeks as she punched the earth. 

 Valeria glanced at her, then turned her attention back to Strange. His breathing was 
slow, trembling, and cold. Ice had formed on his moustache where he breathed out, for 
his very bone marrow was full of an unnatural chill that would have killed a lesser man 
in a moment. 

 “Strange, say something,” Valeria said. “Are you alright?” For a long moment she 
heard his chilling astral scream again, a sound unlike anything she had ever heard. A 
sound she hoped to never hear again. She had no idea if anyone could survive that, even 
the Sorcerer Supreme. 

 When she looked around again, Illyana and Alex were both gone. 

 “Illyana?” she said hesitantly. Then she returned her full attention to Strange. She 
rubbed his hands; they were so cold… 

* 

 Illyana stood staring into the inferno in the aftermath of the bombing. “Come on, 
Banner,” she whispered. “Give me another chance to fulfill my blood oath.” 

 Something was climbing out of the pit of flame. Something incredibly huge. A 
hulking form grunted an earth shattering cough, and flames billowed. It lumbered free 
of the flames and stood, black and on fire. Vast. Furious. It roared as it stood to its full 
height; its lungs were on fire, so a gout of flame shot out of its mouth. 
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 Sirens screamed as fire trucks headed for the site. Illyana felt a sudden surge of 
alarm; Wormhole must not confront uniforms. She moved to stand in his path, frail and 
small, her whiplike tail lashing as she stared up at the creature that approached thirty 
feet in height. 

 She was thinking fast. Teleporting was not an option, she‟d tried that. How to stop 
him? How to stop it? 

 Her voice began as her brain whirled on a different track. “Banner,” she called, her 
voice clear and strong above the hiss and roar of flame. “I know you‟re in there. I know 
you‟re hiding from a terrible pain right now. But it‟s over. It‟s over, Banner. Come back. 
Come back to us.” 

 The creature roared again, slinging a punch down. Illyana did not move, and the 
punch slammed down mere feet in front of her. The impact tossed her in the air, but 
she landed gracefully on her hooves. It hunched down and roared; she abstractly noted 
she would fit neatly into its mouth. Terror gushed through her, and a certainty that she 
was going to die. That brought a kind of peace. 

 “Banner,” she said again, and her legs shifted, her eyes shifted. She was Illyana the 
young woman, not the demon sorceress. “Banner, come back.” She extended her hand. 

 The flames began to flicker and die on the creature as it reached out and touched 
her hand, its blunt fingertip the length of her arm. With a  peculiar swallowing noise, it 
began to shift and shrink. 

 “That‟s it,” she said soothingly. “Come on. It‟s over.” 

 As the Wormhole began to shrink, Strange and Valeria watched. He was violently 
trembling, and supported by Valeria, but alive. A smile grew on his face and glowed in 
his eyes, and the cold seemed somehow less. 

* 

 Alex stumbled over to the other agents and dropped to his knees. Nasty gashes 
and tears were all over him, his face spattered with blood. “C‟mere,” he said, and Fury 
and Wilson stood from where they‟d been talking quietly with Rachel. “Her too.” 

 They surrounded him. “Link arms,” he said hoarsely. They did, and he put his 
arms on Wilson and Fury. He seemed very heavy for a moment, then he toppled over 
backwards. “Good,” he said with a faint gasp in his breath. “Good. Gimmie a minute.” 

 They sat silently watching him for a long minute. Then he managed to sit up. 

 “Worthless,” he said, his eyes mean. “All the money, all the time, all the training, 
and you all are worthless. Gonna be some housecleaning. Oh yeah. Let‟s go.” He got up 
as the helicopter descended. It landed, and Alex hopped aboard. 

 Fury, Wilson, and Rachel exchanged a worried look, then they followed. The 
helicopter lifted off and headed northward, disappearing into the mid day sky. 

* 

 Banner was on his knees, weeping uncontrollably, and Illyana knelt holding him 
up, giving him a shoulder to cry on. She held him close as sobs wracked his gaunt form. 

 Strange and Valeria reached them. “It‟s time to go,” Strange said as the fire trucks 
pulled up with the police cars less than a mile away. 
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 “I can‟t teleport Banner,” Illyana said, eyes large. “We established that, if you 
recall.” 

 “I can… shield you from the effect, now that we know what it is,” Strange said, his 
breath puffing out cold clouds of mist. 

 “You‟re the Sorcerer Supreme,” Illyana shrugged. Strange gestured, murmuring 
under his breath. Illyana was startled, realizing this was the first time she had seen him 
resort to invocations on Prime. A ball swelled around Banner, then the disk flared up 
around the four of them and the desert wind blew uninterrupted through the space they 
had filled mere seconds before. 

 Then they were in the hallway of the Sanctum. Strange struggled over to a chair in 
the hallway, and he fell asleep. Valeria and Illyana carried Banner into one of the guest 
rooms. 

 Time passed. 

 Strange slowly pried his eyes open with the strength of his will. Valeria sat across 
the hall, watching him, quietly waiting. 

 “Are you going to recover?” Valeria asked quietly. 

 “The touch of death is not easy to shrug off,” Strange said, his teeth chattering a 
bit with the cold. “My astral form is much more vulnerable than my physical one, to an 
attack of that sort. You saved my life.” 

 “At least Frost is dealt with,” Valeria said. 

 “Frost is not the end,” Strange said, his eyes glittering with a chilly light all their 
own. “He has a new master. And I know who that master is.” He gathered his strength. 
“One more push,” he said. “One more push to end this thing.” He looked at Valeria. 
“Are you up for it?” he asked. 

 She stood and walked up to him. She extended her hand. “To the finish,” she said, 
her eyes clear and almost luminescent in the dimness of the hallway, her unnaturally 
smooth features serious and set. 

 Strange took her hand, cold wreathing around their grip. “To the finish,” he 
echoed. 

* 

 “Where are we?” croaked Banner, his eyes bandaged shut. 

 “Strange‟s Sanctum, Hospital for Heroes,” Illyana said with a small smile. 

 Banner relaxed. “This is the only place I‟ve felt safe in years,” he rasped out. He 
gathered his strength. “You saved me,” he stated. 

 “Yep,” she said. “I had to, I had to make up for losing you in the first place. You 
should have told me you had a portal in your flesh.” 

 “Didn‟t come up,” Banner said, and he couldn‟t repress a painful coughing 
chuckle. He took a long, wavering gasp. “I feel terrible.” 

 “Well,” Illyana said, “you did channel more energy than the eastern seaboard, ya 
know. But we nailed the bad guys.” 

 “Woo hoo,” Banner said. Then he was asleep. 
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 She watched him sleep for some time. She slowly traced the freshly scabbed cut on 
her palm, and she smiled softly to herself. 

 Strange opened the door. “Illyana,” he murmured. “A word?” 

 She stood and left quietly, closing the door. 

 “Yes?” she said to Strange. 

 “Underspace please,” he said. A moment and a flare of energy later, they were in 
the underspace. On two slabs, the gypsy women lay quiescent and empty. 

 Strange slowly walked over to them, looking down, jaw set. “Frost outmanuvered 
me,” he said. “I had hoped they would be able to keep each other safe, working as a 
team. I had hoped to save them. I was so close…” 

 “You did save them,” Illyana said. “Or, rather, you‟re going to.” 

 “What do you mean?” he said, turning. Something in his eyes was much to serious 
for a joke. 

 She smiled, then grinned, then beamed. From behind her back she produced a pair 
of crystals. 

 Strange looked at her, astonished. She took a moment to etch that expression and 
that moment in her memory, to cherish for the rest of her life. 

 She handed him the crystals. “You are the one that taught me that details make or 
break the wizard,” she said. “Something tiny can save you when you face 
insurmountable odds. Well,” she said, and she gestured at the crystals. 

 “Brilliant,” Strange said, feeling the crystals hum in his grasp. He forgave her any 
well-earned smugness. He looked up at her, pride shining in his eyes. “This will just take 
a moment.” 

 He placed the proper crystals on the women, then waved his hand. The crystals 
dissolved, sparkling, into their chests. Strange slumped. “When they wake tomorrow, 
they will be whole.” He looked at Illyana. “Send them home.” 

 Illyana scampered over to her scrying crystal, and after a moment or two of 
peering, she gestured, and the two women were whisked out of the underspace and 
back to the trailer park. 

 Strange approached where she squatted by the crystal. She stood. He put his hand 
on her shoulder. 

 “I am truly proud of you,” he said, his eyes serious. “Not just your mystic 
knowledge becoming more grounded, but of you. You‟re handling yourself well, Illyana 
Rasputin. And that‟s why I‟m giving you an opportunity to come along for the final 
battle.” 

 “That wasn‟t it?” she said, a bit startled. 

 “No,” he said, and his tone explained the situation. 

 “Wow,” she said. She let that sink in. “You‟re inviting me along to take on some 
cosmic bad guy?” 

 “The toughest one I have ever faced,” Strange said. “You‟ve earned the right to 
choose whether you want to take that risk or not.” 
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 She stood up straight. “Whether I live or die, I am honored to fight by your side,” 
she said. 

 Strange shook his head just a fraction. “So be it,” he said with a nod. 

* 

 Frost stood wavering in the deep darkness. “I was defeated,” he managed hoarsely. 
“The Grail… stripped from us.” He steadied himself for a moment. “I will find another 
way… to thin the barrier, to let you in, my Dark Lord.” 

 Before him, a young woman lolled senseless in a chair. The darkness within and 
around her was deafening, blinding. Something within it spoke. 

 “You already have,” hissed something in the darkness. Frost convulsed, then 
collapsed senseless, eyes twitching, deep in dreams.  

 The figure let loose a throaty laugh that rolled deep into the night, but not far on 
Prime. 

 Then, the final push against reality began. 
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Perchance to Dream 
 

February 4 

 Illyana quickly opened the door. “Greetings,” she said. “Glad you could make it. 
Logan,” she said with a nod. The short man in a leather jacket, cowboy boots, and jeans 
nodded at her curtly without making eye contact. He stepped into the musty old house, 
sniffing and glancing around. His eyes were squinted, his jaw set. 

 “Victor,” Illyana said. The slim, debonair man with tousled chestnut hair smiled, 
his alert eyes taking everything in as he followed Logan into the house, shrugging off his 
trench coat. 

 “Hey Pete,” she grinned at the last man on the doorstep. He was a broad 
shouldered athlete with an honest, square face and jet black hair. He had to duck slightly 
to enter. She turned to address the three of them as she pulled the door closed. 

 “Please follow me to the basement.” They fell in step behind the slim young 
blonde as she navigated the house, through the second parlor to a heavy door. She 
hauled it open and headed down the sturdy stairs to the basement. 

 “So Vic,” Logan muttered. “Did you contact this guy or did he contact you?” 

 “I asked him about what we encountered,” Victor murmured in his cultured 
European accent. “He sent the three of us, and only the three of us, invitations to a 
meeting to discuss doing something about it.” 

 “What kinda name is Doctor Strange anyhow?” Logan grunted, glancing around at 
the dusty furniture for a moment. 

 “You could make up any last name, and you picked Sendry?” Victor asked as he 
brushed past the shorter man and headed down the stairs, after Piotr. 

 “Ouch,” Logan said reflectively. He followed Victor down the steps. 

 The basement was empty save for a large round table with seven chairs around it. 
A light over the table illuminated it, but left the rest of the room shadowed. At the end 
of the table farthest from the stairs stood a thin man in a red trench coat, his eyes bright 
and his face narrow. He smiled as the four reached the bottom of the stairs. 

 To his right was a young woman with full-bodied strawberry blonde hair, 
classically beautiful.  

 Strange cleared his throat. “Welcome to my home. Greetings. I‟m glad you 
accepted my personal invitation to this rather exclusive gathering. This is my associate, 
Valeria,” he said with a gesture to the woman at his right, “and you‟ve met my 
apprentice Illyana.” He glanced at those assembled. “Illyana, could you go and see if our 
last guest has arrived?” 

 As she jogged back up the stairs, the five remaining in the room glanced at each 
other. 

 “So it is true,” Victor said, his eyes levelly meeting Strange‟s. “You mean to go on 
a quest. Seven is a mystic number.” 

 Logan rolled his eyes and clamped a cigar, unlit, between his teeth. 
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 “You could call this a quest, something along those lines,” Strange said. “I have 
discovered the dark power behind this attack on our world, but it is too powerful for 
me to attempt to battle it alone. I need help.” He paused. “I want you all to spend the 
night in this house, and we will depart in the morning to engage this monster.” 

 “Why in this house?” Logan asked, squinting suspiciously at Strange. 

 “Otherwise you might not wake up,” Strange said delicately. “Your dreams may be 
lethal. I am most closely watched, and by now my adversary already knows who I have 
chosen to accompany me on an assault against the staging area for his own personal 
invasion.” He looked at each of them. “You are now targets.” 

 “Enough mystery and riddles,” Piotr burst out. “What‟s going on?” 

 “A moment of patience,” Strange said, raising a placating hand. “I would prefer to 
wait and see if our seventh guest arrives. Better to go over it once rather than twice.” 

 Just then the door to the basement opened, and Illyana came down the stairs. The 
woman behind her wore a baggy coat, ball cap, and sunglasses. She stripped off the hat 
and glasses and shook out her hair. She was stunningly beautiful, Asian, a slight purple 
tinge to her raven-wing hair. 

 Valeria smiled. Logan stared unabashed for a moment, then resumed his scowl and 
turned away.  

 “Welcome,” Strange said. “And now if you will be seated we can begin.” He 
remained standing. 

 Valeria sat, and Victor next to her. Logan sat next to Victor, Lock sat next to 
Logan, then Piotr and Illyana. They were seven. 

 “I am not from this dimension,” Strange said simply. “My home dimension was 
destroyed by a vastly powerful force, a universe within a universe that was tightly caged. 
When it was released, they both... ceased to exist. That is not important at this point. I 
had resolved to stay within the emptiness that had been my sworn responsibility to 
protect, and slowly fade myself. But the spirits of this Earth found me.” 

 He glanced at the faces around the table. “A Chinese bomber had destroyed the 
lamasery where the Ancient One, Baron Mordu, and this dimension‟s version of me had 
been studying. The world was left without a Sorcerer Supreme, and no others were 
ready to take up the mantle. The spirits found me drifting in the void and invited me to 
come and protect the earth. I could not deny them. I quickly worked to make this 
dimension my new home, so I could defend it as best I could. My first priority was to 
discover where the power lay, and what schemes shaped the world‟s tides of influence.” 

 He paused for a moment, looking down at the table. “Unfortunately, my foe is not 
new… to this dimension. As most of you know, reality as we know it is really a 
fragmented thing. There are a number of layers, of dimensions, an entire unseen 
cosmology. It would be tedious and unhelpful to explain that here, so please allow me 
to proceed. There is only one dimension that concerns us tonight,” he said, looking up 
again. 

 “The dimension of dreams. There are regions within this dream world, whose 
name would mean nothing to you. Some are pleasant. One is the collector of all of 
humanity‟s darkest imaginings, where their most hideous fears pool beneath the astral 
ethers. A dark creature has been fabricated by these dark dreams, given strength by its 
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existence as one of the Ancient Powers from before humanity was birthed and given 
shape by the dreamings of the multi-faceted human mind.” 

 He paused, licking his lips. “Its name is a secret not lightly spoken. When I have 
battled this thing in the past, I have called it Nightmare instead of resorting to… to 
what it would call itself. The name is technically true enough, and much less dangerous 
than its full title.” 

 “So, how can we fight this ancient power thing?” Logan said. 

 “We can‟t,” Strange said quietly. “It is already a part of each of us, for we all 
dream. The Sanctum is protected, warded, and shielded against the intrusion of this 
powerful creature. That is why we must rest here tonight. All we can hope to do,” he 
said slowly, “is drive it back. From the dimension of dreams it plots and manipulates, 
touching countless realms and collecting the dreaming energies from each. Should it 
gain physical access to our world instead of siphoning off the energies of dreams, we 
would be unable to stop it.” 

 “Then we must deny it access,” Illyana said. 

 “Yes,” Strange nodded. 

 “How?” Illyana asked. 

 “That depends on how thoroughly it is entrenched,” Strange said. He sighed. “I 
am nearly helpless on Nightmare‟s home territory,” he admitted. “Nightmare has never 
come over to Prime that I know of. If Nightmare reaches Prime we lose. Nightmare is 
pushing hard now, nearly through. I took the time to choose this group and to assemble 
you because you each are tied to the other, and you have bonds of spirit to match your 
might and your intellect.” He looked them each in the eye. “There is a way. We are not 
without hope. But you will need to do your very best, to go beyond what you have done 
before if we are to prevail. The risk is great, but we have little choice.” 

 “The creature is using a host, isn‟t it,” Victor said. 

 “Yes,” Strange nodded, “and I have finally found that host. A young woman with 
a talent for dreams has become the nexus that Nightmare is using to create a way 
station, a place to gather power within Prime‟s defenses yet still inside Nightmare‟s 
influence. Since this summer, he has been collecting power to himself, and he is now 
pushing through the last of Prime‟s automatic defenses. We will leave one of our 
number to stand guard over our physical bodies, then the other six will plunge into this 
girl‟s dream and find where Nightmare is pushing through. We will fight Nightmare 
there.” He hesitated. 

“Nightmare will have the upper hand, but we will be in the girl‟s dream and 
not in his realm. We can win. We must. If we can find her spirit representation and 
wake her, then his entire staging area, his entire pocket dimension will be erased as she 
regains consciousness. If the stress of the fight kills her while we are in her dream, 
Prime may be safe but we will die. It is a terrible risk I am asking you to take, for the 
ultimate prize.” 

 He leaned back. “I have made my case, laid out the situation. If you wish to 
participate, you must swear an oath to see this through to the finish.” Strange was quiet, 
waiting, looking at each of the six others. 

 “I‟m in,” Valeria said, standing. 
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 “And me,” Illyana said, rising with a glance at Strange. Logan raised his eyebrows 
gently, looking at her. He shifted his cigar to the other side of his mouth. 

 “I will go,” Piotr said dramatically, standing with a flourish. 

 “Count me in,” Victor said, eyes only for Valeria as he stood. 

 Only Logan and the Asian woman were left seated. They glanced at each other. 
There was a long silence. 

 “Aw hell,” Logan muttered, and he stood, awkwardly scuffing his boots on the 
floor and looking down. 

 With an almost imperceptible sigh, the seventh guest rose to her feet. 

 “By your blood and your souls, swear you will follow this through to the end, to 
repel the creature that threatens our world.” 

 “We swear,” they said. 

 Strange smiled, looking positively saturnine. “Good. I‟ll go get supper started.” He 
headed up the stairs. 

 Valeria smiled briefly at Victor, then followed Strange, and Victor fell in step 
behind her. 

 “I gotta help,” Illyana said, and she headed up the steps too.  

 “I must protect this good man‟s kitchen from Logan‟s mash,” Piotr said with a 
good natured grin. “I will go to be sure he has no beer and no sausages or potatoes.” 

 Logan found himself alone with the seventh guest. 

 “So do I call ya Betsy or Lock?” Logan said. 

 “To you I will always be Betsy,” she replied with a smile, “even if my name is 
Elizabeth.” 

 A moment of quiet followed. “How‟ve ya been?” Logan asked, his tone subdued. 

 “I‟ve been doing well, teaching school,” she said.  

 “I like the sounda that,” Logan nodded. “You‟d be good at it.” 

 “I spent a week out at your cabin,” she said to him, tapping her finger on the table. 
“It just wasn‟t the same.” 

 He nodded, then shrugged. “I‟m a city critter these days,” he said. “I don‟t get out 
much.” He hesitated, looking at her. “Good to see you.” 

 The quiet grew to silence and became awkward. He quickly stood. “Gotta go,” he 
said. 

 “Please, stay a bit longer,” Betsy said. “Have a seat.” He sat. “How have you been, 
Logan? Really?” 

 He scuffed his boots against the floor, looking at the table. “I don‟t wanna be 
here,” he muttered. “I lost my daughter to Tymaz Nine. She lived but she stabbed me in 
the back. She found herself a new family with that Rasputin fella. Which is fine. They 
got blood between em, and she and I just got betrayal in the way.” He looked up at the 
ceiling. “I had a place for a while,” he said softly, “and havin a new pack ta run with aint 
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the same as havin a place.” 
 She stood and leaned over, giving him a quick hug. “Thanks for telling me, 
Logan,” she said, and she squeezed his arm. She turned and quietly mounted the stairs. 

 Logan sat in the basement by himself. For a long time he didn‟t move. Then he 
shrugged, and lit his cigar, took a deep drag, and leaned back to stare at the smoke 
curling under the single light. 

* 

 Valeria was tucking the sheets into the bed when she heard a man walk down the 
hallway and lean in the doorframe. “Hello, Victor,” she said. 

 “I‟ve missed you,” he said quietly. 

 She didn‟t look up. “Well, I‟m sorry,” she said. 

 “I brought my suit,” he said. “It‟s out in the car. Quite a piece of work, if I do say 
so myself. I integrated some weapon systems to bring it up to my revised specs. You 
might be interested.” 

 “I know more about personal arsenals and power armor than I‟ll ever need to 
know,” she said lightly. 

 “That makes one of us,” he said with a crooked grin. “Care to teach me? My 
armor, it shines, but I have not yet been knighted…” 

 She stood and looked him in the eye. “I delayed returning home, off having dinner 
with you, then took some time to myself. Because of that, the vampires almost won in a 
single stroke. I have to choose between protecting the world and seeking my own 
happiness, Victor, and though I really like you there‟s no way I can love you and still 
fulfill my obligations.” 

 Victor took a step into the room, deeply serious as he looked into her eyes. “Very 
well,” he said. “I swear I will help you fulfill any obligation you have. Whatever destiny 
awaits you I will discard my own to be a part of it. I will sacrifice what I need to 
sacrifice for you, Valeria. All that has come before was preparation, and now it is time 
for me to decide who and what I will be. I must choose whether I will let my past be a 
mold to shape me or a tool to carve out the future I desire. I swear,” he said, dropping 
to one knee, “I will give up Latveria. For you. If you simply ask me to.” 

 The moment of silence was deafening, reverberating.  

 He spoke quietly. “No more proving my worth. No more bargaining. No more 
pride. I offer you everything I have, and everything I am.” 

 Valeria helped him to his feet, and pulled him into an embrace. Then she held him 
at arm‟s length. “I have to think about it, Victor,” she said. “Can‟t this wait until after 
the world is safe?” Her concerned eyes held his for a moment. Confusion clouded her 
expression. She smiled at him, then slipped past and escaped into the hallway. 

 Victor slowly turned to look after her. “But Valeria,” he said softly, “my whole 
world just left this room…” 

* 

 “It seems that we are making the Last Supper, eh Strange?” Piotr said as he sat at 
the table peeling potatoes. “I always wondered what they ate.” 
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 “Were that true, they would have garlic chicken, salad, pudding, and mashed 
potatoes,” Strange said wryly. “In my line of work every supper could be the last. You 
never know,” he said softly, “when you may be thrust into the fight of your life for the 
fate of a world.” 

 “Oh yeah,” Illyana said. “I had better check the answering machine.” She stepped 
over to the answering machine in the hallway and pushed the button. 

 The machine played its message. “Yeah, Doc, it‟s me. If you get this in the next, 
oh, hour or so could you find me? Thanks! Bye,” eep. 

 Strange and Illyana exchanged a quick look. 

 “Would you mind?” Strange said to Illyana. 

 “I‟m on it,” she said, and in a flash she was gone. 

 Strange returned his attention to trimming the fat from the chicken while Piotr 
peeled the potatoes, suddenly very conscious of being alone in a room with the Sorcerer 
Supreme. 

 Piotr cleared his throat. “I am sorry we have not met before now. I‟ve heard all 
about you from my sister. All good things,” he said, mostly telling the truth. He shook 
his head. “It is difficult to grasp that I am about to clash with a cosmic threat to the 
world.” 

 Strange half smiled. “It does take some getting used to,” he said dryly. 

 “Thank you,” Piotr said, unshed tears glimmering in his eyes. “Thank you for 
taking good care of my sister.” 

 “I have merely provided her with opportunity,” Strange said. “She has taken that 
opportunity to become a young woman that would make any father, teacher, or brother 
proud.” He smiled at Piotr, whose chin quivered with thankfulness. 

 Illyana flashed back into the kitchen and scooped up a head of lettuce and a knife. 
She glanced archly at Strange. “Well, not only did Parker survive his ordeal, but he‟s 
getting „medical attention‟ from his girlfriend,” she said with a wicked grin. 

 “Perhaps I‟ll call him tomorrow afternoon,” Strange said vaguely. 

 “Good plan,” Illyana said, turning her attention to the salad. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 They had pushed back from the table, supper complete. Six of them sat around the 
table. Strange stood, dabbing his mouth with a napkin. 

 “Esteeméd guests,” he said. “I offer you my home for the evening. Do what you 
need to do to prepare for tomorrow.” He turned from them and started running 
dishwater, taking off his coat and gesturing for it to hang itself up across the room. It 
drifted to the coat rack and settled. 

 “Anywhere in particular I should smoke?” Logan asked. 

 “The basement is fine, and there is an ashtray in your room,” Strange replied. 

 “Right,” Logan said. Without looking around, without further ado, he left. 
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 Strange glanced at Illyana. “Where is Victor?” he asked. 

 “I went to check on him before we ate,” Illyana said. “Get this; he‟s fasting before 
tomorrow‟s confrontation. To focus himself.” She shivered. “He is so COOL! Anyhow, 
I‟m gonna go brush up on, you know, the protection sigils and that sort of thing. Cram 
for… tomorrow‟s test.” She tossed a smile at the guests and headed out of the kitchen. 

 “I for one would like to explore this magnificent house,” Piotr said. “May I?” 

 “Just don‟t go anywhere you can‟t get easily,” Strange said with a smile. “The 
house is yours.” 

 Piotr turned to Lock. “Would you please accompany me?” he asked politely. She 
smiled and nodded, rising from her chair. They left the kitchen, and only Valeria and 
Strange remained. 

* 

 She strolled over to the counter, picking up a dishtowel. “You know,” she said 
with a cocked eyebrow, “I could have these done by now.” 

 “Don‟t deny me the simple pleasure,” Strange said with a small smile. “A finite 
task, straightforward and with visible results. You have a pretty good idea by now of 
how few of those tasks I get.” 

 “Fair enough,” Valeria said, polishing a plate and putting it away. 

 “Out with it,” Strange said to her. 

 “Why did you invite Lock?” Valeria asked. “I‟m concerned that her methods and 
style are… counter to what you‟re going for with this group.” She paused. “I expected 
you to invite Parker.” 

 “Parker and I had a talk about just this sort of thing,” Strange said as he polished 
and dumped silverware into the rinse water. “He‟s not ready to be pulled into conflict at 
this level. He‟s more interested in finding a balance in his life, and I heartily approve. He 
is a young man with a strong need to have a life outside the business of saving the 
world. He must find his own way; if I push him to dedicate himself to this kind of 
heroic battle we may lose him for good, sour him to the whole idea, or worse. Let him 
find his own way, his place in the world, then he‟ll come to me.” Strange smiled. “And 
in the meantime, he‟s doing his part to save his corner of the world.” 

 “And Lock?” Valeria said, raising her eyebrows. 

 “As for Lock, she‟s worked with you and Illyana to great effect,” Strange said. 
“She saved both you and Xavier, no small feat. Her intimacy with darkness, her 
ruthlessness may serve us in good stead in a nightmare.” 

 “And Logan can‟t seem to take his eyes off her,” Valeria added archly. “Or hadn‟t 
you noticed.” 

 “Is that so,” Strange mused, unreadable. “How about that.” 

 “I disapprove of your matchmaking at a time like this,” Valeria said sternly. 

 Strange looked her in the eye. “Is this about Victor?” he said. 

 She looked down at the sink and did not reply. 
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 Strange narrowed his eyes. “Victor walks the line between self confidence and 
arrogance, technology and magic, protection and oppression. We‟re going into dreams 
tomorrow, and Victor has a tremendously strong will. That might save him, and maybe 
all of us. And yes,” he said, his voice soft and penetrating, “for your sake, I decided he 
needed to be a part of this.” 

 Valeria slowly raised her eyes to his. They were cold. “Don‟t you have enough of 
my life already?” she whispered, “without intruding into this too?” She tossed the towel 
in the drainer, turned, and left with measured steps, not looking back. 

 Strange let that sink in. 

 Then he finished the dishes by himself. 

* 

 Piotr and Lock walked down the hallway.  

 “You are so beautiful,” Piotr said to her. “I just can‟t understand what you see in a 
stump like Logan.” 

 “He is a good friend,” Lock said smoothly. 

 “That‟s all?” Piotr said skeptically. “Perhaps you do not see the way he looks at 
you.” 

 She cleared her throat and turned, fixing him with a look. “Thank you for your 
hospitality. I think I can take it from here.” 

 Just then Illyana poked her head out of one of the doors. “Hey, Pete! Come check 
this out! Lock, you too, especially you!” 

 They joined her in a guest library. It was full of books, books of a less dangerous 
quality than Strange‟s personal library. Illyana had half a dozen tomes and journals 
sprawled open on the table. 

 “Check this out,” she said. “Strange put the pieces together a lot earlier than he let 
on. He knew about this thing back in August. He was looking for information on this 
when—when Valeria and I were alone, when you helped us,” Illyana said, looking at 
Lock, who nodded. 

 “Anyway,” Illyana said, “we were all sure Strange‟s clues and signs pointed to the 
Beast, but he wasn‟t convinced. These are some of the notes I made when I was 
„helping‟ him.” She flipped through her notebook. “The force pushing on the 
dimension „dwells in darkness.‟ To the heavy hitters on the other planes that Strange 
was questioning, the Beast would be small change.” 

Illyana looked at them, eyes shining in excitement. “They must have been 
talking about Nightmare. „Tied to our world but not of it‟ is pretty clear in hindsight. 
And check this one out. „Thousands of minions, not all willing.‟ Okay, there‟s not 
thousands of ninjas. But everybody dreams, and some people must dream deep, you 
know? Maybe they help with their nightmares whether they mean to or not.” 

 “This Doctor Strange fellow plays his cards awfully close to his chest,” Piotr wryly 
observed. 

 “Yep,” Illyana said. “A big part of being a wizard is timing and focus. He taught 
me a dozen ways to counteract a stunning amount of raw power with a little precision. I 
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guess in his time he‟s gone head to head with some pretty uber-wacko monstrosities, 
and he wasn‟t always Mister Badass. He just survived long enough,” she said with a 
shrug. 

 “Good to see that my little sister has a role model and goals,” Piotr said with a 
grin, ruffling her hair. Lock rolled her eyes and left. 

* 

 Victor breathed in his incense, his body completely at rest as he meditated. He 
quieted his mind, but one blazing, pressing hope seared him more painfully than flame 
ever could. 

 “Please,” he whispered, unseeing in his own world. “Let this go well. Let me show 
her what I am made of, that I can fight to keep the world safe for her. Let her 
understand. This is my chance. Please.” 

 He breathed deep and failed to let the hope go, try as he might. 

 “Let her see,” he murmured, hope filling his chest so he could not breathe 
properly. “Please…” 

* 

 Logan stood at the window, looking through what seemed to him insubstantial 
glass at the windswept street below. A quiet knock roused him. He turned, crossed the 
room, opened the door. 

 “Hello, Logan,” Lock said. “May I come in?” 

 “Sure,” he said, taking a step back and not meeting her eyes. She closed the door.  

 “I want to die with no regrets,” she said, her penetrating eyes trying to meet his. 
“Being what I am, I make my will each morning. My life has not always been what I 
have chosen, but in retrospect there is only one real regret I have," she breathed, 
stepping closer. He took a step back. She stopped. "I‟ve always wanted to know you 
better.” 

 “Wait,” Logan said, his voice thick as he looked at the floor. He put a hand out 
towards her, between them. “No.” He managed to raise his eyes to her. “Not like this.” 

 She looked at him questioningly. 

 He tried to smile. “I just might survive tomorrow,” he said, “and I can‟t tell you 
how much tougher my life would be… if I knew what I was missing.” He lowered his 
eyes to the floor, and Lock could feel him trembling slightly. 

 One step back, then she ghosted out, closing the door noiselessly behind herself. 

 Logan stood motionless, teeth gritted. Slowly, he let out his breath. 

* 

 “So that‟s the grand tour,” Illyana said brightly.  

 “I‟m impressed,” Piotr said with a vigorous nod. “Have you noticed that the inside 
of the house does not match the outside?” 

 She shrugged. “That‟s what you get with a wizard‟s house. Okay, bro, you can stay 
with Vic, who‟s meditating and fasting, or Logan and his stinky cigars.” 
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 “What about this underspace I hear Strange talk about?” Piotr said. “I could stay 
there.” He grinned triumphantly at his cleverness. 

 “Er,” Illyana said glancing to the side, “even if I thought that was a good idea, 
Strange has us all under house arrest until the morning. I don‟t want to get attacked 
there by some dimension hopping nasty. So you can see it when this is all over, okay?” 
she said, and she smiled wanly. Somehow it was difficult to picture Piotr at home in her 
little hell. 

 Piotr heaved a sigh. “In that case, I choose Logan,” he said.  

 Illyana hesitated, then grinned. “Victor.” 

 “Oh, all right,” Piotr said, rolling his eyes. “I want to stay with Victor. While we‟re 
at it, anything else I want that I don‟t know about yet?” 

 “I‟ll keep you posted,” Illyana said, sly. “It‟s great having a brother!” 

 She guided Piotr to Victor‟s room, and Piotr knocked. 

 “Come,” Victor called. 

 Piotr brought his bag in and put it by one of the two beds. Victor was standing, 
gazing out the window, lost in thought. 

 “I thought you were meditating,” Illyana said, trying to make conversation. 

 “Then it is good you were wrong,” Victor said, his eyes distant. “I hate being 
interrupted when I am meditating.” 

 “Ah,” Illyana said. “See ya tomorrow,” she grinned at Piotr, who threw her a 
pleading look before she slipped out and shut the door behind her hasty retreat. 

 “Well,” Piotr said, 

 “Get your sleep, Russian,” Victor said. “You‟ll need it for tomorrow.” 

 Piotr glared at him for a moment, then prepared for bed. 

* 

 Strange stood in his Sanctum Sanctorum, lost in thought. He blinked, then 
gestured. One door to the Inner Sanctum drifted open, and Lock stood on the other 
side. Strange did not turn. 

 She strolled in. “This is a lovely slumber party, but it‟s time to discuss tactics, don‟t 
you think?” 

 He smiled to himself. 

 “How about you start,” she said, narrowing her eyes. 

 “In the process of descending to the nexus between the host‟s dream, Prime, and 
Nightmare‟s realm we will almost certainly pass through the Veil, a nightmare left to 
deflect and cripple those who would interrupt. You face your own nightmare, and if you 
do not overcome it then you never awaken. Once we are past that, Nightmare will try to 
prevent us from waking the girl. He will be aware of you, and he will target you and me 
the most vigorously. Because you have the best chance of waking the sleeper, and you 
know why.” 

 “And if the host dies, we do too?” Lock said. 
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 “The parts of us that matter,” Strange nodded. “Yes.” 

 “Seems to me you have a lot more people than you need,” Lock said.  

 “Oh?” he said, raising an eyebrow. 

 “If you can‟t fight it and you can‟t sneak around it, then you‟ve just picked out a 
pedigreed suicide squad.” 

 “That‟s not true,” Strange noted. “Each and every one in this seven has a task to 
fulfill, a reason for coming. In the overall tactical situation, each plays an important 
part.” 

 “Care to enlighten me further?” 

 “Ask me again tomorrow night, if need be,” Strange said. 

 She pursed her lips. “And if something happens to you?” she said, something chilly 
in her voice. “We‟re all doomed.” 

 “Not true,” Strange said. “These people are heroes. They‟ll just do what they do.” 

 A few moments later, Strange gestured again, and the door slid shut. Lock was no 
longer in the area. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

February 5 

 Morning dawned, bright and clear and oblivious. Strange was in the kitchen, calmly 
multitasking between the sausage, the waffles, and the coffee. 

 Logan stood at the stove with a grin, poking around his mash. “It‟s good to be an 
early riser, Doc,” he said. He glanced at Strange‟s counter. “Looks like you got enough 
ta feed a small army.” 

 “Which seems to be precisely what we have,” Strange said. “Today‟s going to be 
rough. The least I can do is feed you properly.” 

 “This mash‟ll keep yer strength up,” Logan said with a nod. 

 “I don‟t doubt it,” Strange said, repressing a smile. 

 Illyana strolled in. “I thought I smelled mash!” she grinned. “Cool!” 

 Logan tried a smile, but paid a lot of attention to the mess in the pan in front of 
him. 

 Victor walked in, dressed in khakis and a button up shirt. “When do we leave?” he 
asked crisply. “I need to be sure to have time to don my armor.” 

 “After breakfast,” Strange said. “The time will be right then. Nightmare has had an 
opportunity to overextend himself, to give us that extra edge. In about an hour he will 
be at his most invasive push, and that is when we will strike from his staging area.” 

 “You‟re an early riser,” Illyana said to Victor. He looked over at her. 

 “I got the best sleep I‟ve had in weeks,” he said. “I just had the misfortune to wake 
before the Trans Siberia Railroad‟s biggest engine had roused himself from bridge-
rattling slumber.” He sat. 
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 Illyana took over the sausage. “I gotta help cook,” she said to Strange, “because I 
don‟t want to do dishes before heading out on some big murderous escapade.” She 
grinned. 

 “I agreed to saving the world, not doing dishes,” Lock said from the corner of the 
room. She smiled. 

 Strange chuckled. “I have a plan for that,” he said. “I thought I might animate a 
broomstick to do the dishes, get some water, and so on. Leave Illyana in charge.” 

 “Har har har,” Illyana said. 

 Valeria walked in the doorway, towards the table. Victor blinked, and gave her his 
undivided attention. Illyana looked over her shoulder to say good morning and stopped. 
Strange turned to see what was so surprising. 

 Valeria had cut her hair to chin length. 

 “You‟ve cut your hair,” Strange observed.  

 “Less for an enemy to get a grip on,” she said, her eyes giving him nothing. 

 “And a traditional sign of mourning,” Victor added. 

 “Well, breakfast is ready,” Strange said. They rose and headed over to the counter 
to load up, and Rasputin wandered in, bleary. 

 “Late fer breakfast, Junior,” Logan said with a sad shake of his head. “Yer getting 
old.” 

 Piotr tried for a witty reply, but a jaw cracking yawn prevented him. 

 They ate. 

* 

 Wind swept across the desert. Rocks rose up on one side, and it was flat as far as 
the eye could see to the east. Nestled against the base of the rock was a battered old 
trailer, double wide. 

 The air crackled a bit, then with a snap hiss an eldritch portal pushed, pushed 
against reality, forcing its way open slowly. Here, the very air itself resisted the intrusion 
of another plane. Flame curled and wreathed around the pale disk, fanned by an astral 
wind in counterpoint to the physical wind that could not touch it. 

 First through was Stephen Strange. He wore his bright red coat, and beneath a 
black business suit complete with a tie. He stepped through the portal, looked around 
and concentrated, then nodded and stepped out of the way. 

 Next through was Valeria von Doom. She was dressed in black leathers, a first for 
her. She tilted her head back, let the wind and the sun touch her face, then she moved 
to Strange. 

 A big man dressed in a tee shirt and jeans strode through the portal, squinted 
around, and joined his comrades. Piotr Rasputin had arrived. 

 Then a short man with upswept hair and a scowl. He wore cowboy boots, jeans, a 
battered leather jacket. He moved away from the group and squatted, testing the air. 
Logan wasn‟t sure he liked what he smelled. 
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 The next man through wore a steel carapace, power armor that gleamed in the 
morning sunlight. He stepped through, the armor faintly whining and hissing as it 
followed his every thought, his every movement. Still he bore no helmet, and his 
chestnut hair was whipped in the wind. He gazed around at the landscape, and stood 
away from the portal. Victor von Doom stood ready. 

 Lock was next, her raven hair secured at the back of her head so it would not be in 
the way. She had chosen a skin tight deep black outfit, and on her belt was a pack of 
shuriken and a simple short sword. Her enemies would provide more weapons, if need 
be. She moved gracefully through the portal and waited. 

 Finally, as the portal began to sizzle shut like butter melting in a pan, Illyana 
Rasputin stepped through. Her dainty hooves supported her goat legs, and her trim 
torso was half covered in sheer silver plating. A whip-thin tail lashed behind her, and 
horns sprouted from her forehead. She brandished a large rune-crusted sword that 
hissed faintly in the desert air, rebelling against Nightmare‟s nearby influence. 

 “Alright then,” Strange said. “Let‟s do this.” Seven strong, they kicked out the 
stride and approached the trailer. Strange took point. 

 He opened the door, and saw a woman sprawled dead on the floor of the trailer. 
Her eyes, ears, nose, mouth had all bled profusely, she was glued to the floor by her 
own blood. Strange stepped in, making room for the others, and he immediately saw the 
chair in the middle of the room with the young woman sprawled on it, mouth gaping 
somewhere between a hopeless scream and a complete lack of muscular control. Her 
eyelids twitched violently. She was trapped in a coma she could not escape. 

 “Let‟s do it,” Strange said. “Time for marching orders. All but one of us will go 
into this dream world. Find your way through the Veil, or nightmare, and into the 
woman‟s dream. Once there, stay close to me, we‟ll revise our tactics when we see what 
we‟re up against.” 

 “Cept Lock,” Logan said quietly. 

 Strange nodded. “Ready?” 

 “Wait, why?” Piotr protested. “Why will Lock not be with us?” 

 “Drop it,” Logan said flatly. “Let‟s do this thing.” 

 “I am ready,” Piotr said, drawing himself up to his full height. 

 “You must be the one to stay behind and protect us,” Strange said gently to Piotr. 
“That is your role here. Make sure our bodies are not killed as we save the world.” 

 “What?” Piotr exploded. “Why! What honor is there in that!” 

 Strange looked him in the eye. “We are walking into a trap, Rasputin. Nightmare is 
certain to try to dispose of our bodies. If no one protects us then the rest of our attempt 
does not matter. The entire enterprise hinges on you and your prowess. I do not wish to 
die, but I will be defenseless. We all will. We‟re putting our lives in your hands.” 

 “I wish he wouldn‟t put it quite like that,” Logan said uncomfortably. 

 “But,” Piotr protested, “I have incredible reserves of mental and spiritual might as 
well!”  

 “Please,” Strange replied, “demonstrate them by accepting this task gracefully.” 
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 “I must go to look after my sister,” Piotr said with something like petulance. 

 Strange narrowed his eyes. “We can discuss this if we survive.” He turned his back 
on Piotr. “Lay in a circle, with your heads near the chair and your feet pointing away 
from the chair. I will join us in dream.” He moved to lay down himself while Piotr 
sulked a bit. 

 “Is everyone ready?” Strange said as they lay on the floor. Everyone replied yes. 
Strange took a deep breath and let it out. 

 Just like that, the six were asleep. 

 Piotr stood alone, gnawing his lip, watching the motionless bodies. “Creepy,” he 
muttered. “I didn‟t come all the way out here to be left behind.” 

 He began to pace. 

* 

 Illyana dropped through a portal to the underspace. As she stood, it was more bare 
and bloody than she remembered it. She turned to see Sym and her pack of demons 
standing, stone faced, waiting for her. 

 “You have no more place here,” Sym said flatly, snapping her soulsword in two. 
“You won‟t rule us, so you are not welcome. Come back, you‟ll be killed. So says Sym.” 

 Illyana felt the dimension begin to close around her, and she was squirted out to 
collapse back on Prime. Gasping, she rose to her normal human knees. The shock of 
what she had lost barely registered. 

 She saw Strange standing over her, making no effort to help her up. He shook his 
head, something terribly sad in his eyes. “A mistake,” he said clearly. “All of it, from 
Belasco on, a mistake.” He touched her head. “Forget,” he said with a voice that had 
authority over such things as memories. “Forget all you know of sorcery.” 

 Something in her screamed, but the sound could not make it out of her chest. She 
felt her tears boil for a moment, then she felt an odd gap in herself, an emptiness where 
her power had been. 

 She opened her eyes to look around and she was alone; Strange was gone, she was 
in a dark place, a warehouse. She was alone. And she was a little girl again. 

 Then she heard a subaudial growl, the click of claws on concrete. She whirled. 

 A huge shape loomed out of the darkness, then a bar of light fell across its face. 

 “Time for a rematch, little girl,” said Creed. 

* 

 Valeria gently descended into her dream, the sun at her back. She glanced down to 
see herself trimmed out in gold and gossamer, gleaming, descending to the roof of a 
temple that was swarmed with adoring fans who cried out for her return. Dozens of 
cameras watched and broadcast. She heard the snatches of a hymn being sung to her, 
and fireworks went off. She landed to choruses of “The Goddess has returned! The 
Goddess has returned!” 
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 A reporter approached, bowed to put his forehead to the ground, then stood. She 
saw he was the emissary of all the other reporters standing a respectful distance away, 
restrained only by their awe of her. 

 “Goddess,” the reporter said, “the people wish to know how your weekend on the 
moon went.” 

 “It was most pleasant,” she heard herself reply, nodding graciously. Pleased for the 
words he had been given, the reporter bowed deeply and returned to his line.  

 Valeria looked at the radiant faces pointed towards her, she felt the adoration 
poured up to her. She realized that she was, after all, ruler of the world. 

 As she took her seat on the throne, the Governor of America approached. “Thank 
you for coming,” he said in what sounded like an often uttered speech. “You will rule 
for a thousand years, protecting us from war and disease. And now we begin the 
parade.” 

 On the streets below, a massive parade got underway in her honor. 

 She got a creeping feeling of horror, of impending doom, as she looked around at 
all the laughing people and realized she was their sole protector… 

* 

 Victor crashed down on his knees, pain firing through his whole body. All around 
him was dark, only one thing was visible. His bloodshot eyes strained up to see the 
figure looming over him as his body struggled against complete collapse. 

 An old gypsy woman stood over him, armed with a pair of shears and a short 
thread. She shook her head. 

 “Tch tch tch,” she said. “What an unfortunate time to have a heart attack. Such a 
fitting end,” she continued in the Old Speech. “You are the last heir of the curse, dying 
childless; in dying now, you doom the world to fail as the mystic seven is so easily 
broken. And so,” she said intoning in the voice of a Fate, “the dimension‟s protectors 
fail in the face of Nightmare, denied their fighting chance by this weak link. At least,” 
she added with a look of pity as she gazed down on the convulsing Victor von Doom, 
“Valeria will be denied her chance to rip out your heart.” 

 The shears closed. 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 Logan landed in a shallow snowbank, instantly sniffing as he glanced around. He 
smelled only human and metallic smells; as he glanced around, he saw he was in a city, 
and everyone was wearing plastic. But this wasn‟t New York. He sniffed again, and 
gazed up at the sky. He wasn‟t even on earth. 

 Hundreds of years. 

 He looked down at the sidewalk, saw that each panel of the sidewalk flashed with 
advertisements in a language he now knew that was not English. Whirling, he saw his 
reflection in a store window. His reflection shifted and changed as the store‟s 
holographic algorithms dressed his reflection in their products. 
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He glanced down the street. One of the panels of the sidewalk was open, and a 
repairman was using tools Logan had never seen to re-calibrate it, or something. 

 Hundreds of years. 

 Logan suddenly realized he had been living for hundreds and hundreds of years. 
He could remember it all. The lives and deaths of this family, and dozens after them. 
Everything he had ever known had slipped away and still he was alive, unable to forget. 

 His eyes were wide as he teetered on the edge of oblivion, as his sanity strained 
under the weight of worthless, futile memories… He realized he was immortal and 
alone. 

* 

 Lock landed with a splat, scattering something gummy and vile. A cloud of flies 
was disturbed, swarming up around her; their bodies were thick and black, their wings 
heavy. She glanced around, hand on the hilt of her sword. 

 She was in the concrete pump house once more. Surrounding her, on the floor and 
pinned to the walls, were dead ninja. The Jonin sat on his makeshift pillow throne 
opposite her. His head was on his lap, his elbow jauntily propped up on the top of his 
head. 

 What, he said in the silent speech, you think we leave when we’re killed? No. We wait. 
We are all waiting. 

 She looked around, and she saw the ninja that still had eyes were watching her, 
unearthly and alert in the raw and heavy stink of corruption and death that intolerably 
swelled in the confined space. 

 They were dead, but they were resting. They were rotting, flyblown, nibbled by 
unspeakable parasites, but still aware and simply waiting the command to take up the 
killing again. 

 In life, the Jonin said, you do what you have to do, while you can do it. But when you die, you 
belong to us. We are more than content to wait. 

 A hideous smile split the rotting face, puss squeezed from the cheeks as the Jonin 
watched her. Unless you care to settle this now? 

* 

 Strange was plucked from the air and dropped. He landed with a rattle on the 
bottom of what was shaped like a milk bottle. A vast white hand, unliving and undead, 
clutched the outside of the bottle. A stopper popped in place, and Strange stood to dust 
himself off. 

 An unspeakable voice cackled and shrieked in the darkness beyond the glass, a 
voice that Strange knew too well. 

 “Thank you for bringing everyone within my grasp,” Nightmare chortled. 
Nightmare put the bottle on a stand over a vat of nightmare acid; the half formed 
diseased dreams of the feverish, forming claws and clutching appendages, miserable and 
desperate and savage. Also in the stew were the dreams of those locked in pain and 
comas, dying by inches, frustration boiling in them unchecked and unseen. 
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 One by one, chutes opened, and Strange watched the other five dreamers slip 
senselessly down the chutes to plop into the acid and join a fate worse than death as 
their minds were burned away in misery over years, their bodies slowly wasting away. 

 “Enjoy the show, Strange, you’re next,” Nightmare hissed in the darkness. 

 “Except this is only the Veil,” Strange said calmly. “You want to beat me yourself, 
not trap me in this foolish illusion. I‟m going to walk right out of this bottle and face 
you.” 

 “It’s not that simple,” Nightmare snarled. 

 “Oh?” Strange said. He walked right through the glass, through the illusion, and 
through the Veil. 

* 

 Piotr paced, muttering. 

 “This is terrible,” he muttered. “I hate waiting. I crave action, glory, the thrill of 
battle that the others must be feeling right now.” He shook his head, and as he turned 
in his pacing he saw a shadow in the far end of the trailer. 

 He stopped, suddenly alert. 

 The shadow developed a pale face, a face that smiled. 

 Then it leaped. 

 Piotr roared, energy flaring through him and shredding his clothes, so he was steel 
by the time the creature crashed into him and bowled him over. As they rolled, Piotr 
gasped, startled by the raw power in this monster‟s grip. 

 Evenly matched, they wrestled. 

 Piotr smiled grimly. Wrestling. 

 His favorite. 

 He went for the holds he had practiced for years growing up, and the vampire that 
locked grips with him was quickly pinned, fangs pointed away from the steel man. Piotr 
grinned. 

 The vampire trembled, then flexed. Piotr flew off him, the length of the trailer, to 
smash against a wall and slump to the floor. He got up, blinking his astonishment.  

 The vampire approached snarling. 

 “A challenge at last,” Piotr said with a savage grin. “Let us fight.” 

* 

 Logan stared around shivering when he saw two big men corner a little girl. “Tax 
time,” one of the thugs grunted. 

 Logan blinked. In any time, the strong picking on the weak was a language he 
understood. He rapidly approached, cautious because he wasn‟t sure what weapons they 
might have. He sprang, catching one and slamming him into the wall, then spinning him 
around and tossing him at his pal. The thugs were down, and Logan stood threatening 
them. 
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 They ran away. 

 He turned back to the little girl and helped her pick up her packages. She was 
blonde. 

 She looked up into his face, pure malice in her eyes. She hissed, and grinned. 
“Every time,” she says. “You stupid dog. Every time you‟ll be betrayed.” 

 He smiled faintly, understanding the trick. “If that‟s the way it is then that‟s the 
way it‟s gonna be, but I hafta try. For me and for you. To live and love when and where 
you can.” 

 She pulled out a blade, and he pushed it aside, kneeling by her, and gave her a hug. 
The knife poised over his back, then wavered. Logan let her go, and saw something 
warm in her face, in her eyes. 

 “This way‟s out,” she said, and as she led him down an alley they both disappeared. 

* 

 “You‟re forgetting something,” Illyana said as she faced off with Creed. 

 “Oh yeah?” he snarled. 

 “Yeah,” she said with a grin. “This is a dream, and I‟m a kid. So I have one hell of 
an imagination.” 

 Logan sprang from the shadows, thundering into Creed, claws out in full glory, 
tearing and shredding. They locked in combat and slammed to the floor, rolling. 

 “Now where is that pesky door,” Illyana the child said, looking around. “Ah. There 
it is.” 

* 

 The sky darkened, clouds spilled over each other, a dim reddish glow suffused the 
sky. The earth trembled as the comet approached. Valeria whirled over the city, 
propping up buildings and pulling trucks off bridges and pushing people out of the way 
of toppling concrete. As she pulled a child from a burning car she turned to see a tower 
collapse, killing dozens of people. Shocked, she gasped for breath. 

 Wait. 

 She looked up at the roiling cataclysm that approached.  She realized she could 
sacrifice herself to save all these people. Or she could do the best possible and let most 
of them die. Or she could run with no real hope of escape. 

 “I am not a queen,” she murmured, “or a champion. I do the best I can, with the 
aid of others. I do not collect power to myself.” As she spoke, the words paved the way 
for more words. She blinked. 

 “There are infinite worlds,” she whispered, “and I‟m committed by blood oath to a 
battle for a different one.”  

 Steeling herself against the feeling of betrayal, she flew up towards the catastrophe, 
away from her loyal subjects. Then around the catastrophe and out of the Veil. 

* 



 

    147 

 “Damn you!” screamed Victor. He forced himself to his feet in his dying body, 
ignoring the pain and the chorus of “can‟t” coming from his body. “Curse be damned! 
Destiny be damned! I cannot die without resolution! I will not be a ghost in a world of 
dreams!” His eyes narrowed as he glared at the fate, feeling the last whispers of his 
heart. 

 “I refuse my fate.” 

 Then he leaped at her, snatching at her wrists with his draining strength, fighting 
with his will alone. 

 “I refuse it!” he shouted, and he was wrestling with the startlingly powerful old 
woman. Her shears were open, and their points cut his face to ribbons as they struggled, 
back and forth.  

 He let go of the wrist with the shears and snatched the wrist with the thread in 
both hands, flinging the old woman down and snatching the thread from her. 

 His gory mess of a face drained blood freely as he took the thread. The thread 
lengthened. 

 “Only I control my fate,” he intoned as gore spattered down on his armor. He 
cracked his life thread like a whip, and it slashed an opening in the surrounding 
darkness. He ignored the cackle that followed him as he strode out of the Veil, his face 
whole and his chest aching. 

 

* 

 “The past and the future are dangerous,” Lock noted coolly. “The present is where 
you live, all you have. If I‟ve earned a place in your hands when I die, I‟ll face that then. 
But for now,” she said, snapping into action, “I have a lease on life and a mission to 
accomplish.” 

 She was around the few obstacles between her and the wall. She made eye contact 
with the Jonin. “Not even death itself will stop me.” She whirled and dove out the wall 
as the Jonin‟s mad screaming laughter chased her through the darkness and out of the 
Veil. 

 Lock slammed down on the ground with the rest of the group, no longer coated in 
the gore of the dead ninjas. She shook that image off, and looked around. 

 “Aren‟t you supposed to be elsewhere?” Strange asked with a small smile. 

 “No sneaking around in my realm,” boomed a hideous voice that caused them 
all to jump and stare around. 

 The landscape was a peculiar amalgam of hell and a southwest landscape. 

 “Homey,” Illyana muttered, glancing around. “I‟ll have to take some of her 
redecorating tips.” 

 “I’m relieved you all passed the simple Veil, for now it seals you in instead 
of out. And I didn’t want this to end too quickly,” sneered the mysterious creature 
in the darkness. Then its laughter boomed and pealed, a thing alive, crawling and 
thrashing through the peculiar dreamscape. 
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 “Nightmare?” Illyana asked. Strange nodded, jaw set grimly. He also was pleased to 
see all six of them. 

 Strange looked at Lock and smiled a cold, peculiar smile. He nodded. 

 She nodded back, turned, and began to run across the landscape towards a spire of 
rock that rose above the rest of the desert. An Indian popped up, head lolling and eyes 
flyblown, wielding a hatchet. 

 With a snap hiss, purple psionic blades sheathed her hands, and she whipped a 
strike into the creature. Nightmare abruptly stopped laughing as the creature squealed 
and collapsed. 

 “Hey! No cheating!” Nightmare shouted. “Time for the penalty. Frost! 
Now!” 

* 

 The vampire hurled Piotr from him and dove for Strange‟s sleeping form. Piotr 
bounced off the wall and shoulder checked the vampire, smashing both of them 
through the wall to tumble out into broad daylight. 

 Frost let out a hideous shriek, and whipped a hand at Piotr. Piotr leaped up from 
the ground and stumbled back, suddenly blind. He heard sounds of flame and boiling, 
then as he blinked repeatedly the darkness faded and a mess of ashes was caught on the 
wind and carried away. 

 Piotr stumbled back inside, breathing hard, and assured each of his charges was 
still intact. He glared around, ready for the next attack, flexing. 

* 

 Creatures swarmed Lock; vampires, FBI agents, undead Indians, feral cowboys, 
and other demons of the West. She spun and danced, tearing into them with disruptions 
that made them fall to pieces as her mind cut through their illusions. Still, it was a 
matter of time. 

 “Logan! Illyana!” Strange shouted. “Help her!” 

 Even here, Illyana‟s soul sword came to her; it was a part of her, even when she 
was dreaming. And it did just fine against supernatural dreams. The sword whickered 
and spun, phantasms lashed to pieces as she charged. Logan was secure in the 
unbreakable knowledge that his claws could cut through damn near anything. 

 Even shadows. 

 The three of them tore down the first wave of shadows and sprang lightly across 
the tortured landscape, closing in on the spire of rock that was the anchor, the center of 
this reality. Nightmare was oddly silent. 

 The dreamscape split, and a wave of darkness roiled up like a river between Lock‟s 
team and their goal. Nightmare chuckled as the team was surrounded once more. 

 “Impressive,” Nightmare noted, “but you face no mere shadow this time. I 
am the Lord of Darkness, the King of Dreams!” 
 Nightmare closed in on Strange, but Valeria and Victor moved to block his way. 

 “Aside, mortals, before it’s too late,” hissed the malignant voice made of 
shadow. 
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 Valeria and Victor felt themselves pushed down to the ground, crushed under the 
inexorable weight of Nightmare‟s will. 

 Strange smiled as Valeria rebelled against the otherworldly weight. She thrust 
herself up tall, glaring into the shadows. The dark, seething shadows. 

 She smiled. 

 “I am no mortal, demon,” she said, her voice ringing clear and bright in the realm 
of dreams. “I am a child of the sun. Let me show you what I dream.” 

 Strange‟s face locked in a savage grimace as he darted forward, hauling out his 
most powerful defenses to wrap around Valeria as Nightmare realized what she meant 
to do. Victor tumbled to the side as Valeria drifted up a few feet, meshed in Strange‟s 
defenses. Her eyes closed as a slight smile filled her face with contentment. 

 She opened her dream to them. 

 Sunlight. Pouring through space, abundant, brilliant, life giving, chasing the 
cobwebs of night away. The light poured out into the darkness, catching Nightmare off 
guard and for a moment exposing his hideous visage. 

 Victor had eyes only for Valeria. 

 

CHAPTER FIVE 

 Strange redoubled his defenses and gritted out: “NOW!” 

 “It‟s a dream,” Lock whispered to Logan and Illyana; she grasped their hands and 
leaped, up into the air over the river, soaring. 

 “Dammit,” Logan grunted. “I „membered I‟m heavy!” He sailed down to crash 
against the rock across the river. 

 Lock and Illyana landed lightly on the narrow plateau with the dreamer. The young 
woman was locked in chains, shackled, in a strait jacket. Illyana spun, a lethal warrior, 
making short work of the guards. Lock glanced at her. 

 “Either she‟ll wake up or have a heart attack and die,” she said. Her face lit up with 
the ghost of a smile. “Wish us luck. Her name… is Dani.” 

 Lock plunged her psi blades into both sides of the dreamer‟s head, and the tips 
touched to create a feedback loop. The dreamer gasped. 

 The dimension began to buckle and fold, dragged into itself as the dreamer began 
to waken. Nightmare‟s raw power began to spray out into the ether, lost to him. He 
shrieked. 

 “Lock, you gotta go wake up!” Illyana said, fear in her eyes. “Wake me up!” 

 Lock nodded grimly, and dove into the dreamer‟s fading image. 

 Nightmare howled fury, his eyes flaring in the shrinking dark as the disruption of 
the realm spun Valeria to the side, dazed after her effort. A vast white hand shot out 
and snagged Strange, so only his head and feet were visible around the hoary pale hide 
of the monstrous hand. 
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 “NO!” Nightmare screamed. “Too soon! But if I must be banished, I will take 
the protector of earth with me!” 

 Strange gritted his teeth; he could allow Nightmare to capture him, nor could he 
provide the link to bring Nightmare to Prime. 

 His eyes flared with unholy fury. Not this time. He would not lose now. 

 “I will defeat you,” Strange hissed. “Even on Prime. 

 Nightmare‟s laugh tore through the eldritch darkness as its implosion gathered 
momentum. 

* 

 Piotr was nervously pacing when the girl in the chair choked then gasped, locked 
in a silent scream. Piotr looked at her, unsure what to do. Then Lock gasped, hopped to 
her feet, and began wakening the sleepers. 

 “Help,” she said curtly. Piotr got busy, shaking them. As they wakened, they 
groaned, then stumbled to their feet. 

 “I can‟t wake Strange!” Piotr said. 

 Lock ran to him, when suddenly the girl‟s shadow deepened, filled half the 
remaining trailer. A massy white hand shot out of the shadow and gripped Strange‟s 
body, then he woke with a gasp to find his dream reality. Deep in the shadow, huge red 
eyes flared. 

 “He must not be allowed to escape the shadow!” Strange gasped. “Or all is lost! I 
have brought the battle to Prime!” 

 “Wasn‟t that the big no-no?” Logan managed as he staggered to his feet. 

 “Ha!” shouted Piotr, charging the big white hand and slugging it. His fist clanged 
against the pale putrid hand, with no visible effect. He staggered back, shocked. The 
shadow spread. 

 Nightmare hissed, and dozens of shadowy tendrils fired out of the shadows and 
pinned Lock to the shredded wall. She struggled, cried out; then they began to drain her 
life force as she writhed in their clutches. Logan sailed in, claws whipping out, and he 
lashed down to sever a number of feeding tendrils before he too was caught in their 
grasp. 

 Piotr stared around looking for Illyana and her sword, but she was nowhere to be 
found. He ran over to Lock and Logan, trying to pry them free. The tendrils had no 
effect on him. 

 “I will stop you,” Strange snarled. “This is my home dimension. You cannot beat 
me here.” He gathered himself and poured raw savage energy into Nightmare‟s grip. 

 Nightmare laughed. He let Strange feel the energy pour into him, then through 
him and his network. 

 The energy flared into the world of dreams, and Strange felt hundreds of sleepers 
die of sudden heart attacks and strokes. He cried out. 

 “You’ve lost, Strange, and now instead of just getting you, I get your entire 
dimension as well,” the darkness sneered. In a massive push, Nightmare‟s head 
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shoved against the wall of shadow. He was shrinking now, his hand holding only 
Strange‟s chest instead of his entire body. “I cannot be stopped by you or by anyone 
else.” 

 Strange smiled, his blood bright on his lips. “I can keep you in there,” he said, and 
a binding sealed the shadow. Nightmare hissed, snarled, and bucked, but he was 
trapped. “Smash me and it will simply tighten until you die,” Strange said. 

 “Try any more tricks and I’ll crush you right now,” snarled Nightmare. 
“Seems we have a standoff. Well, it’s over now. I can cheat too,” he grinned 
viciously, teeth visible under the bulge of where his head poked up into the shadow net. 

 Valeria gasped, then clutched her head and fell to her knees. When she opened her 
eyes, Nightmare looked out. 

 “No!” Piotr said. He charged Valeria, and she sidestepped and crushed a backhand 
into him that sent him through the roof to sail up, out of sight. 

 She rounded on Strange to see Victor in the way, unmoving. 

 “You cannot do this,” he said. 

 Her smile was cold. His eyes narrowed and his nostrils flared. 

 “You are not Valeria von Doom,” he said, and he raised his hands. Twin beams of 
power shocked out and slammed her torso, flinging her back through the wall. He 
stumbled, feeling his left arm go numb. “Must… adjust power feeds,” he slurred. 

 As she flew back in, she burst through some of the feeder tendrils. She swatted 
Victor‟s hands to the sides, gripped his armor, and tore it like cardboard, ripping a seam 
down the front. 

 As the armor tore off him, he looked into her eyes, eyes that were not hers. 
“Valeria,” he choked, “fight this. Find yourself.” His head lolled back, and he said no 
more. 

 That which was not Valeria found itself fascinated, for just a moment, looking 
down at the body. She was completely mesmerized. Until she shrieked. The tips of three 
claws poked out of her chest. 

 Her eyes rolled back up into her head as her legs failed to support her. She sagged 
to the ground, and only then did Logan put his foot on her back and drag his claws out 
of the incredibly dense material of her back. 

 Nightmare threw his head back and howled with gleeful laughter, pushing his 
entire head and shoulders through the net as ribs gave in Strange‟s body. 

 “Can‟t—hold it—“ Strange gasped, feeling his grip slide off the shadow door as 
his ribs buckled and cracked. 

 Then the cackle was cut short, and with a resounding thud, Nightmare‟s huge head 
hit the floor. A split-second later, gore sprayed up from the severed stump of his neck 
as Illyana leaped away from where she had teleported in behind him. 

Her soulsword, flaring with brilliant rage, whipped down and took 
Nightmare‟s hand off at the wrist. Strange tumbled free, already employing magics to 
shove the corpse down through the shadow net, sealing it, closing this part of reality to 
protect it from Nightmare‟s return. 
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Valeria spun her sword once, then slammed it down, pinning Nightmare‟s 
huge head to the floor of the trailer. The head looked oddly like a rotting jack o‟ lantern. 

“It‟s over,” Strange gasped. “We‟ve won.” 

“Victor and Valeria are down,” Illyana said quickly, squatting between them.  

“Take them to Latveria,” Strange managed. “Best chance… best hospital.” 

“Check,” Illyana said, and the three of them vanished in a flash of light. 

 Lock rose unsteadily and approached Dani. The girl was out of her mind with 
terror, emaciated, barely alive. Lock folded her into an embrace. 

 “Ssh,” she said. “The nightmare is over. The sun is shining again.” Dani gripped 
Lock in a startlingly fierce clench for a girl as thin as she had become during her coma. 
Lock soothed her mind while whispering words of comfort, petting her hair. She gently 
lowered the girl into real sleep, safe and dreamless. 

 Strange approached her, holding his ribs. “Lock,” he said softly, “Where is Piotr?” 

 Her eyes unfocused for a moment, then she looked at him again. “More angry than 
injured, coming this way as fast as he can run,” she said, almost amused. 

 Strange nodded, then turned to look at Logan. 

 Logan stood looking down at his claws, at the deep red stain that spattered up to 
his knuckles. He looked at Strange.  

 “I‟m so sorry, Doc,” he managed.  

 Strange closed his eyes. “Ssh. It‟s alright.” He looked at Logan. “You did what had 
to be done. You nicked her heart, got one lung, but she‟ll live and you missed the 
spine.” He hesitated. “For that I thank you.” 

 Logan slowly retracted his claws, his knuckle flesh squeezing the blood off the 
blades to slowly drip to the floor in long strands. “Yeah. I guess.” 

 Strange turned to Lock. “You did well, performing beyond all expectation. I 
appreciate it.” 

 “How much?” she asked. 

 He raised his eyebrows. 

 “How much do you appreciate my help?” she said. 

 “What do you want?” he asked. “If I can assist, I will.” 

 “I want to be Elizabeth Braddock again,” she said. “I have new skills, that‟s true. 
But I will never get used to what I see in the mirror.” 

 “Perhaps something can be arranged,” Strange said thoughtfully, nodding. 

 What was left of one end of the trailer was torn off and flung out over the desert. 
“WHERE IS SHE!?” Piotr demanded, leaping into the trailer ready to fight. “I demand 
a rematch!” He looked around. “Uh, where is everybody?” 

 Strange cleared his throat. “Illyana took Victor and Valeria to Latveria. Logan 
impaled her on his claws; apparently they can cut even her tissue.” 

 “Oh, that‟s better,” Piotr said, half joking. “I‟ll just fight him then.” 
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 Strange set his jaw, not amused. Piotr looked around. “Where is he, anyway?” the 
big man asked. 

* 

 Logan squatted on the cliff in the blinding sun, looking out over the shimmering 
desert. He didn‟t turn. 

 “See?” he said. “I lived after all. I‟m just grateful. For the things I don‟t have to 
remember.” 

 “I thought you would always be there for me,” Lock said quietly. 

 “I was. And I am. And I will be.” He lit a cigar. “That don‟t change the hurt. It aint 
yer fault, or mine either. Sometimes things just… work out that way.” He looked out 
over the well-lit void. “Say the word,” he said softly, “I‟ll be there.” He swallowed the 
lump in his throat and took a drag on his cigar. 

 “Say the word,” he whispered, “and I‟ll let you go.” 

 He didn‟t have to turn. He could smell, hear, too acutely. She was gone, but a 
single tear was quickly vanishing on the thirsty rock. 

* 

 “Wow,” Illyana said as she stepped out of her disk. “Latveria has one hell of a 
hospital. Turns out Victor had a heart attack, almost died. They barely got to him in 
time. He‟ll be okay, they think, but it was close. Valeria is stabilized. Turns out Vic had 
the doctors work up a bunch of protocols and so on based on his theories on her 
physiology. He‟s got the only hospital in the world that was ready for her.” Illyana 
looked around. “Where is everybody?” 

 Strange sighed. “Lock isn‟t one for goodbyes,” he said. “Please take Dani to the 
Sanctum. I know a good home for her, while she recovers. First she needs to be cleaned 
up, calmed down, nursed back to health.” 

 Piotr returned, stepping up into the trailer, flesh again. “I have buried this girl‟s 
mother in a proper grave. I said some words. I can look for Logan if you like.” 

 “No,” Strange said quickly. “No, he needs some time, I think. Good work with 
Frost, by the way. No one else could have dispatched him with such ease.” 

 Piotr grinned sheepishly. “Yes. Yes, I was masterful.” 

 “And you,” Strange said, turning and limping to Illyana. He looked her in the eye. 
“I have never been more proud,” he said, all misty eyed. “You are a very good 
apprentice.” 

 She solemnly bowed to her master, then she gave him a gentle hug. 

 The four of them were then teleported out, leaving the shattered trailer alone with 
the winds. 

* 

 The sun was going down, the winds slithering sand across the deserted road. 
Logan walked north, alone. His loose hair flared and danced in the wind, his scuffed 
and battered leather jacket deflected the sand. He walked with his eyes down, just 
putting one foot in front of the other. Then he looked up, sniffed, and scowled. 
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 Up ahead, Illyana stood in a windbreaker and a ballcap at the side of the road, just 
waiting for him. He didn‟t veer away or cross the road, he just put his head down and 
kept walking. 

 As he passed her a few minutes later, she fell in step beside him, copying his 
measured, mile-eating stride. For a while they walked without a word going between 
them. 

 “You did good, real good,” Logan managed after a while. “Go home.” 

 “In a way, I am,” she said after a moment. “I‟ve missed you, Logan.” 

 “Stop it,” he snarled, hoarse. “Git.” 

 “It‟s not that simple,” she said. “I need you, Logan. I always have. Deep down 
inside. You‟ve always been my cavalry, sweeping in to the rescue against impossible 
odds. Since the very first time I saw you. When things were at their most hopeless, you 
were there. Each and every time I really needed you, for anything, you‟ve been there. 
Without that,” she said with a shrug, “there‟s a big hole in my life. Nothing can replace 
you, Logan. For the last year I‟ve changed. I‟ve found myself driven to become a better 
person.” She paused, not looking over at him.  

 “I‟ve felt like I needed to be a better person because someday I want to be worthy 
of your devotion to me. Before I threw it away.” She swallowed hard and looked over at 
him. “I want to be for others what you were for me. Logan, you may not be my father, 
but you are my dad. Always will be. I want you back,” she said softly. “I swear I will 
never betray you or anyone else ever again.” She blinked rapidly. “Please?” 

 He stopped and looked up at the stars as they began to blaze through the fading 
dome of light. He eventually managed a swallow, and he closed his eyes. Then he turned 
to her and pulled her into a big hug. 

 “Damn, I‟ve missed you,” he whispered. 

 They were quiet, sniffling a bit, for a few long seconds, then Logan disentangled 
himself, brushed himself off, snorted, and fished out a cigar. 

 “You ready to head back to New York now?” she asked. 

 “No,” he said. “Need to walk a bit first.” He wiped at his forehead with his sleeve. 

 They kept walking for a while, watching the sunset flare down deeper over the 
horizon. Logan sniffed, and squinted. 

 Up ahead, casually standing by the road, stood Piotr. He wore a backwards 
baseball cap and bright jams. He waited until the other two caught up. 

 “Look at the big happy family!” he boomed, sweeping them into a hug. “I officially 
grant you the last name „Rasputin‟,” he said to Logan, “since you seem to have lost your 
own. So there is no more confusion.” 

 “I‟ll have Stark put that on my paycheck,” Logan muttered. 

 “We are brothers!” Piotr said enthusiastically. 

 “Not a chance, bub,” Logan said. He grinned around his cigar. “I‟m Illyana‟s dad. 
You‟re Illyana‟s brother. So that makes me yer dad too.” He took a long drag on the 
cigar. “Junior. No escapin it now.” He grinned from ear to ear. 

http://home.”/
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 Piotr slapped his forehead and groaned. 

 “Gonna teach ya ta like mash, too,” Logan continued, merciless. 

 “I am beginning to see this was a bad idea,” Piotr said to Illyana, who simply 
beamed. “Is there no end to the torment?” 

 Illyana rolled her eyes. “Let‟s just get on with it,” she said, and they stepped home. 
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Sealed Chapters 
 

February 19 

 The door opened, and the young man strolled in pushing a narrow cart. “Good 
morning,” he said in his charming European accent. “Your breakfast, madam.” He 
smiled broadly at her. 

 As a nurse became unobtrusive, the young woman with chin-length hair blinked at 
her server. “Victor,” she said, blinking in bed. “You shouldn‟t be up and around yet.” 

 “Bah,” he said, putting her breakfast on a tray. “I feel eighty percent. Yes, about 
that. More than enough recuperation to bring you breakfast,” he said with a genuine 
smile, turning with the tray. On it was a long stemmed rose, bacon and eggs, and a bowl 
of steaming porridge. 

 She eased herself up to a seated position. “What is today?” she said as she adjusted 
the tray on her lap. 

 “Wednesday,” Victor said. She blinked at him. “February nineteenth,” he 
elaborated. “The second week anniversary of your impromptu visit.” 

 “That‟s way too soon to be out of bed after a heart attack,” Valeria said. 

 “Perhaps,” Victor shrugged. “Let me worry about that. You enjoy your breakfast.” 

 A huge man shouldered into the room behind Victor. “We are making him use a 
cane,” the big man said, his voice rolling out of his chest and taking its time on the way 
out his mouth.  

 Victor glanced back over his shoulder. “Yes,” he said, plucking a silver and black 
cane from the cart. “A cane. So you see I am well cared for. And how are you?” 

 She sighed as she picked up her fork. “Well, I‟m not bleeding every time I sit up 
now,” she said. “That‟s a definite improvement.” She looked over at him. “Two weeks.” 
She shook her head. “I don‟t think I ever thanked you for saving my life.” 

 “Think nothing of it,” Victor said with a wave of his hand. “I was next door with 
troubles of my own. It is Illyana‟s ambulance service and the work of my fine doctors 
that you have to thank. And even with all that, the only reason you can talk right now is 
your amazing recuperative powers. I am relieved, and I have all the thanks I need, to see 
you mending so speedily.” He hesitated. “You need your rest. We can talk later.” He 
smiled at her briefly, then turned and walked to the door as Boris stepped out of his 
way. 

* 

 “He is such a sweetie,” the blonde young woman said dreamily as she gazed into her 
scrying crystal. “Okay, enough of my little soap opera for now.” She hopped up, her 
cloven hooves clicking on the stone slab. She bounded off and jogged to the bed she 
had created for herself in her underspace. “Damn nine hour time difference,” she 
grumbled as she crawled under the covers. “Night boys,” she called. 
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 “Night boss,” grunted one of the demons that hunched around her bed, standing 
guard through the night. 

* 

 The thin man walked into the guest bedroom and sat on the bed next to the young 
woman. She was ready to go to sleep.  

 “Well, Dani, do you think you have the prayer down?” he said. 

 She looked up at him. “I feel really weird doing this, Doctor,” she said. 

 He nodded. “It will feel a bit odd at first. But you‟ll have to trust me. It‟s what I do 
each and every night before I go to sleep. It‟s a prayer, if you will, to protect your 
dreams from invasion.” 

 “Wasn‟t the creature that was using me beheaded?” Dani said hesitantly. 

 “Oh yes,” Strange nodded. “But it simply used a head to… reflect us,” he said. 
“That creature was defeated and pushed out of Prime, but it‟s not gone. No. Nightmare 
will go and sulk for maybe a year, maybe a decade, maybe a century. Then return. These 
things work in cycles, we simply bought ourselves some time.” 

 Dani shivered. “Okay, let me see if I have this right,” she said. She performed the 
simple incantation, and the doctor nodded. 

 “Very good,” he said. “Do that before each time you go to sleep and you‟ll be safe 
from here out.” He stood and walked to the door. 

 “Doctor Strange?” the teenager in the bed said hesitantly. He turned.  

 “Yes?” 

 “What… what am I going to do now?” Her large brown eyes were worried. She bit 
her lip. 

 Strange returned to the bedside and sat down. “I have a friend who may be willing 
to look after you and keep you safe. Unless, of course, you have friends or relatives 
you‟d rather return to?” 

 She shuddered involuntarily. “Not anymore,” she said, her eyes haunted. “Not 
after… that dream.” 

 Strange nodded and touched her forehead. “It takes time,” he said. “Ssh, and 
tonight I promise you peaceful dreams.” 

* 

 The early morning sun was burning away the thin mist, and the village was already 
bustling. Victor strolled down the walk, his cane in one hand and the strawberry blonde 
woman at his side, arm linked with his elbow. She was smiling, taking deep breaths and 
looking around. 

 “They‟ve missed you,” Victor said. As they walked into the village the word spread 
like wildfire, but the people had been told not to rush the recovering couple. A few at a 
time, they approached. 

 A little girl scampered up to Victor‟s escort. “You are Valeria, yes?” she said in 
accented English. 
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 Valeria smiled. “Yes, little one.” 

 “My mum wants me to grow up to be like you,” the little girl said with a shy grin. 
“I made you this.” She handed Valeria a braided bracelet with stone and wood beads. 
“So it won‟t fall off if you fly, and you remember us.” 

 “Thank you,” Valeria said, touching the child‟s head and taking the bracelet. “I‟ll 
put it on now.” She slipped it on her wrist, and the grinning child retreated to her 
smiling mother. Victor steered them on. 

 At the corner, a small group had assembled to sing a song of greeting. Valeria 
heard other snatches of song drifting from the village. 

 “They want to rush you and put you up on their shoulders for saving the world, 
treating you to a parade and feast,” Victor said wryly, “but they respect my wishes to 
allow us the freedom to just walk about until you‟re feeling better.” 

 “I‟m not sure we should test their restraint,” Valeria said as she watched villagers 
gather at a discreet distance, beaming, watching the couple. She couldn‟t help but smile. 

 “That‟s one reason I chose this walk,” Victor said. Ahead she saw a weeping 
willow. Victor ducked between its whips, and she followed. She saw a bench in the 
midst of the tree‟s curtain. 

 “Very nice,” she said, arching an eyebrow at him. He shrugged. 

 “The villagers seem to like it,” he said airily enough. He sat down. “And I really, 
really don‟t want Boris to see me using this cane.” He was pale, but his smile was strong. 

 She sat down with him, and for a moment they just sat breathing, waiting for their 
blood to return to its normal pace through their bodies. 

 “You look happy,” Victor noted. “But something is wrong. What?” 

 “We‟re about to have The Conversation again,” Valeria said, her voice subdued. 
“You‟re going to ask me to stay, I‟m going to say I‟m not ready, you‟re going to make 
some dramatic offer and I‟m going to have to refuse it for the moment.” She sighed. 
“It‟s a lovely day, I‟m having a grand time, and I‟m just not up for it.” She turned to 
look at him. “The world is safe. For now. That‟s your cue.” 

 He looked at her for a long moment, then smiled to himself. “You are, perhaps, 
approaching all powerful. But you are not yet all knowing.” He smiled. “I actually had 
something else in mind.” 

 “What‟s that?” she asked. 

 “A kiss,” he said, mostly serious. “And perhaps lunch. After all, it is easier to offer 
the lips than the heart. And it would do wonders to speed my recovery.” 

 She shook her head, looking at him with a small smile. She extended her hand to 
him, and he stood and helped her up. She stepped into his reach, and for a long 
moment they just stood face to face. 

 She leaned forward, eyes closed, and he put his arm around her shoulders and 
pulled her close. He pressed his lips to hers, surprised by their coolness, and they were 
close for a moment. Then she stepped back, and smiled at him. 

 “Now lunch?” she said. 
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* 

 Illyana popped the microwave open and pulled out her bowl of steaming instant 
oatmeal. “Yum,” she said, putting the hot bowl on the table and perching on the chair, 
her cloven hooves clicking on the seat. She blew on the oatmeal and fanned it with her 
hand. Then she stopped and looked up. 

 Dani stood in the doorway to the kitchen. She wore a long night shirt and slippers. 
Her smooth black hair was a bit tousled, her olive skinned face narrow and emphasizing 
her large brown eyes. She smiled experimentally at Illyana. Something haunted remained 
in her eyes. 

 “Morning, sleepyhead,” Illyana said with a grin. “I just finished your oatmeal. How 
did you sleep?” She hopped off the chair and turned to the cupboards. 

 “Good, better than ever,” Dani said as she walked to the chair and sat down. 

 With practiced ease, Illyana tore open another packet of instant oatmeal, poured 
the meal in a bowl, slung in the right amount of water, quickly stirred, and tossed it in 
the microwave. She perched on another chair, looking at Dani. 

 “After a long time away it‟s really hard to come back to Prime. You know, Earth. 
Everybody else‟s real world,” she said with a grin. “Nothing‟s quite the way it looked 
when you left. Believe me, I know.” 

 Dani nodded, a little wide eyed. Illyana glanced down, then cleared her throat. 
“Oh, scuse me,” she said, hopping off the chair. Her legs twisted and bent, then she had 
normal knees and feet. “Sorry about that. I forget.” She sat on the chair. 
 “You have a fresh chance and a fresh perspective,” Illyana said. “That‟s Strange‟s 
gift to the stranger.” 

 “So,” Dani said, hesitant, “do you know what he plans to do with me? I‟ve tried to 
get my health back for the last two weeks, but all I know is that Strange is going to send 
me to live with one of his friends.” 

 “Only if you agree,” Illyana said. “I think she‟s coming for dinner tonight.” 

 “Oh, that‟s handy,” Dani said. 

 “She lives in L.A., I think,” Illyana said. 

 “Why is Strange doing this?” Dani asked, lowering her voice and looking into 
Illyana‟s eyes. “Why is he helping me? I have nothing to give him.” 

 Illyana smiled. “It‟s what he does,” she said simply. The microwave beeped. 

* 

 Strange finished pouring the powder in a circle. He regarded the prepared book, 
the brazier, the parchment, the quill. He sighed, then shrugged off his red coat. It 
drifted to his chair and draped across it. Strange walked over to a drawer he seldom 
opened, and he looked at it for a few seconds before pulling it open. 

 He brushed the dust off the heavy blue tunic he pulled from the drawer. He let it 
unfold, holding the shoulders. The tunic was interwoven with a pale blue symbol of 
protection. He slung it over his arm, and pulled out the black tights. His eyes were far 
away and long ago as he pulled out the gold sash. He looked down at the tan gloves 
with the black spots on the forearms. 
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 “Soon all will be in readiness,” he said quietly to himself. “I hope,” he added softly. 

* 

 A quiet knock hit the door, and then it opened. Valeria looked up from the chair 
where she was reading. 

 “Come in,” she said. Victor strolled in to the room, glancing around. 

 There were planters full of greenery, even trees moved into the three story room. 
The slanting roof and the walls were all windows, pointed to the south to get the most 
sun all day. He jogged down a few steps to join her where she was sitting. 

 “This is a beautiful room, Victor,” Valeria said as she glanced around. 

 “It was built for you,” he said simply. “In case you ever decided to visit again.” 
Before she could respond, he put his case on the table and popped the latches. “I‟ve 
been getting out of practice with my music,” he said. “I had an itch to play this 
afternoon, and I was wondering if you would provide me with an audience.” He smiled. 

 “I suppose,” she said, closing her book and setting it aside. 

 Victor nodded, then tucked the fiddle under his chin. He swiftly tuned it, then he 
spun out a sweet and lilting song, full of spice and faraway. It was not a long effort. His 
bow rested. 

 She clapped, her eyes warm. “I don‟t suppose you could get me a fiddle too?” she 
said. 

 “Certainly,” Victor said with a nod. He looked at the nurse, and she quickly left the 
room. 

 “You know,” she said thoughtfully, “in spite of myself, I did miss you.” 

 “Well,” he observed wryly, “I am irresistible after all.” 

 They looked into each other‟s eyes, then the nurse returned with a fiddle. Valeria 
stood. 

 “Thank you,” she said, taking the fiddle. She tuned it, taking a bit more time at it 
than Victor had. He raised an eyebrow. 

 “You play?” he said. 

 “You tell me,” she replied, and she set the bow to the strings. Dipping her 
shoulder in time, just slightly, she fiddled a short reel. 

 His eyes were large, and a grin threatened. “And a tune of the Rom more or less.” 

 “It‟s all I could remember of it,” she said, “all that was within my talents.” Their 
eyes met. “The tune you bewitched me with, to make me dance.” 

 “I knew you felt it to,” Victor breathed. “That night. When the entire world folded 
up around the edges of our firelight so we were all that was left, all that mattered.” 

 “What you have here is very special,” Valeria said slowly. 

 Victor opened his mouth, then just smiled. “Yes,” he said. “Yes it is. Shall we play? 
You play that again, and we‟ll see what I can do.” 
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 She played the simple tune, none too fast. Victor listened to it once through, eyes 
closed. Then he tucked his fiddle to his chin and joined in. 

 His music swirled around hers, as she continued steadfast and even his fiddling 
took off from that foundation and spiraled into flights of fancy, never losing touch with 
her tune. Their eyes met as their unsung voices twined through space. 

* 

 Dani and Illyana slung through the door, followed by a gust of February air. They 
were laughing. Illyana plopped down on the bench and pried off her shoes as Dani 
shucked her coat. 

 “Okay, jogging once around the block is a good start,” Illyana said. “I hate 
jogging.” 

 “I used, to run, for miles,” Dani said, fighting for air. “Just a little, out of shape.” 

 Illyana stopped and looked up to the top of the stairs. She saw Strange, in his tunic 
with the sash belting it on, his tights, his gloves. He looked down at her. 

 “Um,” Illyana said. “Dani, can you be on your own this morning?” she said. 
“Something‟s up.” 

 “Sure,” Dani said, and she headed for the parlor. 

 Illyana looked back at the top of the stairs, but Strange was gone. 

 “Ooookay,” Illyana said. She shrugged off her coat and headed up the stairs after 
Strange. She got to the hallway outside the Sanctum and she stopped. He stood facing 
her. 

 “Master?” she said uncertainly. 

 “It is time,” he intoned, “for your Recital.” 

 Her eyes popped wide open. “Holy cow,” she muttered. “I‟ll go get ready.” 

 “No,” he said, his voice hard. “There is never time to get ready. You must always 
be ready.” He turned and entered the Sanctum Sanctorum. 

 “Yes Master,” she said with a nod. She followed. 

 The door swung shut behind them. 

* 

 Valeria slowly moved through the kata, breathing, feeling her breath and her 
energy flow through her wounded body. Very slowly, she worked through the pattern of 
moves, strikes, steps, breaths, spins. The fading light of day cast the room in brilliantly 
lit surfaces and deeply cast shadows. 

 Gradually she spun to a stop, her mind on the masked teacher who had given her 
discipline what felt like a lifetime ago. 

 Her eyes drifted open and she saw Victor standing at the edge of her circle, with 
eyes that were only for her. She stood up straight. 

 “You‟re almost ready to go,” Victor observed. He nodded to himself. “Almost 
healed well enough to leave. A few more days, at most.” He tried to smile, then nodded 
curtly and turned to go. 
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 Valeria found nothing to say to stop him. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Victor left the room, then took to the winding stairs. Up and up, until the stairs 
curled tightly within one of the palace‟s spires. Victor approached the top of the stairs, 
and the single guard stood aside to let him pass. He opened the narrow door and 
stepped inside. 

 The room was full of the reek of illness. It slapped him in a wave as he knelt at the 
bed side of an old crone. 

 “Mother,” he said in the voice of the Rom, “how are you this afternoon?” 

 “Evening, it is evening, it grows dark,” she croaked. She fought for breath. “It is 
not good,” she hissed. “The fey, the creature, has stolen your eyes and heart. Without 
them you will become nothing but a hungry spirit. You must get rid of her—before—
too late” she lost coherence as coughs welled up and burst out of her chest. 

 Victor soothed her, and she gripped his arm with uncomfortable strength. “My 
time is almost out, boy,” she gasped out. “You will live to see me buried. The curse has 
weakened. Perhaps it can finally be broken. I am proud of you. Do not let the witch 
destroy everything you have preserved.” 

 “But I love her,” Victor protested gently. 

 The old woman sank back into her filthy bed, her eyes vibrating with intensity. 
Drool seeped from a corner of her ruined mouth. Her eyes were spiteful and vicious. 

 “Love someone else,” she whispered. 

* 

 The front door swung open and a young man poked his head in. He rapped on the 
door with his knuckle as he stepped in, his overgrown blonde hair tousled by the winter 
wind. He heaved the solid door shut and stood in the quiet of the foyer. “Hello?” he 
said. “Strange?” He strolled into the parlor. 

 “Oh,” Dani said, looking up. “Hello.” 

 The young man froze in his tracks, eyes locked open. He clenched his eyes shut, 
and stood breathing hard for a moment. 

 “Are… you… okay?” Dani asked. “Who are you?” 

 “Doug,” he gritted out. “Fine. Strange?” 

 “He‟s upstairs, he‟s busy with Illyana,” Dani said, worried. 

 “Tell him I stopped by,” Doug said. “Must go.” He turned, eyes still shut, and 
headed for the foyer. 

 Dani looked after him, puzzled, then she shrugged and returned to her reading. 

* 

 Strange stood quietly. “Your foundational knowledge is firm,” he declared. Illyana 
stood panting, trembling, exhausted. The powder circle around her hooves looked as 
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though a breeze had blown out from the apprentice, dusting the surrounding floor but 
leaving the inner circle clear. 

 “You have passed the first Test,” Strange said. “I now pronounce you an Initiate.” 
He bowed deeply. “Tamam Shud,” he said. 

 She bowed also. “Tamam Shud,” she echoed. Her legs were unsteady as she 
moved to a chair and collapsed. Her breathing was rapid and light. 

 Strange smiled to himself. “As an initiate,” he said, “I have arranged for a 
graduation gift.” He walked to a shelf and picked up a puzzle case. He turned, and 
approached his initiate. He put the case on her lap. 

 She looked down at the case, then up at him. She half smiled. Then she opened her 
hand, and passed it over the case slowly. She let herself sense it, let a Knowing drift 
across it. Then she touched it in three places. The latches popped and the case opened. 

 Strange smiled. 

 She reached into the case and pulled out a pile of thick, peculiar cloth. She shook it 
out; it was a long gray cloak. 

 “Cool!” she said. 

 “It is the work of Enitharmon the Weaver,” Strange said. “I had it commissioned 
for you. It will allow you to choose to be unseen, when you wish.” 

 She slung it over her shoulders. “Good weight,” she said with a nod. “Good 
balance. I love the way the fabric feels.” She looked at Strange then gave him a hug. 
“Thank you!” she said. 

 He disentangled himself with a chuckle. “That‟s not quite all,” he said. “Here.” He 
offered her a metal square, with a peculiar border. She took it reverently, feeling a tingle 
as it touched her hand. 

 “That is the amulet that the Ancient One gave to me when I moved from 
apprentice to journeyman in the craft,” Strange said. “A version of it, anyway. It isn‟t 
the Eye by any means, but it should prove useful if you get yourself in a tight spot.” 

 She looked at him, eyes shining. She quickly affixed the amulet to the throat of the 
cloak, and then she turned swiftly, and the cloak flared around her, then settled over her 
form as her eyes burned a bit.  

 “Totally, and I do mean thoroughly, cool,” she said. 

 Strange hesitated for a moment. “Have a seat,” he said. He sat in a throne-like 
chair, and she perched on a stool, the cloak falling around her and the stool so it 
appeared that she was larger, and standing. 

 “When I was first released to find my way, independent of the Ancient One, my 
mystic knowledge was only marginally better than yours. I had to fake it a lot. I learned 
confidence and tactics by being continually thrust into situations that were out of my 
depth. I struggled to triumph anyway, for the protection of others.” He stopped, a faint 
smile on his lips. 

 “Unlike the Ancient One, I am not old and frail. I will be here if you need me, just 
as he was there for me when I needed him. I have strength that he did not. But all this is 
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just my roundabout way of saying that you‟ve earned my trust. I‟m ready to teach you 
more powerful invocations and give you more freedom to use what you have learned.” 

 “What if I get proficient with the more powerful incantations,” Illyana said 
breathlessly, eyes bright. 

 “Then,” he said slowly, “we move to Earth Magics.” 

 “Whoa,” she said. She bowed deeply from her crouched position. When she raised 
her head again there were tears in her eyes. “I‟ve never earned anything like this.” She 
looked at the amulet. “I‟ve never been given anything like this.” 

 Strange stood, and tugged her off her stool. She landed on her hooves. He pulled 
her into a quick hug, then held her at arms length. “Giving people second chances is a 
terrible risk,” he said quietly, looking into her eyes. “It can pay off in ways you never 
imagined. As you get closer to being a sorceress in your own right, remember that.” A 
ghost of a smile crossed his face. “Or surround yourself with people who will remind 
you.” 

 She nodded.  

 Then the moment was over.  

 “I gotta tell the boys,” she said. “If you need me I‟ll prob‟ly be at Luckee‟s Pizza.” 
She stopped and blinked. “I mean, am I dismissed?” 

 Strange smiled, and waved. She turned and bounced out of the room, looking 
almost like she had her own cloak of levitation. Strange watched her go, then closed his 
eyes and remembered his graduation. 

 “This is better,” he murmured. Then he picked up a broom and dustpan. 

* 

 Valeria adjusted her silk pajamas and padded to her bed. The thick comforter was 
already turned down. The heavy windows were obscured by solid drapes. Valeria sat on 
the bed. 

 “Please do not go,” came a thick, heavy voice from the shadows. Valeria glanced 
up, startled, to see that Boris was still in her room. 

 “What?” she said. 

 “Please do not go,” Boris repeated. “You have only been here twice, so I will tell 
you something you could not have seen. I raised Victor from when he was a child. He 
has always been determined, angry at fate for taking the men of his line and leaving him 
alone with this responsibility. But he shouldered it like a man.” Boris paused. “I am very 
proud of him.” He took a few steps out into the light of the room. 

 Valeria looked him over, realizing that to her he had become part of the scenery, 
just as he was to Victor. She didn‟t like that realization. 

 He ran a hand through his thick white hair. “Let us speak plainly. I have known 
many of the von Doom line. All were remarkable. None were like Victor. When you left 
it tore out his heart. He has been in an all-consuming race to get it back since. I thought 
he was lost to us, on the way to madness. But now, with you here, I see him more 
complete than he has ever been. You are what he has been searching for his whole life, 
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he just did not know it until he met you.” Boris bowed his head. “It… warms an old 
man. Please do not go.” 

 Valeria stood. “You do realize,” she said softly, “I‟m not human. I doubt I could 
give him an heir to this kingdom. Besides, he needs to marry one with gypsy blood, so 
he doesn‟t break tradition.” She moved to Boris and put her hand on his forearm. “I 
have stolen his imagination, not his heart.” 
 Boris slowly shook hi shead. “I have said more than I dare already,” he said. “I am 
simply a servant.” He pursed his lips. “But I am right.” He turned and walked out of the 
room, closing the door behind himself. 

 Valeria lay down on the bed. 

 But she did not sleep. 

* 

 Dani finished making herself a sandwich and she turned, then gasped as she saw 
Strange in the doorway. He smiled. 

 “Sorry,” he said. “I forget sometimes to make noise when I move. I was 
wondering if you‟d be comfortable meeting a friend of mine for dinner. Her name is 
Elsbeth Montessi. I think she can keep you safe and help you find your place in this 
world better than I.” 

 “I can‟t really say no, can I,” Dani said. 

 “You could,” Strange shrugged. “I wouldn‟t mind taking Elsbeth out to dinner on 
the town at a nice restaurant. However, I feel somewhat responsible for helping you 
find a place in this world after your role in saving it.” 

 “Fair enough,” Dani said. “I would be delighted to meet Ms. Montessi.” 

 “Excellent,” Strange smiled. “Want to help cook?” 

 “Where‟s Illyana?” Dani asked. 

 “Out celebrating with some friends. She did well on a test.” 

 “Gotcha,” Dani said. 

 “Tell you what,” Strange said. “You can pick the menu.” 

 Dani cocked an eyebrow at him. “You don‟t have the ingredients for what I want 
to make,” she said. 

 “Oh, you might be surprised,” Strange said, his smile mysterious. 

* 

 Strange opened the door to greet the slim, well-dressed woman standing on his 
steps. “Elsbeth, it‟s good to see you. Really good to see you.” 

 “I‟m pleased you survived, Stephen,” she replied in her cultured voice. She smiled 
at him. “Outstanding work as usual.” 

 He escorted the stately brunette into his home, took her hat and purse and gloves. 
“I suppose coming to dinner at your place is like what I had in mind,” she said, glancing 
around. “Business always seems to get in the way.” 

 “This one is special,” Strange said quietly. “You‟ll see.” They entered the kitchen. 
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 Dani was just finishing up putting the beans, rice, meat, and tortillas on the table. 
She looked up, looking every month sixteen years old. She smiled at Elsbeth. 

 “I am Elsbeth Montessi,” the guest said. “You must be Danielle Moonstar.” 

 They sat down to a perfectly lovely dinner. 

* 

 Hours later, Montessi was gone, and Strange was running dishwater. The door 
slammed, and shoes and a coat clattered to their places in the hall. Strange smiled to 
himself. 

 Illyana trotted into the kitchen, hooves clacking. “God it feels good to get rid of 
those feet,” she said. “Where‟s Dani?” 

 “She‟s upstairs resting,” Strange said. He looked over at Illyana. “How did it go?” 

 “Good,” Illyana said firmly as she found a dishtowel. “Those goofballs. They 
challenged the whole bar to a darts contest. Logan won, so just when we thought we‟d 
downed as much pizza as we could eat, he wins us this large supreme. Between the 
three of us we somehow managed to polish it off. I don‟t think I‟m going to eat for a 
week.” She grinned. “So how‟d the Montessi encounter go?” 

 “It isn‟t polite to scry on people,” Strange said. He was quiet for a minute. “I went 
to Enitharmon and asked him to reweave my very essence so I could survive the trip to 
the Deep Oracle. When I revived I didn‟t know what I‟d learned.” He started dunking 
dishes into the hot dishwater, paying attention to the simple task. 

 “Now I know. The Oracle gave me the knowing of who to choose, the group that 
would be the specific key to unlock the puzzle of Nightmare‟s attack. And that‟s all we 
get,” he said, looking over at Illyana. “Keys. If you do your very best and give it 
everything you have, the keys will be there and all you have to do is figure out how to 
use them against the locks you face.” 

 He looked back down into the dishwater as he polished a fork. “You‟re the only 
one I‟ve told about the Deep Oracle.” 

 She looked at him, amazed. Then she started drying dishes and putting them away. 
“I don‟t know what to say,” she said. “A magician just told me how he did his trick. Do 
you want me to keep this secret?” 

 He smiled at her. “I want you to use this secret,” he said. “Discretion is a great part 
of the training to be a sorcerer. There are times when a secret has an incredible potential 
to improve a situation. So use the resources at hand. But don‟t squander them.” 

 She nodded. “I think I‟m beginning to get it,” she said. 

 “That‟s good,” Strange replied with a wry smile. “We‟re running out of dishes.” 

* 

 Valeria finished tying the scarf in her hair. She turned to see Victor in the doorway. 

 “Good morning,” he said formally.  He walked up to her, and handed her a phone. 

 “What‟s this?” she said. 

 “I‟ve programmed the phone, so you don‟t have to worry about country codes and 
so on. Strange is pound one. Right now it‟s nine hours earlier in the States, so about ten 
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at night.” He shrugged. “Strange is probably up. You‟ve healed well,” he added. He 
smiled, a much more convincing version than the one he had tried last night. 

 Valeria slowly took the phone, looking at it. Then she looked at Victor. She turned 
away from him and hit the speed dial. The phone rang twice. 

 “Hey,” came a woman‟s voice on the other end. “You‟ve reached a really, really 
Strange residence, Illyana speaking.” 

 Valeria smiled. “Hello,” she said. 

 “Doc! It‟s Valeria!” Illyana said on the other end. “Great news! I‟m an initiate now! 
And how goes the, uh, recovery?” she asked slyly. 

 “Hello,” Strange‟s voice came through as Valeria shook her head. 

 “Hello, Strange,” Valeria said.  

 Victor quietly seated himself, fastidiously adjusting his suit, unable to be still, 
checking his cufflinks. 

 “I assume there‟s no problem if I stay in Latveria for a while,” Valeria said coolly. 

 Half a world away, Strange smiled. “No problem at all,” he said. “Take the time 
you need.” He paused. “All the time you need.” 

 Something passed between them, and Valeria smiled. 

 “I‟ll stay in touch, Doctor,” she said.  

 “I appreciate that,” he replied. After a moment, he said, “Be happy.” 

 “Yes Doctor,” she said with a smile. She hung up the phone and turned to look at 
Victor. 

 He sat absolutely stunned. 

 “All I wanted,” she said softly, “was to be given the opportunity to decide to 
return your affection, instead of simply agreeing with you.” 

 In that profound moment, Victor‟s despair turned to hope once again. “So,” he 
said softly, “you‟ll stay?” 

 “I… I can‟t… marry you, Victor,” she said. “But I will stay for a while.” She 
smiled. “Consider it a courtship.” 

 “An opportunity,” he said with a broad grin. He was on his feet in a moment. 

 They gently embraced each other, both still wounded. 

 Valeria did not let go of the phone. 

* 

 “Aw, that‟s cool, that totally sucks,” Illyana said as Strange hung up the phone. 
“Damn. She better never fumble that dreamboat, or I‟m making my play for Prince 
Charming.” She rolled her eyes as Strange raised his eyebrows. “ANYWAY, I‟m going 
to go get some sleep. It‟s been a long day.” She left the room and jogged up the stairs. 

 Strange stood looking at the phone for a long moment. Then he turned to look at 
the doorway. 
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 Dani stood watching him. 

 “Hello,” he said. 

 “I like her,” Dani said. “Elsbeth, Ms. Montessi. There‟s something… different 
about me, isn‟t there?” 

 “Yes,” Strange nodded. “There always was. But your nightmare seized on it and 
changed it from potential to a reality of sorts.” He paused. “The time will come for you 
to find out more about that. Elsbeth will help you, watch over you, keep you safe. She 
can.” 

 “Thank you,” Dani said. “Thank you for giving me a chance.” 

 “And thank you,” Strange said, his mind far away, “for taking it.” 
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Overhaul 
 

February 20 

 Director Nick Fury strode down the rubber-matted corridor, his mind absorbed in 
the duties of the day. First on the agenda, there was a fact finding team sent by 
Congress to check on some expenditure reports for a base that did not in fact exist; all 
those funds had been siphoned to the Project and its interests. There were a number of 
ways to handle this, but the matter required a bit of delicacy. 

Then there was the matter of the air filters; damn things still didn't work right. 
Techs muttered something about the gill system being completely insane and 
unworkable, but they didn't have a better idea, so the underwater facility limped along 
using supplementary air systems in the most vulnerable areas. Fury took a deep breath, 
less appalled by the metallic tang and oily feel of the air than most of the others at the 
base. His sensibilities were not as delicate. 

Next week the report on field testing of plasma weapons was due; Fury mulled 
over whether or not to use them in just one more mission before the report or whether 
to simply rely on the results from the African missions of the last month. 

 Fury reached the door to his office and punched in the code. He stepped forward. 

 The door did not open. 

 Fury stopped, puzzled. He stepped back and punched in the code again. The light 
on the panel remained red. Great. Item sixty eight on today's glitch list. He poked the 
code on the keypad that opened a channel to the facilities team. 

 "Workstation, how may we help you?" burbled the polite voice. 

 "Fury," he growled. "Door's stuck." 

 "I'm afraid you have an invalid code, sir." 

 "What?" he said, astonished. "I'm the blazing Director! I know my own code!" 

 The line went dead. Fury gritted his teeth, punching in the code one more time. 
The panel remained unmoved. 

 "I'm gonna get that tech's number," Fury growled, "and he's gonna have a real bad 
day." 

 "Perhaps I can help," said a smooth voice behind him. Fury looked up as Raven 
Darkholme walked past him and punched in a door code. 

 The door opened. 

 Fury squinted at her back as she walked into his office. He followed warily as she 
settled herself at his desk and started typing on his console. He looked around. 

 "Where's my stuff?" he said belligerently as he saw that the art on the walls was 
different. 

 Darkholme finished typing and sat with her fingers steepled, looking at Fury. 
Behind her, the wall vidscreen lit up. A blonde man looked at Fury, larger than life. 
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 Fury felt cold as he looked at the screen. 

 "Hello, Fury," Alex said cheerfully. "You're retired. Raven Darkholme is the new 
commanding officer of the Project. You have a twelve hour head start. Raven, give the 
man his retirement present." 

 Fury tensed for combat, but Darkholme simply put a box on the desk and cranked 
it open. 

 Inside was a cheap gold watch. Raven smiled at him coldly, drinking in his 
expression. Fury stood trembling with a mix of emotions, determined not to give her 
the satisfaction of an outburst. He snatched the watch off the desk. 

 "This isn't over," he gritted out. Alex smiled indulgently. 

 "We'll see about that," he said. "Goodbye, Fury. Clock's ticking." 

 Nick Fury turned and stormed out of the office, headed for the sub bay. His mind 
reeled with what just happened. 

 "Life is sudden," he muttered, clamping a cigar between his teeth. He lit it as he 
walked, no smoking sign be damned. At least he didn‟t have to figure out a fix for the 
air filters now… 

* 

 Darkholme turned to face the picture of Alex on the view screen behind her. She 
smiled, shifting to his favorite. Her hair reddened, her chest filled out a bit, and her face 
took on the roundish full lines of a voluptuous temptress. 

 "Are you up for dinner tonight?" Alex asked with a crooked grin.  

 "You know I'd love to," she replied, "but I've got an appointment already. Besides, 
there is much to do to get the Project up to specs. You're bringing me a very special 
present, and I'm going to want to play with my new toys." 

 "What about later?" Alex said. "What about… midnight?" His eyes traveled her, 
and he licked his lips. Darkholme just smiled. 

 "Well, if you're going to be persuasive," she said, giving him a look that set his hair 
on end with desire. 

 "I assure you I am," Alex said. He smiled. 

 She smiled at him, then nodded, then cut the transmission. She sighed and shook 
her head as she spun around in the chair and punched in a code that no one else in the 
world knew. She turned back to the screen and got down on her knees, lowering her 
head. 

 The connection was made. "All is in readiness," she said in a humble voice. "Shall I 
continue with the plan?" 

 "The secrets you requested are being brought to you by Alex," came the deep 
voice from the screen, a voice that slithered through the room and left it cold. "I expect 
you to take full advantage of your… promotion." The voice chuckled. "It is time for the 
next step." 

 "Good," she said, raising her glittering eyes to look into his. "I was getting bored." 

* 
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 Fury glanced at the digital clock in the dashboard. Ten a.m. So he had ten hours to 
go before the Project tracked him down. 

 As the sleek black helicopter streaked to the west, Fury felt the tension ease in his 
shoulders. He felt a certain surreal tinge; he was supposed to be on a conference call 
with a certain Green Beret that was in the Project's pay and had something important to 
pass on. The call was to start five minutes ago. A slow smile crept across his face. That's 
not his problem now. 

 But there was the paltry question of survival. Fury glanced in the back of the 
chopper. It was fairly well stocked. He wouldn't go quietly. At least he was armed. 

 He absently wondered if the chopper would explode when the twelve hours were 
up. That would be very like them. Raven most likely used her authority to rig explosives 
and a detonator in all the craft. Just shooting him would be too simple. She loved her 
games. Fury set his jaw. That would most likely be the end of her. Someday. 

 As he looked out at the distant line of the mountains, his thoughts rolled over and 
over. Who could he call? Who could he go to in this time? He thought of Geraint, and a 
ghost of sympathy moved him. He suddenly had much greater understanding of the 
man. Then he thought of Forge, of McTaggart, a handful of others. 

 He realized he had been in the military his entire life. He had dozens of army 
buddies, but he had too much affection for them to risk them against what was surely in 
the storm that followed him. Forge was too far underground. When McTaggart's year of 
service was up in the Project she was out the next day, back to IO to be re-assigned. 
Fury shook his head and goosed the chopper's speed just a bit. 

 "I need to fall back on my own personal resources," Fury muttered. A real smile lit 
up his face. "Hot damn it's been a long time." 

* 

 Noon. A man in a black bodysuit had his mask off. He was finishing up his 
meatloaf. 

 "I hate meatloaf," he said. "I feel like a cannibal." His juicy face oozed a bit. The 
redhead and the ugly man at the table with him exchanged a look. 

 "So how about ten hours?" the squishy man said to the big ugly man. "Ten hours 
is like twelve hours. C'mon, Garrett." 

 "We wait for twelve hours," Garrett said in a thick, slow voice. "Settle down, 
Wilson. It's going to be a long day." 

 "How about we follow him, then at twelve oh ONE we pop outa the bushes and 
bam," Wilson said. 

 He might as well have been silent for all the response he got. Garrett looked over 
at the redhead. She was reading a book; she'd read the same page three times. 

 "Rachel, can we count on you for this?" he said. 

 She looked up from her book. "I'm a professional," she said. "You can count on 
me. This is part of the espionage landscape. Is Fury to be killed then?" she asked. 

 "No," Garrett said. "No, Darkholme has something special for him." 
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 "A massage? Some slap n tickle? You just made me want to be Fury just for the 
novelty of it," Wilson grinned. The expression squeezed juice out of his face to trickle 
down his wrinkle lines into the neck of his suit. 

 "Put your mask on," Garrett said to him. "We're taking Fury a message, that's all." 

 Wilson stared at him for a minute, then shrugged. "I'm dyin here," he said. "I need 
some action. There's too much gloom and pouting. Time to get moving! Get hot! 
Heugh!" he said, striking a pose. "I'll be in the gym if we actually get it on and get 
something in the works." He left. 

 Garrett nodded. "Good. I was about to shoot him," he said. 

 "So what do you think of all this?" Rachel asked Garrett. 

 Garrett shrugged. "It's been a long time coming. I never liked Fury anyway." 

 Rachel nodded and lapsed back into silence. 

* 

 Five p.m. and Raven Darkholme stood by the runway watching the huge plane 
lower to the runway, the puffs of smoke bursting out around the tires. She smiled to 
herself, feeling warm in a way that she had seldom felt warm. A gift from the Dark 
Lord. Just what she had always wanted. She approached the plane as it taxied to a halt. 

 The door opened as the stairs were wheeled up. The broad shouldered blonde man 
jogged down the stairs, dressed in a suit. He approached Darkholme. 

 "Did you bring everything?" Darkholme asked, her eyes wide and her breathing 
excited. 

 "Of course," Alex said. 

 "Good," she replied. "Let's get it uncrated and checked out before we send it all to 
the base." 

 "What's the rush?" he asked with a wry smile. 

 "You have no idea how long I have waited for this," she murmured. She smiled at 
him. "What is in this shipment will make your precious Project a force to be reckoned 
with. The Dark Lord is good to me." She smiled. 

 Alex looked at her for a long moment. "Yes, something like that," he said. "I'm not 
in the mood to wait until midnight." 

 Darkholme imperceptibly sighed, then lowered a shoulder towards Alex and leaned 
her chin back. "I could go with you now," she said. "If I do, I'll be thinking about this." 
She took in the crates with a sweep of her hand. The techs were using specialized gear 
to unload a massive crate that almost broke the forklift, though it was not very large. "If 
I can get this squared away first," she said, lowering her voice, "then I can give you 
my… undivided attention." She let a smile spread across her face, slow and full of 
meaning. 

 Alex thought about that for a minute. "Fine," he said. "I'll go get some food and 
meet you back at the base." 

 "Perfect," she said. She watched him go. Her smile had turned peculiar and 
predatory. 
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 Then she got to work. 

* 

 "I warned them," Fury muttered to himself as he breathed deep, exerting himself. 
"I warned them that it would cost them if they ignored survival training and tracking. I 
told them technological toys couldn't compensate for an enemy with woodscraft." He 
grinned savagely. "Let's see if I was right. Maybe I can teach the Project something else 
before I'm done." 

 He stopped on the ridge and turned, looking down into the valley. He saw the 
chopper, landed in a clearing. It wasn't nearly as far away as he had hoped it would be. 
In the thin atmosphere of the mountains his chest burned and his legs ached as he 
pushed himself. He had been walking for close to three hours. The hills here were not 
simple to navigate. 

 He turned away from the helicopter and started down the other side of the steep 
ridge. Make a camp, rig some traps. Fury smiled to himself. They wanted a chase. Let's 
see what he could manage. 

 "I am a boy scout," he muttered with a grin. 

* 

 "You can tell Rachel there is a city girl. Me, I'm a city man m'self. I prefer 
functional cities or bombed out ruins. The urban core is my favorite as it combines 
some of the best of each. But the woods? I don't like the woods. You can't see anything. 
You don't know where you're going. There didn't even used to be streets. It's a mess out 
here. Somebody should pave this." 

 Wilson kept chattering as the trio worked their way up the hill. "Of course, that 
vampire hunt was in the woods. That was totally cool, wasn't it. Wasn't it. Geez, why do 
you ignore me all the time? Prick me, do I not pound your face in? I'm human too!" 

 "Maybe if you said something worth listening to," Rachel said, "people wouldn't 
ignore you." 

 "A radical idea, but that's too great a burden," Wilson said.  

 "Cut the chatter," Garrett said. "I've found his trail." The big man looked up, a 
pale light gleaming from his eyes. 

* 

 Life support equipment beeped and wheezed outside the oxygen tent. The broken 
man inside lay trying not to feel his pain. Pretending to sleep, he watched the nurse 
check his vitals, doing her rounds. He hated her. He hated everyone. If he could have 
moved he would have killed her, just like that, just like thinking about it. And he hated 
even more. 

 Then a beautiful woman came in the room. He hated her. He wanted to kill her, 
hear her last breath bubbling and rattling in her throat. She said something to the nurse, 
who left. Then she came over and leaned in close so he could see her clearly. She 
smiled. 

 He recognized her. Struggled to move. Anything. 
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 "Hello, Ledge," she said, her features shifting to something he remembered. He 
tried desperately to force his shattered body to shift. 

 "No no," she said, "I'm not here to hurt you. How would you like to walk again?" 
His eyes got very wide. "To kill again? To make sure this could never happen to you 
again?" 

 An insane smile slit his face. 

 "I'm your man," he managed to croak. 

 She smiled at him, and men in uniforms came to wheel him out for a change of 
scenery. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Fury looked through the rifle scope down at the small campfire he had set up. The 
first one to check it out was Wilson. Fury almost didn't see him as he poked his head 
out of the brush and glanced around. His black bodysuit blended with the shifting 
shadows of the campsite. 

 He gave the all-clear, and Rachel followed Garrett out into the firelight. 

 Fury looked them over. Wilson would regenerate, he would need to use special 
ordinance to hurt Garrett. He sighed slightly as he lined the crosshairs up on Rachel's 
head and squeezed the trigger before she could sense his thought. 

 He saw her eyes widen and she slung around behind Garrett, the bullet grazing her 
ear as she jerked back. Fury hunched down, tugging the rifle back as return fire cracked 
off the rock he hid behind. 

 Standing, Fury sprinted up the hill. He pointed his rifle up the slope and fired off a 
few rounds. Right on, he hit the small stack of branches and rocks he had assembled 
earlier. He hopped around them as they tumbled down the slope. As they did, they 
jarred other rocks and branches loose, and in a matter of seconds an avalanche swept 
down towards his pursuers. It gained speed as it went. 

 Rachel threw out her hand, and as the leading edge of the avalanche came down it 
hit a wedge of invisible force and sheared off to either side. 

 "Cool," Wilson said in awe as the rush and tumble of debris sluiced around him. 

 Garrett turned to them. "Wilson, stay with Rachel. You two were to get me close 
enough to find Fury. I'll take it from here. You get back to the town once you're done 
here." 

 The avalanche wasn't very big, and it spent itself in the valley below. Rachel 
lowered her shield. 

 "Right," Garrett said. He turned and began bounding up the slope as no human 
could. 

 "Think he's telling the truth about this, that he was ordered to go on alone?" 
Wilson asked. 

 "I don't know," Rachel replied, bemused. 
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 "Huh," Wilson said, nodding reflectively. He looked up at her again. "Wanna have 
sex?" 

 "Let's get back to town," she sighed. 

 "But that's not a no," Wilson said. 

 "No," Rachel said as she started walking. 

 "You mean no it isn't a no?" 

 "I mean I‟m about to wring you out like a little sponge," she said. 

 "How Karma Sutra of you," Wilson said. "I've got squishy little shivers. By the 
way, I have an incredibly hot butt under a thin layer of soggyness, and my regenerative 
capabilities mean--" 

 "Not now, Wilson," Rachel said quietly. "I'm thinking." 

 "Oh," he said. He looked around. "Thinking. Well." 

 Meanwhile, Fury worked his way up the ridge across from his ambush site. By the 
time the avalanche died down he had made it to the bottom of the ridge. He looked at 
the solid wall of mountain before him. He could make it. He had to. 

 In the darkness not far behind, Garrett continued to track him. His eyes gleamed 
in the dark. He was surefooted. He was relentless. 

 

February 21 

 Midnight. The cell door clanged open, five armed guards escorted a nattily dressed 
woman into the cell. The man on the bench was in a support harness. His arms and legs 
were amputated stubs. He had an eyepatch, long black hair, a moustache and beard. 
Before he even looked, he sniffed. 

 He jerked his head up, studying the woman. He hissed his pleasure. 

 "Ah," he said. "The Dark Lord has not forgotten me. You bear his favor." The 
man straightened. "I am ready to serve again." His oily voice was ruthless. The mad 
gleam in his eye knew nothing of mercy. 

 She smiled. Her eyes did not leave the cripple as she said, "Prepare him for 
transport." 

* 

 Fury heard his breathing whine as he slumped against a big rock. His breath came 
in gasps. Behind him, Garrett broke cover and loped towards him; Fury turned and 
opened up with the assault rifle. Garrett was knocked down, so Fury pumped a couple 
rounds of incendiary grenades towards him. 

 Not waiting to see how it turned out, Fury turned and continued, forcing himself 
to a light jog. He had seen the techs working on Garrett's frame, his skeleton, his 
"flesh". He knew better than to rely on the grenades. 

 He almost made it up the next rise when Garrett caught up to him. Fury had little 
choice but to slow to a walk; climbing steep hills in thin atmosphere was grueling work. 
He heard Garrett coming up behind him, and he turned. All he could see were waving 
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bushes, the foliage was tall here. He waited for his shot, settling down, fighting to 
breathe as his exhausted lungs denied the air. As Fury waited for his shot, quiet filled 
the area. The wind was the only thing Fury could see moving in the brush and low 
scrubby trees. 

 Some keen sense warned Fury at the last moment. He rolled across the ground and 
popped up with the rifle to see Garrett standing in the bushes right next to his position. 
He fired off a few rounds, but Garrett darted to the side, swooping in and snatching the 
rifle out of Fury's hands with superhuman strength. 

 Fury blinked, frozen for a moment. Garrett shook his head, turned, and flung the 
rifle out over the wooded hillside. Fury snatched his pistol and blasted away at Garrett. 
The booming .45 knocked the big man back, and Garrett spun with the impacts. Then 
he bounded over to Fury, who turned to run. 

 Garrett casually knocked him down, took his gun, tossed it over his shoulder to be 
lost in the night.  

 "Anything else?" he asked, almost bored.  

 Fury rose to his feet and put up his fists. Garrett rolled his eyes.  

 "Okay," he said. "Let's do this." 

 Fury darted in and lashed out with his fist, catching Garrett in the chest. It was like 
hitting a wall, but Garrett obligingly took a step back. Fury spun with a kick that would 
lay out a normal man; Garrett parried with his arm. Fury lunged with a two handed 
strike, Garrett batted it aside. Garrett punched Fury in the chest, and the one-eyed man 
was flung back to topple and roll on the earthy side of the mountain. He dragged 
himself to his feet unsteadily. 

 Garrett sat down on a rock, fished a cigarette out of his pocket, and lit it. Fury 
stood panting, aching all over. Garrett snapped his lighter shut and dropped it in his 
pocket, then regarded Fury through slitted eyes as he took a drag on the cigarette. 

 "I think I've made my point," he said. "Everything you know about how these 
things work is dead. Your time is past. You are a relic. The Project knew this. In spite of 
your clearance, those above you and below you did their best to keep you from ever 
learning anything that could hurt the Project when you left. You," he said, pointing at 
Fury, "were a placeholder. Right now, that's good for you. It means those you used to 
work with are willing to forget you until you remind them." Garrett sucked on his 
cigarette. 

 "What's the catch," Fury growled, his shoulder still stinging from the fall. He 
wouldn't give Garrett the satisfaction of seeing his discomfort. 

 Garrett shrugged. "They know you'll be a hero and come back wanting a piece of 
the Project. You'll try for revenge, or to shut down the evil program, or however you 
stage it in your head. They're just giving you time to try to put a plan together before 
they kill you in self-defense. You think you're a hero," Garrett said, looking directly into 
Fury's eye. "So they're going to make an example of you." 

 Fury stood there, letting all that sink in. He squinted at Garrett in the clear 
moonlight. "Mystique tell you to tell me all this?" 

 "More or less," Garrett said. "Director Darkholme and I have an understanding." 
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 "So how do loyalty and honor fit into this?" Fury asked. 

 Garrett slowly shook his head. "You think you're in shining armor on some 
warhorse out to end injustice for the sake of America or something, don't you," he 
sighed. "The sacrifice of your eye for your men was stupid, Fury. Blood and guts 
leadership is not going to do it. You are an anachronism." Garrett paused. "Go buy a 
bar to tend. Let bygones be bygones. Or I guarantee you Darkholme will see to it you 
get a long, painful, noisy death. Maybe you think that's heroic. If you do, you're wrong. 
It's about to get ugly, Fury. Too ugly for you to stomach." 

 Garrett stood, dropped the butt of his cigarette and ground it out with the ball of 
his foot. "So there you have it," he said. He turned and vanished into the night. 

 Fury watched him go, his thoughts reflexively turning to how he was going to 
settle the Project. Then for a long moment he remembered the effortless strength in 
Garrett's shove, in his mind's eye Garrett again shrugged off heavy caliber bullets. He 
had made his point, alright. Fury felt his confidence waver. 

 He unsteadily lowered himself to the ground. A thought struck him. 

 "I didn't take time to pick up all the medals I got in the Service," Fury mused, 
absently rubbing his eyepatch. 

 He wondered if maybe it was just as well. 

* 

 The Inuit man was a full head taller than those around him. The docks were busy 
in the wee hours of the morning. He was carrying a box of fish from the dock to the 
warehouse when he stopped. His eyes narrowed. He turned, and spotted the woman 
and her two bodyguards, silhouettes outlined in the flowing mist.  

 A grin creased his face, and he tossed the box of fish. The crate splintered, fish 
slipping and flopping everywhere. As he started walking toward the woman, she held up 
a bandoleer with three spears on it. 

 He shed the heavy leather apron as a confused babble arose behind him. The other 
life ceased to exist. 

 "Welcome back, Harpoon," Raven cooed as the heavy-set man took the spears. 
His only reply was a curt nod. They turned and left the dock together. 

* 

 The bar was silent and empty; it was closed. Rachel and Wilson sat at the counter. 
Wilson nursed a beer, Rachel simply waited. 

 "We don't have to go back, ya know," Wilson said. "We could snatch that chopper 
and keep going." 

 "Then Garrett would come explain things to you next," Rachel said. She laughed 
mirthlessly. 

 "Bah," Wilson said with a wave of the hand. "I can take 'im." 

 Rachel resumed ignoring him. 
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 The jimmied door swung open, and Garrett walked in. He was singed, and there 
were slick spots on his face where heat had fused his flesh. Some of his hair was crisped 
off, and there were holes in his clothes. Otherwise he was none the worse for wear. 

 "How'd it go?" Wilson asked. 

 "It's finished," Garrett said. "The message is delivered." 

 "Did Fury survive the delivery?" Rachel asked. 

 "Yes he did," Garrett said. "Even this much is confidential. For more details, you'll 
have to talk to the Director." 

 "Then that's that," Wilson said. "So glad I could provide support for this mission. 
Let's get out of this rural dump." He headed outside. 

 Garrett paused and looked at Rachel. "This is going to be the time to be very quiet 
and very careful," he murmured, eyes looking right into hers. "Pay attention. Things are 
going to get rough, but if you hang in there you could come out in great shape." 

 Rachel looked at him silently, shook her head slightly. "Let's go," she said. 

 Garrett nodded, and the two of them left as Wilson revved up the chopper. 

* 

 Darkholme glanced at her watch. After four in the morning. She didn't feel tired, 
but strangely exhilarated. She had endured Bryant. She had tolerated Fury. Now, finally, 
at last, she was in position for the end game. She toyed with a smile as she looked down 
from the observation window, watching the surgeons work around the clock on re-
constructing the broken joints and cracked skeleton of the man on the table. The spider 
ghost had done this to him. She would un-do it. And it would never happen to him 
again. 

 She took a deep, satisfied sigh. Things were on track. New blood was in the works. 
She headed for the cybernetics bay, feeling her power flow through the base. This time 
had been anticipated for so long it was hardly real. She reached the bay and strolled in, 
nodding to the techs. 

 "Is the Hunter suit ready?" she asked. 

 "Not yet," one of the techs said. "This is a completely different technology than 
anything we've seen before." 

 "That's because it was specifically designed for interaction with flesh by a better 
scientist than you. Learn what you can from it. You've got the instructions for the tank 
that must be constructed?" 

 "Yes Director," another tech said smartly. "Within the month timeline the man 
known as Hunter should be once again integrated with this suit and ready for duty." He 
paused. "Where did this suit come from? It shows signs of use, aging, and wear, but it's 
more advanced--" 

 Darkholme touched her fingers to her lips with a sardonic smile. "Best not to 
notice such things," she murmured, her eyes narrow. The tech gulped and nodded, then 
turned back to his work. She turned and looked over some of the other trinkets the 
Dark Lord had sent her. It was time to test out a new generation of warriors with the 
Project.  
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 She was in charge now. 

 Then she blinked, checked her watch. Oh. Alex would be expecting her. She 
sighed, then headed for the crew quarters. 

 Alex woke up as the door to his quarters slid open. He squinted at the clock. "It's 
almost dawn," he said, a tight anger in his voice. "Where the hell have you been?" 

 "Taking care of my business in the service of the Dark Lord," Raven replied 
smoothly, stepping into his quarters and slipping her jacket off as the door closed 
behind her. "One month, and things will be up and running on schedule." She smiled. 

 "You serve the Dark Lord through me, don't forget that," Alex said. He slung 
himself out of bed, stood, stretched. His broad-shouldered body was well muscled and 
taut. He gave her an opportunity to look it over. 

 "Of course," she said, nodding her head. 

 Alex walked over to the counter and poured himself a little bourbon. "Always 
helps me wake up," he said. He turned to her. "My timid brother won't reach out and 
grasp the power, even though the time has come. I'm going to beat him to the prize. 
The Dark Lord will reward me for my initiative." 

 Raven joined him and poured herself a drink as well. "You had better hope so," 
she said. "To victory." 

 He moved behind her. "You'd better hope so too. Our fates are linked, now," he 
murmured. 

 She smiled and tossed the drink back. Then she turned to face him, looking him in 
the eye. 

 "Very well," she said, something cruel and saucy in her voice. "Let's get started." 
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Shakedown 
 

March 7 

 "How goes the plating?" the dark-haired woman murmured to the scientist 
standing next to her. 

 "Ahead of schedule," the man nodded. He checked his clipboard. "This is the first 
time we've attempted this process on a man who doesn't have a healing factor." He 
shrugged. "It makes some things easier, others more difficult. We are two weeks into his 
timeline, and he should be healed enough to be on active duty by your one month 
objective." 

 "Can we give this man a healing factor?" the woman asked, something excited 
under her tone. 

 "One thing at a time," the scientist replied. "First let's make sure the skeleton 
works." He pulled off his glasses and polished them on his coat. "These are amazing 
scientific techniques you've discovered, Director Darkholme." 

 "Yes they are," she nodded smoothly. Then she turned and left before he could 
forget himself and ask where she got them. 

 In the room below the observation deck, a man was suspended in a tank and full 
of needles. 

* 

 In the dim of the underground balcony, a hawkish one-eyed woman toyed with a 
dagger. She turned it over and over again in her hands, hands that were well accustomed 
to blades. From the dais on her balcony she could see the length of the dim 
underground cavern. 

 Barrels provided light, burning pitch or garbage. In that light, children played and 
sparred and coughed. Adults sparred, or rested, or talked together in hushed tones. She 
almost smiled as she surveyed the central keep of her own personal kingdom. 

 She heard a woman approach her from behind, moving softly and with skill. The 
woman approached and squatted down at a respectful distance.  

 "Yes?" the hawkish woman said irritably. 

 "Just wondering what you are thinking about, Callisto," the newcomer said softly. 
"You look bothered." 

 "Bothered I am," Callisto replied, looking down at the knife in her hands. "I must 
decide whether or not to accept a challenge delivered by an old enemy." 

 "Why wouldn't you?" the woman crouched behind her asked. "You are strong and 
cunning." 

 "That I am, Sarra," Callisto nodded slowly. "But this enemy is vicious and she 
cheats." Callisto shifted around to look at the woman behind her. "You ask too many 
questions, nosy," she said. Her heart wasn't in the scolding. She stood and looked out 
over her people, then she tossed the knife up to spin in the air before she snatched it. 
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 "Too many questions," she murmured as the light played on her ravaged face and 
her eyepatch. 

* 

 "So I hear your name is Harpoon," the man in a black bodysuit noted as he pulled 
out a chair next to the bulky Inuit man in the mess hall. "This seat taken? Good. Name's 
Wilson, pleased to meet you." He plopped down. He pointed his mask at the man 
sitting next to him. "So can I call you Poon for short? Hey, this is one of your spears, 
right?" he added, reaching into a quiver on the silent man's back and tugging out a spear 
that was about four feet long with a wicked backswept blade. "I know my weapons," the 
man in black said. "This curve," he said, pointing at the sweep of the hooked blade, "is 
called a 'tang'. So can I call you 'Poon-Tang'?" 

 Harpoon moved with a blur of speed, snatching his spear from the other man's 
hand and gripping his arm. Before the mouthy man in black had a chance to struggle, 
the Inuit had slammed his shoulder down on the table. In a single smooth thrust, 
Harpoon pinned him to the table with a spear through the shoulder joint. The blade 
punched through the man and the table below. 

 Wilson screamed heartily with the intense pain of having a joint separated and 
broken. Harpoon wasn't done. He snatched Wilson and dragged him up off the shaft of 
the harpoon, leaving it stuck in the table as Wilson's scream doubled. Wilson was tossed 
to the floor, and Harpoon turned back to the table. He tugged his blood-slicked spear 
out of the tabletop and splintered the table in the process. Then he turned to where 
Wilson groaned, clutching his gushing shoulder wound. 

 "Don't touch it," Harpoon grunted. He stalked out of the mess hall. 

 "That's it," Wilson demanded in an unsteady voice. "I demand it be removed from 
my file that it's okay to bust up my arms because I HEAL THEM BACK!!! This is getting 
ridiculous." 

 A shadow loomed over him. An attractive red-headed teen crouched in front of 
him, coolly examining his shoulder. "That's a nasty wound you have there," she said 
calmly. "Too bad for you everyone isn't as patient as I am." 

 "That makes it all kinds of better," he grumbled. "What are you doing here, 
Rachel?" 

 "Eating lunch," she said, standing and turning away. She stepped out of reach of 
the rapidly expanding pool of blood on the floor. 

 "Bon appetite," Wilson said sourly. "I'm going to go sleep this shattered joint off." 

* 

 "Moot!" the hawkish woman called. The cry was taken up by those on the floor 
below the balcony. Word spread through the side galleries, up to the maze of corridors 
and pipes and basements in the city above. 

 Callisto settled herself to wait for the Moot to gather. Sarra crouched behind her, 
silent and invisible to the untrained eye. 

 Ten minutes later the long concrete corridor was packed with people, like a 
medieval cathedral in troubled times. Callisto stood on the balcony, up on the edge so 
she was fully visible and balanced before her tribe. 
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 "Tonight," she called out, "I am going topside to meet a challenger. You are all to 
wait here," she added. "If something happens to me, Sarra is in charge until I get back. 
If someone follows, they'll be beaten and foodless for a day." 

 Widespread grumbling and muttering rolled up from the floor in a wave of 
discontent. Callisto made eye contact with one, then another, then another of her tribe. 
She hissed, and the grumbling quieted to a respectful level.  

 "Anyone who disagrees can challenge me now," she said sharply. The floor quieted 
further. Callisto slowly turned to look at Sarra, who glared at her with undisguised 
resentment but had nothing to say. Callisto turned her back on Sarra and looked back 
down at the gathering.  

 "Alright then," she said by way of conclusion. "Tonight a meeting and probably a 
fight." Then she hopped off the balcony's ledge down onto the dias.  

 "I need some time to m'self," she said to Sarra. Then she walked through the 
curtain at the back of the balcony. 

 Sarra edged up to the balcony and looked down at the crowd. Whispering 
discussed what this could mean, and filled in the latecomers. Sarra nodded. Tonight, 
unease would prevail beneath the streets. 

* 

 "He's almost ready," the tech said, glancing up as Darkholme strode into the 
control room. 

 "Thanks for calling me," she said. She smiled. "I've looked forward to this." 

 In the sizeable tank below, cybernetic arms and legs, backplate and plastron were 
positioned. A man was lowered, with a mask over his face for air. His amputated 
stumps of arms and legs wiggled a bit as he was lowered into the viscous solution and 
clamped in place by mechanical arms. 

 Then the arms and legs lurched towards him, touched on his stumps. Techs guided 
the process of lining the metal limbs up with his nervous system, with the remains of his 
organic limbs. Drills and needles danced all over him; he did not cry out with pain. 

 Then the plastron and back plate clamped in place and he was together. The entire 
process took under ten minutes. 

 Darkholme smiled as the tank began to drain, and the man was lowered to stand 
on his own. The tank door swiveled open, and he strode out confidently as though it 
was a simple matter to remember how to operate the suit. He clanked out, viscous fluids 
oozing down the steel and pouring from vents. He casually tore the mask off and tossed 
it to the side. His one eye flared, focused and insane and merciless. He bowed deeply to 
the Director. 

 "The Hunter is ready for service to the Dark Lord," he said in his oily voice. "I 
knew the Dark Lord would not forget me." 

 "No, not at all," Darkholme said coolly. 

 "I'm ready to collect more souls," Hunter said, intense. 

 Darkholme smiled. "First let's make sure the suit is calibrated. A weapon test is in 
order." 
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 He nodded. She led the way as the techs started to clean up. The suit had drooled 
off most of the liquid by the time they reached their destination, Advanced Weapon Bay 
8. 

 They entered the room. It was a dome, a nondescript dome. Darkholme stepped 
into a control booth recessed in the dome, and flicked a few switches. 

 "Let's see about your targeting," she said. 

 He stood, his body sheathed in gleaming steel. His arms and legs were intricately 
patterned and worked metal. As he readied himself, tiny reels spun, winding projectiles 
up to be fired. Blades popped out of his forearms, limb hacking cleavers. Other more 
delicate blades whirled out and back. The man's arms and legs were arsenals. He smiled 
as the control room dimmed to look like the rest of the wall. 

 The back door to the control room opened, and a tall ugly man stepped in. 
Darkholme didn't even look up. 

 "Garrett," she said smoothly. 

 "Just came to watch, if that's alright." 

 She smiled. "Then watch." 

 With the tap of a few buttons, lighted targets appeared all over the dome. 

 The man standing in the middle of the room became spinning death. He whirled, 
finger length needles firing out of his arms and calves, thudding squarely into the center 
of the targets. Darkholme's fingers flew on the controls of the room, and spheres 
popped out of hidden doors, flying at him. A blade snapped out of one forearm, a long 
hook from the other. He snagged the spheres and smoothly chopped them in two, 
whirling and spinning with unnatural grace. Ten seconds, almost forty targets. 

 "Weapon systems go," Darkholme said into the microphone. She turned to look at 
Garrett. 

 "So I'm based on him?" Garrett said. 

 Darkholme just smiled and left him in the control room, going out to where 
Hunter was reloading his needles. "Ready for a bit of field work?" she asked him. The 
one eyed man just smiled. 

 Garrett watched for a moment, then shook his head and left the control room. As 
he walked down the hall, he saw Wilson staggering towards him. 

 "What happened to you?" Garrett asked, almost bored. 

 "A little witty banter from our new friends," Wilson said bitterly, clutching his 
shoulder. "Skewered through a bone joint." Wilson walked around him and didn't slow 
down. 

 Garrett turned and watched him go. He turned to resume his own walk, and saw 
Rachel. She stood at the end of the hall, her brilliant emerald eyes intense as she looked 
him square in the eye. 

 Garrett approached her. "Following Wilson?" he asked. 
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 "Seems a good idea," she said softly. "The gypsies have a saying. Me against my 
brother. Me and my brother against my cousin." She raised an eyebrow. "I don't think 
much of these newcomers," she said. "How about you?" 

 He shook his head and roughly pushed past her, breaking eye contact.  She let him 
go, watching intently. 

 "Me and my cousin against the outsider," she murmured as she watched him walk 
away. "Looks like we need an outsider." 

* 

 Raven Darkholme headed down the portable stairs that had been wheeled up to 
her personal jet. A big man in a baggy coat and a broad-brimmed hat followed her. 
Darkholme and Hunter stepped into the car that was waiting for them.  

 "The Barrens," Darkholme said to the driver. He nodded, and the car drove away 
from the tarmac. 

 "The Barrens?" Hunter asked. 

 Darkholme nodded. "We're going to meet with a woman named Callisto. She runs 
a gang called the Morlocks. They have staked out the Alley, a concrete corridor under 
the New York downtown area. It connects with a vast warren of underground 
passageways and interconnected networks. Almost by luck, it seems," she said with a  
peculiar smile, "this network has been expanded and forgotten time after time, usually 
by unsuspecting contributors. Once Callisto has surrendered it to us I'm going to make 
it the new home base of the Project." 

 "It could take time to hunt a gang through all those tunnels," Hunter observed. 

 "Yes, it would be terribly inconvenient," Darkholme agreed. "Hence tonight. I‟m 
meeting with their leader." 

 "To broker surrender?" Hunter said, sounding a bit disappointed. 

 "No," Darkholme said, something vicious in her slitted eyes. "To sting her pride so 
they gather and stand their ground, so we can slaughter most of them in one fell swoop. 
I want that tunnel full of twisted gangers ready to lay down their worthless lives to 
defend their homes. The rest we let live for sport later on." She smiled, slow and cruel. 

 The Hunter nodded, pleased. 

 Less than half an hour later, the car slowed to a halt. Darkholme and Hunter got 
out, walked into the parking lot that had been chosen in the challenge. Darkholme 
pulled out a thin, expensive cigarette and lit it. 

 A shadow seperated itself from the other shadows. A glint of light, and the shadow 
flicked a knife. It whirled out and landed at Darkholme's feet. 

 "Speak then," a harsh voice said from the dimness. "Take up your meetblade, 
remember the old ways, and have speech." 

 Darkholme picked up her dagger. "The Alley is mine, Callisto," she said smoothly. 
"I won it in a contest of wills twenty years ago. Now I want it." 

 Callisto spat. "Over my dead and cold body." 
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 "Dead, yes," Darkholme said quietly in a voice full of menace. "Cold, unlikely. This 
is the wrong time to defy me, Callisto. You and your Morlocks will be crushed. Getting 
in my way is just foolish pride." Her eyes narrowed, mocking the Morlock leader. 

 Callisto trembled with rage. "You will learn what foolish pride means when I break 
you to bits. I know about your vampire experiments. I know about your research 
facilities, your precious Project. I dare you to bring your handful of killers with you 
under the streets, into my domain. They will be killed there in the dark. You cheated 
and I earned the Alley. It is mine." 

 "We will come," Darkholme said coolly. "You and your rabble had best be gone. 
Two weeks." Callisto gritted her teeth, vibrating with fury. Her hand strayed to the knife 
at her belt. Darkholme raised an eyebrow. "Last time went poorly for you," Darkholme 
noted. "Ready to lose your other eye?" 

 Callisto stood motionless. Darkholme nodded at her, turned her back, and 
returned to the car. She and Hunter rode off, leaving Callisto alone. 

 "There," Darkholme said, relaxing in the car. "That should do it." She smiled. 

 Hunter watched Callisto as the car drove away. "She is dark," he said, "but we will 
master her." 
 "Oh yes," Darkholme said softly. "We will master her. Again." 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

March 8 

 Rachel read the newspaper as she ate her cereal. Wilson walked into the 
lunchroom, rotating his shoulder. There was a loud pop every time he raised his arm 
over his head. He plopped down opposite Rachel. 

 "Rebuilding joints sucks," he muttered. He glanced up as Harpoon walked in and 
headed for the counter to get some food. 

 "Nice talking to you," Wilson said to Rachel's newspaper. He got up and headed to 
the counter. "Something hot and gloppy to go," he said. He got a bowl of oatmeal, 
dumped a mound of sugar on it, and dolloped some milk to top it off. He stirred it with 
a plastic spoon as he left the lunchroom with an evil look at Harpoon. Harpoon didn't 
notice him. 

 Wilson headed down to the sparring room. His oatmeal was long gone by the time 
he reached his destination. Walking into the open space, he headed for the weapons 
rack and pulled a katana free. He walked over to the "wind chime" exercise area, with 
blocks of wood hanging at different distances from the ground and each other, different 
thicknesses. He punched a code into the wall by the mat, and the blocks began to spin 
like a great unwieldy mobile. 

 Wilson tumbled between the blocks in to the center and began slashing and slicing, 
focused. He sheared the wood chunks in half, so they spun crazily and knocked others 
off balance. In the center of the unpredictable mass of swooping blocks Wilson twirled 
and lashed, and chunks of wood clattered to the mat. Then he was finished, and only 
tethers swirled, unweighted, through the air. Wilson stepped over the blocks and turned 
the simulation off. 
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 He glanced at the doorway as it opened. Hunter came in. Wilson tightened his jaw 
and walked towards the gymnastics horse. He did not look over his shoulder as Hunter 
followed him. 

 Tossing his sword to the side, Wilson bounded up and gracefully mounted the 
gymanstics horse. He held onto the handles, feeling the give in his shoulder, as he began 
swinging his legs around in what looked like lazy circles. Hunter stood in front of him. 

 After a moment of watching Wilson sling his weight around on the horse, Hunter 
spoke. "I hear you touched Harpoon's weapon," he said, his oily voice menacing. 

 With great effort, Wilson bit back the snappy banter that sprang to mind with such 
a lovely lead-in. "S'true," he grunted, swooping his legs around. 

 "You don't do that," Hunter said. "It is sacred. It is a darkbringer, tool of the Dark 
Lord. 

 "Whassat," Wilson snarled as he did a one-handed handstand on the horse. "You 
want a piece of me?" 

 Hunter smiled. 

 Without warning, Wilson sprang off the horse and pounded Hunter in the chest 
with his feet. The cyborg flew back and thudded to the ground, but Wilson had done a 
backflip off his chest and landed in a roll, scooping up his sword as he twirled behind 
the horse. Hunter stood at the ready. With the ringing slide of steel on steel, he 
extended a long hook from one fist and a cleaver from the other. The cyborg smiled. 

 Wilson snapped into action. 

 "Gonna hafta keep yall straight," he snarled as he bounded in. Hunter slashed at 
him, and Wilson jammed the tip of his sword into Hunter's arm behind the elbow, 
shoving him down off balance. With a twist he freed the sword and spun behind 
Hunter, slashing at his head from the other side. Hunter blocked the blow with the 
hook, and Wilson scrambled out of the way as the blades whooshed at him. 

 "See, Garrett is Tinker Toy, so you're gonna hafta be Erector Set." 

 Hunter whirled in at him with his arsenal whickering and whining through the air 
in vicious arcs. Both men were playing for blood. 

 Wilson grinned. 

 He ducked, slinging in low, then popped up and slammed a heavy kick through 
Hunter's defenses into his forehead. The cyborg was rocked back, and Wilson 
instinctively blocked the cleaver with his sword, snatching a handful of Hunter's hair 
and spinning. He put his back into the throw, and the cyborg tumbled end for end in 
the air before crashing against the gymnastics horse and toppling to the ground. Wilson 
was on him, batting the hook aside and stomping on the cyborg elbow as the razor-
sharp katana stopped an inch from Hunter's eye. 

 "Back off," Wilson hissed, low and savage. 

 Hunter shook his head slowly. "You're in over your head," he whispered. 

 Finger long needles burst out of the cyborg's chest and biceps, skewering Wilson 
and lifting him into the air with the force of their hits. Wilson left trails of blood in the 
air as he flew back and crashed down on the mat, only the butt ends of the needles 
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sticking out of his deeply penetrated flesh. He couldn't manage a scream. Hunter rolled 
easily to his feet and stood over Wilson as the black-clad man slowly rolled over, 
reaching for his sword with a trembling hand as every move tugged around needles. 

 For good measure, Hunter fired another volley into him. Wilson twisted and 
writhed in pain, oddly silent. 

 Hunter kneeled by him. "Your mistake," he whispered. He raised the chopper over 
Wilson's head. 

 With an odd clank, his chopper shot out until Hunter's arm was stiffly held at full 
extension. Hunter's eye widened with surprise, then shock as pain flowed through his 
body. With an odd metallic splinter, his arm tore right out of its supports, trailing a bit 
of blood from the tip of his flesh stump beneath. Hunter tried to scramble up as his 
other shoulder felt an intolerable pressure. He stood unsteadily as both arms were 
ripped off of his body. The hook arm slung around to the back, holding his neck with 
its razor sharp blade as his cleaver arm twisted in the air to line up on his throat. Hunter 
glanced around desperately as his limbs floated in the air ready to take his head off. 

 "How about you apologize," Rachel said coldly from the doorway. 

 Hunter snarled at her. 

 She nodded, an unearthly glitter in her eyes. She set her jaw, her nostrils flaring 
with distaste. Hunter screamed as his legs were jerked out of their supports with one 
swift and inhumanly powerful tug. The legs were flung to opposite corners of the room, 
and Hunter floated in the air with his blades at his head. 

 "Don't start something you can't finish," Hunter panted, hate blazing through him. 

 "If you're going to turn this job into a team sport," Rachel said slowly, "then 
turnabout is fair play." Her eyes flared with a ghostly light as she concentrated. Starting 
with where the arms had attached to his body, they began to twist and torque. From the 
doorway, she was holding him up and holding carefully precise positions and exerting 
enough telekinetic force to twist the metal into uselessness. 

 For the first time, Hunter felt a thread of fear run through him. 

 The blades were still at his throat, but they were attached to a tightly twisted ruin 
of metal that had once been his arms. Rachel's eyes narrowed, and she tossed him and 
his arms. He landed painfully, his arms clattering off the walls. Rachel approached 
Wilson where he slowly twisted on the mat, full of pain. His trembling fingers were 
trying to pluck a blood-slicked needle from where it had punched through his chest into 
a lung. 

 Rachel focused, her eyes flaring again. "This is going to hurt," she said softly, but 
Wilson couldn't speak anyway. 

 All the needles slid out at once. Wilson spasmed with pain. Then the needles 
clattered to the ground, spattering blood. Rachel helped Wilson up, and they headed for 
the doorway. 

 They met Garrett and Harpoon in the doorway. Garrett's eyes narrowed as he 
looked at Rachel and Wilson. 

 "What's going on?" he demanded. 
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 "Seems we're working out a pecking order," Rachel said coldly as she glanced back 
over her shoulder at where Hunter twitched and struggled. Garrett's eyes widened in 
surprise. Wilson closed his eyes and sagged, focusing everything he had on healing. 

 Rachel commanded Garrett's attention. "Do you want in on this?" she asked softly. 
Harpoon tensed. 

 Garrett narrowed his eyes and locked his jaw. "This is not the time to get hostile 
and rebellious," he muttered. 

 "You haven't seen hostile and rebellious," she said in the same soft voice, but there 
was nothing soft in her eyes. Garrett slowly nodded as tension filled the room. 

 He reached out and she pinned him to the wall with a telekinetic thrust. He 
grunted. She ducked out from under Wilson's arm and he managed to stand. Harpoon 
had a spear out in a flash, but she was moving fast. She darted close to him and clapped 
her hand against his face, clutching it. He screamed, an almost inhumanly pitched shriek 
of abject pain and terror, and she shoved him to the ground, not letting go. 

 "Just won't learn," she gritted out. "Gotta be a bully. Gotta be intimidating. Can't 
let it go." Some restraint she normally held tightly in check… let go. She dove into his 
mind. He was no longer capable of screaming. 

 Garrett was released from the telekinetic shove, and he hesitated. Wilson stood 
unsteadily before him. 

 For a few long seconds they took each other's measure. Then Garrett smiled. 

 Before he could act, Rachel peeled back from Harpoon with a shuddering gasp. 
She swayed to her feet, and the two of them looked at Garrett. He casually and slowly 
produced a cigarette from his coat, and he lit it. Dropping the lighter into his pocket, he 
met their stares as he took an elaborately long drag on the cigarette. "So now what?" he 
said. 

 They all realized in that moment that Director Raven Darkholme was standing in 
the doorway. They turned to look at her. 

 "Rachel," the Director said, inscrutable. "Walk with me." She turned and walked 
away. As they did, the far door to the sparring room opened and a couple medical teams 
entered, heading for Hunter first and cautiously looking towards where Wilson swayed 
and Garrett stood motionless. Harpoon twitched from time to time where he lay on the 
floor. 

 "Chow," Wilson said with a shaky gesture, and he turned and walked out of the 
sparring room, off in a different direction from the one taken by the Director. Garrett 
sighed imperceptibly and went to help the medics. 

 

 "You are feeling some tension," Darkholme observed as she walked with Rachel. 

  They walked along quietly for a while. Rachel nodded. "The only way I can do 
what I do," she said quietly, "is if I feel like when it's over I have a safe place to return 
home to. I can't do this if I feel that calling in the cavalry is more dangerous than 
helpful. I can't trust these new guys. They are mad dog killing types who can't tell who's 
on their side. They're different. More hostile." She met Darkholme's eyes. "I can't 
tolerate bullies." 
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 "I remember," Darkholme said dryly. "Will Harpoon recover?" 

 Rachel shrugged. "Enough. I've seen to it he'll think twice about challenging me 
again." She paused. "I hurt him. I hurt him bad." 

 "How?" Darkholme asked, toying with her lighter. 

 Rachel's eyes grew cold. "He won't sleep again until I allow it. He won't feel 
hunger until I allow it. And I put 'One Hundred Bottles of Beer on the Wall' in a 
recurring loop in his head." She stopped walking and looked Darkholme right in the 
eye. "If he challenges me again, or Hunter, I swear I'll kill him and anyone that stands 
with him. I will not tolerate any more of this." Her eyes flickered with a cold light. 

 Darkholme nodded. "I think you've made your point. I need this to stop, Rachel. I 
can't have this infighting." 

 "They need to stand down and you're the only one they'll listen to," Rachel said. "I 
didn't go picking fights with them. Hunter was going to kill Wilson." 

 "I don't doubt it," Darkholme agreed. "Still, this can't happen again. It's expensive 
and dangerous. I'll have a word with Hunter and Harpoon. When he recovers. You talk 
to Wilson." Darkholme looked her in the eye. "And behave yourself. I only have one 
backup suit for Hunter." 

 "There is one more thing," Rachel said. "I… was in Harpoon's mind." She cleared 
her throat, then looked Darkholme right in the eye. "Who is the Dark Lord?" 

 Darkholme smiled wryly. "Looks like we need to have a conversation," she said. 

 "Looks that way," Rachel agreed coolly.  

 Darkholme nodded. "Later," she said as they continued down the corridor. "After 
this next mission is over. Will that work?" 

 "Yes," Rachel said. "Yes it will." 

* 

 Wilson leaned against the glass in the observation room. Below, Hunter was 
suspended unconscious in a tank while technicians worked on fitting him to his backup 
suit. Hunter was serene as he floated. Showers of sparks and moving shadows were 
reflected from his tank as the techs worked away. 

 The door opened and Garrett walked in. He stood next to Wilson, but not too 
close. They both looked down into the flurry of activity in the bay. 

 After a quiet time, Garrett cleared his throat. "Are you okay?" he asked. 

 "I will be," Wilson said. 

 "No hard feelings, I hope," Garrett said. 

 Wilson looked at him. "Hard feelings? Bet yer tin butt I have hard feelings. Really, 
really hard feelings. You might just find out about it, too. You are a butt kissing toady 
busy licking Mystique-oh-excuse-me-Queen-Raven-Jerkholm's boots and prancing 
about with all the self-importance of a bully's little brother. You are going to get your 
ass kicked and if I don't do it I want to be there when it's done." 
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 Garrett casually lit a cigarette. "Rachel won't be there to save you forever. You 
need to have some friends, Wilson. You aren't scoring any points with me." He looked 
at Wilson. "Word of advice. Don't let Raven see you as a threat." 

 Wilson let that soak in. 

 Then he got up in Garrett's face. 

 "I'm not Fury," he seethed. Then he stalked out. 

 "No," Garrett reflected softly. "No you aren't." 

* 

 Garrett sat in Darkholme's office, noting how it was different than when it had 
been Fury's office. Darkholme walked around the desk and sat down. "Have a seat," she 
said. Garrett lowered himself into one of the chairs in front of the desk. 

 Darkholme regarded him for a moment. "You want to be my right hand man, 
don't you," she mused. 

 "My life depends on it," Garrett said with a shrug. "I have a pretty steep 
maintenance schedule." 

 "Don't care to try your luck with Stark again?" she asked, amused. He shook his 
head. 

 "Good," she said. "This is your chance. We are going to set up a base in New 
York, under the streets, in the Alley. It's currently full of Morlocks. I'm putting you in 
charge of their eviction." 

 "I take it you have a plan," Garrett said slowly. 

 "Of course," she replied. She rolled out some blueprints. "You and Wilson go and 
place the nerve gas here. I'll give you a nerve gas bomb. Then, you pull back. In the 
meantime, Hunter, Harpoon, Rachel, and Ebony secure these exits," she said, pointing 
at them. 

 "Ebony?" Garrett said. 

 "The new recruit, the one being bonded with adamantium," she clarified. 

 "Ah. Sorry to interrupt." 

 "Then," Darkholme continued, "you and Ebony run interference and catch noisy 
escapees. Hunter, Harpoon, and Wilson kill everyone by themselves. Rachel will be with 
me, at the rear, I'll be monitoring your progress and assessing your effectiveness as a 
leader." She inspected her nails, then looked him in the eye. 

 "No prisoners, no survivors, no mercy. I want an atrocity. I want a bloodbath. I 
want a war crime, do you hear me?" 

 "Yes," Garrett said without hesitation. 

 "Good," Darkholme said, sizing him up. "We'll teach the police how to cooperate 
with our demands, we'll free the public of a pack of parasites, break in the new troops, 
and get a new base. Even the Morlocks win. They'll be relieved of the burden of their 
lives." Her smile was deeply unpleasant. 

 "I have a question," Garrett said. "Why do you want them dead but Fury alive?" 
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 "It's a matter of what's easier," Darkholme said. "Fury's life without purpose will 
be an incredible burden to him. The Morlocks want to live more than anything else. 
Fury, unlike them, will be hurt more by living than by dying." 

 "That's cruel," Garrett observed. 

 She shrugged. "It's my nature," she said. 

 Garrett nodded. "Rachel and Wilson are going to be a problem," he said. 

 "I wouldn't have it any other way," she nodded. "In fact, Rachel is important to a 
larger scheme. It is critical that she not be killed." 

 "What about Wilson?" Garrett asked. 

 "He's not important," Darkholme shrugged. "Expendable. If an accident needs to 
happen, I trust you can handle it. I won't notice." 

 Garrett nodded.  

 "We'll be ready to move out and accomplish all this in two weeks," Darkholme 
said, standing. "No mistakes." 

 "I'll take care of it," Garrett said, standing. She nodded to him, and he left her 
office. She turned, sat down, and turned on a number of monitors. 

 Her gaze drifted across Ebony, Hunter, Harpoon, Rachel, Wilson, and Garrett. 
Her mind strayed to the future. From her belt she pulled a knife with a skull design 
embossed on it, and she smiled. 

 "Soon, Callisto," she murmured. "Soon we'll see how ready for my killers you are." 
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 The two predatory women stalked out through the ranks of their supporters. 
Raven Darkholme, pale and dark, stepped between two big men. One had a bandoleer 
of spears, the other had what appeared to be metal armor; he sported an eyepatch and a 
long moustache. In the rear of the group was a slim redhead. 

 Callisto had more bodies on her side. Dozens of gangers filled the Alley behind 
her. Most were misshapen and deformed in some way. All looked to be in the grip of a 
feeling somewhere between hate, rage, and fear. Their leader was a hard woman, her 
face scarred, one eye missing. She came forward and twirled a knife absently, tossed it to 
her other hand. 

 "Darkholme," the thin woman spat. The other nodded. 

 "Callisto." 

 Darkholme threw her knife to the ground. It was so sharp it hit the concrete and 
stuck. Callisto looked at the challenge to duel. She looked at the knife in her hand. 

 Then she threw it at Darkholme. As the other woman dodged, her guard caught 
the knife midflight. Darkholme stood up with a smile. 

 "Kill them all," she said, "and save Callisto for last." 

 With a roar, battle was joined. 

* 

 The tall, thin man tried to look casual as he failed to outpace his reflection in the 
store window. He felt the fine singing of his nerves, humming in his ears as he studied 
the lay of light and shadow on the garish wet pavement of the seediest neighborhood he 
had paced so far this week. 

 "Chere," he said to the bottle of whisky he carried wrapped in a brown paper bag, 
"so far you are a great disappointment." He paused, looking around in the humid night, 
sloshing the bottle's contents as he listened, looked, felt. The night was tense somehow. 
He shrugged and dug in the bag with the whisky, pulling out the receipt from the liquor 
store. He squinted at it with his dark eyes, the ring of red iris glinting in the dimness. 

 "So," he said. "Today is June twenty seven. About 'alf a bottle ago," he noted, 
looking mournfully at his partially consumed prize, "it was ten o'clock at night." He 
peered up into the glowing smog that caught the light of the city. The first drops 
sprinkled down as he heaved a sigh. 

 "Remy LeBeau," he muttered to himself, "you are a scumbag." He nodded, and 
then continued his search. Down one reeking alley, picking his way over the refuse with 
ease, he tread as he listened without meaning to. He was searching for something he did 
not want to find. He was doing a fine job on both counts; searching and not finding. 

 "I tink it time to call it a night," he said, and he drained off the rest of the bottle in 
a tremendous draught. He carelessly pitched the heavy bottle over his shoulder, where it 



 

    193 

bounced on the concrete and landed in a pile of rubbish undamaged. He vaguely 
wondered if he had surrendered a potent weapon. 

 Finally, the buzz started kicking in. "Great timing," he grumbled, and he began 
wandering back towards the cheap flophouse where he had rented a room for the week. 

 He rounded the corner, surprised at the amount of traffic that was still abroad 
after midnight. Some dim part of his mind that was still fully sober and bored stiff with 
the tedium of tipsiness informed him it was a Friday night after all. When other people 
were out having fun. 

 "Dis is fun," he shrugged to himself, and he leaned against a wall so he could 
chuckle. Just at that moment he wasn't sure he could both chuckle and walk. 

 He blinked as he looked down the street. A girl was on rollerblades, zipping his 
way along the sidewalk at dangerous speed. He pulled himself upright to get out of the 
way, but she was moving faster than he had initially guessed. She was glancing over her 
shoulder, looked forward in time to see him-- 

 He threw up his hands to ward her off, but instead of looking startled she ducked 
her head and straightened her arms pointed backward. Before he could brace for impact 
she had leaned toward him slightly, then just slid off, pushing him back into the wall but 
not really hitting him. He stumbled, considerably more sober now. As he saw her 
skating off, the first thing he noticed was her tight, attractive butt and thighs. Then he 
looked down her legs and saw that she was wearing thin canvas shoes. 

 Somehow she was skimming along the sidewalk, two inches from it, with no 
skates. 

 Remy heard the blurting spit of a silenced pistol and instantly hurled himself to the 
sidewalk. He hit the ground and did not move. He heard the heavy footfalls of a big 
man sprinting, approaching. Remy risked a glance and saw a man with bad hair and a 
thick moustache who was built like a linebacker and stuffed in a cheap suit, dashing 
after the skating girl. In his hand was a silenced pistol, lined up for another shot.  

 As the big man ran by, Remy twirled his legs in a spinning kip-up, thrusting one leg 
out to kick the big man's ankle as he ran. Remy expected him to crash down and skid in 
a heap; that's what his momentum and awkwardness should guarantee as his foot came 
down wrong. 

 Instead the big man hopped, landed spinning, and squared off with Remy. The 
slim Cajun grinned, waiting for the perfect moment. The big man's face darkened, 
impatient; he lined up with the pistol. Remy spun towards him, snatching his wrist and 
touching the gun in just the right place. His spin caught the big guy's wrist, curled him 
around Remy's shoulders, and slung him off balance. The big man thudded into the 
wall. Remy ducked free, and held up the gun. 

 "You really must be carful, m'sieu," he said, dismantling the gun with a few expert 
twitches of his skilled hands. "Dese streets, dey need more lights. And you seem a bit 
clumsy, no?" He smiled his most infuriating smile and tossed the gun parts at the big 
man. Then he ducked, spun, and sprinted away. 

 He was feeling pretty pleased with himself when the big man pulled out a hand 
cannon and opened up. The gun boomed, blasting through the back and front 
windshields of a parked car before embedding itself in the passenger of one of the cars 
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driving down the street. Remy tucked his head down and stretched his stride to the 
limit, then dove for cover. 

 He sprawled in a stairwell as the next bullet pounded through the concrete, 
ricocheting off rebar to smash a hole in the metal door an inch from Remy's head. He 
squirmed around to a ready crouch, heart pounding, cold sober as he heard the man run 
closer. Sirens fired up in the near distance. Remy's eyes were wide. 

 "Madman!" he whispered to himself as he caught his breath. He risked a peek out 
of the stairwell and barely managed to pull his face down before another blast blew a 
chunk from the stairwell's rim. 

 Remy kicked at the metal door. It was barred. Remy put his back to the stairs and 
lashed out with both feet, his kick pounding the door open. He rolled inside the 
darkness of the basement level as the big man reached the stairwell. 

 "Stay out of this or it's your head," the big man snarled down at the dark rectangle 
of the open door, his voice low and ugly. Then he turned from the stairwell and jogged 
off down the sidewalk. 

 Remy peered out from his hiding spot. 

 "Stay out of dis indeed," he muttered. Then he was moving. 

* 

 The weeping drew him. Remy dropped from the third story of the building to the 
top of a dumpster, bounding from it to land in a ready crouch across from where the 
woman lay sprawled in the alley. 

 "Dere dere," he said soothingly. "Remy is here, you be safe now." He smiled his 
most charming smile. 

 The girl looked up. Remy saw the fear in her eyes, and also noticed that her heart-
shaped face was well proportioned and attractive. Pageboy cut, blonde hair. Tight 
clothes. He approved. 

 "Better run while you can," she said, the faintest southern tinge to her voice. 
"They'll kill you too." 

 "Come on, chere, sit up. Pull yourself togedder. I'll protect you," Remy said. 

 "Easy for you to say," she managed. She twisted, but Remy saw she was six inches 
off the ground. A frictionless field surrounded her, so no matter which way she turned 
she slid back down to a sprawl. 

 "Is dere somting I can do to help?" he asked. 

 "Aren't you freaked?" she asked, a bit surprised. 

 He winked, giving her a good look at his eyes. "Mon chere," he said, "when you 
seen what I seen, you don freak easy. Still happen," he shrugged, sitting back against the 
wall, "but not easy." 

 She smiled at him hesitantly, calming down. He watched her frictionless field 
shrink a few inches. He smiled in return, glancing up at the thin slick of rain that started. 
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 "Nice night," he said. The rain hit her field a few inches from her and just slid 
away, leaving her dry. Her smile gained sincerity. She closed her eyes and concentrated, 
then managed to pull herself to a seated position. 

 "Remy LeBeau," came a disgusted voice from the mouth of the alley. Remy was on 
his feet in a flash, spinning to glare at the newcomer. "Long way from home, little 
swamp rat," said the slow, gravelly voice. Remy's eyes widened in shock as he saw the 
big ugly man with the hand cannon looking at him like he was roadkill on a truck's 
radiator grill. 

 "You know me," Remy said. "How do you know me?" 

 The big man heaved a sigh and snapped off a volley of booming blasts from his 
gun. Remy dove and spun towards the shooter, the bullets chasing his supernaturally 
quick evasion. Remy slammed a punch into the man's chest, his knuckles clacking 
against some kind of armor. He winced with the pain and ducked as the big man's hand 
darted out with uncomfortable speed, almost snagging his flaring mop of hair. 

 Remy snapped a kick into the man's knee, also bashing some kind of armor. No 
wonder this guy looked so big; he was probably ninety pounds inside all his armor. 
Remy grimly smiled at the notion. The head wasn't armored. He ducked the man's rapid 
kick and punched him in the eye socket. Felt like punching stone. 

 Remy ducked and spun around behind the big man. Then Remy caught an elbow 
to the side of the head, felt like being hit by a sledgehammer. He reeled, the entire world 
tilting in a nauseous fashion, then managed to right himself. He snatched the back of 
the big man's suit jacket and hopped in the air, pounding both feet into the back of one 
of the big man's knees. The big man folded over backwards as Remy twisted out from 
under him.  

 On his back, the big man lined up the gun, but Remy snatched the barrel and 
exerted his will. Then he grinned and dove away as the gun whined faintly, bright 
orange. The big man barely had time to toss it before it exploded, shattering windows in 
the alley and in the parked cars lining the street. 

 A few long strides carried Remy to the locked metal door at the back of the blind 
alley. He snatched up the padlock, and it blasted itself off the chain. He shouldered the 
door open, and the young woman skated through into the building. Remy threw his 
weight into slinging the door shut. 

 Remy ran and the girl skated along beside him. She was surprised that he could 
keep up. They found themselves in a warehouse, and after they darted into the maze of 
crates and boxes and heavy equipment, Remy signaled a halt.  

 "You see, chere," he said. "I am slippery in my own way, no?" 

 "So when you say that," she said curiously, "if I agree, do I say yes or no?" 

 "Don worry about it," he said. "Not sure bout dat myself." He tried a charming 
smile. "Whas your name?" 

 "Call me Skids," she said, looking around. "What's your name?" 

 "Remy LeBeau," he said. "De name says I'm hansom, but you figure that out by 
now, I spect." He oozed his own peculiar brand of charm. 
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 "Remy, I don't know what to do," she said, her voice low. "My people. They are 
being slaughtered right now and I have no idea how to stop it. The police won't help even 
if we can get to them." 

 "Your people?"  

 She looked him in the eye. "Weirdos and freaks like me that can't live in the 
normal world found a home with Callisto in the Alley, below things. That man's friends 
are down there right now. Don't believe me?" She set her jaw. "Follow." She skated to 
another door out of the complex. Remy popped the lock expertly with a little 
application of force. They stepped out into another reeking alley. Skids slid to a halt by a 
storm drain, looking at Remy expectantly. 

 He squatted by the drain, noticing bars that had been welded on less than twenty 
four hours ago. And as he listened, he heard the echo of screams and fully automatic 
weapon fire drift up from the stygian depths of the sewers. 

 "Please help me," she said in a small voice. "These people are friends to me. 
Friends are family you choose for yourself." Her eyes pleaded with him. 

 Remy hung his head for a moment, then shook it. When he looked up there was 
resolve in his twisted, dark eyes. "Dere must be some'ting I won do for a preddy face," he 
said with a bit of a sigh. Then he charged the bars over the storm drain. "Cover your 
eyes, darlin," he said. He hopped out of the way as they blew up. 

* 

 "We should be far enough away from the Alley that we don't stumble across 
anybody yet," Skids said as she carefully balanced and skimmed through the narrow 
corridors. Remy realized that she couldn't just put her hands out and catch something 
so she wouldn't fall, because she was frictionless. Likewise, if she did fall, it probably 
wouldn't hurt because the impact would be deflected. 

 "Takes a lot of practice to be you, no?" he said quietly. 

 "No," she agreed. "Or yes. It does. Whatever." Then she stopped cold, looking 
down. 

 Remy was beside her in a flash. Looking down, they saw a sprawled corpse. His 
face still looked surprised, a small hole puncturing his forehead. The back of his head 
was blown out. Hollowpoint bullets. 

 Skids began to tremble, and that destroyed the delicate balance she had to maintain 
to stay on her feet. She slid to the ground with an awkward bump. "His name is Max," 
she whispered. 

 Remy held his hand out over the body. Still warm. Whoever did this wasn't far 
away. 

 "Stay here, chere," he said softly. He reached into his coat and pulled out a metal 
shaft. Pushing a button. he extended the shaft to a bo staff. "I be right back." 

 Remy ghosted along silently. Ahead, he saw light. He heard a voice. 

 "Now, git, small fry," the voice said. "Come back with a gun, and I'll shoot you 
proper. Okay? I got a size limit. Gotta be this tall to get your damn fool head blown 
off." 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 Remy peeked around the corner to see a man in a black bodysuit waving a pistol at 
a short lumpy kid. The kid's skin was green, his eyes were inhumanly huge, and he was 
quivering with the desire to lash out. The man in the black combat suit held him at bay 
with a pistol. Behind the man was what could only be a bomb, attached to a couple 
tanks of concentrated gas. Remy scowled. 

 The kid turned and ran. "Better," nodded the man in the bodysuit, putting his gun 
away. He stepped over one of the three people he had shot in this room. Apparently his 
height code was met by the two women and the old man. 

 "Chien," Remy snarled as he burst out of the tunnel, staff whirling. The man in 
black spun in time to have his quickly drawn pistol knocked out of his hand. The 
whirling staff riposte caught him between the chin and collarbone, slamming home hard 
enough to cave his throat. He silently clutched at his windpipe, then fell over dying. 
Remy nodded. Then he turned his attention to the bomb. 

 "Why people always gotta blow up de sewers?" he wondered, shaking his head. 
"An why am I de one gets to go slog tru de sewage to stop dem? Life's liddle mysteries." 
Inspecting the bomb, he saw it was not active yet. He carefully removed what looked to 
him like the detonator. Then he charged it and tossed it down a corridor. It burst in a 
blaze of released energy. 

 "Dey want whas in dis tank to go all over," he nodded to himself, "dey can take a 
'acksaw to de top of de tank." He smiled. Turning, he saw the kid still standing there 
watching him. 

 "Get lost, kid," he said seriously. "Go find someone to protect you. It going to be 
very dangerous where I'm going." 

 The kid took one more look at him, then turned and sprinted off down a corridor. 
Remy stepped over to the body of the man in the black suit, and slid the corpse's 
remaining pistol free of its shoulder harness. He hefted it, popped out the clip to check 
the ammo. Sure enough, hollowpoint. With a clack, he slapped the magazine back in 
and he chambered a round. Then he stuck the gun in his coat pocket and ghosted out 
the way he had ghosted in. 

* 

 The system of access tunnels was truly labyrinthine and Remy was lost after a 
minute or two of following Skids. Given time he could learn the passages, but his guide 
was sure and swift and he had little choice but to put himself entirely in her hands. 

 The gunfire was getting louder and closer. Now Remy could hear pleas for mercy, 
screams, roars of rage, then short staccato bursts that intensified the sounds before 
ending them. Whoever it was, they had a strong stomach and a cool head. Whatever was 
going on down here, it wasn't a battle. 

 It was slaughter. 

 And from the sporadic gunfire, it was just about over. 



 

 198 

 They stepped over a few more dead bodies as they reached a balcony that 
overlooked the Alley. Remy gestured for Skids to stay back, and he skulked forward to 
see what could be seen. 

 Right below the balcony stood a pale, dark woman. At her side was a slim red-
headed teenager. Before her was a skinny hard woman with one eye who was pinned to 
the ground through an ankle, an arm, and a hand with long needle like darts. Remy 
came in to the middle of their conversation. 

 "So much for being ready for my killers," the pale woman said in a voice Remy 
instantly recognized. He shivered. 

 "This—it isn't—over," the stringy woman gritted out through the pain. 

 "Give it thirty seconds," the woman Remy knew as Mystique said archly. She 
picked up her radio. "Harpoon, Hunter, Wilson. Return to the concourse. Phase three 
about to initiate. Check in when clear." 

 Remy uneasily scanned the carnage of the great hall. Piles and lines of corpses were 
carelessly sprawled everywhere; some of the piles were on fire. He could see the central 
scrimmage where it must have started. Then the bodies trailed off towards escape routes 
from there. He wondered if the Project had taken a single casualty… 

 Looming from the shadow of one of the corridors, a nightmarish man strode into 
the concourse. He was tall, with an eyepatch and a long moustache. His body was made 
of metal, and on it were hooks that he had festooned with scalps cut from the fallen. 
Now skin and hair were matted to the steel of his body and as he moved it was difficult 
for the eye to pick out his steel form under his trophies. An assault rifle dangled from 
one arm. "Hunter clear," he boomed. 

 From another corridor a compact, heavy man stepped out. He was spattered in 
blood, and where his bare arm gripped the shaft of his spear blood oozed to the floor 
from his knuckles and from the blade. "Harpoon clear," he grunted. The two men 
approached the two women and their captive. 

 "Wilson, this is Darkholme," she said somewhat irritably into her radio as the 
others converged. 

 Remy made note. Now Mystique was Darkholme. But some things, they don't 
change no matter what you name them. He felt a slow rage churning with the nausea as 
the stench coiled up from the floor. He was simultaneously very sorry he had agreed to 
help Skids and gratified that there was someone that might be able to avenge these poor 
souls. 

 "No one deserve t'die like dat," he murmured to himself. He picked up a chunk of 
stone that had been knocked loose as the balcony had been sprayed with bullets. He 
hefted it. Should do nicely. He began to charge it. Quietly. Subtly. From the inside out. 
It would let out a boom to remember… 

 Darkholme regarded Callisto. "Your people are adept at running and hiding, 
finding low places to conceal themselves. It would take a very long time to ferret them 
all out. That's why I put a canister of nerve gas at the air flow exchange for these 
tunnels. Any last words for your surviving Morlocks?" she said as she pulled out the 
detonator. 
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 "Our ghosts will haunt you," Callisto spat with the strength of prophecy. "We will 
be avenged." 

 Darkholme smiled coldly and pushed the trigger. It clicked. "Game over," she said. 
She looked at the others. "We should leave before the gas gets here. Where is Wilson?" 

"Maybe he had an accident," Hunter said enigmatically. 

"I see," nodded Darkholme. "That's that then. What do you think? Should we 
leave Callisto for the gas, or kill her now?" 

 "Why wait?" said Hunter, eyeing Callisto maliciously. 

 Darkholme nodded at Harpoon. "Do the honors," she said. She smiled sweetly at 
Callisto, who struggled against the needles that pinned her down. 

 With a peculiar soft whine, Harpoon charged his spear with killing energy. Remy 
felt the pit drop out of his stomach. Harpoon charged his spear, using almost exactly 
the same technique and power that Remy used himself. He had never felt the energy of 
someone else doing it before. In that cold moment he wondered how Harpoon had 
gotten his power. If there were more like him and Remy out there. 

 He forcibly pushed questions from his mind, and he stood to hurl the charged 
rock down. He almost froze as he saw the redhead looking right into his eyes. No! She 
was a telepath! His intense emotion must have alerted her to his presence. Cursing, he 
flung the hissing rock. It glowed balefully with tightly contained energy. 

 The telepath was also a telekinetic. The charged rock reversed itself in the air and 
whistled up towards Remy. He sprinted back along the corridor with the speed of the 
desperate, and as he launched himself in a dive down the corridor the rock exploded, 
blasting down the corridor with shrapnel and blazing energy, engulfing Remy and 
hurling him clear. He barely registered the wall he was careening toward in time to 
throw up his hands-- 

 Darkholme turned to Hunter and Harpoon. "Bring me the body," she said. She 
looked thoughtfully up at the shattered wall. "And to think, I was going to leave LeBeau 
alone." She shrugged. Then she turned her attention back to Callisto as Hunter and 
Harpoon jogged into a corridor, looking for stairs to get up. 

 Callisto finally worked her flesh free of the needles. Ragged with agony, she threw 
herself at Darkholme, clawing and snarling. Then she whisked up off the ground and 
was hurled through the air into the darkness at the back of the Alley, a wavering scream 
hanging in the air after her. 

 "What was that about?" Darkholme said, rounding on Rachel. 

 "I was protecting you," Rachel said, her voice almost automatic. 

 "I could have handled her." Darkholme's eyes were narrow, calculating, angry. 

 "Sorry," Rachel said with a nod, looking at her shoes. "I didn't mean to deprive 
you." 

 Darkholme looked at her for another long moment, then looked back up at the 
crater on the wall. "You do good work, Rachel," she said. "No harm done. Callisto has 
another part to play before this is entirely unfolded. If nothing else," she added with a 
nasty smile, "hunting her will help train my next batch of troops." 



 

 200 

* 

 Wilson stirred as he heard the faint whining cry of what sounded like a child. He 
blinked the goo out of his eyes under his mask, and sat up. His chest hurt a bit, but he 
had mostly been faking it when Remy killed him. He had enough air in his lungs to play 
dead for a while. Then he had inconveniently passed out. 

 Standing a few feet away was the lumpy green kid. He held in wavering hands 
Wilson's dropped pistol. His face was clenched in rage and terror and grief, and both 
hands locked around the heavy metal gun. He pointed it right at Wilson's chest. 

 "Hey kid," Wilson croaked, startled by the sound of his own voice. He decided not 
to have his throat crushed again. Most inconvenient. 

 "Whassyer name, kid?" Wilson managed. 

 "Eech," the kid squeaked out. 

 "Cheech?" Wilson rasped. For a moment, his situation reeled around him. He 
could get up and rejoin the cold blooded killers that made him look like a boy scout. 
But he thought through the roster of the team and realized that to do so would, sooner 
or later, be suicide. He closed his eyes, still having trouble seeing because of the goo. 
Questions reeled through him. Then he stopped and took a deep breath and just made a 
decision. 

He chuckled. "Look kid, shoot me if you have to, but I'm through with that 
outfit and I'm not killing anybody else today. Okay? Come on. You can trust me. If I 
wanted to kill you I would have. Or I'd kick the gun out of your hand, grab your little 
lumpy head and twist the damn thing right off. But I don't want to do that. So let's do 
this nice and slow." 

 Cheech sniffed at him, then nodded. The gun clattered to the floor. Wilson rolled 
to his feet, picked the gun up, and holstered it. 

 "Let's get you and me somewhere safer," Wilson said. The kid nodded, and ducked 
into a ventilation shaft. Wilson got on hands and knees and followed him. 

 After what felt like forever, Cheech pushed a grating aside and they crawled into a 
room that looked like it was carved out of the concrete foundation of a building. 

 The room was stuffed with the groaning injured and dying. In a smallish space, 
Wilson guessed at about twenty to thirty bodies. Healers crouched among them. At the 
far end of the room, by a bowl full of flaming oil, Callisto lay being tended. 

 "Leech!" she snarled. Several in the room scooped up guns and pointed them at 
Wilson. "What are you doing bringing one of them here?!" Shock and fury rang in her 
voice. 

 "Don't be hard on the little guy," Wilson managed, wondering if he sounded like 
Clint Eastwood to anybody else.  "I just tendered my resignation, and I figure I might 
have skills you can use."  

 As he looked around more closely, he saw a man whose eye was buried in his 
eyebrow. He saw a woman whose face was rotted away so he could see teeth glinting 
through her cheek. He saw a little girl whose nose was just a rag of flesh on the front of 
her face. He realized he had walked into something of a sideshow. He grinned. 



 

    201 

 "I think I'll fit right in," he said, grasping the neck of his mask. He pulled it up, and 
long strings of mucous clung to it and his face and neck as he peeled the mask off. He 
stood with an insane grin and a face like rotted hamburger. 

 Callisto threw her head back and laughed, and the little green kid slipped away into 
the dark tunnels. 

* 

 Remy groaned softly, his body sending him contradictory signals. All was dark. 

 "If I be dead," he moaned, "den why dis still hurt? An if I'm not dead, why do I 
feel like I'm in heaven?" 

 Pain lanced and winced through him, and his head felt like it had been 
jackhammered, but he was laying on something soft and the sweet smell of scented 
candles filled the air. It was blessedly quiet. He touched his face, found a cloth over his 
eyes. At the same time, he registered heat and pressure along his side. 

 He pulled the cloth off, and looked to see Skids laying pressed against him. Her 
clear eyes looked into his, and she smiled shyly. Glancing around, he saw that they were 
in a closet like space shaped like the underside of a staircase. Sleeping bags and mats and 
cushions had been dragged into the space to make a nest, and there were two ranks of 
candles on the ledge by the nest. 

 "Am I dead?" he said with a crooked smile. "You look like an angel to me." 

 "You aren't dead," she said. "But it was a near thing." 

 "I tought you couldn't turn off your field," Remy said. 

 "I can't," she replied. "My friend can turn people's powers off. "She touched his 
face. "I wanted to see what color your eyes were. Underneath the red and black." 

 Remy blinked, and as he woke more fully he realized his energy wasn't singing 
through his veins. At the moment, he was a normal man. He felt a peculiar twist of fear 
and elation. 

 "So, uh, 'ow long does dis work?" he said nervously. 

 "Long enough," she whispered in a breathy voice. She leaned to him, against him, 
and brushed her soft lips against the corner of his mouth. 

 "Remy, he a little slow, but he catch on eventually," Remy said in a hoarse voice as 
she put her arms around him. He pressed against her and kissed her deeply. 

 She thanked him for his help. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Later still, he slowly felt sleep slide off him. As consciousness oozed in, he 
eventually blinked and opened his eyes. He hurt all over. He had charged that rock 
pretty good. It had damn near killed him. He muzzily realized that if he had a 
concussion he shouldn't be drifting off to sleep like this. 

 Skids sighed and nuzzled into him. 
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 Remy suddenly realized that nobody had done that for a long time. He felt an ache 
in him that had been there so long he had forgotten about it. He lay very still, just 
feeling her breathe on him. Then, gently, he touched her face. He stroked her side, 
noticing a tattoo on her shoulderblade of three interlinked circles. 

 Skids drew in a long breath, and stretched like a cat. She blinked, and looked into 
his eyes. She smiled at him. 

 "Are you hungry?" she said. 

 "Yes," he said as the default answer, then he realized he was ravenous. She rolled 
over and opened a busted microwave that was tucked into a corner of the space. Inside 
was a creased happy meal box. She handed to Remy. He opened it and found a couple 
fast food sandwiches and a bunch of french fries piled into the greasy box. He devoured 
it all. She watched him eat with a small smile.  

 Then her expression was troubled. "Remy," she said, "I'm trying to figure 
something out." 

 "I do de bes I can to help, but dat's not my strong point," he said as he folded the 
top of the box shut and pushed it back in the microwave cupboard. 

 "Leech is the one who took our powers away for a while," she said. "He can tell 
things about people. He can read people, and he's never wrong about them." She met 
his gaze directly. "He said you were with the attackers. I don't believe it, but Leech is 
never wrong." 

 Remy looked at her, unreadable. "You know I‟m not wit dem. I did my best to 
stop dem. Why should my past matter?" 

 Then, in her downcast eyes, he suddenly realized why it mattered. To her. He 
rubbed the back of his neck. 

 "I really should be going," he said. 

 "Yeah," she echoed softly. The thinnest sheen of slick field formed around her 
skin, protecting her from any hurt. Remy suddenly felt a layer of space between their 
bodies, and something in him rebelled against the distance. 

 "I was wit dem once," he said quickly. He put his arms around her as they lay in 
the nest. "Dat was a long time ago. Believe me, chere, a long time ago." 

 "How did you get your powers?" she said, snuggling up to him again. He could still 
feel her body heat. He soaked it in. 

 "'Ow did you get yours?" he responded half playfully. 

 She shrugged, and sighed. "I was… abused as a child. I ran away. Life on the street 
was not easier. I had to make a living somehow. And one day, my deepest wish came 
true and, well, nobody could touch me." She looked at him. "The Morlocks didn't care. 
I learned to be happy with them." Tears threatened. "I haven't told anybody about this 
for a long time," she said. She shook herself. "So, how did you get your powers, 
LeBow?" 

 "LeBeau," he said. "Oh, never mind. My power. Yeah." He cleared his throat and 
lay on his back.  

 "How is the pain?" she asked. 
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 "I'm a quick 'ealer," he said, "but it 'urts a bit." 

 She gave him a bottle of whisky. He looked at it, then at her, with new eyes. "You 
are so beautiful, chere," he said. "You give me such nice things." He slugged some of 
the whisky down, felt it burn with a smooth chilly fire. His body felt looser, and he 
smiled a bit. 

 "Is a secret, chere," he said softly. "I never tol nobody this. Ever. So you an me 
keep dis to ourselves, no?" 

 "Our secret," she promised. 

 "Okay," he said. He shook his head. "I can' believe I'm telling you dis. 'Ere we go. 
I was a stupid kid, sissteen. I had a girl. She was sweet on me, we were real close. But 
den," he shrugged, "den dis oder guy come in." Remy heaved a sigh. "He have bedder 
hair, more money, bedder car, a big beefcake of a guy. So my girl, he tinks he wants her. 
She lef me to be wit dis guy. Now member what I said, I was a stupid kid. I eavesdrop 
on dem one night. She call him de names she had for me, say she loves him forever, like 
she said to me. I couldn't take it. I didn't know what to do." 

 He looked at her sideways. "Dis de part you won believe." 

 "Go on," she said. "I want to know." 

 "Okay," he said with a shrug. "I look for dis stump, de old people say it was a 
tunnel straight to de devil. I whispered in it I'd trade my soul for revenge." 

 It got very quiet in their nest. 

 Remy cleared his throat. "Next night dis big man show up, all full of de devil. Scare 
de living daylights out of me. Stupid kid, remember." Remy licked his lips; they were 
suddenly dry. "He ask if I still wanted to trade, I said I did. So dat night I gave him my 
soul, and I went to dis man's house where my woman was. I went in. I…" He faltered, 
then closed his mouth. 

 "Den it was over," he said quickly. "She was de only one lef alive. I saw myself in 
her eyes. I saw the horror dere. She could never love me now. I knew dat. I had my 
revenge and dere was never anyting I wanted less. She couldn't love me and I couldn't 
love me either. I ran, an I got caught and pull in wid dis bunch dat shoot up de 
Morlocks. Not long after I escape. De res is history." 

 It was quiet for a long moment. They lay together just breathing. 

 "I think you still have a soul," Skids said. 

 "Oh?" he replied. 

 "Yes," she said. "You're sorry, aren't you?" 

 "I am," he nodded. 

 "It's not like you can see, or smell, or touch a soul," Skids said. "I thought about 
that a lot after listening to the preachers at the homeless missions. I figure, if you think 
you have a soul than you do. And if you don't, maybe you do anyway." She shook her 
head. "I don't know how to explain it." 

 "I'm not my own man, chere," he said softly. 

 "You married?" she asked, something breathless in her tone. 
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 "Noting like dat," he said. He shook his head. "I can' believe I just tol you all dat." 

 "I'm glad you did," Skids said gently. 

 Remy lay quiet, letting that sink in. 

 

March 22 

 Darkholme and Rachel stood watching the heavy equipment rumble down the 
ramp into the overflow corridors that led to a back access to the Alley. 

 "I wish to tender my resignation," Rachel said. "I will never be party to a slaughter 
like that again." She looked Darkholme in the eye. "You won't let me leave, will you." 

 "Let's get back to that," Darkholme said. "I think you did fine today." 

 "Sixty three dead, twenty eight wounded, a number that escaped," Rachel said 
levelly. "That was a slaughter. An atrocity." 

 "Those numbers are much lower than my projections," Darkholme shrugged. 
"Somebody sabotaged the nerve gas bomb. You are right, though. It was a slaughter. It 
was an atrocity. A war crime with no war to go along with it. Not yet, anyway." She 
looked Rachel in the eye. "You got to feel every death, but you didn't buckle. You didn't 
break down in the middle of it. You waited until the end then went and threw up. And 
now you're being calm about wanting to leave. You are a treasure, Rachel. You couldn't 
have performed any better with this test if I had given you the answers beforehand." 

 "Be that as it may," Rachel replied grimly, "Let's get back to the part where I 
leave." 

 "You can't leave," Darkholme said simply. 

 "Why not?" Rachel asked. "You'll kill me?" There was an edge to her voice, a very 
sharp and dangerous edge. 

 "No, no, you have nothing to fear from the Project," Darkholme said, inspecting 
her fingernails. "Your father is looking for you. If you leave now, before I'm done 
training you, he'll kill you out of hand." 

 Rachel was suddenly pale. "Who is my father? How do you know who my father 
is?" 

 Darkholme looked her in the eye. "I know a lot of things, Rachel, including your 
last name. I know your father. I've done my best to keep you hidden from him. Stay 
with me, and I'll turn you into a weapon that can survive him. When the time comes. 
You'll never have to see this kind of slaughter again, I promise. Besides, there's a 
conversation we need to have." 

 She coolly met Rachel's stare. She smiled. 

 Rachel did not leave. 

* 

 Remy adjusted the cuffs of his jacket, and glanced over at Skids. "Tank you, 
chere," he said. "You saved me." 

 "You saved me too," she said softly. "Take me with you, Remy." 
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 "Oh," Remy winced. 

 "This place is just too painful for me," she said quickly. " My friends, my best 
friends are dead. There are only a handful of Morlocks left. It's not coincidence that I 
found you, Remy. Take me away from this. From the pain and the killing. Remy, please. 
Let me come with you." 

 Remy felt nausea as his mind spun off along another track. 

 "What about Leech?" he said. "Does de kid want to come too?" 

 "He would if I asked," Skids said, surprised. "Why do you… ah," she said, 
blushing. 

 Remy shrugged. "If it is hard for you it is hard for him too. We should bring him." 
Remy hated himself thoroughly and roundly as he thought of another woman with a 
southern accent, another woman he couldn't touch. Not without help. 

 "I'll go get him," Skids said. She turned and skated off down the corridor. 

 Remy sighed, deep, and dug a cigarette out of his coat. No lighter. He charged the 
tip just a fraction of a hair, and it glowed red. He took a drag, and his cigarette was lit. 

 Remy hesitated; something not right. Then he sniffed, and came fully awake. He 
took a step to the side, spinning to look behind himself. His hand darted into his coat, 
and he pulled out a card. It began to glow as he charged it. Then the glow sputtered and 
died. "No," Remy whispered. 

 "LeBeau," growled a voice in the darkness. A square shouldered blonde man 
stepped out, his blue eyes glinting like glaciers. "You haven't forgotten what you're 
supposed to be doing, have you?" 

 "No sir," Remy said quickly. He dropped the card. 

 "Good. Now quit dicking around with what is none of your business. The 
Morlocks are just a distraction, LeBeau. Get on with your mission. You failed twenty 
years ago, and now it's time to make up for your failure. The target has been spotted in 
Hell's Kitchen. Get a move on. This time, if you fail, whatever you touch will charge up 
and kill you. Word to the wise." The big man smiled, heartless and cruel. Remy could 
feel the power radiating from him. The man waved, and Remy felt control of his ability 
return to him. 

 The big man stepped back into shadow, moving lightly for one of his size. In a 
matter of seconds, Remy was alone in the tunnel once more. He was pale, sweat rolling 
down his face, breathing hard. He tried to believe it was because of his injuries. 

 Skids t-stopped by him, and Leech jogged to catch up. Leech carried two duffel 
bags. 

 "I'd carry my own bag," Skids said with a rueful shrug, "but it won't stay on my 
shoulder. 

 "I got dis," Remy said, scooping up both bags. He glanced around. "Les go to 
Hell's Kitchen," he said… 

* 

 Darkholme looked over Garrett, Ebony, Hunter, Harpoon, and Rachel. They 
stood in an abandoned lot behind a department store that had a loading dock that 
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opened to a basement that had a service corridor that led to an area near the Alley 
underground. 

 "Time for marching orders," Darkholme said crisply. "Hunter. Keep an eye out for 
Remy. Check in once a week, or when you find him. I want his scruffy head. Clear?" 

 "Crystal," Hunter growled. "I will find him." 

 "Harpoon, give Garrett whatever help he needs. In the meantime, see if you can 
hunt down some more of the escaped Morlocks." 

 He nodded. Darkholme turned to Garrett. 

 "You let LeBeau get away," she said. 

 "I did," he said. "I'm sorry." 

 "I'm putting you in charge of the Alley anyway," she said. "Get those bodies buried 
and follow the construction plans. If there's a problem, Harpoon is your troubleshooter. 
Get familiar with the local law. Okay?" 

 "I'll do it," he said. "You can trust me." 

 Darkholme nodded. "Ebony, see if you can't reacquaint yourself with your old 
friends in New York and work out something mutually beneficial in resource sharing. 
Garrett has the last word if you need authority to cut a deal." 

 "You got it," he said, lighting a cigarette. 

 "You are all dismissed," Darkholme said, and they each went about their separate 
tasks. Darkholme turned to Rachel. 

 "Well, that's out of the way," she said. "Come with me. It's time we had that talk 
I've been promising you." 

 "Whatever the Project is doing, the stakes are getting higher. Aren't they," Rachel 
said coolly. 

 "You have no idea," Darkholme said with a secret, vicious smile as they 
approached the waiting helicopter. 

* 

 "Sarra," Callisto murmured in the dark. In a moment, the young woman was at her 
side. 

 "Yes?" 

 "I have a task for you. For you and the new one." 

 "Name it," Sarra said. 

 "The woman Darkholme. Find her. Kill her." Callisto lay back, exhausted. 

 Sarra nodded, then retreated. She sent a runner, then settled against the wall to 
wait. 

 Wilson strolled up. 

 "What's the word?" he asked. 

 "You'll like this," Sarra said, turning, a cold gleam in her eye. 
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 "Must involve shooting somebody." Wilson grinned, sending fluid streaking down 
the ruin of his face. 

 Sarra walked out of the hideout and into the tunnels, followed by Wilson. "Not 
just shooting somebody." She stopped and turned to face him. He saw ridges and knobs 
of bone twisting her face. Her eyes were serious in the dim light of the tunnel. "Callisto 
knew she would lose to the invaders. She kept me and a few others out of the fight. She 
thought the rest would fight, then escape. She underestimated Mystique's forces." 

 "Easy to do," Wilson said with a nod. 

 "She trusts you already," Sarra said, her voice low and dangerous. "I do not. Our 
task is to find and kill Mystique. Darkholme. The shapeshifter. Are you in?" 

 "I am so in," Wilson said. "And, believe it or not, I know where their base is." He 
grinned like a madman. 

 "Then we have work to do," Sarra said. The two of them headed off down the 
tunnel as the walls vibrated with the rumble of heavy machinery, nearby. The work on 
the Alley had begun. 
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Blade in the Dark 
 

April 5 

 The two men stepped out of the doors at the front of the courthouse and headed 
down the long ramp of stairs. One man was slender, with a slightly wild sweep of 
auburn hair. He wore sunglasses and carried a long white cane. The other was pudgy, 
and he looked exhausted. 

 "Hey Matt," the overweight man said, glancing wistfully around. "Remember when 
we came out of the first trial and you couldn't even see to the street there were so many 
reporters?" 

 Matt raised an eyebrow. 

 "I mean when I couldn't even see the street. And you couldn't hear it," the chubby 
man said quickly. 

 "The second appeal carries a little less human interest," Matt said dryly. "Graft and 
legal maneuvering lack the pizzazz and ad-selling power of the keelhauling of an 
industrial giant." He smiled at his own pun, then stopped and stretched. "I can hardly 
believe it's over. I thought we'd never get through, Foggy." 

 "But we did," Foggy said firmly. "It took two appeals, but you got Fisk acquitted."  

 "Sure did," Matt said ruefully as they resumed the stroll down to the base of the 
couthouse stairs. "It's been seven months." He shook his head. "Seven months of my 
life spent learning things about Fisk I never wanted to know and pulling every sleight of 
hand in the book." 

 "And a few strokes of incredible luck," Foggy said, more subdued. They were both 
thinking of a couple witnesses that had abruptly decided not to testify, or had simply 
vanished. Their skilled legal defense had been assisted by… other methods. Methods 
that Fisk had employed that involved other aspects of his diversified empire. The 
lawyers had not been consulted or informed, but it was difficult not to notice the quiet, 
shadowy pressure that had been applied strategically through the process. 

 "Doesn't feel like victory, somehow," Matt said softly as a car pulled up to the 
curb. 

 A window rolled down in the car. "Hey there, handsome, need a lift?" said a perky 
voice. 

 "You bet," Foggy grinned, letting himself into the back seat. Matt shook his head 
with a smile and opened the door, dropped into the car, enveloped in the faint scent of 
perfume. 

 "Thanks for bringing the car around, Karen," Matt said, pulling the door closed. 

 "No problem. For my legal eagles, anything, right?" she said mischievously, pulling 
out into traffic. "We're supposed to go to the Hellfire Club, Fisk is celebrating in a 
private room." 

 "Appropriate," Matt murmured to himself, his hands twisting on his cane. 
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 "I can hardly believe you guys," Karen said. "First Fisk got nailed with charges of 
conspiracy to murder, corporate espionage, insider trading, and a half dozen other 
violations that stupid reporter Urich did the story on. You still managed to drag his 
considerable fat out of the fire. You two are magic." 

 "Don't be too hard on Urich," Foggy grinned. "If he hadn't spread all that slanted 
information in the papers right before the trial, then there's no way we could have 
delayed the jury selection long enough to work out the angles we worked out. Matt 
handled everything, man. They threw conspiracy to murder at him; blam, down it goes. 
What was that, Matt? That was the Concetti twins you discredited, then showed the pay 
stubs from that Chinese money laundering joint to introduce reasonable doubt that Fisk 
was their only employer?" 

 "Something like that," Matt said, gazing sightlessly out the window and trying not 
to pay attention. 

 "And they never could prove those assassinations back in August and September 
were connected to Fisk." Foggy was quiet for a moment. "I can't believe that was so 
long ago." He shook it off. "But that's nothing to what he got out of the jury when he 
started busting out the evidence of Stark International's shady dealings overseas." 

 "Just reasonable doubt," Matt said. "That's all we needed, that's all I provided. 
Every international company has to bend a few rules, that's what I was demonstrating. 
That wasn't for the espionage, that was for the fraud charge." 

 "Because Fisk got nailed for espionage," Karen said. "I can't believe you worked an 
appeal out for that." 

 "New evidence," Matt said, sounding weary. "Fisk's people found… new 
evidence." 

 "I wonder what happened to Urich after that nasty story, anyway," Foggy mused.  

 Matt smiled faintly. "Fisk ordered a fruit basket with a nice note sent to his house. 
For his help with jury selection." 

 Foggy snorted, Karen chuckled. Then they were at the Hellfire club. She parked 
around back after showing a permit that had been lent to them for the evening. 

 A minute later, the three of them were escorted through the back door by the 
doorman of the club, a huge and powerful brute in a red suit. They entered the hallway. 
Along the sides, runners of soil had been embedded in the floor, and manicured ferns 
grew in the hallway. They went to a door with a peculiar symbol on it that matched the 
one on their pass, and they opened the black lacquered door. 

 Inside was a bacchanalian feast. Presiding over the assembly was Fisk, a vast one-
eyed man, his suit the size of a tent. He sat on a custom bench at the head of the table 
on the dais. Filling the room were various men in suits, from both sides of his empire. 
Some were given W-4 forms at the end of the year, others paid in kickbacks or brown 
paper bags stuffed with cash. All served their regent faithfully, inspired and controlled 
by an iron fisted grip of fear and vice. 

 Fisk's laughter boomed through the room like a living thing as the lawyers strolled 
in. "Mister Nelson and Mister Murdock! Welcome!" Fisk said. Foggy smiled as a cheer 
went up for them. Matt was almost breathless with the sound as his radar kicked into 
overdrive outlining the furniture, the dozens of people. And at the back, Fisk; the heft 
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of his chest sucking air, his vast heart the size of Matt's torso, the impossible size and 
solidity of the man. 

 Karen guided the men up to the dais where they took their seat next to Fisk. Matt 
felt his head pounding. This close, he could smell Fisk; a peculiar mix of cologne, sweat, 
crisp new clothes, and an indefinable scent of power, both raw and refined. 

 They sat down and the room returned to chatter, shouts of laughter, the clatter of 
cutlery as the rich Mongolian barbecue and trimmings were consumed in vast quantities. 
Servers came in to refill the platters in a steady stream. 

 Fisk downed an unreal amount of cooked meat in one slurp, then turned his 
twisted, leering, hawkish features to his star lawyers. "Mister Murdock," he resonated. 
"You did a fantastic job. I've retained a cadre of lawyers from the start to assist with 
international affairs, but always before I contracted out for criminal cases. I felt it was 
unsafe keeping lawyers close to my heart, as it were." His smile broadened. "But I took 
a risk, hiring you and your partner right out of law school. I felt perhaps you would be 
amenable to my influences, and you could grow to be a valued part of my… team. And 
so you have. My rookie squad carried the day. I could not be more pleased." 

 Matt felt Fisk's smile, felt the content thudding of his heart, heard the oily 
amusement under the fine words. Fisk knew. Fisk knew that Matt had dug deeper, 
found out too much, and still carried the case through to its completion. He had not 
touched his food, and he felt a sudden deep streak of nausea. 

 "You see," Fisk continued in a low voice, "juries, witnesses, lawmen, they all have a 
certain empathy with an honest man. A man of convictions. An upstanding man. That's 
just exactly, precisely what I need for the defense of my company and my person. You 
have a very bright future here," Fisk concluded with a chuckle.  

 "Thank you," Matt faltered, feeling like the huge man's heartbeat was hammering 
at his senses. He could feel the swish and tug of gallons and gallons of blood in the big 
man, sitting right next to him. He managed to struggle to his feet. "I—I need to be 
excused for a moment," he said. 

 "By all means," Fisk rumbled, his smile unshaken. If anything, deepened. He 
watched the blind man tap his way to the door and out to the hall. 

 A thick-set powerful man dropped into Matt's seat and turned to Foggy. "I don't 
get it," he said simply. 

 Foggy turned to look at him. The man had an olive complexion, his features were 
sharp and wide, he had the build of a wrestler with every muscle tuned for use in 
nuances of leverage. A thin mat of dark hair clung to the man's scalp. "What don't you 
get?" Foggy asked warily. 

 "Fisk could have plea bargained those charges to nothing," the man said. "He's 
celebrating after this legal battle that cost him quintuple what it would have cost to 
simply take the slap on then wrist and get on with it." 

 "But you see," Foggy said carefully, eyeing the man, "an acquittal means he's not 
guilty. This won't go on his criminal record. Who are you again?" 

 "Percy," the man said. "I'm Fisk's new assistant. Replacing Ledge." 
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 "Ah," said Foggy. "If you'll excuse me, I think I'll go find Mr. Murdock." Foggy 
got up and shuffled out, noticing Karen had already taken her leave for the evening. 
Perhaps her instincts had been sharper than his and she had recognized the den of 
thieves they had strayed into. 

 "Where is the restroom?" he asked one of the attendants. He was directed to the 
unobtrusive room next to the feast hall. Inside, he found Matt leaning on the sink 
counter in front of the mirror. 

 "Matt?" he said. 

 "A pirate crew and their one-eyed captain, in search of treasure," Matt said softly. 
"We work for a bunch of pirates, Foggy." 

 "Pirates with a hefty retirement plan, full medical and dental, a corner suite, salaries 
high enough to make a dent in our school loans, and steady work. Lest we forget," 
admonished Foggy. 

 "He's using me, Foggy," Matt said. "And I'm letting him." 

 "That's kind of what 'employer' means," Foggy pointed out tactfully. 

 Suddenly Matt froze. A scream, from outside. A woman in deadly agony of fear, 
screaming her heart out. 

 "Foggy, you can make my excuses?" 

 "Matt, please, man, don't go all weird on me again," Foggy pleaded. 

 "Thanks," Matt said, clapping him on the shoulder and whirling out the door. 
Foggy heaved a deep sigh, then looked at his reflection in the mirror. He was vaguely 
unsettled to see that his face looked older than he remembered it. 

 Matt banged out the door, then paused. The night air swirled through his senses, 
his uncanny radar picked out the side of the building in exquisite detail, he felt the rush 
and rattle of dozens of heartbeats nearby. He waited for another-- 

 The scream would be faint enough to anyone else standing where he did, but to 
him it was an inescapable blaze of sound and desperation. He sprinted out of view, into 
the alley across the parking lot from the Club. He choked up on the cane as he ran, 
pushing hidden studs to separate it into two clubs. With a deft and practiced move he 
tucked them into their holders in his modified jacket. Then he sprang, bounding off the 
lid of the dumpster to catch the fire escape. With the limber ease of an Olympic level 
gymnast he thoughtlessly tucked himself up, rolled onto the fire escape, and in a matter 
of bounds reached the roof. 

 From there, he dashed to the edge. It was too late. In the alley below, his incredible 
senses outlined a corpse laying broken and sprawled in the trash. He tugged his tie off 
and slipped it in his pocket, then slung off his jacket and took off his shirt. Quickly 
folding it with a special technique, he made it quite small and fit it into a pocket in his 
jacket, which he shrugged back on. He wore a dark t-shirt under his dress shirt, and now 
only his face and hands were not dark enough to blend with shadow. He slid down a 
drainpipe, kicked off it and the other side of the alley, and landed gracefully by the 
body. 

 He touched the body, and was startled to feel it well into the process of cooling 
off. She had been a very thin woman--no. No, she was a very thin woman now. But she 
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had been… drained? Matt realized she didn't have enough blood in her. There was none 
on her clothes or the ground-- 

 Then he had barely enough time to hear the rustling concussion of a single 
heartbeat and the swish of fabrics before he dove out of the way, an attacker springing 
from the depths of the alleyway. Feeling strangely protective of his suit, Matt planted his 
hands and propelled his jump further, landing on his feet facing his attacker. 

 His strobing radar realized his attacker was halfway up the opposite building. And 
sirens were closing in fast. Matt thought quickly and reached a decision. 

 Moments later the alley was empty save for the dead body. 

 On the roof, Matt ruefully put his shirt back on and straightened his tie. Then he 
strolled across the rooftops, returning to the Club. Karen probably hadn't gone far, and 
Foggy would worry. Matt kept a careful ear out for the faintest sign of his attacker 
following him. 

 But he heard nothing. And the heartbeat. Sort of… incidental. An afterthought, 
rather than the rhythm of life. A drained body left him feeling cold; had he run into a 
vampire? Were there such things? He suddenly wished he could ask Stick. His teacher, 
and the finest ninja warrior he knew, would have the answers. Even if he didn't choose 
to share them, he would know. Because Stick was always one step ahead. 

 But almost a year had passed since he had last seen his elusive mentor. Matt shied 
away from that thought and the circumstances that surrounded it. 

 "Being a lawyer, even a pet lawyer, is better than being a ninja," Matt murmured to 
himself. He clenched his hands, his terribly knowing hands, into fists. Whatever else he 
may be, he had never taken a life. 

 That seemed cold comfort as he walked across the parking lot. At the last minute 
he remembered to retrieve his cane from his jacket, snap it together, and tap along. Sure 
enough, there was Karen's car. He tapped on the window with the handle of his cane. 

 She jumped, looked out the window. He smiled as he felt her heart race with 
surprise. 

 "Just me," he said. "I don't suppose you'd give a poor blind man a ride home." 

 "Get in," Karen said with a smile. 

 Matt got in, Karen started the car, and they pulled out of the lot. Matt wondered 
vaguely to himself. He wondered if Fisk knew he was more than he pretended to be. 
That leer. That assurance. Was Fisk just domineering one of his employees, or did he 
know? Did he know that Matt was more than he pretended to be? And if he did? 

 "Hey," Karen said sharply. "No brooding. Tonight you celebrate. I don't know 
what kind of existential angst is brewing behind those glasses, Counselor, but it's about 
time you let your hair down. It's just me here now." 

 He smiled at her. "Thank you. That angst was working up to a head. I'd much 
rather contemplate you than the woes of the universe in particular and my week in 
specific." 

 "As long as we're both clear on that," she grinned. "Tomorrow's Saturday, you 
know." 
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 "I know," Matt nodded. 

 "So you don't have to go in to work if you don't want to," Karen prompted. 

 "When was my last day off?" Matt mused. 

 "So if you need to sleep in," Karen continued. 

 Matt smiled. "Let's go to your place," he said. 

 

April 6 

 Matt lay motionless in the bed, his eyes closed. Karen had purchased thick, heavy 
drapes to muffle the windows, a deep rug, and hangings on all the walls. The outside 
world rushed along the walls of the apartment, but in here there was an oasis where the 
ceaseless chaotic tumbling of the world was muted and a half step removed. 

 Incense had diffused into the air from the night before, so that only keenly honed 
senses could still pick it out. Matt smiled to himself, thinking of Karen. She refused any 
light source when they were having their most intimate moments together, she wanted 
to share what he experienced. The darkness. The eternal, ever-present darkness. Matt 
smiled at the irony. She could never experience what he experienced. 

 In the kitchen, she padded along a circuit between the counter, the range, the 
refrigerator. Matt felt peculiar at the notion of having someone else settled in nearby. 
Someone besides himself moving around. He never entertained at his apartment, and he 
had lived alone since… he gritted his teeth. Since he was a teenager. A lifetime ago. 

 Bacon and eggs were sizzling; turkey bacon, brown eggs. She was toasting some 
dark wheat bread, and he caught the scent of passion fruit jam. He smiled to himself, 
and relaxed. Almost nine in the morning. He felt a strange surge of dislocation; he was 
not in his bed, not in his home, and he didn't have to be anywhere in particular today. 
He rolled out of bed and slipped into some sweats, strolled out to the kitchen. 

 "Good morning, beautiful," he said, and Karen gasped and turned. 

 "What did I tell you about sneaking up on me?" she demanded. 

 "You think it's sexy," Matt said with a grin. 

 "That's not what I said," she said, trying to be cross. He shrugged. 

 "Withdrawn," he said, settling onto a chair. "Good morning anyway." 

 She giggled, something nervous in her voice. Matt cocked his head. 

 "What?" he said. 

 "I was just wondering if you were going to stay for breakfast, or if I was going to 
have to eat all this." She looked at him. "Usually this is the part where you tell me you've 
got briefs to go over, or you've got to get your morning run to think about a case, or 
Atlas needs to adjust his grip on the world and you've gotta step in to hold it up in the 
meantime." She tried on a smile. 

 Matt felt a pang. "I know, and I'm sorry. Look, today is yours, Karen." He thought 
back to when he had actually spent a whole day with his girlfriend. It had been far, far 
too long. "We'll go out together in daylight." He smiled a bit ruefully. 
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 "Wow," she said, and he steeled himself against the unabashed wonder in her 
voice. "That's great, Matt!" 

 In that moment Matt decided that even if Atlas did need to shift his grip on the 
world, he'd have to work it out on his own because Karen would have his undivided 
attention today. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 "I wish you could enjoy the sunset with me," Karen said. "I feel a bit selfish." 

 "Don't," Matt said with a small smile. In the background, the calliope played and 
the Ferris wheel slowly spun. They leaned on the unyielding metal railings overlooking 
the river. "The air changes. The wind shifts, blowing in over the warm water. The whole 
world shifts, Karen. You may see the light change, but I feel the heat ease away, and the 
crickets start up. On a night like this, you can almost hear the stars blaze through the 
fading light." 

 Karen leaned against him and sighed contentedly. "They said that you were 
stringing me on, you know. That you weren't really interested in me, but I was a 
convenience. They just don't know you like I do, Matt. I knew if I waited then sooner 
or later you'd get free of that case and there'd be time for us again." 

 Matt silently stroked her hair and looked out over the water. An unease was 
growing in his mind. He realized that all day he hadn't thought of the attack last night. 
His body itched to swap his shorts and t-shirt for leathers, to go exploring, fearless and 
invisible in the shadows. He just kept stroking Karen's hair. 

 She pulled away from him and faced him. "Matt. It's been a wonderful day." She 
hesitated. "You get tomorrow off too, you know." 

 He smiled gently. "I have some things at home I need to take care of. You're not 
the only thing I've neglected. I have some finances to sort out, laundry, stuff like that. If 
I finish, maybe I'll drop by later tonight." 

 She leaned her forehead against his chest. "Well, okay, I guess, I suppose I'll let 
you go home. But I'll see you tomorrow?" 

 "If not before," Matt said, and he kissed the top of her head. 

* 

 An hour later he had dropped his bills off with Foggy and his laundry off at the 
cleaners, and he was in a tight black leather outfit prowling the roof near the Hellfire 
Club. He idly wondered if the club was named for its location in Hell's Kitchen, the 
finest establishment in the whole run down area. The Club was definitely slumming; it 
belonged in a whole other tax bracket. He bounded off a flat, tarred roof and landed on 
the façade of the building next door. As he ran lightly along the six-inch ledge, he 
listened. 

 There, a gunshot. Even if it wasn't his prowler, it might be something he would 
want to involve himself in. He realized he had missed his nightly runs more than he 
dreamed was possible as he sprang into action. 
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 Three more shots, then a piercing scream--a man this time. Matt Murdock was not 
the one to respond, however. The leather clad figure that darted through the half-light 
of the nocturnal cityscape was Shadow. 

 Sirens had only just started in the distance as Shadow dropped into the abandoned 
lot. The scent of blood was heavy and fresh in the air. This time there was blood all over 
the ground, the litter and weeds of the lot. Shadow stealthily closed on the body. His 
senses whirled over it, radar outlining the still-smoking gun on the ground, spent shells, 
the ribcage of the man on the ground torn open. 

 This time Shadow was ready for the attack from the shadows. He sidestepped, foot 
firing out in a devastating kick. The shape with an erratic heartbeat spun out of the 
shadows, then rolled with the kick, sliding to a halt in the weedy lot. Tall, dangerously 
thin, the figure wore a long flowing coat that seemed to have been patched together 
from other fabrics. Shadow tensed, settling into a fighting pose. 

 "What are you?" he hissed.  

 The dark figure lashed out with a flurry of strikes. As Shadow reeled, spun, parried, 
and darted back under the onslaught he was startled by the ferocity and strength that 
drove the attacks, and also their complete lack of training. He was up against some kind 
of vicious savant, a combat machine honed and driven by a force more primal than 
training, or even fury. He realized that what he faced was driven by hunger, by an alien 
lust. He slapped attacks off course, whirled through a storm of vicious strikes, then 
slipped. 

 A snatching blow lashed across his shoulder and hooked on the leather on his 
chest, then flung him with disturbing ease. Shadow went loose as he slashed through the 
air, then twisted in one fluid motion and bounded off the wall that would have crushed 
bones. 

 "Alright," he said, and the talking was finished. 

 He counterattacked. This time his strobing senses flashed attack patterns to him, 
and he drove a savage strike through an opening and caught the creature in the jaw 
hinge. Bone snapped. The creature withdrew for a moment, then sprang. Shadow 
swung a wheel kick to knock it off course then drove his fingers into the creature's ribs, 
snapping a few and punching one deeper, where a lung should be. 

 As he rolled out of the way and came up ready to fight, he was surprised as the 
creature stopped, hacked a bit, and pressed a hand to its side. The wound sealed, that 
much Shadow heard as bones creaked back into place. But the creature felt pain. That 
had hurt. The creature was breathing; slowly, to be sure, but it still used its lungs. 

 The creature swept up a bent hubcap and flung it; Shadow dove out of the way. 
And it was upon him, driving down like a hailstorm. It had renewed fury, and Shadow 
felt himself tiring as the impossibly strong blows crashed off his parries and blocks. His 
back to the wall, he kicked its legs from under it and as he dropped for a lethal strike it 
caught him by the throat and bashed his head into the brick wall. 

 As dark lights exploded in his skull, Shadow felt his face sprayed by brick powder 
as his head broke the wall. He struggled to remain conscious; he was suddenly on his 
back, a weight on his chest, impression of fangs-- 
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 There was a sharp blow, and the lean creature that crouched over him spun off. 
Shadow clung to awareness as another figure joined the fray. With a swirl of coat and a 
flourish of a staff, someone pressed the advantage, driving the creature back. Then there 
was a peculiar hissing hum, and with a distinct crack an explosive went off. Confused, 
Shadow propped himself up on one elbow and cradled his head in one hand. Thick, 
warm blood rolled down past sightless eyes to his face. A concussion at the very least. 
Must--stay--awake-- 

 "Hey dere, mon ami," came a peculiar breathy drawl. "You look like you got yer 
bell rung preddy good." 

 "Something like that," Shadow said through gritted teeth, fighting back nausea 
from the pain. "One got through. Isn't that the way. Thanks for the save." 

 "Seems to be my business," the newcomer said in a voice that could be rueful. He 
was tall, well over six feet, and lean. A long coat swirled around him, but he was most 
definitely alive and possessed of a regular heartbeat. Sirens wailed dangerously close. 

 "P'rhaps none of us should be ere just now," the newcomer said. He scooped up 
the slumped and smoking body of Shadow's attacker. "Can you get yourself to de roof 
of de apartment building dere?" 

 "Yes," Shadow said hoarsely, not willing to risk a nod. He pulled out a club, and 
stumbled over to the alley by the building. Once he had returned to the cover of 
darkness, he pressed a stud to fire a grappling head up out of the club, embedding it in 
the brick of the building. He climbed the slim nylon line hand over hand, applying his 
considerable will to keeping his head and not blacking out. He rolled onto the roof of 
the building, glad it was only two stories. The other two had made it up before he did. 

 Shadow realized there were two others on the roof as well. One was a trim young 
woman--maybe? His radar strobed around her but couldn't quite get a lock. He had 
never felt anything like it. The other was no larger than a child. Shadow hung his head, 
cradling it in his hands, and wordlessly rested. 

 "So what did you fight dis ting for?" the thin man asked, gesturing at the stirring 
figure in the patchwork coat. "He owe you money?" 

 "Killing people. It was killing people. I tried to stop it," Shadow said. 

 "So you going to turn it over to de police?" prompted the lean man. 

 "What's your name?" Shadow said. 

 "I am Remy LeBeau," the lean man said. "Dis is Skids, dis is Leech. Dey are my 
fellow sideshows in our travelling circus." He smiled winningly. 

 "Call me Shadow, and the pleasure is mine," Shadow said. "I don‟t have a plan for 
what to do with him now that we caught him. Can't kill a helpless opponent. Besides, I 
want to know where it came from and if there are others." 

 "Maybe I can help," Remy said. "Leech?" 

 The kid stepped forward and gripped the tattercoat's head for a moment of intense 
concentration. Then the defeated creature lolled back. It started breathing shallowly, a 
thin and slow heartbeat becoming regular. 

 "What did you do?" Shadow demanded sharply. 
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 "Watch your tone wit de kid," Remy said softly. "Leech has a special talent, 
shutting off dose extra liddle advantages people like you an me come to rely on." 
Shadow's focused senses felt a smile on Remy's face, heard it in his voice. 

 "Seems like you're involved in this," Shadow said carefully, feeling his pulse pound 
behind his useless eyes. "I'd ask why, but that might be rude. What do you plan to do 
now?" 

 "What we need is somebody who knows what to do wit dis," Remy said, gesturing 
at the still form. "Me, I'm not from aroun here. You know anybody might help?" 

 Shadow hesitated. For a moment, he listened to the police setting up the crime 
scene in the abandoned lot below the building, well out of sight. He tried to focus his 
senses, screen out what he didn't need to hear. But his head rang and throbbed.  

 Then, like it or not, he had a plan. 

 "Can you carry it?" he said.  

 "You bet," Remy said, gathering up the still form. "Where we be goin?" 

* 

 "Nice," Remy said as he hefted the long, thin form of their prisoner through the 
door. "You own dis place?" 

 "Yes," Shadow said shortly. He had connected his clubs, and now he leaned on his 
cane. "On the other side of the gym floor is the door that leads back to the locker room 
and the bedroom." 

 "Bedroom?" Remy said as he walked across the floor, past the elevated ring. "I 
suppose dis would be one way to get de chicks." 

 "Owner used to live here," Shadow said, sinking gratefully down on a seat. 

 "You?" Remy asked as he walked through the doorway and snapped on the light, 
orienting himself. 

 "No," Shadow said softly. Skids stood in front of him, looking at him with 
concern, while Leech trotted after Remy. 

 "Are you okay?" Skids asked, concern in her voice. 

 "First words I've heard out of you," Shadow said evasively. "Must be hard getting a 
word in edgewise when he's around." 

 She shrugged. "Here, let me take that off. You're bleeding." 
 "No," he said, his voice hard. "No," he said again, more gently. "I'd just as soon 
you not know who I am." 

 She stared at him blankly for a moment. "Why would I care?" 

 Shadow chuckled. "I suppose I take myself too seriously. Allow me my paranoia." 

 "Suit yourself," she said, a new coolness in her voice. She turned to follow Remy as 
Shadow leaned his head on his cane. Some meditation to control the swelling. He 
needed time to rest, focus, heal. Then he could dress his wound properly. He'd be fine. 
But he needed time. 
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 Remy returned. "I got him on de bed back dere, Leech watch over him. You gonna 
make it?" 

 "I'll be fine, but I need some time," Shadow said. "I'd just as soon you not know 
who I am. Tell you what. You can go out and get some groceries or whatever, but why 
don't you stay here. I'll be back and see if I can get someone who can help." 

 "Do dat," Remy said, and Shadow caught the briefest impression; he was hiding 
something. There was a flicker of satisfaction in his voice. More was going on here than 
presented itself immediately. 

 Shadow struggled to his feet, and Remy watched with academic interest. "Want me 
to call you a cab?" he asked. 

 "No. I'll be fine. See you tomorrow night." 

 Remy nodded, and Shadow headed out into the night. He was a bit unsteady on 
his feet, but much better off than he had been on the rooftop. 

 Skids pushed off the wall and slid up to Remy, the floor gliding away under her 
frictionless feet. "Remy," she said nervously, "what are we doing here?" 

 "Part of de plan, girl," Remy said, lighting up a cigarette. He looked her in the eye. 
"Part of what I godda do." 

 "Do you know him?" she asked. 

 "No," he said, shaking his head. "But I recognize de way he fights. We're on the 
right track." 

 "Where does it go?" 

 "Ssh," he said. "No more questions." 

 

April 7 

 By the time Matt had controlled the swelling with medication and biofeedback 
meditation, then eaten a bit of food and rested, it was almost four in the morning. He 
padded across his living room in his pajamas, and sighed as he settled down on the 
floor. 

 "Stick," he murmured to himself. He shook his head. "I can't reach you, that's for 
damn sure. But there is someone I might reach." He remembered. He remembered 
leaving a half-dead ninja woman, battered and at the end of her rope, confused and 
fractured in body and mind and spirit, in that back bedroom of the gym. Where Stick 
had found her. Matt could only hope they were still together. For he shared a link with 
the woman. 

 "Stick and Elektra," he whispered. Then he settled into position, feeling the stiff 
needles of pain in his neck from the wrenching and pounding earlier that night. He 
focused, and that all went away. He slowly sank into himself, into his spirit, allowing all 
distractions to fade to nothing. 

 She was a better ninja than he was. As she wrapped herself in darkness, even when 
she had been his fellow student with Stick years ago, she had taken on the title of Silent. 
For a long time, the woman that had once had the name Elektra had been subsumed in 
a living death mask, known only as Silent, and everything about her that had drawn Matt 
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had died. She had followed that dark road deep into the night, far enough to lose herself 
in the aspect of incarnated death. 

She had picked up a few tricks along the way. One was to forge a mental link. 
One that could be strengthened or suppressed, but not really severed. As he was drawn 
deeper and deeper into the depths of his mind, he looked for it. The link he had shared 
with Elektra had been… unusually powerful. With Silent it was not less so. 

 He felt a peculiar sensation that was not from himself. He felt a cool breeze, felt 
for a moment her eyes flick open. He breathed her name.  

 Then he was back in his living room. He gathered his balance for a few seconds, 
then rocked forward onto his knees, back onto his feet, and stood in a fluid motion. 

 "I need a nap," he muttered. 

 

 Hours later, the sun warmed the inside of the apartment. Matt drifted to 
consciousness, his mind sending his radar flickering out in all directions to see that 
things were as he left them when he slept. 

 They weren't. 

 "Silent," Matt said, faintly surprised. 

 "You rang?" she said. Her heart beat normally, if a little fast. Her body was 
galvanized, shot through with traces of adrenaline. "Is this a trap?" 

 "No, nothing like that," Matt said hastily, standing. She took a reflexive step back. 
He showed her his hands to placate her. "I just need to talk to Stick." 

 "Oh," she said after a moment's hesitation. "I see. And you can call me Elektra 
now, if you please." 

 Matt felt his senses strobe over her much more carefully. She had lost weight; no, 
that wasn't quite right. She had lost a lot of weight, then got back enough to be healthy. 
Under the bandana that restrained her hair, strands poked out that were shoulder 
length. She was lean, as she had always been, but he could sense she had been through a 
life threatening emptiness. 

 "Do you have cancer?" he asked. 

 "Love the chit chat," she replied dryly. "I don't have cancer. Stick shaved my head 
when I went back to him. I've had the joy of spending almost a year purging my system, 
trying to get rid of the influence of the Beast, of the Hand, trying to get clear of all that 
and back to who I was… before." She trailed off. 

 Matt felt a surge of emotion strangely like hope. He pushed it aside. "Look, I was 
attacked by a thing, it's only half human. A passerby helped me restrain it, Remy 
LeBeau. It's at the gym now. I was hoping Stick would have an idea of what to do with 
it, or what it is. And whether there are more, how it got to be the way it is. I think I 
want to cross examine this thing while it's awake. I thought maybe he'd have some ideas 
that would get the information more safely." 

 "I'll ask him for you," Elektra said. He felt her glance around. "I keep hoping you'll 
move," she said distantly. Then she turned, went into the other room, out the skylight 
door. She was gone, but her scent lingered. Matt remembered. He had lived here when 
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he was training with Stick. He had brought Elektra here many times. First to spar. Then 
for dinner. Then... he shook his head and set his jaw. He should have moved when he 
left Stick. But he had stayed. And his nights had filled with studying of a different kind. 

 "And now I'm a lawyer playing ninja," he muttered to himself. "Who needs to get 
dressed to make it over to the gym before Stick does." He sighed. "After lunch." 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Shadow let himself into the gym, and his senses flashed around the room. Off to 
the side, by the lockers, Remy sat on the floor with Skids and Leech. They had a bucket 
of chicken. Leech was happily munching a drumstick, and it took Shadow a moment to 
recognize Skids. She leaned forward delicately held a wing, taking mincing bites. Her 
forcefield was off; he heard her heartbeat and felt her breath for the first time. Remy 
had a mouth full of food as he glanced up to see Shadow walk in. 

 "Jus after one o'clock an you come in," he said with a grin. "An here ol Remy not 
expec you until dark." 

 Shadow wore a trench coat over his leathers, and he had not pulled the mask up 
until he had been ready to open the door. Now he walked in with a smile, feeling odd as 
he walked across the middle of the floor, in daylight, as Shadow.  

 "I reached my contact," Shadow said. "I want to be here when he comes." 

 "You do fas work," Remy said with a winning smile. "I like dat in a man." 

 "How is our other guest?" Shadow asked. 

 "Leech, he keep him under," Remy said. "You want some chicken?" 

 "No thanks," Shadow said. He stiffened, listening. Then he turned as the door 
opened. 

 A woman walked in, a bandana tied tight over her unruly black hair. A trench coat 
flared out behind her as she walked. She was dressed in jeans and a t-shirt. Some of her 
lines had a hollowness to them, but she was still focused and dangerous. 

 "Hello," Remy said under his breath. Skids glanced at him sharply. 

 "Elektra," Shadow said. "Where's Stick?" His senses flashed at Remy, felt him 
stiffen at the name, felt his heart skip a beat as though he had just lied. 

 "He wanted me to make sure it's not a trap," Elektra said. She looked directly at 
Remy, then Skids and Leech. "I'm sure he knows by now nothing here can hurt him. I'll 
take a look around." She brushed past Remy to the back, where she quickly satisfied 
herself that the only other one here was the sleeping half-dead man. 

 The door opened again, and a short wizened man came in. Even in summer he 
wore a baggy coat and a knit cap pulled down tight over his head, canvas pants and 
tattered boots. He carried a shaped and balanced half a broomstick as a cane. 

 "Stick," Shadow said with a quick bow. "Thank you for coming." 

 The old man moved up to them with the peculiar half-drunk walk of his, rhythmic 
and balanced as a sailor. He stopped in front of Shadow. Skids noticed that Stick was 
blind. 
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 "What's with the goofy hat?" Stick demanded. 

 "I… I don't really want them to know who I--" 

 Stick snatched the leather bandanna mask off of Matt's face. "Skulking gear for 
skulking, disguise if need be for broad daylight. It's two o'clock in the afternoon and 
you're sneaking around in black clothes. Feels like the eighties all over again. Gonna hit 
me with a Chinese star next, pull out a butterfly knife." By now he had turned his back 
on Matt, who was furiously blushing, and squatted between Skids and Leech. 

 "Hey kids," he said. "Did that scoundrel Remy LeBeau bring you two into this?" 

 "Er… yes," Skids said. 

 "Heh. Kid always did have sand. Not so bright, though. You watch him. That 
scalawag is gonna try to get into your pants." He hesitated, listening to her heartbeat, 
then shrugged. "Never mind. Fair warning, he's gonna tell you to get lost next. Too late, 
kid, sorry." He turned to face Leech, on one knee, then he stopped.  

 He reached out and reverently touched Leech's head, then sucked a sharp breath in 
through his teeth. After a moment where no one moved, he dug around in his pocket 
and pulled out a battered whistle with a Chinese character on the side. "My name is 
Stick," he said solemnly to Leech. "If you ever want me, you just come to Hell's Kitchen 
here and blow this whistle. Okay?" Leech nodded uncertainly. "Who would have 
guessed it," Stick murmured thoughtfully to himself. Then he stood and faced the last 
unacknowledged man in the room. 

 Remy shifted his stance and bowed to Stick, who nodded at him. "LeBeau," he 
said in his leathery old voice. "If you had finished your training with me, you would 
have been Bo. See, for the staff. LeBeau, Bo, Bo Peep. Heh. Ha haa." He ruffled Remy's 
hair, then walked around him and headed for the back. "So where's Mystery Guest 
Number Four?" 

 Matt shrugged off his surprise. Remy had trained with Stick? "Uh, in the 
bedroom," he said.  

 "You are blind?" Remy said, surprised as he looked into Matt's sightless eyes. "No 
wonder you got your butt kicked." 

 Matt gritted his teeth, walking around Remy to follow Stick. But Stick was already 
coming out of the bedroom, rubbing his hard hands together and grinning. 

 "No problem, no problem," he said. "Let him wake up, I'll fix it. In the meantime, 
get a tv on out here." 

 "But… you're blind," Skids said. "Aren't you?" 

 "It's almost time for Knight Rider," Stick replied, "and I love the sound of that 
wacky car." He grinned, showing off a few missing teeth. 

 Remy got the tv out of the other room and plugged it in, with Skids supervising, 
and Leech sitting cross legged on the floor by Stick, who also sat cross-legged on the 
floor. Apart from the flurry of activity, Matt and Elektra were suddenly very aware of 
each other. 

 "Damn, it's hot," Matt said suddenly, shrugging off his coat and walking over to 
the lockers. 
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 "Who would have guessed?" Elektra said, pursing her lips with amusement. "The 
end of August in Hell's Kitchen, and it's hot. My, what a lot of leather." 

 "Don't let me forget to get my hat back from Stick," Matt muttered as he began 
unbuckling the heavy leather coat. His hands were swift and sure. He shrugged his way 
out of the constricting leather and hung it in the locker, pulling out a shirt. "So, how've 
you been?" he asked a bit too loud, struggling with the awkward moment. 

 "It's been hard," she said softly, watching him as he pulled the shirt on. "Stick has 
been stripping the power of the Beast out of my blood and skin, breaking through some 
of the Hand conditioning." She hesitated. "A lot of wear and tear in that." 

 "What are you going to do once he's finished?" Matt asked, stepping out of the 
stiff leather pants. Elektra gazed out the front of the gym as he tugged on some shorts. 

 "Funny you should ask," she said distantly. "You know, when I was at the bottom, 
after Ledge and Fisk, I asked you if there would someday be a chance for us. If I could 
find my center and be whole again, leave the darkness behind me." She could not bring 
herself to ask a question. Only statements came to her. 

 Matt stood motionless, silent. She listened to all his silence had to say, then her jaw 
tightened. She turned and walked away, over to where Remy got the television working, 
her steps as light as though she were walking on rice paper. Matt let out a breath he did 
not realize he had been holding. He kicked his feet into slippers, stowing the rest of his 
gear in the locker. 

 Elektra walked past Stick, into the back rooms. Matt listened to her go, and he let 
the frustration well up in him and then he let it go. He thought of Karen. Yesterday. 
And he felt the surreal difference between the worlds he lived in. 

 He listened to Stick's high, amused cackle as the car said something witty on the tv 
show. Leech joined in with a childish giggle. Matt almost smiled. He felt the urge to go 
sit with them, to just be there so when Stick was good and ready to have a conversation 
it could happen. He felt an old ache where he missed his teacher. Once gone from him 
forever, now within reach. And Elektra.  

 He abruptly closed the door to the locker, turned, and walked out of the gym back 
into the daylight of the hot street. Laundry. He had to pick up his laundry. As he walked 
down the sidewalk, slipping on his dark glasses and swinging his cane back and forth, he 
wondered what he really wanted. 

* 

 Remy stood on the roof, pondering the city in all its deepening shade. The sun was 
a baleful presence on the edge of the world, and Remy felt himself roast in the late 
afternoon heat. He let his eyes slide closed as he listened to Skids, who worked her way 
slowly and clumsily up the stairs behind him. It almost felt as hot as it did at home in 
Louisiana. 

 "Remy?" Skids said uncertainly from the doorway of the roof access. 

 "Over here, chere," Remy said softly. She got clear of the stairs and pushed off. 
One smooth glide carried her over the rough gravel to where he stood. 

 "Buck fifty for your thoughts?" Skids said with a shy smile. "It's all I got. Won it 
from Leech playing poker." 
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 "Well, I am an expensive date," Remy said with a bit of a smile. "Jus tinking." 

 "Remy," Skids said hesitantly, "Who is this Stick guy?" 

 "He is a jonin, a teacher. He's de one who taught me how to fight years an years 
ago." 

 "So… why are we here?" 

 "I was looking for Stick," Remy said. "Now I foun him." 

 "But Remy," Skids said, a bit impatient, "why? Are we going to be staying with 
them, or moving on?" 

 "Skids, Skids," Remy said. "Don pester Remy wit all dese questions." With a step, 
he was behind her. He draped his arms around her shoulders as best he could, balancing 
them on her frictionless field. Standing close enough to feel her body heat but not close 
enough to touch, he looked out over the city as he pressed against her field.  

 "I really want to feel your touch again," Skids whispered to Remy. He squeezed the 
field that separated them, just slightly. Then he hesitated. 

 "Leech," he said. "Was anybody watching de Mystery Guest?" 

 "I--I'm not sure," Skids said uncertainly. 

 "I bedder go check on Leech," Remy said, and he turned and entered the stairwell. 

 Skids felt very alone. 

 

 Remy glanced in the room and saw the half dead man laying motionless. He 
nodded, then went out to the main room. The television was off, and Stick was on his 
elbows and knees on the floor. Opposite him was Leech. Between them was a scatter of 
marbles. 

 As Remy walked in, Stick managed an inexpert flick of the crusher marble, and it 
rolled out of their crude ring only tapping one of Leech's marbles. Leech screeched with 
glee as Stick slapped his head and groaned. Leech's butt wiggled in the air as he lined up 
his own shot. 

 "Ello, boys," Remy said as he walked in.  

 "Ah, Remy," Stick said with a bit of a grin. "Back to kill me again, eh?" He laughed 
out loud. "Leech, you gotta watch that character. Never know what he'll do next. And 
since you were wondering," he said to Remy, "Matt's gone home for a while but should 
be back soon, and Elektra is getting us some pizza." 

 Remy tried to play along with Stick's little joke as sweat beaded on his forehead. 
"You so funny, Stick." Just then the front door opened, and Elektra strolled in with 
pizza and a two-liter of pop. She walked all the way across the room to put them on the 
small table by the television. "Hope everybody likes pepperoni," she said. "I know Stick 
does, so the rest of you will have to deal with it." 

 Stick and Leech got up off the floor with the ease of children, and as they raided 
the pizza box Elektra poured some rice in a bowl and added water, then stuck it in the 
microwave. Her rice was cooking as the door opened and Matt walked in, his senses 
already flowing through the room to build him a picture. 
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 "Just in time," Stick called out to him. "The Mystery Guest is gonna wake up 
soon." 

 "Pepperoni," Matt said as he walked up to the group. He sniffed, and pointed his 
nose over to Elektra. "Mind if I share your rice?" 

 A scrabble in the hallway, then something dark launched into the room. 
Surrounded by people with very good reflexes, Stick still somehow managed to get to the 
creature first. His stick shot out with the force of a shotgun load, cracking the monster's 
chest and hurling it back. Then, nimbly, the blind old man hopped to him and tapped 
him there; there; there. With a twist of his fingertips over the creature's heart, he seemed 
satisfied. He moved back three steps and dropped into an easy squat facing the sprawled 
guest. 

 "Wha?" gasped the mystery guest. He lay awkwardly, trying to move but just 
twitching. 

 "Your strength, or at least some of it, will return in a few moments," Stick said 
gravely. "I have freed you of bloodlust. Now we can talk as people." 

 "How?" managed the twitching creature. 

 "Energy flow through the body makes us who and what we are," Stick shrugged. "I 
just moved yours. Would have killed anybody else. But you're half vampire. So you got a 
heart to fall back on." He grinned. "What's your name?" Everyone else stood and stared, 
not interrupting. 

 "I… I don't have one," the half vampire said in a thick voice. He shook his head, 
as though to clear it. "I have never been without pain or hunger since…" He focused 
his thoughts, concentrating. Then he gave up. "The past is strange to me." 

 "What do you remember?" Stick prompted. 

 "Somewhere dark and misty. Loud noise, a big city, big as this one. Then I got on a 
boat… something. Forever on the boat. But it was a big boat; waves the size of two 
story buildings. I killed all the crew, one at a time, but not every night. Then here." 

 "Before that," Stick said. 

 "Before that," the half vampire echoed. He focused his thoughts, wrinkling his 
forehead. "Before that. It is strange. I remember an endless encompassing dark. I… I 
slipped in and out of the world. I was… a servant. Then there was pain. Light." He 
shook his head. "None of the rest makes sense." 

 Stick nodded curtly. "You're a half vampire. You are so filled with dark energies 
you're no longer fully human. But you were once. Maybe you were captured as a child. 
Anyway," he said, standing effortlessly and stretching, "I can heal your addiction to 
blood and teach you other ways to siphon energy. I'll even name you if you want. But 
first you have to trust me." He extended his hand to the half vampire. 

 The young half-vampire looked at Stick's hand for a long moment, then grasped it. 
Stick helped him to his feet. 

 "So what… will my name be?" the half vampire said, a bit unsteady on his feet. 

 "Blade," Stick said, rubbing his hands together. "You'll be a natural. Got the stance 
and reach for it. And don't thank me. You'll hate me soon enough. All of 'em do." He 
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looked like he was going to cackle, but he held it in. "Now you better get on the bed 
because you got about twenty seconds before you pass out." 

 Blade stumbled out of the room, and Stick turned to Remy. "Looks like we got 
your little problem sorted out," he said with a wicked grin. 

 "I knew we could count on you, Stick," Matt said wryly. The microwave beeped, 
and Elektra pulled out the rice and stirred it, then tossed it back in for a few more 
minutes. 

* 

 "Mister Stick?" Skids said hesitantly. He was dozing in front of the Three Stooges 
turned down low. The gym was otherwise quiet except for the drone of traffic in the 
concrete corridor outside. 

 He roused himself, blinked, rubbed his nose with the back of his hand. "Skids, 
right?" 

 "Right," she said with a bit of a smile. "Um… Remy told me about how you… 
turned off the powers of that half vampire thingy. Is that… permanent?" 

 "It will be when I'm done," Stick shrugged. "It'll hold for a while. Nothing to 
worry about." He smiled his gap-toothed smile. 

 "Could you do that to me?" she asked steadily. "Turn off my field?" 

 Stick's smile faltered. "You'd regret it," he said. His smile was gone completely. 
"It's part of what makes you who you are." 

 "I want a job and a home and a family," Skids said firmly. "Not a frictionless force 
field." 

 "Gonna hafta think about it," Stick grumbled, his chin on his chest as he slouched 
in the chair. Skids bit her lip. 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 Just then the door to the gym flew open, and Elektra tumbled in and popped up to 
her feet with a breathy laugh. Matt sidestepped in and kicked the door shut, settling into 
a stance, trying not to chuckle. He had a smear of ice cream by his nose and cheek. 
Elektra did a cartwheel that turned into a flip, and she was in the boxing ring. She 
kicked her shoes off with practiced ease and settled in her jeans and t-shirt, hair flying 
wild. The bandanna had fallen off somewhere, and her wispy black hair was freed and in 
no mood to behave. 

 Matt took a running spring and he cleared the ropes and neatly tumbled to his feet 
facing her. "Think you can just push my ice cream into my face and get away with it?" 
he said, wasting a lot of energy and focus not laughing. 

 "Prove me wrong," she taunted, her face looking almost elfin as it was pulled up 
into a mischievous grin that could have been stolen directly from Stick. Neither of them 
noticed Remy leaning in the doorway that led to the back hallway, watching Skids and 
Stick and them as well. 

 Matt settled into stance, letting her take the first shot. She obliged, spinning to the 
side and slinging a blow at his head. He blocked as he spun into a kick, which she 
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ducked and struck at his knee, which he twisted and bent to deflect the force of the 
blow. They faced off again, then whirled into motion around one another. 

 Her scent came back to him; subtly different but yet so her that his guts ached with 
memory. He felt her chi flow, her aura, he spun through her as their flesh touched and 
touched and touched. The force whipped out at each other and was deflected, hard and 
soft, rapid and slow, bright and dark. They formed the Tao, move and counter, each 
carrying at their center an echo of the other yet so different, almost opposite. 

 Matt could only vaguely reflect that this was passionate, intimate, almost sex in its 
physical engagement and closeness of body, mind, and spirit united in effort. He tasted 
her sweat. He touched her again and again, she struck and blocked and counter-struck, 
and he felt her not kill him in a mock battle that could easily have been lethal if the 
combatants were not so carefully skillful. Every move had a counter, and they flowed 
through combat, neither wanting to win, neither wanting to lose. 

 Then Elektra stopped and kicked back to a corner. She stood ready to bow. Matt 
did as well. They bowed and closed the match, then stood facing each other. What had 
been under a minute had felt like hours. Elektra peered into Matt's eyes, he breathed her 
in. 

 She held an unstoppable swell of emotion in and slipped out of the ring, 
disappeared into the back of the building. Matt stood with his head down for a long 
moment, then he headed to the locker rooms for a long, cold shower. 

 A tear slid down Skids's cheek as she watched them go. "They love each other so 
much," she whispered. Remy stepped up behind her. 

 "Remembering tings is painful," he said quietly. 

 "You don't know those two?" Skids asked. 

 "What, de blind guy and de woman? No. I was before dere time. I trained wit Stick 
back in eighty three." 

 Skids giggled through her tears.  

 "What?" Remy asked. 

 "Oh, nothing," Skids said, blinking the tears out of her eyes. "I was born in eighty 
five." 

 "Yeah, well," Remy said, setting his jaw, "I was only seventeen." He shook his 
head. "Born in eighty five. Good ting I'm well preserved." He turned to go and saw 
Blade standing in the darkened corridor, staring at him. 

 "What?" Remy said. 

 "You smell familiar," Blade said, his dusky voice soft and strong. "Your energy." 
Blade reached out and touched his face. Remy was startled at how cold the fingers were. 
"Why do I know you?" 

 "I have no idea," Remy said roughly. He brushed past Blade and headed for the 
roof access. 

 Blade stood by Skids, staring at her. A ghost of a smile crossed his features. 

 "You're pretty," he said. "Very pretty." 
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 "Are you dangerous?" she asked in a small voice, wishing very much she was a 
ninja right now. 

 "I don't miss the bloody haze of need that filled my heart and eyes," Blade 
murmured. "But I won't push your luck." He turned and ghosted back into the 
bedroom, closing the door. Skids let out a held breath. 

 

 Matt heard Stick strolling up to him as he dressed after his shower. He tugged his 
shirt on and turned to face the old man. 

 Stick stopped, and tapped his stick on the ground between his feet. "You missed 
her," he stated. 

 "You didn't get involved last time, or the time before that," Matt said, trying not to 
sound frustrated. "Why don't you stay out of it now too?" 

 "I did too get involved last time," Stick said. "She was a burden, I took her off 
your hands, all blown up as she was." 

 "Look, what do you want?" Matt asked more harshly than he meant to. 

 Stick shrugged. "I'm helping Elektra find her way back. You're the only surviving 
person that she still wants to be close to. You could help. You could help a lot." 

 "You didn't want to help her 'find her way back' when she came to you after her 
father was killed," Matt said, feeling anger welling up that he wasn't sure he wanted to 
stop. "She came to you wanting to learn enough skill to avenge herself on her father's 
killers. You didn't seem interested in her redemption then." 

 "Sure I was," Stick said. "Maybe we don't see redemption the same way. I kept her 
long enough to give her the tools she would need to fight that battle, either inside her 
soul or with her father's killers." 

 "So what's with the interest?" Matt said, more thinking it through rhetorically than 
expecting a straight answer. "Something else is going on here. When I fell in love with 
her, back when I was just a kid, I wanted you to say something, to show that you 
approved or disapproved, hell, that you noticed. But you wanted to be all aloof. So why 
not just stay neutral, old man?" 

 "You always were full of demands," Stick snapped. He turned and left. "Still a 
stupid kid," he muttered under his breath as he stalked off. 

 Matt stood, slightly bewildered, wondering what had just happened. 

* 

 Remy walked steadily down the sidewalk back toward the gym, a half empty bottle 
of whisky tucked lovingly under his arm. He glanced down an alley as he sensed a rustle 
of movement, then Elektra was pacing him at his side. 

 "Nice night for a walk," he noted. 

 "Stick never mentioned you," Elektra said. 

 Remy barked a laugh. "Dat was a long time ago," he said. "We din part on de best 
terms." 
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 "It makes me wonder if Stick has ever trained someone through to completion," 
Elektra mused. "He kicked me out." 

 Remy stopped short to stare at her. "Really?" 

 She stopped too, and nodded. "My anger had grown past what I could master. I 
was furious with Matt, with my father, with the men who killed my father. With Stick. 
The Hand. Pretty much the world." She resumed walking, and Remy fell in step at her 
side. 

 "So," she continued, "I took on the Hand and lost, and their Jonin thought it was a 
better idea to… indoctrinate me than to kill me. He violated the First Rule and it finally 
violated him back." She smiled a small, secret smile. "So now I can master what's left of 
my rage. It was drowning me, and then there was the pain that consumed my whole 
soul. Now… now I'm just… numb. Empty.  Sometimes I wonder if that dark road is 
what Stick had in mind all along." 

 "Seems heartless," Remy said as they crossed the street two blocks down from the 
gym. 

 "Yes," she agreed decisively. "Tell me, what was Stick like then?" 

 "Jus like now, only a bit shorter and thinner. I tink he turn into a little gnome 
before he die." Remy smiled, something guarded behind the look. 

On the curb in front of the gym, Matt dropped into a cab. It pulled away from 
the curb as a ghost of a smile crossed Elektra's face. 

 "I guess he has to go home," she noted. She shook her head. "I can't remember 
having a home, it was too long ago." 

 "I use to have a home," Remy said. "Dey foun it, shot it up, den dis spring she 
sank into de swamp. Verr sad. But I got Skids and Leech. Maybe we go find anoder 
house." 

 They stopped on the steps that led up to the gym. Elektra faced Remy. "There's 
more to it," she said softly, a thrill of steel in her voice. "You were looking for one of us 
when you found Blade and Matt. Since you don't know, or are pretending not to know 
Matt or me, it must either be Blade or Stick. You had all the opportunity you needed to 
do whatever you wanted to Blade. So I'm guessing you got lucky, you were looking for 
Stick." Her eyes narrowed. "Out with it, LeBeau. What do you want." 

 He smiled at her with his face but not his eyes. "Dat is between me an Stick," he 
said. 

 There was a long moment of silence. 

 "Something happens to Stick, dandelion," she said, "and I'll tear your still-beating 
heart out and feed it to you." She smiled at him with an echo of what she used to be. 
There was nothing amused in the smile, but he saw all her teeth. Then she turned from 
him and went inside the gym. 

 Remy watched her go, and as the door softly closed behind her he swore 
vehemently under his breath. He decided to give her a cigarette's head start, and he 
fished one out and lit it. He brooded, puffing in the cigarette, for a minute or two. Then 
he felt a tug, and he turned and stared into the alley across from the gym. 
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 He saw the familiar hulking shadow, waiting. The shadow nodded, he nodded 
back. Suddenly he felt his power wobble and twitch under his control. Before he 
realized what happened, his cigarette charged. He flicked it out toward the street and it 
popped like a firecracker. He narrowed his eyes, glaring at the alley. "I'm working on it," 
he hissed. The shadow vanished among shadows. 

 Remy jumped to the side and swore again as Blade dropped from the roof and 
landed on the steps, every fiber taut with concentration. He sniffed, his head snaking 
from side to side. 

 "Where?" he demanded hoarsely. "Something was just here. Something big." 
Hardly noticing Remy, he dashed across the street and vanished into the alley. 

 Remy let a smile tug at his features. "Best of luck, mon ami," he said wryly. Then 
he turned, ascended the stairs, and walked into the gym. 

* 

 Matt hesitated, key in hand outside his apartment door. The television was on. He 
caught a whiff of microwave popcorn. He opened the door quietly, his senses probing 
the place. 

 A familiar heartbeat on the couch. Karen. He smiled to himself, and noisily let 
himself in. 

 "Hello, Matt," she said somewhat distantly. 

 "Karen!" he said. "I didn't expect to find you here." 

 "Huh," she said. He heard her turn to face him. "Matt, is there someone else?" 

 "What?" he asked, surprised. 

 "Where were you all day?" 

 "I was visiting an old man I met in high school," Matt said truthfully enough. "We 
went to the gym. You have nothing to worry about." Somewhere in the back of his 
mind, he felt his heart skip a beat. 

 "You're sure," Karen said, doubt still lingering in her voice. 

 "Absolutely," Matt said. "What, do I need to prove it?" 

 She turned off the television. 

 "Ah," he said, diplomatically. 

 She stood and walked over to him. He heard the rustle of her slip. "Matt," she said 
quietly, "I've had offers. There are a lot of wolves out there who can't stand to see a girl 
strung along. I'm not stupid, though. I picked the best one of all, the brightest and the 
most beautiful and the very most sensitive one." She stopped an arm's length away from 
him. "Did he choose me?" 

 "Karen," Matt said. "You were there for me when it mattered the most. Because of 
you I feel like I'm a part of everybody else's world, a real complete human being. I'm 
grateful for that. I don't know how to tell you how grateful." 

 "Then don't tell me," she whispered. She stepped into his space, and they 
embraced. But both of them were haunted by the same shadow… 
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* 

 Elektra stood balanced on the ledge, breathing hard, her jaw locked, her eyes mean 
and glinting. In her hand she gripped a sai, her knuckles set. Stick was present behind 
her. She did not wonder how long he had been there. 

 He waited. 

 "I can't focus," she snapped. 

 "You aren't paying attention," Stick said. "You're too busy inside your head to see 
what's around you. Fix that and you will be able to focus again." 

 "I want it to go one way or the other," she said in a low voice. "I want him, or I 
want him out of reach. This is torture." 

 Stick nodded. "So it is," he said. 

 "How am I supposed to keep my balance then?" she asked rather sharply. 

 "Want something else," Stick said after a moment. He turned and walked away. 

 Elektra closed her eyes and tried to force the connection shut, the feeling of Matt, 
of the intensity of what Matt was experiencing. It wasn't that simple. 

 "I am free of the burden of the ninja," Elektra breathed, "once again a student. But 
it isn't enough." Her eyes were full of tears as she stared up into the sky, starless in the 
gaze of the glowing city. "It isn't enough." 

 

April 8 

 Remy ducked and stabbed with the blunt staff, and Blade twirled out of the way. 
The half vampire whipped his staff around, down at Remy. Remy deflected the blow 
and used the momentum that crashed into one side of the staff to whip it around and 
crack across Blade's face. 

 "Enough!" Stick said. The two bowed and closed the combat. They turned to 
Stick. 

 The late afternoon sunlight slanted into the gym/dojo. For a moment it was quiet 
as Remy caught his breath, a bit envious of Blade. Blade stood unmoving. Stick nodded 
to himself. 

 "Tired yet? Hungry?" Stick asked. 

 "Not yet," Blade replied. "Maybe soon. I feel so strange." 

 "You're missing the bloodlust," Stick agreed. Elektra walked in from the back, 
taking her time as she approached the ring. 

 "Bo, out of the ring. Blade, you stay. Elektra," he said, gesturing to her. "Into the 
ring." 

 She looked surprised, but she climbed into the ring. Bo stood next to Stick, 
watching. Elektra and Blade bowed and opened, then settled into stances. 

 Blade struck, fast and confident. Elektra was out of his way with the speed of a 
snake's lash. She collapsed his knee from behind and dropped her knee on the back of 
his neck as he plowed down onto the mat. 
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 "Point," Stick belted out. Elektra rolled back, and Blade bounded to his feet, 
quivering with embarrassment and rage. "The lesson here," Stick said mildly, "is that 
you should not be overconfident. Fight." 

 As the two squared off again, the door opened and Matt walked in. He looked 
tired; his step was slow, his shoulders slumped. He approached and sat on a chair as Bo 
and Stick watched Elektra and Blade circle. 

 Blade took a quick step towards her, and she kicked his foot so he landed off 
balance. Undeterred, he lashed at her with a double fisted strike. She guided the blow 
away with a flicker of movement and drove her forehead into his eye socket with a 
meaty clack that staggered him for a moment; she had moved a lot of Chi in that strike. 
He regained his balance. She squared off facing him. 

 "Girl knows her footwork," Stick said, amused. 

 "I was wondering," Remy said, "when I was in de ring being chased by dat 
monster. Does dis mean I am your student again?" 

 "Ah, Bo," Stick said with a smile. "For a trial period. I don't want to let you in to 
be a student if you just turn around and leave a year or two later." 

 "Yeah," Matt said, his voice somewhere between amusement and bitterness. 
"You'd never want a deserter back." 

 Stick turned to face him, an eerie and disconcerting move for the blind man. He 
rapped his stick on the floor once, hard, gaining everyone's attention. "Matthew 
Murdock," he said in his gravely old voice, "I formally invite you to return to your 
training." 

 Matt scowled. "I'm not a killer," he said simply. "That's why I left the first time. 
That's why I'd have to leave again." 

 Stick shrugged. "You won't have to kill anybody. There's a lot of other things to 
learn." He hesitated. "Please." 

 Matt sat, rigid, unbelieving. He couldn't have just heard that. 

 "I--I'll have to think about it," he said. 

 "Don't think too long," Stick said, turning back to the fight. "Resume!" 

 

CHAPTER FIVE 

 Remy watched Matt hastily stand and retreat, leaving the gym. He let a bit of a 
regretful smile cross his face, then he left the room quickly and silently and almost 
unnoticed. 

 He headed down the fire escape in the back to the alley. There, he saw Skids and 
Leech. 

 "What's going on?" Skids demanded. "Why did you send us out here? And where 
have you been?" 

 "I was goin to talk to you," Remy said earnestly. "Stick caught me, had me spar. 
Look, dis de time for you to be goin." 

 "What?" Skids said incredulously. 
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 Remy fished a roll of bills out of his pocket and tossed it to Leech. "Dere is about 
five hunner dollars. Head south, bedder weather down dere. If you go to New Orleans, 
see Patch Bob, Louis da Fixer, or Ently Auto shop." He handed Leech a card with 
names and phone numbers. "You get into serious trouble, I mean bad, call Logan at de 
number at de bottom. Don take no for an answer until you talk to him, tell him you 
know me." 

 "No," Skids said with a defiant gesture. "You can't just brush us off like this, 
Remy." 

 "If I live, I'll explain, promise," he said quickly. "Now go. Please." 

 Leech gazed up at him mournfully, and Skids fought back frustration, pain, and 
anger. "Remy--" 

 He saw the tears well up in her eyes, roll down her cheeks. He took a moment to 
compose himself. He put his hand flat against the field surrounding her face, her tears 
untouchable. "Chere," he said as gently as he could, "dis is dat fate I tol you about. I 
godda kill dis man. I don wan you here for dat. If you really love me, go now. I can find 
you lader if I make it troo dis alive." His eyes were deep and sincere beneath the red and 
black façade. "Go. Please." 

 Skids and Leech backed away uncertainly, then turned and walked to the mouth of 
the alley. They looked back at Remy, who waved to them. He was determined to show 
no emotion, no crack in his resolve that would bring them running back to him. They 
walked out onto the sidewalk, and he felt alone. 

 And it felt good. Because he was about to do something very bad. He ran his 
hands through his hair, breathing deep, feeling his power wobble beneath his control. 
He was losing it. Time was almost run out. 

 "Damn impatient devils," he muttered under his breath as he stomped back up the 
back steps into the gym's small kitchen. He walked out to the sparring room, and 
glanced around. 

 The only man in the room was Stick, seated on the floor meditating. Remy rubbed 
the back of his neck dubiously. 

 "Gone," Stick said suddenly, startling Remy. "They broke their staves, so I sent 
Blade and Elektra to get more weapons." He gestured casually at the broken hafts. 
"They need to learn to control their strength and focus." There was a smile in his voice. 

 "Den if you not busy, dere is someting I want you to look at," Remy said casually, 
scratching the back of his neck. 

 "Of course," Stick said, smoothly rising and turning to face Remy. "I'll 'look' at it if 
I can. Stupid kid." Stick smiled affectionately. 

 "It's in de basement," Remy said. "I was lookin aroun an I foun de ol boiler dat use 
to heat dis place. I caught Leech sleeping in it. I was wondering if you could tell me if 
dat's safe or I need to tell him to move." 

 They reached the bottom of the stairs. Remy opened the heavy metal fire door that 
led into the room with the boiler, and like a true gentleman he gestured for Stick to go 
first. Stick padded into the room, his senses bouncing off everything inside. 
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 With a sudden burst of strength, Remy threw himself against the door and bolted 
it. He slapped his palms flat on the door and grunted as he focused all his desperate fear 
and anger through his power, rapidly charging the door. 

 "Clever," came an amused voice from inside the room as the whole door, the door 
frame, and the bricks of the wall began to hum and sear, red then white with barely 
contained energies. 

 Remy sprang away, up the stairs in two bounds, threw himself at the back door 
and through it, airborn. A screech of unstable energy erupted— 

* 

 Matt walked aimlessly down the streets of Hell's Kitchen, lost in thought. The 
street held no fear for him. He tapped rhythmically with his cane, as much to focus his 
thinking as anything else. Then the neighborhood was rocked by a tremendous blast. 
Windows shattered, dust thudded up from the cracks in the sidewalk. Car alarms went 
wild all around.  

 Matt focused, drove the other piercing noises out, began to stumble back. Could it 
be? Could that have been the gym? His heart leaped up in his throat as he sprinted, cane 
forgotten in his loose grip. 

 Three blocks down, two over. The gym was a raging crater of fire; the gas line had 
gone, triggered by a massive bomb. Buildings a block in every direction were damaged. 

 Against the flaring and flickering background of energy, Matt's senses picked out a 
lean form. The thin man saluted the ruin, then darted away. 

 He moved like a ninja.  

 Matt was after him in a heartbeat. Remy must have sensed him coming, because he 
glanced over his shoulder and saw the determined lawyer closing fast. He bounded up a 
broken, burning fire escape with Matt in close pursuit. 

 On the street across the way, a car screeched to a halt and a man and a woman 
sprang out. They spotted Matt and Remy like two squirrels, darting up the fire escape. 
Blade and Elektra each carried a black case, and they tore off after the chase. 

 No chance. Now there was no chance. Matt felt the despair thud in the echo of his 
heartbeat as he pushed himself, squeezed extra inches out of his tight maneuvers. He 
was gaining on the taller man, taking daring chances. But Remy was almost suicidal in 
his abandon, flinging himself over fire, across gaps. He reached the roof running, his 
heart still moderate and cool in its beating. He was a roof rat born. Matt had not 
allowed himself to get out of shape either, and he lengthened his stride. 

 The two of them darted across the unstable building, flung themselves over the 
gap between that building and the next, and landed sprinting. Remy hopped up lightly 
and fluttered his legs like pistons, balancing with incredible speed across a clothesline. 
Matt dove after him, catching the line and letting his weight snap it. He slung down to 
the side of the building as the rope ripped out of its mooring and cracked hard against a 
window. An inattentive woman with her hair up in curlers blinked, but Matt was already 
up over the side. 

 The two men slid around a cable antenna, then Matt soared through the air in a 
jump that Remy barely rolled to evade. Both men were on their feet, running flat out 
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along an apartment building roof, gravel spraying up behind their almost supernatural 
strides. 

 Remy dove off a roof like a cliff diver, across a narrow alley and through an open 
window. He landed in a light tumble that ended upright, and he whirled through the 
hall, past the doorway to the room with the television playing quietly to itself. A man 
and a woman were on the couch, passionately kissing. 

 Remy reached the door and unlocked it before he ducked and spun, desperately 
warding off Matt's furious assault. The cane was in two pieces, and the sticks whickered 
and whirled as Remy slapped them aside. Then Remy shot a blow through Matt's 
defenses, almost breaking the arch of Matt's foot. As Matt jumped back to protect 
himself, Remy was out the door. But Matt followed before he could lock it. The couple 
on the couch looked up, hearing something. 

 Meanwhile, Matt flung a club at Remy. The agile target slid to the side, caught the 
club, and spun with it. In the hallway the two men traded blows, never hitting the clubs 
against each other in a delicate strike counterstrike dance of vicious consequence. 

Remy snapped a shot across Matt's face, spinning him into a wall as a woman 
came out of her apartment with a basket of laundry. Her eyes widened as Remy ducked 
into the stairwell, followed by Matt. The blind man gripped his face, trying to focus on 
deadening the pulsing agony of the shot that may well have blinded one eye if he was 
not already blind. 

 But he would die before he let Remy go. Matt pushed himself to follow Remy as 
the lithe man slid out a window, along the ledge running nimbly, dove down to land on 
the roof of a bus. Matt followed, landing in a tumbling roll and popping up ready to 
fight. The two men squared off, each with a club. 

 "You are persistent," Remy said, winded. 

 "I wasn‟t finished with Stick," Matt said through clenched teeth as blood trickled 
down the side of his face. 

 "We'll see about dat," Remy said. 

 Then the shuriken hissed through the air and thudded into his achillies tendon. 
Remy gasped with the sudden shock of pain, glancing down to see the throwing blade 
buried in his ankle. He stared around wildly to see her on a bicycle, pedaling hard as she 
readied another blade. 

 "How?!" Remy managed, staggering. 

 Matt's smile was cruel. "If I can sense you, so can she," he said. "We will catch 
you." Remy glanced at him, then rolled off the bus and bounced to the pavement, 
sprinting down an alley. Matt was after him in a flash. 

 Two more stars pinged into the brick in front of Matt as he ran. His sensitive 
fingers reached for them, tugged them loose as he spun along the wall, and released 
them all without him losing a step. The shuriken hissed through the air, one catching 
Remy in the shoulder as he dodged the other. He spat a curse and ducked down, 
running harder than ever.  

 Leaving blood. 
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 Matt pounded after him, his heart racing, a stitch threatening in his side. Remy 
would not escape. No matter what. 

 Remy reached the side of a building, where a fire escape ladder hung a tantalizing 
twenty feet from the ground. He bounded up, bounced off a dumpster, off the side of a 
building, and he sailed through the air. He caught the bottom rung, rapidly scaled it. But 
he was favoring his wounded ankle. He had not pulled the blade out of his ankle yet, for 
that might compound the wound. He whirled up the tiers as fast as he could. 

 Remy glanced to the side and saw that the ornamental façade of the building had a 
number of handholds on the corner. Elektra was swiftly climbing, faster than he was 
making it up the turns of the fire escape. Below, Matt clattered up after him, relentless 
in his speed. Remy felt the breath catch in his lungs, felt a faint tremble in his limbs. It 
wasn't just the exertion, it was the guilt. The strain. He hardened himself, looking 
around for an escape. 

 There. Across the way. He just might make it. He saw the building two stories 
lower than where he was now. He leaned back against the wall and focused himself, 
then he took one monstrous bounding step and he was off the railing of the fire escape, 
sailing through the air. 

 He managed to land with a roll, scraping along the roofing tar. He felt sharp pain 
all over as he landed and slid. Then he lay still for a moment panting. They wouldn't be 
able to make that jump. There was no way. He managed to roll to his feet. 

 Not twenty feet away, Blade waited for him. 

 Remy settled into a fighting stance. Blade slowly smiled, a vicious and unpleasant 
expression. He slowly drew a straight, bright blade; Remy recognized the ninja to. 

 Another shuriken slammed into his forearm. He swore with the suddenness of the 
pain, turning to see Elektra clinging to the edge of the building. In spite of himself, he 
admired her accuracy over distance with a very short range weapon. But then he realized 
that the diversion had worked as he spun to face Blade-- 

 Who was now just a blur of motion. Remy felt the hard fist snap across his head 
with incredible force, hurling him to the edge of the building to smack against the low 
wall there. Blade crouched on him. Remy snatched at him, charging power squirming in 
his fingertips. Then Blade's fist jabbed at him and everything went dark… 

 

 Remy regained consciousness with Blade, Elektra, and Matt standing over him. He 
took a moment to blink and wished he hadn't; his head was on fire with pain. He 
struggled to sit up, and Elektra put her foot on his shoulder and pinned him to the 
ground. 

 "Dis de trial, den?" he said defiantly. 

 "No," Elektra said coldly. "The sentencing." Remy noticed Matt's head incline 
towards her, even if she didn't. "What did you do and why?" 

 "I killed Stick," Remy snapped. "Jus like I did in eighty tree, only dis time I hope it 
work better." 

 Elektra's face was set in a mask of fury. "Who hired you," she asked calmly. 
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 "It wasn't a hire," Remy said. "I had to do it. I don know who it was dat make me 
do dis. De devil, I tink." 

 "Can't say I didn't warn you," Elektra said. She knelt by him, raising her hand, her 
fingers set in a claw. Blade held him as he struggled, still groggy. Elektra focused on his 
chest. 

 "Wait," said a leathery old voice. 

 Everyone on the roof glanced up in shock to see the ancient man standing on the 
edge of the roof. His baggy coat was unsinged, his trousers no dirtier than usual, the 
knit cap pulled over his unruly white hair. Stick grinned. "That'll do. Good technique, 
though," he nodded to Elektra. 

 "Y-you're alive," Remy stuttered. 

 "Release him," Stick said with a gesture. They did. The four stood facing Stick, 
astonished. 

 Stick tapped his stick on the roof. "This was a play," he said absently. "We all had 
our parts, and we had to act them out to the end. However," he added, raising a hard 
and grimy finger, "we have the power to change the end once our part is done." 

 "So who went in to the boiler room?" Remy interrupted, rage simmering in his gut. 

 "Nobody," Stick shrugged. "You imagined you were not alone." He grinned. "Just 
like last time." 

 "Why?" Remy demanded, pain in his head forgotten as anger churned through 
him. "Why did you let me tink I killed you?" Remy's fury rose, and his eyes blurred with 
unshed tears as he trembled. 

 "I needed to disappear," Stick said simply. "You were the perfect choice to let that 
happen. Considering what you were trying to do," he added sternly, "you have no right 
to play victim. You deserved to feel guilty. That was a very bad thing you thought you 
did." 

 "It was dat or explode," Remy said fiercely. 

 "That's your fault too, isn't it," Stick said calmly. "But now you get to repay your 
debt. First I'll take care of that inconvenience for you." He took a swift step towards 
Remy. 

 Before Remy could react, Stick touched his shoulder, his side, his leg, his face. 
Remy staggered back, blinking. 

 "For the first time ever," Stick said to him, "your power is yours alone to control." 

 Remy was speechless. 

 Stick turned to the group. "Now is the time for all my students, new and old, to 
band together. There's something out there, Bo is just the messenger. It is time to train, 
to take the battle to the foe, and to win. Blade," he said, nodding to the silent warrior. 
"Bo. Silent. Shadow. It is time to make a pact. A pact in blood," he added solemnly, 
producing a small knife. "You must swear to go with me, to the end, to the source, and 
do battle. Even if you don't know what that means yet. It is vital that you swear it to 
me." 
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 Blade stepped forward. "I swear," he said. Stick cut the heel of his hand, and the 
heel of Blade's hand. They pressed their blood together. Remy hesitated. 

 "I forgive you," Stick said to him. "You need to do this." 

 Remy let Stick cut his hand. "I swear." His voice was rough. He pressed his hand 
to Stick's smeary hand. 

"I swear." Silent cut her own hand and gripped her teacher's hand. They all 
turned to Matt. The lawyer stood motionless. 

 "Matt," Stick said in a gentle voice. "I need you." 

 Matt was so stunned he didn't even feel the slit of the knife across his hand. "I 
swear," he said numbly. 

 The pact was forged. 

 "It is done," Stick said with a huge gap-toothed smile. "Let's go to the bar and 
celebrate." 

 

CHAPTER SIX 

 A quick round of drinks, and Stick was already sharking people over at the pool 
table. Currently, he was losing. Matt felt surreal in the hot bar, in the fog of cigarette 
smoke. He had not had a beer in years, and the one he just drank did not sit well with 
him. He knew it would be his last. In the corner, Blade sat in the dark booth unmoving, 
seeing everything. Remy leaned against the bar, smoking, idly re-wrapping the bandage 
on his hand. 

 "Come on," Elektra said, pulling him out on the dance floor. He let her drag him 
out, and he listened to the twanging of country under what was otherwise 
indistinguishable from rock n roll. He made a half-hearted effort, but he was tired and 
sore from his run with Remy. Elektra gave up and led him to a booth, where they sat. 
He leaned back against the thin cushioning of the seat, just glad to sit. 

 "We need to get Blade a new wardrobe," Elektra noted. "Something leather, I 
think." 

 "Sure," Matt said, feeling exhausted and drained from much more than the chase. 
Elektra looked at him for a long moment, then examined her hands on the table. 

 Elektra sighed. "Do you need to be in touch with insurance or anything about your 
building?" she asked. 

 He waved that away. "I guess there are benefits to being on Fisk's good side," he 
said. "I placed one phone call. All that will be taken care of." He shifted uncomfortably, 
longing for a new topic. "What's on your mind?" he asked, making conversation. 

 "Stick knew Blade was coming," Elektra said, her voice low. Matt blinked and sat 
up. 

 "What? How do you know?" 

 "He had two black lacquer cases with black and silver blades. Maybe they're his, 
and he thought of them when he named Blade. But I don't think so." She sipped her 
fizzing coke. 
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 Matt waited, newly wary. 

 "There's so much I don't understand," Elektra said in a distant voice. "Why didn't 
Stick tell us about Remy? Why not tell us he was supposed to be dead, so keep our 
mouths shut?" 

 "I don't know," Matt said. 

 "I do," she said decisively. He raised his eyebrows in surprise, feeling the ache in 
his head as he did so. "I figured it out when I saw the expression on his face when he 
found out he'd been tricked. It didn't faze Stick one bit."' 

 "Not much does," Matt observed. 

 Elektra took another sip. "We aren't just his students, Matt. We're his tools. His 
weapons. He has an agenda, and we're slotted into it." She glanced over at him. "We're 
not people to him. We're means, not ends." 

 In the moment of quiet between songs, they heard the gentle tap and knock of all 
the pool balls sinking in an elaborate pattern. They also heard the grunting of some very 
displeased locals. Stick wasn't wasting time fleecing them tonight. 

 "What do you mean?" Matt said. "Where are you going with this?" And why tell 
me, he wondered to himself. 

 "Remy. Stick needed to disappear, so he used Remy. He could have stabilized 
Remy's energy back then, but he didn't. Why not? For one, he needed to die. For 
another, he probably knew that when whoever sent Remy the first time found out he 
was still alive, he'd send Remy again. So he left Remy in the service of the enemy 
because he could control him." She sipped her drink, glancing around. 

"Once he did that, then he got you. You were his Chosen one. You know what 
you were Chosen for? I spent a lot of time thinking about that. He Chose you, Matt," 
she said relentlessly, "to replace him. Think about it. Both blind. Both gifted with 
incredible senses and physical ability. Both intelligent. Coincidence? He found you 
young; lucky for him, wouldn't you say? Matt, your weapon of choice is the stick. He 
chose you to be him." She looked away. "How were you blinded, Matt? You never told 
me." 

 "What about you?" Matt demanded. "If he has a master plan--" he stopped 
abruptly. 

 Elektra nodded slightly. "He needed something to hold you. You were a restless 
kid, disciplined but with limits. He took me on for one reason, as much as I want to 
flatter myself. He took me in to keep you at his side." Her eyes were luminous, but he 
couldn't see them in the darkness that surrounded him. "You left anyway. Not just the 
training, but him. Me. And that was hard for all of us." She looked down at the table. 
"We weren't named for weapons, Matt. He didn't name us, so we picked our own." 

 "How do you know he didn't name me Shadow?" Matt asked, surprised. 

 "A shadow is a medium, he names his students for tools and weapons." She 
shrugged. "I took on the name Silent because it described me, and it was what I wanted 
to be more than anything else. So no one could hear my pain, I suppose. Teenagers," 
she said with a smile that was hard on her face. 

 Matt waited as she gathered herself to continue. 
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 "True to his plan," she said, picking up the thread, "he knew that if I was out there, 
sooner or later you would bring me back to him, and that would re-establish contact. 
He treated me just exactly how he needed to so I would leave him, go out in the big bad 
world and get in enough trouble to need your help. And it was critical that he not be 
connected to me. Had to be a subtle touch or you'd smell the trap." She looked at him, 
her eyes roving his shocked face. "He read us like books, Matt. In the end," she added, 
her eyes straying to the bar, "you were too strong and he needed me for something 
different." 

 "This is not my fault," Matt said through nerveless lips, trying to deny what she was 
saying and failing. 

 "Hush," she said softly. "I didn't say it was. You're just a part of this. I just want 
you to know what you're getting into. That old ninja has something up his sleeve, 
something big enough to play all his trumps." She smiled to herself. "How can you 
choose lawyering over this?" 

 "I have to," he said promptly. "Otherwise I tumble back down into a warped and 
twisted world where what you just told me makes perfect sense. No," he said, leaning 
back. "I have to be part time, live in both worlds." 

 "Then," she said in a soft voice so cutting it was exquisite in its pain, "you must 
have eyes only for your secretary." She stood and left him, walked out of the bar and into 
the steamy night. 

 Matt's senses reeled, but they still followed her out until the door shut between 
them. He let out a breath he had not realized he was holding. He lowered his head into 
his hands. 

 Stick approached the table, tucking a wad of money into his pocket. "Anything to 
say?" he asked as he sat down. 

 "I think she pegged it all pretty spot on," Matt said, his voice emotionless. 

 "So do I," Stick nodded. "I'm impressed." He finished Elektra's coke and wiped his 
mouth with the back of his hand. "Still, you did swear the blood pact. It's too late to 
back out now." 

 "That's true," Matt nodded. "But this time we work together on my terms, not 
yours. I won't give up my normal life for this." 

 There was a moment of silence, then Stick shrugged. "Suit yourself," he said, and 
he stood and left the bar. 

 Matt sat for a long moment, then he got to his feet and tapped his way across the 
floor with his cane. Remy finished his cigarette as Matt walked by. The blind lawyer 
hesitated. 

 "You still here?" he said a bit acidly. 

 "Oh yes," Remy said with a crooked grin and cold eyes. "I tink you make a great 
Stick. Someting about de eyes," he said with a gesture towards his face. 

 "What about Skids and Leech?" Matt asked sharply. "Kill them too?" 

 "No," Remy said, pushed back to the defensive. "Sent dem away. I can't get dem 
involved in tings like dis. Dey're bedder off on dere own." He shifted uncomfortably. 
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 "Maybe we all are," Matt said to himself, turning away from Remy. 

 Remy followed him closely out of the bar. "Maybe so, m'sieu, maybe so. But den 
again, maybe it be safer to stick togedder, no?" 

 

 As they walked down the street, a shadow in an alley across the way watched them 
go. The shadow thought it over; kill them now or report back? A decision; the shadow 
faded into the other shadows. The pieces were merely rearranged.  

 The game wasn't over yet. 
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Deck the Hall 

April 21 

 Peter folded the paper in half and rapped it on the table. "If I just pass all my classes 
this semester," he said, turning in his chair to look over his shoulder, "I graduate no 
problem." 

 The attractive redhead on the couch stretched languorously, holding her trashy 
novel in one hand. "I know I'll graduate," she said. "I picked all blowoff classes for my 
last semester. I figured I'd just get an English degree then marry someone rich." She 
inspected her nails. "I figure I'll look into a career in public relations instead." 

 "Har har," Peter said, standing. The phone rang. He strolled over and picked it up. 

 "Parker place," he said. "Peter here." 

 "Peter, have you seen the news?" a breathy voice asked excitedly. His brow 
furrowed. 

 "No," he said. "What's up, Gwen?" 

 "Channel eight, you gotta check this out," she said. He walked over to the television 
and snapped it on. 

 "--ians killed in a brutal slaying in Roth Hall last night," said the trim newswoman. 
In the background Roth Hall stood imposing against the sky, surrounded by police tape 
and stern officers. "The new building was intended to be a student center, computer lab, 
and rare book library. Instead it became the scene of a bloody dual murder. The 
librarians, Ellen Deevis and Tanner Kowalski, were shelving books when they were 
attacked about midnight. Police have no comment at this time, but as this story 
develops" 

 Peter stood looking at the television, remote in hand. "Wow," he said into the 
phone. 

 "Isn't it amazing?" Gwen said. "Is MJ there?" 

 "Yeah," Peter said, a bit dazed. He tossed the phone to the redhead, who deftly 
caught it. 

 "I'll just bet those librarians were 'shelving books' in the middle of the night," Mary 
Jane said archly. "I'll have to call you back," Mary Jane added more seriously, and she 
pushed the button to disconnect before Gwen could reply. Peter turned to look at Mary 
Jane. 

 She sighed.  

 "Go get 'em, tiger," she said with a wry grin. 

 He smiled at her, then he was out the door. 

* 

 "Get the circus out of here, will you?" the lean man said with a glance at his blocky 
subordinate. 

 "Yes sir," the heavy man said. He opened the doors and stepped into the bright 
lights of the cameras and the throng of press. "No comment. We'll hold a press 
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conference as soon as we know more. Now git," he said, and he turned to re-enter the 
office. "How do ya have a circus with just lions and clowns?" he asked as he pulled the 
door shut behind him. Uniformed officers shepherded the press away. 

 "Beats me," the lean man said, tapping a cigarette out of a battered packet. He put it 
between his lips but did not light it. With a sigh he picked up the sheaf of photos. 

 "Messy," the heavy man said, looking over his shoulder. 

 The door to the office opened, and both men looked up sharply. 

 "I said no comment," the big man said. 

 "I'm not with the press," the newcomer replied. He was on the tall and slim side, 
dressed in khakis and a turtleneck even in the spring warmth. His brown hair was 
slicked back, his nondescript features unimaginative. His eyes were a bit deeper than the 
rest of him. 

 "Parker," the lean man said. 

 "Detective Brilhart," Peter replied. "Do you have just a minute?" 

 "We're busy," the big man said, his voice surly. 

 "I don't believe we've met," Peter said. "I'm Peter Parker." He extended his hand. 

 The big man just looked at him. 

 "This is Detective Joseph Vine," Brilhart said, gesturing. "What do you want, 
Parker?" 

 "I was wondering if I might be helpful on this case," Peter said carefully.  

 "Another cooperative investigation?" Brilhart said. 

 "Something like that," Peter nodded. "Something a lot like that, actually." 

 "Hey," Vine said. "You know something, out with it. Otherwise, hit the bricks, pal." 

 "Hit the bricks?" Peter said, faintly bemused. 

 "I'm afraid the good detective is right on this one, Parker," Brilhart said. "I'm going 
to have to ask you to leave." 

 "Detective," Peter said, looking at Brilhart and ignoring Vine, "you know me better 
than to think I'm here to waste your time. I might be helpful. There's that business with 
Lincoln and Voorhees; the stolen Schwinters collection; the unusual events surrounding 
the disappearance and reappearance of Doctor Connors, the mysterious stabbing of 
Captain Stacy. You know what I can do," he said, intent on Brilhart, "and how discreet I 
can be. Give me a chance to help you out on this one. I don‟t want to dance this dance 
again." 

 "And you've decided you're going to involve yourself," Brilhart said, studying his 
cigarette. "One way or another." 

 Peter did not answer. 

 Brilhart met his eyes for a long moment. 

 "Aw, no," Vine said. "You can't be serious." 
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 Brilhart opened the file. "Okay, Parker," he said. "These are the photos of the 
bodies." He handed the manila folder over, and Peter paged through the enlarged 
pictures. "Right now we're trying to figure out how the perpetrator got in. We've 
reviewed the security tapes, nothing useful there. Nobody saw anything. The doors and 
windows were locked and sealed, we've found no evidence of tampering." He looked 
over at Vine. "Parker is an advisor only. He's not officially involved in the case." 

 Peter's eyes lingered on the mangled corpses in the pictures. He cleared his throat. 
"The press didn't say anything about this," he said. "The tv news said they were brutally 
murdered. Not that they were torn apart." He closed the file. "I want to see the site," he 
said quietly. 

 "Not an option," Vine said quickly. "Only police are allowed in that building until 
we're sure it's safe." 

 Peter looked at Brilhart, who sighed. 

 "We're staking the place out tonight," Brilhart said. "We have six S.W.A.T. officers 
on the job. If whatever it was comes back then we'll see how it does against M-16s." 

 "That's a bad idea," Peter said, shaking his head and handing the file back. 

 "Look," Brilhart said, narrowing his eyes. "You're pushing your luck, Parker. I don't 
think you want to do that." 

 "Thanks for letting me look at the file," Peter said with a nod. "I really appreciate it. 
I'll be in touch." 

 "Don' let the door hit yer butt on the way out," Vine muttered as Peter left. He 
turned to Brilhart. "What was all that about?" he said. "We letting any Joe Schmoe in on 
our investigation now?" 

 "No," Brilhart said quietly. He turned to Vine. "Have a full two squads of S.W.A.T. 
outside Roth Hall tonight on standby." 

 Vine sighed. "Yes sir." 

* 

 "Got any leads, Encyclopedia Brown?" Mary Jane asked as Peter walked in.  

 "I'd say it's chili, with garlic bread browning in the oven," Peter said, touching his 
hand to his concentrating forehead. "I would say grapes on the side." He opened his 
eyes. "How did I do?" 

 "You know," Mary Jane said thoughtfully, "I cook more over here than I do at 
home. Anyway, you've cracked the case," Mary Jane said as Peter straddled a chair. She 
turned from the stove. "Somehow I think that in spite of your detecting prowess you'll 
still be oddly absent come sundown." 

 "It's tough to live with being that transparent," Peter chuckled. "As for leads. When 
I first saw the pictures," he said, and he swallowed hard, "I thought it had to be Creed. 
These people were torn to pieces. But then I found out the perpetrator left no clear sign 
of entry. That makes me think of the lizard; makes more sense, since he's used the 
campus as a lair before and Creed has no reason to do this. I could find out a lot more 
if they'd let me on the site. But they won't." 

 "So you're going to skulk." 
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 "Good word," Peter said with a nod. "Yes, I shall skulk." He sighed.  

 Mary Jane pulled the bread out of the oven and served up the bowls of gloppy chili. 
Peter got up and helped himself, then they sat down at the table. 

 "It's hours until sundown yet," Mary Jane said. 

 Peter looked up at her. 

 "Perhaps I can help you pass the time," she said with a sly grin. 

 "That," he said, "sounds like a wonderful idea." 

* 

 The spider ghost skulked along the roof. There were skylights, yes, but they had 
steel shutters that were pressure sensitive. He had already shadowed along the walls and 
looked the windows over. They were thick modern windows, well installed, with a 
security system. Subtlety would be required to breach them without tripping the alarm; 
subtlety that didn't seem to match the vicious attack. The spider ghost had also noticed 
the two S.W.A.T. vans parked out front, the patrolling officers. 

 This building could be broken into easily enough by a professional thief, but not by 
a monster. Peter sat lost in thought for a moment. He could just peel a shutter back and 
slip in, but that would leave signs of forced entry. Peter was pretty sure he didn't want 
to leave evidence that could tie him to the murderer. He did not want to be a suspect. 

 A low swell of alertness swept through him; something out of place. He perked up 
and looked around. Then he heard the gunfire. 

 And the screaming. 

 Inside. 

 As backup mobilized and dashed in the front door in full gear, assault rifles ready, 
the spider ghost whirled along the side of the building erratically, glancing in windows, 
trying to get a lock on the muffled screaming that cut short along with the bursts of 
gunfire. Sealed in the building, the sound bounced around until his senses couldn't 
pinpoint a source. He heard shouts inside as he turned to check out the last side of the 
building, but he couldn't see anything. He darted up to the roof, found the one skylight 
that wasn't shuttered because the glass was tough enough. The tented skylight was huge, 
and it ran half the length of the building. He looked down into the central concourse. 

 Five bodies were torn limb from limb and strewn about the three story hall that 
accessed the rest of the building. Almost sixty feet up, Peter saw a drop of blood on the 
inside of the glass; he moved to the slowly oozing  drop of blood and looked at it, 
inches away, while on the floor far below the S.W.A.T. team frantically searched the 
building. 

 "Where's Merkel?" shouted one of the officers. 

 Then another officer stumbled out of the student lounge, desperately fighting back 
nausea. "Most of him is in there," he managed in a shaky voice. 

 Peter glared down at the carnage. "Well, Connors," he murmured, "you're off the 
hook." Whatever did this was stronger than the lizard. 

 A lot stronger. 
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 Peter gritted his teeth and fought the feeling of helplessness that washed him. 

 "Time to be Peter Parker," he said to himself, "and see if we can get a little closer." 

 

April 22 

 The unmarked pulled up and parked, and as Brilhart opened the door Peter stood 
by it, coffee in hand. Peter smiled wryly at him. "Good morning, officer," he said. 

 "You want to come in with us," Brilhart stated. 

 Peter nodded silently. 

 Brilhart heaved a sigh and glanced at Vine. 

 "I can't believe you're even thinkin about letting this college boy take a look at a 
crime scene we haven't even seen yet." Vine's features were set. 

 Brilhart eyed Parker. "Okay," he said. "Okay, you can come. But don't get out of 
line or this collaboration is over." 

 Vine snorted but said nothing. He glared at Peter. 

 "Right," Peter said as Brilhart took the coffee. The three of them headed up through 
the police barricade to the Hall, then inside. 

 The stink of death hung in the air. 

 "Dear God," Brilhart muttered. He glanced up to where an arm, torn from the 
body, balanced on one of the support beams two stories above the floor. 

 "The S.W.A.T. team is a mural," Vine said unsteadily, eyes wide as he looked 
around. "What could do this?" 

 Peter squatted by one of the bodies, then glanced around keenly. "Let's go to the 
student lounge," he said.  

 "Vine, find out what you can," Brilhart said. He went with Peter to the lounge. 

 Scattered on the floor were the tattered remains of one of the officers. Peter knelt 
and took in the sight, then looked at Brilhart. 

 "This one was eaten. So was one of the librarians." He looked down. "The 
quantities that are gone would imply to me dessert rather than the meal. But that might 
change. Whatever did this," he said, looking back at Brilhart, "likes the taste of people." 

 "You wanted to come in so you could figure out how the perp accessed the 
building," Brilhart said in a tight voice. "Do your magic, Parker." 

 Peter walked to the computer lab, drawing puzzled looks from the officers on the 
scene. The forensics crews were at work now, taking pictures and samples. Outside, the 
media had arrived in force. 

 Peter walked into the labs. "You've studied the security schematics, right?" he said 
to Brilhart. 

 "Of course." 

 "There must be vents for cabling, maintenance, and so on, made big enough for 
people to crawl into. Right?" Peter said. 
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 "Right, but there are sensors on all the entries to the system. We'd know if it was 
accessed." 

 "Maybe," Peter said with a shrug. The lab's ceiling was a story and a half, a solid 
twenty feet off the ground. Peter peered up.  The lights hung lower, about ten feet up, 
leaving the ceiling in shadow. 

 Peter picked up a chair and put it on a table, then climbed up and reached for a light 
fixture. He pulled himself up to stand on the florescent bar light housing. 

 "What are you doing?" Brilhart said. "Don't break your neck!" 

 "I won't," Peter said. He nimbly walked along the light and hopped to the next one. 
Then a jump took him high enough to grip-- 

 A hole in the ceiling. 

 Peter pulled himself up into the access corridor then looked down at Brilhart. 
"Whatever it was seems to have made its own access. That's why the alarms weren't 
tripped. I'm going to see what I can find from here," he added. 

 "I'll be damned," Brilhart said softly. "I'm going for backup. Don't do anything 
stupid!" he yelled. Then he turned and dashed out to the concourse. 

 "I won't," Peter said softly. He pulled himself further into the narrow access. It 
stank of old and diseased reptilian nastiness. The tunnel was a solid three feet square, 
but the walls and roof were rubbed hard; whatever it was must have had to really 
squeeze to fit in here. Peter didn't have that problem. He stealthed along, the scent of 
his prey fresh in his nostrils. The trail led to a vertical shaft, and down. Peter followed it 
in the dark, his senses telling him everything he needed to know. 

 The raw violated metal had been torn through, and Peter poked his head through 
the hole, down into the sewer. And from there… 

 Peter's hand touched something damp. He focused on it. Where the wall had been 
beaten through, it must have cut the creature that did it. A small scrap of flesh was 
wedged in the metal by the brick. Peter prized it loose and put it in a ziploc bag in his 
pocket. 

 Then Peter felt a chill, and he pulled back, retreated all the way through the venting 
system to emerge from the ceiling as the police brought in a ladder. 

 Peter dropped to the light, to a table, and hopped to the floor. "It goes to the 
sewer," he said to Brilhart. 

 "Checkpoints in sewer intersections under this building," Brilhart said to Vine. 
"Teargas, full gear, all weapons. I want two full squads in here tonight, and one in the 
sewer. This will not happen again. I want to be ready for it this time, you read me?" he 
said. 

 "I'm on it," Vine said. He turned and headed out. "And I'll tell the press--" 

 "No comment," Brilhart said with a nod. He turned back to Peter. "I'll be in touch," 
he said. 

 Peter saw new doubt in the detective's eyes. He nodded. 

 "See you later," he said, and he left. 
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 He checked his time sense. One o'clock. Hm. Doug would probably be sleeping. 

He swung by a diner, ordered coffee and a bagel, and scribbled a note on a 
napkin as he swiftly ate. Then he wrapped the note around the ziploc bag, drove to a 
condo some distance away, and left it in a mailbox. He smiled to himself as he drove 
home to get some sleep. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

April 23 

 A line of webbing shot out, slapped into the phone, and carried it off the table to 
splat against the wall. Peter's head popped up off the pillow, his eyes blearily tracing the 
line of his web to where the phone rang again. 

 "Dammit," he grunted, rolling out of bed and bounding to the phone. He pried the 
handset loose from the wall. "Parker place, Peter here," he managed. 

 "Thought you'd be interested," Brilhart's voice said over the line. "I got an 
eyewitness to the last case. She's scared of uniforms. Thought maybe she'd tell you 
something she wouldn't tell us." 

 "I thought you had janitorial staff cleared out before the stakeout," Peter said. 

 "She was on vacation and didn't get the note. You want a shot at this or not?" 

 Peter squinted at the clock. Class in two hours, a chemistry test. No big deal. "Yeah, 
I'll be there in a minute," he said. He hung up. "Get dressed," he muttered, "go solve 
the crime, then take Chemistry test." He smiled crookedly. "Doesn't leave much for 
after lunch." 

* 

 He strolled into the police station, saw Brilhart turning some paperwork over to the 
front desk. Brilhart turned to him and nodded. "This way," he said. "To the 
interrogation room." 

 "So what's her name?" Peter said. 

 "Maria," Brilhart said, opening the door. "She'll be here in a minute." 

 Peter walked into the small room with a table and two chairs. He glanced up at the 
security cameras. There was only one window in the room, a slot on the door. Peter 
narrowed his eyes. The door closed behind him. 

 Suddenly his senses flared to life as he heard the bolt slide on the door. 

 "Hey," he said. "Brilhart. What gives?" 

 Brilhart pulled the slot open and looked in at Peter. 

 "I'm sorry," he said.  

 "There's no witness," Peter suddenly realized, going numb. "What the hell are you 
doing, Brilhart?" 

 "I have to be sure of you, Parker," Brilhart said. "This is for your own good. I'm not 
charging you, this is protective custody. I can't keep you away from the crime scene any 
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other way, and tonight is important. You'll be moved to a cell shortly." He paused. "I'm 
sorry." He snapped the slot closed. 

 Peter stared at the door, feeling rage swell in him. It took all his energy to resist 
yanking the door from its frame, tossing it at the nearest cop, snatching Brilhart, and 
suspending him from a flagpole two hundred feet from the ground. Then continuing the 
investigation. 

 Then there would be no more Peter Parker. He sighed, and sat down at the table. 

 "Lunch better be damned good," he muttered. He growled as he rubbed his eyes. 
"'I'm sorry, mister teacher, I missed the test because I was in protective custody.' And he 
thought he'd heard it all…" 

 

April 24 

 Peter paced the narrow cell. He knew everything there was to know about it; the 
composition of its walls, how thick the paint was and how many times it had been 
painted, the brand and condition of the mattress on the shelf bunk, the tensile strength 
it would take to rip the bars clean out of the wall and stroll to freedom. 

 It had been a long, long night. 

 The heavy door at the end of the cell block's hall opened, and Brilhart walked in. He 
was unshaven, ashen faced; he moved like a man twice his age. He walked up to Peter's 
cell and unlocked it, not making eye contact. 

 "This has got to stop," he said quietly. "I don't want the details." 

 He didn't watch as Peter left. 

* 

 Peter stopped at the pay phone and called Mary Jane. The phone rang almost 
through a single ring before it was snatched up. 

 "Hello?" Mary Jane said. 

 "This is Peter," he said grimly. 

 "Peter, where've you been?" she said, trying to be casual. 

 "Brilhart lured me to the station and locked me up with protective custody so I 
wouldn't interfere in their efforts last night," Peter said, trying not to sound bitter and 
failing. 

 The other end of the line was very quiet. 

 "I'm headed over there now," Peter said. "To see what I can see." 

 "Don't you think you should go to school first?" Mary Jane said. "There was a pop 
quiz in astronomy too, I hear." 

 Peter groaned. "I'll get over there and see what I can salvage," he said. "But I can't 
let this go on." 

 "I understand," Mary Jane said. "Just get it over with, will you? And no more 
protective custody without a phone call." 
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 "I'll try to avoid that in the future," Peter said dryly. He paused. "You're the first and 
only person I've called since they let me out. I'll see you this afternoon." 

 "Smoothie," Mary Jane said. "Bye." She hung up. 

 Peter hung up too. "Not sure I've been called that before," he said with a sigh. 

 Then his eyes narrowed and he headed for the campus. 

* 

 As Peter ducked under the fluttering police tape line, he noticed a considerable 
amount of vomit in the bushes by the front door. This was sure to be lovely. As he 
approached, none of the police noticed him; indeed, even if he spoke to them he wasn't 
sure they'd notice him. They weren't supposed to. Because he wasn't supposed to be 
here. 

 Peter walked in the front door and stiffened at the carnage. The bodies were still in 
place, a forensics team taking pictures and recording every detail of their gristly deaths. 
Peter carefully stepped around and over the evidence as he took it in. 

 First things first. 

 He headed to the security room. The door had been blasted off its hinges from the 
inside by a blow from a deeply powerful fist. Peter glanced in. The monitors that 
weren't smashed were clotted with remains. A gaping hole in the wall told the story. The 
intruder crawled through the vents to get in the wall of the security center, then started 
the attack. Those in close quarters, taken by surprise, had no chance. Only a small 
grouping of shots hit the ceiling. Then three men were dead. Peter's senses played 
across the room, building a picture for him of how it had gone. 

 The noise had alerted the others. Peter turned, and in his mind's eye he could see 
reinforcements running down the hallway when the door blew off its hinges. They 
would stop. Ready their weapons. Peter looked carefully, picking out details that it 
would take hours for a normal man to glean from the surroundings. The creature had 
pulled back, down the hall away from the officers, around the corner, and they had 
chased it while firing. Peter walked around the corner. It had waited, pouncing at close 
range. They had hit it, they must have hit it, but its hide could take a few hits and then 
they were all dead. Peter looked at the ceiling and saw a bloody palm print the size of 
his chest. Sharp claws had created small holds, the creature had sort of palmed the 
ceiling and the wall to slowly crawl. It was that strong. Right. 

 He followed the trail. It had clung to the ceiling and crawled around to the balcony, 
to the rafters. Securing high ground. Peter walked out to the concourse. Two snipers on 
the rafters; one had been taken unawares, the other had panicked and jumped. Peter saw 
a severed line where one of them had leaped off and been killed in the air, and the 
paramedics were quietly discussing how to get the other down. 

 As the snipers were killed, the police had pulled back to the concourse, circled up, 
ready to take him with concentrated firepower. But he had dropped from the rafters in 
the middle of their cluster, restricting their fields of fire. 

 Peter stood looking silently at the mound of bodies. One had been bitten through 
the face and dropped. One had been backhanded to sail twenty feet to break headfirst 
into a pillar. One's armor vest had been stomped, breaking every bone in his chest. The 
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paramedics had tried to save him, but he had drowned in his own blood. Yes, they had 
an opportunity to fire. But it wasn't enough. 

 A few lost their nerve and ran. They were hunted. Peter spent another twenty 
minutes walking through the building, staying out of the way of the crews recording 
evidence and removing bodies. He accounted for sixteen bodies, over two squads. Then 
he returned to the security room. 

 He peered inside the vent, saw a sloppy bloody smear on the way up, both rust 
colored blood smears and a darker shade. It was wounded when it crawled up. 

 So it didn't start here. 

 Peter glanced around; no one was watching at the moment. He dropped into the 
shaft, navigated to where the ventilation had been punched through from the sewer 
access. He hesitated, then dropped into the sewer.  

 A thin sheet of filth lay across the sewer access tunnel. The acrid tang of teargas 
hung heavy in the air, and the coppery stink of blood swirled up from where his feet 
disturbed the surface of the liquid he stood in. 

 That's when he felt it. 

 His scalp crawled as he sensed the malignant evil hanging in the air. As he breathed 
in he was suffused with the stench of the power behind the thing that had done this. 

 He didn't need to walk through the junction to find where the police had been 
surprised and mangled. He knew what he faced now. There was no point in trying to 
trace the creature back to its lair. The tunnels were its home territory now, and the 
teargas was wreaking havoc with Peter's senses. His jaw tightened as he swiftly 
navigated the ducts to return to the hall. He didn't have to find it. 

 He only had to wait. In this hall. Tonight. It would find him. 

 As he approached the concourse, he saw that the bodies had all been picked up and 
there were drastically fewer police in the building at this point. He saw the glare of lights 
and he approached the front of the concourse, where he saw Brilhart's back as the 
detective talked to the press. Their cameras and lights and microphones were lined up 
on him as he gave his statement. 

 "has given his approval," Brilhart was saying. "I have a Special Crimes Unit working 
on the case now. The regular police have been pulled back, with only S.W.A.T. officers 
and specialists on hand. The monster that's been killing our police will be dealt with 
firmly. This spree will end." 

 "Detective," one reporter said, "you said 'monster.' Can you give us any details?" 

 "Maybe tomorrow," Brilhart said with a crooked grimace that could be a grin. 

 "Parker," Vine said, mouthing the word like it tasted bad. Peter turned to see the 
heavy detective approach. "Brilhart said you'd be here." 

 "Special Crimes Unit?" Peter asked, eyebrows raised. 

 Vine shrugged. "Brilhart is bluffing. He thinks you are the Special Crimes Unit. He 
thinks you can somehow pull this off. And the mayor didn't approve. The mayor is just 
going to keep his mouth shut in case it works. If it doesn't, tomorrow morning Brilhart 
is in deep trouble if you screw up. The commissioner is too wrapped up in his battle 
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with Internal Affairs to be much help one way or the other, his authority is shot. If you 
somehow work all this out, then everybody's a hero." 

 Peter nodded. "I understand. Can I please have the building to myself tonight? Well, 
me and a friend of mine." 

 "No," Vine said, his voice flat. "I insist on having some volunteers in the building. 
All these guys had pals that were massacred by this thing. They have a reason, and 
frankly I trust them more than I trust you. Don't you dare argue with me, either. 
Brilhart just staked his whole career on your goofy claims." Vine scowled at Peter. 

 "I don't like you," Vine added. "I don't know what's going on here and I don't like 
it." 

 "I have this friend," Peter said. "He specializes in stuff like this." 

 "Then why isn't he here?" Vine muttered, squinting. 

 "He's shy," Peter said, "and that's all you need to know." 

 Vine was quiet for a moment. "Brilhart aint gonna be around forever, you snot," he 
said. "Just remember that." He turned and clumped off. 

 "Thank you, have a nice day," Peter nodded after him. Peter headed to the back 
door, where an officer stood guard. The officer let him out.  

 "Gotta go home," Peter muttered to himself as he headed down the sidewalk. "Get 
some mesh, get some food. After I've talked to my professors to salvage what I can out 
of this fiasco." He gritted his teeth. "This would be a lot easier," he murmured, "if the 
whole thing wasn't my fault." 

* 

 Dusk. 

 "So when do you think this sorry s.o.b. will come get some?" one officer asked 
another. 

 "Full dark," the other nodded, his steely eyes glinting, his jaw tight. "It won't wait 
tonight." 

 "Think so?" the officer said. 

 "Oh yeah. It has a taste for blood and mayhem, and it's just getting warmed up." 

 They stood guard over the front door to the concourse, looking out at the 
darkening world through the thick glass. They saw Peter Parker walk up the sidewalk 
towards the building. 

 "We don't have to let him in," one officer smirked. 

 "The other scowled. "We'll want him in here tonight," he said. "He knows about 
blood and mayhem." 

 "You're kidding, right?" the smaller man said, eyebrows raised. 

 "It's in the eyes," officer said with a nod. "We want him in here tonight." 

 "Whatever you say, Petit," the officer said, unlocking the door. Peter stepped in with 
a nod. 
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 "Gentlemen," he said. He glanced around, then up. "All ten of you accounted for. 
It's good that you didn't go down into the sewer." 

 "No need," Petit said. "It's on its way now." 

 "I have no doubt you're right," Peter nodded. "Where's Vine?" 

 "Brilhart pulled him off this stakeout," Petit said. "Didn't want him to slow you 
down. When you do what you do." 

 "It's not so much what I do as who I call," Peter said.  

 "Whatever you say," Petit nodded.  

 Peter let that go. "I need you to do something for me." 

 "What's that," Petit said. 

 "When this thing shows up it's going to get ugly," Peter said. "This killer can't be 
stopped with bullets. Not fast enough. People will die. And there are enough dead 
cops." 

 "You swear you can stop it?" Petit said. 

 "It will be stopped," Peter said, looking straight into the other man's 
uncompromising stare. 

 Petit searched Peter's eyes for a long moment, then nodded. "When the monster 
comes," he said, "we'll pull back while you keep it busy." 

 Peter slowly nodded. "It'll have to do," he said. "I just came to see how things are 
set up. I'm on my way out now. I'll send my friend. Could someone unlock the third 
window from the left on the balcony?" 

 "I'll see to it personally," Petit said. 

 "Good," Peter said. "I'll see you all tomorrow, hale and hearty. And don't let my 
friend get taken out by friendly fire." 

 "Sleep well," Petit said. He let the door close as Peter walked down the steps, away 
from the building. 

 "What do you think of that, Fenwick?" Petit asked the other officer. 

 "He's nuts," Fenwick said with a shrug. "I have no idea what Brilhart is thinking on 
this one." 

 Petit smiled. "I'll go unlock the third window from the left on the balcony, and 
maybe we'll find out." 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Five policemen were set up in shooting positions in the concourse, the other five 
patrolled the perimeter of the vast hall. Almost nine o'clock. 

 A grunting cough rolled through the building, low and deep; it was a sound that 
chilled the officers to the bone. 

 "Get ready, men," Petit said into the tac net. "Here we go." 
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 All around the room, M-16s were cocked. 

 With a dull crunch, one of the shooters on the balcony flew out into open space and 
slowly fell end for end, missing the back of his head, then smacked down on the floor. 
He bounced then slid, then was utterly still. 

 A full minute ticked by. 

 Then some instinct warned Petit, and he spun-- 

 To see a hellish face, massive fangs, darting down at him-- 

 A sleek black fist crashed into the jaw of the monster, knocking its bite off course 
and sending it reeling. Petit felt an incredible push in his chest armor as the spider ghost 
shoved him. He fell and slid twenty feet, then rolled to his feet; he had no shot that 
didn't threaten his rescuer. He turned and sprinted along the balcony; "Fall back!" he 
gasped, breathless from the shove. "Fall back to the front door!" 

 Behind him, the spider ghost squared off with the huge shadow. 

 It was easily seven foot, maybe taller if it didn't hunch. It's skin was a filthy, mottled 
gray, tough and leathery and scored with small bullet wounds. It was hairless, its head 
smooth and its jaw elongated and stuffed with razor sharp teeth. Glittering eyes were set 
deep in heavy bone sockets. It flexed its claws as it loomed over the smaller man. 

 "Let's dance," Peter said. 

 He easily evaded its snap, then it lashed out with its talons. Peter slid around the 
first swipe, then hopped off the balcony as it swung again. It was fast for a creature its 
size; faster than a normal man. Not in the league of the spider ghost. The monster 
bounded off the balcony, landing on the floor of the concourse with a reverberating 
thud. 

 It was beginning to grow angry; Peter saw the rage building in its beady eyes. It 
rushed to him, slashing and snapping, and he ducked and slid out of the way of the 
attacks. That's it. Wear yourself out. He gracefully backflipped out of the creature's 
range, and it sprang at him. 

 He smiled. 

 He landed on his back, kicking hard, and the spring was met with a precise two 
heeled kick to the collarbone. The monster's momentum reversed, but it didn't fly back 
far. It bounced off the spider ghost's feet and landed, slashing. 

 Peter twirled out of the way. There should have been a snap. But there wasn't. 

 He scooted back, planning his next move. The massive monster hunched, ready to 
spring. Then the fully automatic clatter of assault rifles roared out from the doorway to 
the concourse, and a hail of bullets slapped into the monster. One officer launched a 
grenade. 

 The monster bucked and reeled, twitching, as the bullets kicked it back. Then the 
fragmentation grenade exploded, sending razor sharp bits of metal casing singing along 
the walls and floor. They stopped shooting into the slow swirling of smoke. 

 For a moment it was quiet except for the tinkling roll of shell casings. They listened 
intently, but their hearing was brutalized from the gunfire. Not one of them looked up. 
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 Then the monster crashed to the ground in front of them, the spider ghost riding 
him all the way to the floor from his ambush spot on the ceiling. "Run, dammit!" the 
spider ghost shouted as the monster rolled over with a backhand swipe that would have 
taken his guts out if he had not bounded clear. 

 Petit saw that its hide was bloody and torn. The bullets had at least penetrated. And 
now he was point blank. He snarled and opened up with the rifle, blasting away. 

 It was so fast. The monster rolled, evading much of the fire. Its hide deflected some 
of the rest, then it slapped Petit's gun away and snatched his vest, arm poised to slash at 
his head. 

 Then the spider ghost was behind it again, snatching the wrist. "Go now or die," the 
spider ghost grunted as he spun, applying all his strength to holding the monster's wrist. 
It was lifted over his head, slung through the air, and smashed down on the ground. 
Petit was along for the ride, still gripped in the monster's free hand. He slammed down 
and everything went dark for him. 

 The officers piled out the front door of the concourse; only one hesitated. The 
monster slung Petit as a weapon, swinging the unconscious man against the spider 
ghost. The spider ghost was out of the way, snatched the body and tugged on the back 
of the flak vest. It tore, freeing the officer. As part of the same smooth spin, the spider 
ghost grabbed the man and shoved him at the last officer, knocking them both down. 
Then he turned to face the monster as it freed its claws from the vest. 

 "Come on," Peter said to it. "Your fight is with me, not them. Show me what you've 
got." 

 Blood trickled down its arms and chest and scalp from dozens of inconsequential 
wounds, light scratches in its incredibly tough hide. It looked at the spider ghost, then 
over at the two downed police, then back at the spider ghost. It leaped. 

 The conscious officer screamed as the vast bulk closed in on him, but then the 
spider ghost was between them. The spider ghost snatched the monster's wrist and 
slung it off course. The huge creature crashed into the wall. Peter did not release the 
wrist; he bounded to the side and tugged hard. The monster was jerked away from the 
wall and slung around. It pulled its arm in to its chest, trying to catch him in a bear hug, 
but he was adhered to the wrist now. He gracefully shifted so the momentum of the 
move carried him over the monster's shoulder. He tugged hard, trying to dislocate the 
shoulder. 

 Instead, the monster flexed its legs, torso, and arm to swing its captor over it to 
crash down on the floor and shatter. The spider ghost arced over it, refusing to let the 
wrist go, but landed on its feet and squatted, taking the entire force. The spider ghost 
spun down on one knee, and the monster was wrenched to the side, off its feet, to slide 
awkwardly on the ground. 

 "I'm not letting go until you give up," Peter Parker gritted out, staring into the beady 
eyes of the creature he gripped. It chuffed out a breath. Peter went cold as he smelled 
his own breath in the breathing of this creature. 

 Here we go, he thought. The next ten seconds are the most critical. 

 His world was full of the claws that tore through the air at him, but he managed to 
whirl out of the way and bounce up as the jaws snapped at him. He screamed as he 
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jerked at the arm, pulling the monster off balance. It was so strong! Stronger than he 
was. But he had its wrist. This wasn't going to end prettily. 

 The spider ghost was not about to lose this one. 

 The monster charged bodily at a pillar, the spider ghost on its wrist a battering ram. 
At the last possible moment Peter twisted out of the way, letting the monster take the 
full hit. He spun and yanked on the wrist, and the monster stumbled, then flexed to try 
to free its limb. The spider ghost was taken by surprise, pulled off the floor; in the air 
with no leverage he didn't have time to react before the monster spun him to smash 
into the wall. 

 Dark lights exploded in Peter's vision; he knew he still had the wrist but he couldn't 
feel it anymore, and the whole world swirled around him. He saw jaws, he punched; he 
saw the floor, he twisted. For a disorienting, shocking moment he wasn't sure which 
way was up. Then he saw a wall, and slammed his feet at it, sticking for all he was 
worth. 

 In that moment he realized it was trying to get away from him. 

 He followed its gaze to see one officer trying to heft the other out of the building. 
The monster lunged for them. 

 "No!" Peter shouted, clinging to the wall with his feet and to the wrist with both 
hands. 

 It buckled down and exerted itself. Peter howled as he felt like he'd be pulled in two. 
Then the stonework he was adhered to tore out of the wall and he was carried along in 
the monster's rush. 

 "No!" Peter shouted again, twisting the arm as hard as he could. Through his fingers 
where they clamped down near bone, he felt the joint grind and creak as he twisted. The 
monster ignored the pain, hellbent on claiming two more lives at least. 

 Peter suddenly had a very clear choice. He was too shaky to be sure of stopping the 
monster before the police were killed. The only way he could do it was to kill the 
monster. Its life or theirs. 

 He remembered its eyes. 

 No, there must be another way. 

 Peter gritted his teeth as he slung his knee into the monster's elbow hinge from 
behind; he felt a tendon go in the arm. Then he rammed both his feet into the monster's 
armpit, bucking straight with every fiber of strength he had. The monster screamed and 
fell, and the two of them slid along the floor towards the police. 

 "Leave," Peter gritted, twisting, "them," as something in the shoulder crunched, 
"ALONE!" 

 With a nauseating rip and pop, Peter's entire strength managed to crack some ribs 
and dislocate the shoulder, twisting the bone sideways in a way it could not twist. Meat 
tore, tendons snapped, and the creature made a sound somewhere between a gasp and a 
scream. 

 The officers made it out of the building. 
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 The creature lay squalling, a sound mixing hate and pain and fear and rage. It 
staggered to one knee as the spider ghost backed off, using the useless arm as a leash to 
control it. 

 "It's over," Peter said firmly. "Give it up." 

 It stared at him, absolutely nothing human in its eyes. Then it unleashed a fearsome 
scream and jerked away from him. He barely had time to stick to the floor, squat, and 
pull for all he was worth. The monster was unrelenting, the scream building in volume 
until Peter thought his head would burst. 

 Then it tore free. 

 Peter flew over backwards as the arm was pulled entirely away, the last muscle and 
hide that held arm and shoulder together unable to withstand the pressures they put on 
it. 

 The monster stopped screaming, staggered a few steps, and fell heavily to its knees 
as Peter slowly sat up, looking down in horror at the monster's arm. Its lifeblood sluiced 
out of its shoulder socket and spattered on the floor; it seemed like there were gallons 
of it. Then the monster slowly pushed itself to its feet and stumbled away from Peter. 

 Every muscle in his body screamed with abuse as he shoved the arm to the side and 
unsteadily stood. 

 "Give up now and you can still survive this," Peter said, knowing better and 
incongruously thinking of Connors. 

 The monster broke into a lope, headed into the hallways behind the concourse. 
Peter gave chase, still unsteady on his feet. It was still fast! He followed it, down the hall 
to the security office. He looked down through the hole in the wall. Great. 

 Just great. 

 But it was too late to turn back now. 

 Peter dropped into the hole, slithered along the passages the monster had taken, 
slicked and running with vital blood. He hit the sewers, the monster's trail easy to follow 
now that it was gushing like a stuck pig. Time became surreal as Peter followed the 
fresh plumes of blood in the sewage, plashed along the walls. He felt he was pushing 
against something more substantial than the smell and the darkness as he continued, a 
darker presence than the one he followed. After nearly an hour he came to an old pump 
station, where large tunnels intersected. Out of the tunnel and up on the dias, the dying 
monster had crawled. By the thin light of weak bulbs set in the wall Peter saw the 
corpse. 

 He took a few steps forward. This wasn't quite done. 

 He heard a rumbling cough in the darkness ahead, and from one of the tunnels 
waddled a huge crocodile. It was crusted in filth, but its teeth had grown too long, 
extending over and under the snout. It was blind, and its skin was laced with hardened 
carapace and disease.  

 Peter recognized a creature tainted with the Darkstone. "Alright then," he said. 
"Let's see what you've got." 
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 The creature picked itself up and sprinted at him, moving its tremendous bulk with 
uncanny speed. Its jaws loomed, and Peter bounded towards it. He planted one foot in 
its jaw, in the slime by its tongue, and put his two fists on the roof of its mouth. Then 
he stood up. With a dull crack that echoed in the tunnels, its jaw hinge snapped. The 
spider ghost hopped out of the floppy mouth and punched a fist down through its eye 
socket, then kicked it over to the side. 

 "If that doesn't do it," he said, "come back and I've got some more." 

 Then he stiffened. Something else was here. 

 Something hissed in the darkness, a deep hiss that almost echoed with malignance. 
Peter turned and looked into the pitch darkness; it was aggressively dark, not merely 
lightless. Something was moving. He saw glittering, and a vast bulk pulled itself towards 
him. It had nine eyes. 

 Eight eyes. And a darkstone embedded in its head. The vast bulk of spider hauled 
itself closer, clacking its unreal mandibles and hissing again. 

 Peter gathered his strength. 

 "You have something that belongs to me," he said coolly. 

 Then he went and got it. 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 An exhausted young man pulled himself out of the storm drain and stumbled into 
the nearby bushes, squatting in the rags that remained of his mesh. He held up a sodden 
baggie made of some mesh. Inside was the Darkstone. He smiled to himself. 

 "Go home, take a shower first and foremost for as long as it takes, then deal with 
last night's work," he muttered to himself. 

 Almost two hours later it was approaching midnight as he knocked on the door to 
an old brownstone mansion. The door creaked open, and Peter stepped inside. He was 
dressed in fresh clothes, his hair slick from his shower. 

 "Strange?" he said. He looked up to the balcony and saw the Sorcerer Supreme in 
the shadows. 

 "Yes?" 

 "I got the Darkstone," he said. "You're the only person I can think of who could 
put it somewhere safe so it doesn't come back to haunt me." 

 Strange glided down the stairs and took the paper bag, peering inside. "This is 
something else," he said, and he looked at Peter sharply. 

 "You can put it in a safe place, right?" Peter said. 

 "Most certainly," Strange said, closing the bag. "You did the right thing." 

 "I would love to stay and tell the story," Peter said, every inch of him sore, "but I 
really have to go finish something up." 

 Strange nodded. "Go. Be safe." 

 Peter shot him a crooked smile. "See you later." He turned and left the building. 
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 Twenty minutes later he trudged up the steps on the sidewalk in front of Roth Hall. 
He chose not to be seen as he wove through the pack of press in front of the door, then 
he slipped past the police holding the press back. They moved to stop him, recognized 
him, then didn't see him. He moved through the front doors and found Brilhart 
standing gazing down at the arm. It was over six feet from claw to bone knob sticking 
out of the torn shoulder meat. 

 "Thought you'd never show," Brilhart said conversationally. "What am I supposed 
to do with this?" 

 "Simple enough," Peter said. "You set a clamp trap, it brushed against it and got its 
wrist caught. Couldn't pull free, so it tore its arm off trying. You just saved the day. 
Nothing could survive that." 

 "Nothing could survive it, right?" Brilhart said, looking somewhat concerned. 

 Peter looked him in the eye. "Nothing," he said. Brilhart nodded. He turned to 
Vine. 

 "Let's figure out some big cuff to stick on this thing so we can give the press what 
they want," he said. "On the double. We can only be 'making sure of the premises 
security' for so long before they get antsy." 

 "You bet," Vine said, looking at Peter. He shook his head. "Not bad," he said. "You 
got some amazing friends." 

 "That's true," Brilhart said, looking at him. "Maybe more than you know." He 
smiled at Peter, who nodded. 

 "All in a day's work," he said with a grin. He turned and left. 

 

April 25 

 Peter paused before opening the door. The light was on in his apartment at close to 
two o'clock in the morning. He sniffed; smelled Mary Jane, bacon, eggs. He smiled and 
opened the door. 

 "Just on time," Mary Jane said. "I was just finishing up your breakfast." 

 "Uncanny," Peter said. "You normally eat breakfast at two in the morning?" 

 "What, you think I was sleeping with you out there tangling with some critter?" She 
smiled at him, signs of tension only barely visible around the edges. "So I'm making you 
breakfast. I knew you'd be back. I mean, this thing only annihilated a few swat teams. 
Nothing my honey couldn't handle with one hand tied behind his back." 

 "Ooh," Peter said, easing down into a chair. "Not the words I would have chosen." 

 "Anyway, you can't complain. Here's your breakfast," she said, putting the food 
down in front of him. "First aid clinic is set up in the corner for after you eat." She 
looked at him for a moment. "So what was it?" 

 "You remember that business with Fisk around Christmas?" Peter said. 

 "He's behind this?" 
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 "No no, that's when I found the Darkstone. It's a rock that gives power to animals, 
and if they bite people then the people change and get some characteristics of the 
animal only darker, more dangerous." 

 "Okay," Mary Jane said, neatly suspending her disbelief. 

 "There was a tussle. The rock fell into the water down by the bay. I figured it was 
swept out to sea or buried. Instead, it somehow got into the sewers and a crocodilian of 
some sort ate it. Got messed up. Bit somebody. Turned them into some kind of killer 
croc. Then when it was done, I don't know if the spider that originally bit me found it 
or if its potency somehow increased…" he said, and he trailed off. He shook himself. 
"Anyway, some big squishy spider beast was down there, with the stone. I settled its 
hash," he said, "it's over now and Strange has the stone. So it should be a closed case." 
He dug into his breakfast. 

 "And?" Mary Jane said, fork poised over her breakfast. 

 Peter looked up at her and blinked. "And?" 

 "There's something else. You stopped yourself." She waited. 

 "Um," Peter said, thinking back. 

 She raised an eyebrow. "You can tell me." 

 "And," he said slowly, "I was just wondering. Why it was going up into the hall, but 
nowhere else. Why it kept going back." He looked back down at his plate. "I just 
wondered if it was trying to lure me into battle. That's all." He looked at Mary Jane. "I 
wonder if the stone is aware. If it hates me." He paused. "I sort of got that feeling." 

 "Then it's good that the stone is in safe hands," Mary Jane said, returning to her 
breakfast. 

 "Yes," Peter agreed, looking down at his plate. 

 There was a long quiet. 

 "And?" Mary Jane said. "It's way too quiet for there not to be another 'and.'" 

 Peter leaned back. "And," he said quietly. "And. And I killed three monsters 
tonight." He was quiet. "They weren't human. But it was killing. And it was too close, 
they were too aware." He looked down at his plate. "I don't want to have to decide 
where the line between person and monster is. Not when it comes to killing." He 
looked down at his battered hands. "I don't like what I'm feeling about how that turned 
out. I can't help but wonder if there was another way." He looked up at her. "I just can't 
for the life of me think what that other way would be." 

 The phone rang. They looked at it, surprised. Mary Jane got up and answered it. 
"Hello, Parker Pad. Yeah, he's right here." 

 Peter took the phone. "Yes?" 

 "Did I wake you up?" asked a fairly excited voice on the other end. 

 "No," Peter said. "We were having breakfast. What's up, Doug?" 

 "Damn," Doug said, a bit crestfallen. "I'll try another time. Anyway, I just got the 
results back on that sample you left me. It's mutagenic properties are through the roof! 
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And I just talked to Strange, so I know what's going on. Oh, he wanted me to ask you if 
you got any pictures." 

 Peter slapped his forehead. "No," he said, his voice flat. "Knew I forgot something. 
Silly me." 

 "Well, it's not too late," Doug said. "The Doctor is planning to run an article in the 
Planetary about this case, he's planning on getting Connors to write a formal paper and 
maybe getting some interviews. Who would be good?" 

 "Lessee," Peter said, "Brilhart, Vine, Fenwick, Petit, they were all involved." 

 "Well, get some pictures of them to go with the interviews," Doug said. "Show 
some initiative, Parker!" he added with a grin. 

 "You know suddenly I don't feel bad about waking you up all the time," Peter said, 
unable to resist grinning himself.  

 "I'll let you get back to your breakfast," Doug said. "Be in touch." He hung up. 

 Peter handed the phone to Mary Jane, shaking his head. "Some people," he said. She 
hung up the phone and returned. 

 He watched her. "Thanks for believing in me, Mary Jane," he said. 

 She smiled at him. "It's either that or go insane," she shrugged. 

 "Whaddya mean 'go'?" Peter grinned. 

 "You want straight stitches or not?" she said archly. She picked up her glass of 
orange juice. "A toast!" she said. He managed to raise his glass. 

 "To making the world safer," she said. 

 "I'll drink to that," Peter said with a smile. 

 They did. 
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A Ring of Secrets 
 

April 28 

 As the bullets cracked and zinged from the pavement, the trim redhead bounded up 
off the street and nimbly ran along the vendor carts. She dropped behind them as the 
jeep roared by, its passengers blazing away with automatic weapons. She was halfway 
down the alley before two of the jeep's passengers hopped off to pursue her as the jeep 
lurched away to try to cut her off. 

 The streets were deserted, it was hours until dawn. She gritted her teeth as she ran. 
So tired… she paused to check her arm. Still bleeding. Weariness soaked her through to 
the bone. She nimbly took a cross alleyway, losing herself in the heavy stench of the 
urban maze. Her training and adrenaline kept her going. For now. She was running out 
of time. 

 She saw an unlocked door, and she shoved it open then backed away from it, hiding 
behind a stack of boxes. The two thugs ran by her into the doorway. She took a quick 
step forward and pounded a kick into the base of one thug's skull. He flew forward, 
tangling with the other thug, and they sprawled to the ground. She raced back the way 
she had come, seeing two more blocking her way. 

 She narrowed her eyes as she dropped to the ground and slid towards them, under 
the chatter of their machine guns as they opened up. They had one brief moment to be 
surprised. Her feet shot up, slamming their crotches, and she mustered the energy for a 
kippup. As she landed, they struggled to fire at her again, but she caved the windpipe of 
one with two of her fingers, and she tugged the bandoleer on the other. He stumbled 
forwards, but her leg was in the way, so he toppled to the ground heavily. She snatched 
the machine gun from the dying man and spun, squeezing the trigger. 

 Scooping the rifle up from the bloody mess on the ground, she ducked into an 
impossibly small, dark space to catch her breath for a moment. She heard voices in 
Russian shouting to each other as they looked for her. The Russians and the 
mercenaries they hired looked very out of place among the sand and the adobe. It had 
made them easy to find. Now, as she caught her breath and checked her wounded arm, 
she wasn't sure she was glad she had succeeded. 

 She quietly reloaded the two assault rifles, then ran her hands through her hair and 
breathed deep. She was less than a quarter mile from water. She could make it. If she 
could get out of town alive, then she could manage the rest of the trip back to the 
States. 

 Then she heard the throaty whine of a rocket pack and steering jets. Time was out. 
She scrambled out of her hiding place and sprinted for the coast, her muscles finding 
new strength for the end game of the chase. She slung one rifle and set the other to 
single fire. As she broke cover and ran out by the docks, she slid down on one knee 
behind a pile of netting as she spotted four thugs. 

 Tucking the rifle butt into her shoulder, she squeezed off the first shot, catching the 
man in the head. He toppled as she lined up and squeezed the trigger again; the other 
two looked around in dismay as the second man dropped, his face blown out. As she 
snapped a shot neatly into the third man's chest, shattering his sternum and flinging him 
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to the ground, the last one spotted her and roared, opening up with his rifle. Bullets 
whizzed past her and cracked against the building behind her as she took her fourth 
precise shot. She had the dock to herself. 

 " Natalia Allanovna Romanova," a modulated voice rang out, "Surrender and I 
promise to kill you quickly." The smooth Russian was amused. With a deafening blast, a 
gleaming suit of armor roared into view over the rooftops, settling in the air on low 
burn. Natasha watched as the miniguns on the forearms spun up to shooting speed. 

 She leaned back, snapping both assault rifles on full auto, and she squeezed the 
triggers. The guns bucked against her arms, spraying streams of death up at the 
hovering armor. The bullets spattered and clanged off the armor, pushing it up and 
away from her with its force, but not even chipping the paint. The armor chuckled. 

 "Look at you," the armor said with a shake of the helmet. "I am sorry you are in 
such pitiful condition. So much for the crown jewel of the Red Room." 

 She rolled and hopped to her feet as the miniguns blazed, utterly destroying the 
street where she had been a moment before. She sprinted for the water as the sweeping 
streams of bullets blazed through everything in their path. It had as much to do with 
luck as with skill that she made it to the dock and dove, her coat shot up, splinters 
raining around her. 

 As she held her breath and pushed against the water pressure, struggling for depth, 
minimissiles from the armor pounded through the surface past her to detonate on the 
floor of the bay. The concussive force almost knocked her out, but she struggled deeper 
as napalm flared on the surface. 

 Well, at least it wasn't dark. 

 

April 29 

 "Pepper, has Natasha checked in yet?" the dapper executive asked as he came out of 
his office. His receptionist looked up at him. 

 "Oh," she said. She looked dully at her computer. "No, doesn't look that way. I 
think I would have remembered," she said, and she managed a wan smile. 

 "I don't like it," he said. "She's a week overdue. You're sure she hasn't called?" 

 "She hasn't called, Mr. Stark," Pepper said firmly. 

 "Get the Rasputins to my office," Stark said grimly, and he re-entered his office and 
slammed the door. Pepper picked up the phone. 

 Not ten minutes later, the door to Stark's office admitted two men. The first one in 
was short, with a wildly upswept mane of hair. The second was huge, an athletic 
bodybuilder with short black hair and a handsome enough face. Stark was settled behind 
his desk, finishing up a few details. 

 "You wanted us?" the shorter man growled. 

 "Logan, Piotr, have a seat," Stark said with a gesture. As they did, he leaned back in 
his chair. "Natasha is a full week overdue," he said. "I'm going to go find her. 
Meanwhile, Logan, you take charge of security while I'm gone. Piotr, you're coming 
with me. Bodyguard and translator. Any questions?" 



 

 264 

 "Yes please," the big man said in his booming voice. "Where are we going?" 

 "I sent Natasha to Tampico, Mexico," Stark said. "Someone's been quietly building a 
robotics facility there. There was some rumor that it was Russian ex-pats, so she wanted 
the assignment." He tightened his jaw. "That was three weeks ago. I haven't heard from 
her in two." 

 "Anythin further fer me?" Logan asked. 

 "No, you may go," Stark said. Logan nodded, got up, and headed out. Stark looked 
at Piotr. 

 "You need to pack?" Stark asked Piotr. 

 "I always keep a suitcase in readiness," the young man beamed confidently. 

* 

 Stark quietly clicked away on his laptop as Piotr looked out the window. 

 "This is the first time I have flown over the Gulf of Mexico," Piotr mused. "It is 
quite beautiful." 

 "Mm," Stark said. 

 Piotr sighed and sat down. Then the intercom crackled to life. 

 "Excuse me, Mr. Stark, but there is an anomalous reading on the radar." 

 Stark snapped the notebook computer shut and tossed it on the seat next to him. 
"I'll have a look," he said. He strode up to the cockpit and studied the instruments. 

 "That's a hell of an energy signature," the pilot noted. 

 Stark froze, then said, "Turn the plane around and head back to the States. Evasive 
maneuvers. I'm going to go suit up." He sprinted to the back of the plane. 

 "What is going on?" Piotr demanded, filling the doorway of the cockpit after Stark's 
hasty exit. 

 "Incoming!" Stark shouted. "Strap yourself in!" 

 Sunlight shifted around the interior of the plane as it arced around away from the 
ominous incoming mystery. 

 The plane was rocked by a pair of explosions, and it reeled in the sky drunkenly as 
flame and smoke erupted from its wing and fuselage. Piotr was tossed to the side, 
landing heavily against a seat. He scrabbled up and ran to the back. 

 "Hurry!" he shouted to Stark. 

 Stark had the legs of the armor on, and as Piotr arrived the arms were self-sealing 
around him. "Do you mind?" Stark snapped as the plane began to lose altitude, giving 
everything inside a giddy sense of weightlessness. 

 The plane rumbled, like it was flying through an intense and peculiar turbulance. 

 "I'm coming!" Stark shouted as the plastron snapped shut and sealed. He picked up 
the helmet. "Go strap in!" he yelled at Piotr, who staggered towards a seat and fell into 
it. 
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 Stark reflected that a two minute emergency suit up wasn't bad. He scrambled to the 
emergency exit at the side of the plane, and under his helmet he grinned as he tugged 
the emergency release and blew the hatch out into the bottomless void that swirled 
dizzyingly below. A green shape shot by, roughly man-sized. Stark leaped out into the 
sky and fired his jets, feeling the exhilaration of streaking into hot pursuit. 

 This was much better than a parachute. 

 He maneuvered the suit to fly through the other suit's jetwash. He kept one eye on 
the readings, trying to verify what he was up against. He took a number of readings as 
the other suit jinked and juked, then spun and fired its braking jets. 

 The armor suits squared off as the jet limped away behind Stark. Stark examined his 
opponent. 

 The armor was green, fairly well articulated, with bulky plating on shins and 
forearms connected to a plastron-sized pack on the armor's back. The helmet had two 
large vertical oval eyespots. The chest was heavily plated. Stark noticed pits in the 
armor, then he realized what they were and what they were for. 

 He dove out of the way as his opponent's fists lashed together, releasing a low 
thrum and a ripple of force. Stark's  repulsors flared, then blasted back in a single tightly 
focused attack to test the other armor's defenses. 

 The beam of light shot out at the green armor, then fractured against some unseen 
barrier and split, split again, until the blow that reached the green armor simply rocked it 
back a bit instead of punching a hole in it. 

 Stark narrowed his eyes and opened up with a huge blast of energy. The other 
armor skitted to the side, taking only a fraction of the blast and returning fire with a 
ripple of raw energy that slapped into Stark and sent him tumbling end for end through 
the sky, jets firing fitfully as they tried to help him right himself. 

 Three mini-missiles streaked after him. He snapped off a few blasts from his palm 
disks, and the missiles exploded. They were not armor piercing, however; they were 
smoke and electromagnetic chaff. Stark blazed around the cloud of deterrents to see the 
other armor streaking away to the southwest as fast as it could go. 

 Stark blasted out with his repulsors, rocking the armor and sending it tumbling. It 
righted itself, virtually undamaged. Stark poised to give chase, then looked at the plane 
that limped back towards land. He gritted his teeth and zoomed back to catch up to the 
damaged aircraft. 

 Just then the second engine sputtered and died. The first engine had been 
devastated in the blast. The plane was coasting, just gliding along now. Stark landed on 
the wing with a clang. 

 "Don't bail just yet," he said, patching his suit into the comm. "Let me see what I 
can do first." 

 Stark felt oddly peaceful perched on the wing of the aircraft, magnetized to its skin 
as he popped the hatch to effect some emergency repairs. Far below the water glittered. 
Stark quickly realized that the vibration had popped some parts loose. He managed to 
cobble the engine back together, then jump-start it with the suit. He soared up off the 
wing as the engine flared to life. The plane wasn't going fast, but it would make it. 
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 "Radio to New Orleans," Stark said grimly, still patched through to the comm. "Tell 
them we need a priority landing." 

 He looked over his shoulder, back into the clear blue sky. This wasn't over. 

* 

 Live jazz drifted up to the wrought iron balcony from the stage downstairs. Stark 
and Piotr sat at a table overlooking Bourbon Street, watching the swirl and eddy of the 
crowd below as they went about their business. The sky was painted with a dramatic 
sunset. 

 "I hope our food comes soon," Piotr said earnestly. "If it tastes like it smells I may 
have to move here!" 

 Stark smiled absently, not paying attention. "It'll take a day, maybe two to get the jet 
fixed. Then we'll finish the trip to Tampico." 

 "What kind of armor attacked us?" Piotr asked. Just then the waiter showed up, 
depositing a huge rack of honey glazed barbecue ribs in front of the Russian. Stark got a 
bowl of gumbo. Between them was a plate of bread. 

 "You talk," Piotr said as the waiter left, "and I will listen attentively while eating." 
He grinned, and pulled loose a rib surrounded by meat so tender it fell off the bone. He 
sighed the sigh of a man in love. Then he scooped up a fork and got busy. 

 "Force IV armor," Stark said absently, poking at his gumbo with his spoon. "Based 
on ablative ceramic folded plates that are calibrated to assist in containing and 
channeling vibration. The power pack is an ion drive, weight of the suit about two 
hundred and seventeen pounds, flat motors and spyvy articulators. Primary weaponry 
and defense set is the tuning system. It creates sound and converts it into force. A 
stealth suit, it can use its vibration armament to hover almost silently, punch holes in 
cars, or deflect incoming small arms fire." Stark sighed. 

 Piotr sat with his mouth open. "Your instrumentation sure picked up a lot about 
that armor," he said. 

 "Not so much," Stark said, raising his eyes to meet Piotr's. "You see, I developed 
the initial plans for it. I scrapped the concept after minimal testing. I determined that it 
was too risky for the armor's pilot." Stark began eating, and Piotr sat speechless. 

 "We really need to get to Tampico and find out what happened to Natasha," Stark 
said quietly, and he looked Piotr in the eye. Piotr nodded. Stark pulled a dime sized disk 
out of his pocket, looked at it, and shook his head. "I think I need to keep a closer eye 
on my best intelligence agent." 

 "It does seem awfully coincidental that she disappeared and then this armor shows 
up," Piotr said slowly. 

 "I hate coincidence," Stark muttered, poking at his gumbo. "What the hell did I 
order?" 

 A woman walked up to the table and sat down. Stark and Piotr looked at her in 
surprise. 

 "Did I miss anything?" Natasha asked with a wry smile. 
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 For a long moment, the two men sat speechless, staring at her. She sighed. "Sorry 
for the drama," she said. "I was passing on the street and I saw you." 

 "How did you get here?" Stark managed. "I sent you to Mexico." 

 "I was on my way back," Natasha said. "I just got off a fishing boat an hour ago. I 
called the complex and Logan said you were parked here. I thought I'd take a look at the 
French Quarter." She leaned back gingerly. "I got lucky." 

 "You've never had communication trouble before," Stark said. "All your 
miniaturized gear got trashed?" 

 She looked at him a moment. "I was captured. You were right, there is a 
manufacturing operation outside Tampico. It's a Russian operation." 

 "Perhaps you should start further back," Stark said. 

 Natasha nodded. "I got in town, everything was going well. I got out to the facility, 
then I was captured by mercenaries when I infiltrated the facility. I let it happen, 
figuring I would find out more then escape at an opportune time. I did not count on 
Bukharin." 

 "Bukharin was there?" Piotr snarled, sitting forward and gripping the table. His eyes 
shone with a terrible light. 

 Natasha nodded. "He's in charge of the operation. His Dynamo armor is repaired. 
He's working on a prototype of some other armor, more advanced than the Dynamo. 
Bukharin kept asking me these really technical questions about how the armor works, 
and I didn't know the answers. He seemed to think I should. There was some torture," 
she said with a shrug, looking out over the street. 

 "I'm surprised he didn't have you killed," Stark said softly. 

 "He was going to," Natasha said, looking him in the eye. "He has a partner, 
someone I never saw. They argued about it, and Bukharin apparently lost. After a few 
days they got sloppy and I escaped, though not entirely in one piece." She shrugged. 
"I'm sorry I'm empty handed." 

 "Just glad you escaped," Stark said. He inspected his napkin. "The new armor 
they're working on tests out fine. It almost totaled my plane." 

 "What?" Natasha said, slack jawed. "They have a working prototype? It must be in 
its testing phase." 

 "Yes," Stark agreed, his finger touching the fork by his plate. "Someone would have 
to be a madman to pilot the armor at this point. A simple ion reversal would shake 
every bone to jelly inside that deathtrap. I'm going after Bukharin. You see," he said, his 
eyes meeting hers with unflinching resolve, "the armor is based on my designs." 

 The silence was intense around the table for a long moment. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 "How is that possible?" Natasha whispered, her face pale. 

 The two men sat watching her, unmoved. She stared at them, and her stomach 
lurched sickeningly. 
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 "You couldn't possibly think…" she said. 

 Piotr looked away. Natasha closed her mouth to a thin line, something hard in her 
eyes. She looked to Stark. 

 Stark cleared his throat. "You used to work for Bukharin," he said.  

 "That was a lifetime ago," she said rapidly. "I had little choice. Three weeks ago I 
went to see what was going on his base, nothing else. I was captured and I escaped." 

 Stark nodded, and adjusted his glass. "An equally believable scenario is that you 
took him those plans and he let you go to get some more." 

 "That's not true," Natasha said, conviction in her voice. 

 Stark looked her in the eye. "How many double agent missions have you run?" he 
asked. 

 She stood, looking down at him, and without another word she turned and left the 
balcony. Stark flicked his wrist, and the dime-shaped disk spun then caught on the back 
of her coat and matched its color as she shouldered into the crowded restaurant and out 
of sight. 

 "Should I detain her?" Piotr asked earnestly. 

 "Let her go," Stark said, sullen. He took a swig from his glass. "She found her way 
in, she can find her way out." 

 Piotr looked at him for a long moment, then reached across the table and clamped a 
hand reassuringly on Stark's shoulder. "Do you want to talk about it?" he asked, 
concerned. 

 "God no," Stark said, pushing back from the table. Piotr nodded understandingly 
and leaned back, returning his attention to his honey glazed ribs. 

 Across the street on the roof of a bar, the sniper adjusted his scope. 

 "I could kill him," he said in fluent Russian. "Say the word and Stark is dead." 

 "What?" came the voice over his two way radio. "Do you kill the milking cow? We 
will need his genius alive." 

 The sniper shifted the rifle, zooming in on Rasputin's broad face. "The defector?" 

 "Too simple a death, too easy a death," the voice on the other end replied. "I want 
to kill him with the armor." 

 The sniper tightened his jaw and focused on Natasha as she walked out of the 
restaurant. She leaned against the wall, exhausted. She bit her lip with indecision, 
glancing around the street. "The woman?" the sniper asked. 

 "We aren't finished with her yet," the voice on the other end said, dripping with 
satisfaction. " Just stay in position near them, I will give you further orders when the 
time comes." 

 "Yes sir," the sniper said, and he settled in to wait. 

* 

 The moon was waning when a stealthy step touched the balcony. Natasha slid in 
close to the wall, sparing a glance down at the bushes by the sidewalk. Hopefully she'd 
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left enough of a trail. She studied the French doors that opened from the balcony into 
the darkened room. 

 She tugged out a simple lock pick she had purchased earlier in the afternoon. New 
Orleans was such an accommodating city for the espionage agent on a budget. 

 She touched the lock, tapped it, adjusted the pick. The door drifted open, and she 
slipped inside. She slipped night vision goggles down over her eyes and scanned the 
room. Empty. She ghosted over to the chest of drawers and opened a few. They had 
clothes in them. Wherever Bukharin was right now, she had found one of his bases. 

 The light snapped on, blinding her for a moment. She heard the French doors slam, 
a bolt thrown. Footsteps. She tugged the night vision goggles off and tossed them away, 
settling into a combat stance. 

 Five thugs. She nodded. Not impossible odds. Then the door to the bathroom 
opened, and a man wheeled out. Her eyes widened. 

 The man in the wheelchair had a scarred face, and one of his legs was amputated 
just above the knee. His face twisted into a cruel leer.  

 "Hello, Natasha," he said in his oily menacing voice. "I had hoped I left an obvious 
enough trail from the stevedores through the real estate rental company." 

 "Thank you for the courtesy," she replied in Russian, her voice even. "How did you 
get Stark's plans?" 

 "Always business with you," Bukharin said, and he grinned at his thugs. "Women 
are weak. Still, properly motivated, they can accomplish much." He looked her in the 
eye, and even her iron will quailed. She knew what was in his eyes. 

 His grin slithered into another, similar expression that was altogether less pleasant. 
"Your death has been long owed the Motherland for your defection," he murmured. 

 "So do it," she said defiantly, thrusting her chin out at him as her eyes blazed. "If 
you have the courage." 

 "Not so swift, so pleasant," he whispered, almost to himself. "I will hurt you first. A 
lot." His eyes grew bottomless. "I always did like you, Natasha," he said. He slowly drew 
a knife from its sheath on his good leg. He toyed with its tip, allowing his eyes to roam 
her. "Prepare her. She will not escape this time." 

 Natasha snapped into action, spinning low and taking one of the mercenaries off his 
feet with a sweep. As she rolled away, silenced guns popped bullets through the wall 
and floor as she dodged. She flicked her wrist and a knife buried itself in one of the 
hired killer's eyes. 

 She was slinging one of the thugs to the ground when another figure stepped out of 
the bathroom where Bukharin had been concealed. 

 Natasha looked up just in time to get a glimpse of a tall figure garbed in green 
armor. Then the figure flexed, pointing at her with his hand. A wave of vibration 
rippled out, carefully modulated, and she slumped to the ground unconscious. 

 "Good work as always," Bukharin said, barking a laugh. 

 The figure turned to him, taking off his helmet. "I don't like this," he said sternly. 
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 "I just say those things to intimidate her," Bukharin said easily. "It is a ruse, an 
interrogation trick." 
 "I'm not sure I believe you," the man replied. 

 Bukharin just chuckled, waving a tube of clear liquid as though that were answer 
enough. 

* 

 Stark paced, oblivious to the chatter of the television. Piotr sprawled on the couch, 
watching a sitcom without really paying attention. 

 "If it bothers you so much," Piotr said, "Go find her!" 

 Stark walked over to his briefcase and snapped it open. He took out a palm sized 
tracking device. It had a street map of New Orleans superimposed over the global 
tracking system. 

 "Do you think she noticed?" Stark mused. 

 "What, that you put the tracking device on her coat?" Piotr asked. "Hm, let me 
think. Yes." 

 Stark sighed. "She probably ditched it," he murmured. He looked at the tracker. 
"The tracker's in the Garden District." 

 Piotr rolled his eyes. "Well that device is too valuable to leave lying around, isn't it. 
Let's go." He stood up. "Are you going to bring your armor?" 

 "No," Stark said absently. "No, we will go plainclothes. The armor is a bit 
conspicuous, and if I carry it and we run into trouble I don't want Bukharin's thugs to 
get the case all gift wrapped and ready for reverse engineering." 

 "Fair enough," Piotr shrugged. Then they were out the door and gone. 

* 

 They parked down the block and strolled along the sidewalk like a couple of tourists 
looking at the fine old mansions of the Garden District. It was one o'clock in the 
morning, but this was, after all, New Orleans. 

 "These streets are amazing!" Piotr said. "They are in a grid, and they stretch as far as 
the eye can see in a straight line! I have never seen such a thing." 

 Stark quietly sighed, checking his tracker. He glanced up. "We're right on top of it," 
he muttered. He peered into the bushes in front of one of the houses, snapping on his 
flashlight, then he squatted and reached in. He pulled out a black windbreaker, the one 
she had worn at dinner. 

 He and Piotr exchanged a meaningful look. "She led us here," Stark said. "Why?" 
He looked up at the house, at its dark windows. 

 "Be inconspicuous," Stark said quietly. As Piotr stepped back in the heavy shadows 
of a fence, Stark jumped up and climbed one of the trees lining the street. He clambered 
up through the branches, incongruously thinking of his boyhood when he was too 
refined for something as mundane as tree climbing. 

 Once he was high enough, he looked into the second story windows. 
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 He saw a tousled bed, with a slim woman lying in it. The moonlight glowed on her 
red hair. Stark looked in the next room and saw a scarred man in a wheelchair watching 
television, drowsing. He felt a slow burn. Enough rescuing Natasha, he decided bitterly. 
He was ready to climb down and walk away when another detail caught his eye. 

 As she rolled over, he spotted the glint of metal and saw that she was handcuffed to 
the steel bedframe. Looking more closely, he saw the heavy grating over the window 
was not decorative. She was a prisoner, or appeared to be. He tightened his jaw. 

 Stark slid down out of the tree, dusted himself off, and walked away. He was joined 
by Piotr.  

 "She's in there," Stark said quietly. "I'm going to save her one more time, but this is 
it. This is the last time. She gets herself into these things. I can't always be there. Not if 
she won't trust me." 

 "I am ready," Piotr said, a gleam in his eye. "We go in the front door, I can take the 
guards there, and then you will have their weapons. If only you had a kevlar vest we 
could do it right now!" 

 "Not so fast," Stark said. "I'm willing to bet there's at least one set of armor 
involved here. I won't go in without mine. Not this time." He stopped. "You keep 
watch. I'll get the car and go back to the hotel. I'll return as quickly as I can, then we can 
move. Don't do anything, just wait here until I get back. Okay?" 

 "I will do it," Piotr said, nodding confidently. Stark clapped him on the shoulder, 
then turned. He walked away quickly, then jogged, then ran. Piotr watched him go and 
nodded confidently. Then he faded back into the shadow across the street from the 
house where Natasha was held. 

 The night grew still. Piotr shifted his weight from foot to foot, glancing around. Ten 
minutes passed.  

 He was startled as two tufted darts punched into his chest. His eyes widened even as 
his blood tingled. "No!" he shouted, looking up at the two snipers on the roof of the 
house. He bent his will, hunched over, and flexed; if he could turn to steel, their poisons 
would mean… nothing… 

 Piotr toppled to the ground. The front door of the house opened, and four men 
came out. They crossed the street and picked up the huge man and lugged him into the 
house. 

 One turned and looked up at the top of the stairs. "What now, sir?" he said. 

 Bukharin scowled. "As much as I would love to take the time to handle this 
personally, it is too great a danger at the moment. Take him to the airport, we will take 
him with us when we go. See to it that he does not awaken at an inconvenient time." 

 "Yes sir," the man nodded, and they carried the unconscious prisoner out the back 
door and around to the garage. 

 Bukharin wheeled back into the upstairs parlor, and looked at the balcony. He 
chewed his lip for a moment, then turned to his assistant. 

 "My armor. It is time." 

* 
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 Stark's armor powered down, lowering through the humid night. For a moment, he 
considered his next move, then he shrugged. If they were in a position to do so, they 
could sue him for damages. He blew out the wall to the bedroom and flared in, his 
armor gleaming in the moonlight as flame and exhaust flickered around him. 

 He immediately saw Natasha, hanging upside down on the wall. Beside her was the 
Dynamo armor. Stark narrowed his eyes. 

 "Good evening, comrade," Bukharin sneered at Stark. "I see you managed to find 
our love nest." 

 "Where is Rasputin," Stark demanded. 

 "Not so fast, as they say. Give me your armor and I will give you the traitors." 

 "For the record," Stark said, "I did ask." He nodded to Bukharin, disconnected the 
external audio, and said "Run 'Bukharin'," to his armor. 

 The armor sent a transmission, and Stark smiled as his sensors picked up a power 
surge in the Dynamo armor. Bukharin took a step back, glancing down at himself. 

 "What's going on?" he said.  

 Stark leaped nimbly between Bukharin and Natasha. She curled, hanging upside 
down, and grasped her ankle restraints. She fiddled with them as Stark squared off with 
Bukharin. 

 "After our last run-in I studied what I could find out about your armor," Stark said. "That 
model gets pretty good reflex speed by using an electrochemical transmission system built into the power 
feeds of the suit. But if you tell it that you need more power and block countermands," he shrugged, 
"then the suit begins a power overload that can't be circumvented without shutting down the suit's power 
supply. I figure you have about five seconds to power down or your power packs melt." He grinned. 
"According to simulations." 

 Bukharin stared at him in disbelief. Alarms were beeping in his armor; he was at risk 
of meltdown. He gritted his teeth as he shut the armor's power down. 

 "No aerial battles, no trading of explosives leveling the entire District, no ring of 
steel on steel," he mused. "That was not at all what I expected." 

 "That's the point," Stark said. He leveled his repulsors at Bukharin's inert armor. 
"Where is Rasputin." 

 "When you work for me," Bukharin said, amused, "you'll have to help me prevent 
that from happening again, work out the kinks in the armor." 

 Stark half turned. "Watch your hands," he said. Natasha uncurled, and Stark blasted 
her ankle cuffs. She dropped gracefully, and lay still for a moment before trying to 
stand. 

 Then the wall rumbled apart, spraying them with chunks of plaster and lathe. Stark 
reflexively dropped into a fighting stance as another suit of armor came through the 
wall. 

 No need for words. 

 Stark blasted the armor. A sharp crack resounded as twin beams of energy lanced 
into the green armor. The air was tinged with the smell of ozone. The blasts were 
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deflected, twisted away from their target to tear through the house behind the green 
armor. Stark had outlined the vibrating force shield that protected his opponent. 

 Then the green suit lined up on Stark and unleashed a rumble that caught him and 
slammed him through the wall, sailing out over the street to slam into a balcony on the 
mansion across the street. Stark reeled with the compression. Windows for blocks 
around burst in their frames. 

 "That," Stark panted to himself, "was not subtle." He re-initialized his flight 
program, and fired back towards the ruptured house. 

 "It's been fun," Stark said. Then he lined up and unleashed a barrage of modulated 
frequency repulsor energy packets that spun and whirled through the air. The first few 
were deflected. The rest banged and pounded home, bursting with flares of light as the 
Force armor was driven back. 

 Once it was off balance, Stark fired two more bright lances, punching into the 
armor and slamming it through the wooden floor into the kitchen below, shattering the 
stone of the fireplace with the impact of the armor. Stark turned to Bukharin, who was 
rebooted and powering up. 

 "I suppose surrender is out of the question," Stark said dryly. 

 Bukharin suddenly hopped to the side, stepping on Natasha's ankle before she could 
draw it back. He snatched her head and pointed one of his forearm miniguns at it. The 
gun spun up to shooting speed as Stark took a step forward. 

 "One move and she dies," snarled Bukharin. From his shoulder pack, a mini missile 
launcher popped up and flared off four missiles at Stark. He twisted out of the way, but 
two of them caught him and pounded him back, knocking him to the ground. He 
smelled burning metal inside his suit. 

 Bukharin laughed wildly. "For crimes against the State!" he shouted. Natasha heard 
the faintest click behind the whirring, and she knew her time was up. 

 With a tremendous screech, the violated Force armor lurched up through the gaping 
hole in the floor, crashing into Bukharin and knocking Natasha away. The Dynamo 
armor cranked around and opened up with the minigun, blasting dime sized holes 
through the chestplate of the Force armor with its minigun. The green armor clasped its 
arms around the red armor and they crashed down to the ground, momentarily tangled.  

 Stark sat up, saw Natasha roll and drop through the hole in the floor. She was clear. 
He pointed with his repulsor disk and blasted at Bukharin as the armor suits rolled. 

 Just then Bukharin was thrust off of the Force armor, which sat up. The blast hit 
the ion drive, splintering its pack. The Force armor lost control over the vibrations; they 
destructively twisted out from the armor as they drove into it. A tooth-jarring rumble 
buzzed intolerably through the air and the building, shattering wood in plaster and 
splintering the house's electrical system. Everything began shaking apart, then the pack 
overloaded and blew. Shrapnel sprayed from the shivering walls. 

 Stark glanced over to see Natasha down below. "Help me up," she managed. "It's 
unstable down here. I don't want to open a door or a window." 



 

 274 

 Stark bounded into the air, flaring his jets, and lowered, reaching down. She climbed 
up onto him, and he powered back up to the second floor. The entire house shifted and 
rumbled as he put her down, glancing around. 

 "We should go," he said. 

 She didn't hear him. She knelt by the armor and touched the faceplate, then 
fumbled for a clasp to open it. She succeeded as one of the armor's hands weakly 
struggled to rise and failed. 

 Natasha gasped as she looked down at the suit's pilot. "I knew," she whispered.  

 The handsome, thin face that looked up at her was full of sorrow even as blood 
flowed freely from the broken mouth and blind eyes.  

 "Forgive me," he whispered in Russian, barely able to shape words. He could not 
breathe. "It was the Tymaz… Nine…" A lifetime of explaining in a sentence. 

 Alexi Shostakov died in silence, killed by sound. 

 Natasha touched his face, gently. 

 A roof beam gave with a sharp crack, plummeting down. Stark blasted forward, 
snatched her, and blazed out of the burst French Doors as the entire house roared 
down upon itself. He kept going, flaring into the night sky like a shooting star as the 
self-destruct in the Dynamo armor detonated, spraying the entire Garden District with 
the remains of the house. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

April 30 

 With a final flare the armor set down on the tarmac. Stark lowered Natasha to her 
feet, and she stood dully looking out over the runway. Stark touched the seals to open 
his helmet, and he took it off. He stood quiet for a moment. 

 "That was my husband," Natasha said softly. "He is dead. He came back from the 
dead to save my life, and now he is again dead." She shook her head, out of words. 

 "I'm sorry," Stark said, at a loss. "That's my plane. Go ahead and make yourself 
comfortable. I'll be back. I need to get Piotr." 

 Mechanically, she walked towards the jet, climbed the steps. Stark looked after her 
with misgivings, then clamped his helmet back on. 

 Bukharin didn't have enough contacts in New Orleans to hide his plane, and he 
wasn't creative enough to try to stash Rasputin anywhere else. Stark fired up into the 
night, closing in on the small side runway. He saw the private jet, and he zoomed down 
towards it. Men pointed and shouted to each other in Russian. One produced a rocket 
launcher from a box. 

 Stark felt the repulsor disks on his palms dilate at his command, then they opened 
up with a low intensity burst that knocked the thugs down, stunned with what would 
feel like a bad sunburn. 

 He cut his boosters, lined up so he crashed down on his feet in the doorway to the 
jet. He ducked in and turned to look down the aisle. 
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 A desperate man shouted something in Russian, holding a pistol to Rasputin's 
temple. The big man was groggy, unable to resist the screaming man with wild hair. 

 Stark didn't give the situation a chance to get out of control. He snapped a shot into 
the man that hit the gun, hitting the weapon and knocking it back to smash into the 
man's teeth. The Russian choked on blood and bone as he fell back. Stark picked up 
Piotr effortlessly with the strength enhanced armor and clanked out of the jet, powering 
up to leap into the night and blaze towards where his jet waited. His pilot came out to 
meet him. 

  "Take him back to the States," Stark said, lowering Piotr to his feet. He turned to Piotr, 
who looked at him blearily. "Take care of Natasha until I get back." 

 Piotr nodded, wobbly, then Stark leaned him on the pilot. He looked over to see 
Natasha coming down the steps from the plane. He took off his helmet. 

 "Are you going to be okay?" he asked, not sure what else to say. 

 She shrugged. Too fresh, too soon. 

 "I have to do something," Stark said. "It's who I am. I'll be back in New York after 
I've checked out the plant." He hesitated. "In my armor," he added, something hard in 
his voice. Natasha watched him for a long moment. 

 "Good luck," she said softly. She returned to the plane. Stark clamped the helmet 
back on, then turned and shot up into the night once more as the pilot helped Rasputin 
up into the plane. 

 Twenty minutes later, Stark guided Bukharin's plane up into the night sky, cleared 
for takeoff. No sense pushing the armor to try to fly all the way to Mexico, he grinned 
wryly to himself. 

 Once he was at a cruising altitude, he put a call through to Logan. 

 "Yeah?" came the gruff voice on the other end. 

 "This is Stark, Natasha and Piotr are headed your way." 

 "But not you?" Logan asked. 

 "I'm finishing the investigation," Stark said. "Look, Natasha has had a rough night. 
Look after her, will you? Make sure she doesn't…" He fumbled for words. "Just make 
sure she doesn't do anything stupid." 

 "Ah," Logan said. Stark heard the flick of a lighter in the background. "Gotcha. By 
the way, you do know it's about two in the morning, right?" 

 "You're salaried, not hourly," Stark replied with the ghost of a smile. "You've got a 
couple hours until they arrive. Rest up." 

 "Always a pleasure," Logan said with a grin. Stark disconnected the line. 

* 

 The plane touched down an hour before dawn in the complex outside Tampico. 
Armed guards surrounded it. The hatch remained shut for a good five minutes, giving 
all the troops on the site time to arrive. 
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 Then the hatch opened, and a suit of gleaming armor trod down the steps to the 
ground. The armor was scratched, the chest plate a little bent, two impact craters in the 
side. It still looked dangerous. 

 Inside the armor, Stark was glad he had air conditioning. He could see the 
condensation on the leaves from the humidity. 

 "Who's in charge here?" he demanded, wishing he knew Russian. 

 "I am," said a voice in accented English. A tall blonde woman stepped between the 
soldiers and crossed her arms over her chest. 

 Stark looked around at the warehouses, the factory floor, the apartment complex. 
"Bukharin and Shostakov won't be coming back," he said. 

 "We know," the blonde said. "We are relocating the site. I am a vested 
representative of Russia. We have a diplomatic arrangement with the State of Mexico. I 
could have you shot for trespassing." 

 "I was just returning your plane," Stark said, jerking his thumb back over his shoulder. 
"I'm not here for a fight. But I will be looking over Bukharin's files and destroying some of them." 

 "I think not," the Russian woman said. 

 Stark shrugged. "Or I charge him with espionage and produce proof that his technological plans 
were stolen from Stark International. Using that information we break a very public story explaining 
that the governments of Mexico and Russia are colluding to conduct industrial espionage in the United 
States. How are your investments doing, by the way? I understand Russia has an infusion of foreign 
investors." 

 She looked at him warily for a moment. 

 "I just want to cover your tracks for you. If I ever see armor based on Stark International's plans 
again, then there will be a diplomatic situation." 

 "One hour," she said. And the troops backed off, then turned and resumed the 
work of tearing down everything that could be moved from the site. Stark headed for 
the factory. 

 Ten minutes later he was in the high security office. Two Russians were trying to 
crack the safe. He waved them aside, and they left the office. Stark blasted the door off 
the safe. Inside he saw a roll of blueprints. He pulled them out, studied them over.. 
There could be no doubt about it. The plans had his handwriting on them, the SI logo 
in the corner. He flared his repulsors once, and the blueprints were gone forever. 

 Then Stark turned his attention to what else was in the safe. 

 So Bukharin was a blackmailer. Stark flicked through the video tapes, letters, audio 
recordings, computer records. Then he saw one labeled with a name that chilled him to 
the bone. 

 "No," he murmured. "Oh, no."  

* 

 Dawn beamed through the plate windows of the gymnasium at Stark International. 
Logan walked quietly along the balcony, in shadow. He watched down below as 
Natasha emerged from the locker room in tights. She put the boom box down on the 
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bleachers and pulled a cd from her bag. She put the cd in and then stretched out, nimble 
and lithe. Logan watched, motionless and quiet, a cigar clamped in his teeth unlit. 

 She started the cd player, then assumed a dancing position. The music began, a 
piano tune, and she began to dance. Logan wished he had tried harder to educate 
himself on classical music as the music swelled from the speakers. Natasha was dancing. 

 She was graceful. She moved like silk twirling in a breeze. For the first time, Logan 
realized ballet could be beautiful. 

 As she was dancing, the door quietly opened and closed behind Logan. One sniff 
told him who it was. He did not look away as she twirled and bounded on the gym floor 
below. 

 "It's a hell of a thing," Logan said as Piotr walked up beside him. 

 "Yes," Piotr agreed. "Yes it is." Then tears welled up in the Russian's eyes as he 
remembered a time gone by, when he had seen ballet once before in a country that no 
longer existed. A surge of pride for his homeland's people caught him off guard. He 
simply sat on a bench as she finished her dance. 

 Logan quietly headed for the stairs down to the floor, leaving Piotr to his own 
thoughts. Logan approached Natasha as she was toweling off. 

 "So," Logan said as he strolled up to her. "How did the trip go?" 

 She looked him in the eye. "It broke my heart," she said simply. "At last. Finally. 
And I am free of it." 

 "Of your heart?" Logan asked, plucking the cigar from his mouth and looking at it. 

 "Of him," Natasha said. "Of my husband. Of the love that anchored me to odious 
service in the Soviet republic." She looked up at the glass windows, flaring with the 
sunrise. "I feel like half a woman. I am free. I am heartbroken." 

 Logan squinted up at the windows. "Yer a hell of a dancer," he said. 

 "Was it good?" she asked distantly. "That was the first time…" She collected herself. 
"That was the first time I have danced since I was told Alexie was killed." A long 
moment of silence stretched between them. "That dance. That dance was for him." She 
looked Logan in the eye, her eyes bright with unshed tears. "My life must be my own 
now." 

 There wasn't anything left to say. 

* 

 Pepper didn't look up as Stark walked into the antechamber to his office. She did 
look up when he didn't go into his office, but pulled a chair up to her desk and sat 
down. 

 "Yes sir?" she asked. Stark looked at her; at the dark hollows under her eyes, at the 
stress lines in her face. He wondered how he had failed to notice. To see how she had 
changed. There was a long moment of quiet. 

 "Your ex-husband Hogan is dead," Stark said quietly. Pepper's jaw began to tremble 
as her eyes grew very wide and started to tear up. 
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 Stark was relentless. "I found a file in Bukharin's papers that details the deed. There 
is no ransom big enough to bring him back." Pepper sniffled, unable to tear her eyes 
from her employer. They were deep with terror. 

 "So now what?" Pepper asked in a small voice. 

 Stark stood. "Now I'll cover the expenses of a proper funeral for Mr. Hogan." 

 "What about me?" Pepper hardly dared breathe. 

 "You'll never do it again, will you," Stark said in a soft voice. 

 "No," she managed, "I won't." 

 "You're sorry, aren't you," Stark continued. 

 She could only nod. 

 "Then that's all I need to know and all I need to say," Stark said. "To anyone." He 
turned and walked into his office. Pepper put her head down on her desk. 

* 

 It was late afternoon. Stark stood on the roof of the complex having a cigarette and 
looking out over his domain. At his feet was a modest pile of cigar butts. Stark took a 
drag on the cigarette and watched the traffic on the road beyond the complex's fences. 

 Footsteps on the gravel behind him. He didn't turn. 

 "How you doin?" Logan asked as he strolled up. 

 Stark didn't answer. He pulled a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket and shook one 
out, then he lit it from his current cigarette. He ground out the butt with the tip of his 
shoe as he pulled air through the fresh one. 

 "Yep," Logan said with a nod. "I've had those days." He fired up a cigar and puffed 
out a cloud of smoke, looking over the complex. "I talked to Nat," he said. "She's in a 
world of hurt. It's too soon." 

 "Too soon for what?" Stark asked sharply. Logan sighed, and looked at him. 

 "She just needs some space, that's all," Logan said. 

 "Maybe I do too," Stark said with a nod. "Maybe I do too." 
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 A Tangle of Light 
 

May 2 

 She stepped out into the humid, drizzling New York afternoon and slammed the car 
door behind her. Madelyn Pryor looked up and down the street, but she was not 
observed any more than a lovely redhead would be in this part of town. She smiled to 
herself and strolled down the alley. When she reached the back door to the restaurant's 
kitchen, she opened it. 

 She nodded to the chef, who elected not to see her. Then she was through the 
kitchen and out in the main room of the Purloined Sirloin. She approached the booth 
where her contact waited for her. Taking a deep breath, she steadied her nerves. Finally. 
Finally, the artifact she traced for so long, within her reach. Within thirty feet. 

 Startled, she looked to see a man approaching her contact's booth. He was tall, slim, 
his hair was dark with white streaks. He wore a red coat. She slipped behind a psychic 
mask, stepped into a corner, and listened intently. 

 "You are Vincent," the newcomer said in a hard voice. 

 "Y-yes," her contact replied. 

 "Give me the Mantle you carry. It is not for you." 

 Vincent whipped out a gun and made his move, and the newcomer easily stripped 
the gun from him and tossed him back in the booth. "Forget," the newcomer 
whispered, then with a rustle of cloth he took the precious artifact, turned, and walked 
out the way he had come in. 

 A few seconds later, Madelyn slid into the booth, her green eyes fixed on Vincent. 
The thug looked up and smiled to see her. "Hello, Maddie. I was just having a spot of 
lunch." 

 "Don't you have something for me?" she pressed. 

 He looked confused. "Should I?" he said. 

 Exasperated, she stood and left him. She approached the bar instead. "Horace," she 
demanded, "the usual." 

 "With or without absinthe?" he replied quietly, turning. He wore a leather apron. 
His bald scalp was adorned with the strap for the patch over his missing eye. 

 "Without, I'm working," she said. As he poured her a drink, she glanced at the door 
and shivered. "Who was that, just came in here? The one with the red coat?" 

 "The tall feller," Horace said with a grim nod. "That's Doctor Strange. He's a tabloid 
editor, comes in now and then. Dabbles in weird stuff. Good tipper," he said with an 
uncertain shrug. "He plays his role to the hilt. He's got a big spooky brownstone a 
couple blocks down." 

 "Does he," Madelyn said, her eyes narrowing. "Does he really." 
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 Later that afternoon she lay on her bed surrounded by Planetary magazines. The 
pages slowly turned as she absorbed the nuances and style of the publication. The 
further she read the more alarmed she became.  

 "These are secrets," she murmured, flipping past mind transfer techniques. "This 
skirts the edge of a lot of mysteries. Mysteries too deep for the sleeping world." She 
shook her head. "I'll have to be careful." 

 Eventually she rolled to her feet and padded over to her wardrobe. "Hm," she said, 
tapping her lips with a finger. "I could play the victim and cast him as the hero. He 
could save me and let me in." She shook her head. "No, too risky. And besides, who 
would I send him against? No reliable fall guys… Perhaps if he's investigated for a 
crime he doesn't commit, that he has to get to the bottom to. I could… help him." She 
thought for a long moment, then slowly shook her head again. "Too elaborate. He's 
most likely too sharp to miss all the clues." 

 Then a smile spread across her face. "Ah well. There's one ruse that every man falls 
for." She smiled to herself as she evaluated her wardrobe… 

 

May 3 

 "Your assignment is to neither sleep nor eat until you have found the ruin of the 
Ancient One's lamasery in the Tibetan mountains," Strange said with a small smile. His 
apprentice nodded solemnly. They sat in the kitchen, late morning sun streaming in and 
making the room look very ordinary. 

 "In this reality," Strange continued, "Mordo and me and the Ancient One were all in 
the lamasery when the Chinese bombed it accidentally. We were all killed. In one fell 
swoop the dimension was deprived of its Sorcerer Supreme and his students. The earth 
spirits found me, called me here to replace them."  

 He stood and pulled on his coat. "To remember them, and to be sobered by an ever 
vigilant symbol of the price of failure, I placed a candle flame on the snow where the 
Ancient One sat. And so, Illyana, your task is to let me know when you can show it to 
me in your scrying pool." 

 "That's kind of creepy," Illyana observed with a shiver. 

 "There are terrible stakes in this responsibility," Strange nodded. "Learning that, 
really internalizing it, is part of your training." 

 "Tibet is… big," she added. "Full of mountains." Her eyes were a little wild with the 
enormity of the task before her. 

 "Once," Strange said with a saturnine smile, "a demon sorceress stole my colleague 
and hid her in a tiny splinter dimension bordering on only a handful of other 
dimensions. I was operating under a time limit to track them down and break in and 
save her." 

 "You're not still sore about that, are you?" Illyana asked in a small voice. 

 Strange shrugged. "It's part of the job. And so," he added with a brilliant smile, "it's 
part of your training. Finding things quickly against all odds is what we do." 

 "Yes Master," she said, gritting her teeth only a little. "May I go?" 
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 "Begin," he said with a magnanimous nod. A ring of light slid up from the floor 
with a snap hiss, wreathed in pale dark flame. She was gone. 

 Strange watched the space where she had been for a moment, reflecting. Then he 
went up the stairs to his Sanctum. The doors knew him and opened for him, then he 
was inside. He walked over to the package on the desk, and carefully opened it. Within 
was a glimmering fabric. He grasped it by the shoulders and shook it out. 

 The cloak unfurled dramatically. The fabric glimmered with a colorless light. Strange 
ran his hand across it flat, his training from Enitharmon the Weaver surfacing in his 
mind. What remarkable material. He donned it. The room's intimate details sprang out 
for simple observation. He concentrated, feeling the light and enlightenment that 
suffused the garment. He felt the threads working, weaving with his consciousness. The 
possibilities! He sensed he could learn to move invisibly, to compel truth, to protect the 
body. 

 Ruefully, he furled the cloak once more. A thug was going to sell this to a collector. 
He wondered if it was another wizard. Then he secured the Mantle in a drawer. 

 This cloak was too powerful to fall into the wrong hands. He didn't want to risk a 
wizard battle in the restaurant. And for a moment, he keenly missed the Eye of 
Agamotto. 

 Strange strolled downstairs, feeling the emptiness of the house. He opened the 
refrigerator, and looked at the food without seeing it. Shrugging, he closed the 
refrigerator and headed outside. 

 He walked down the steamy streets until he reached a corner café. A moment later, 
he took a seat at one of the tables outside. He was the only one on the veranda. He 
ordered a rye sandwich and water, then took a moment of concentration. 

 The heat around him evaporated, and he was comfortable outside. His food arrived, 
and he took his time with it. As he took a small bite and left the sandwich on the plate 
as he reflectively chewed, he thought of the Ancient One and his weekly bowl of rice. 
Strange, as an apprentice, had been so irritated that the old man ate so slowly. A dim 
smile crossed his face as he watched the street. 

 Another patron walked out on the veranda. She wore a ball cap that restrained her 
wild mane of flaring crimson hair, and sunglasses over her eyes. A tank top and running 
shorts were appropriate for the day. As she sat, Strange noticed she had long, slender, 
strong legs. She ordered a coke and a sandwich, then pulled out a pad and started jotting 
notes, glancing up from time to time. 

 Strange lapsed back into his own thoughts, gazing up at the vault of blue above, 
contemplating what lay beneath and behind it. 

 He was slightly startled when the woman stood and approached. 

 "I hate eating alone," she said apologetically in a smooth, low voice. "Would you 
mind terribly if I joined you?" 

 "By all means," he said, gesturing at the seat opposite. He felt her nervousness. 
"Solitude can be burdensome when it is not voluntary." 
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 The waiter brought her food and drink out and left it. She laughed at herself. "I'm a 
writer," she said. "I use that to break the ice. Most people want to be in a story," she 
said with half a smile. "My name's Madelyn Pryor. What's yours?" 

 "I'm Stephen Strange," he said. "Pleased to meet you." 

 "Editor of the Planetary?" she said, awestruck. "Oh," she said, discomfited. "I 
thought you looked familiar. You look just like that spooky picture in the magazine." 
She blushed. "I hope I‟m not bothering you, I really didn't mean to—" 

 "It's alright," he said with a negligent wave. "What we do is seldom who we are. You 
can still sit at my table. What sort of stories do you write?" 

 "Investigative reporting," she said boldly. Then she shrugged. "Actually fiction 
mostly, but I'm trying to break in. I'm doing a story right now on a village in Mombassa 
where all their cultural artifacts and art have been taken and sold, and the destabilizing 
effect on the local culture." She started on her sandwich. 

 "An ambitious place to start," Strange said. 

 She shrugged. "I've always been ambitious," she said. She let him see her falling for 
him in her eyes. 

 Strange sipped his water, and breathed a Knowing across her. She was dappled in 
patches of deep darkness and brilliant light; they were not at war within her, but they 
coexisted in her soul. A world traveler. And… and she had the power to conceal herself 
from him. Dangerous. 

 He smiled. "Indeed," he said. "Ambition can be a two edged sword." 

 Her pager went off. "Damn," she said, tugging it out and glancing at the number. 
"I've got to take this call." She flashed him a smile. "My editor will never believe who I'm 
having lunch with!" She jogged inside. Strange relaxed, watching the traffic flow by 
while he was blessedly still. 

 Then he saw her duck into a taxi. Faintly bemused, he saw she had left her small 
purse. A small smile crossed his face. Not a bit surprised. 

 He stood, picking up the purse. It felt like a trap, but he'd take the bait. All part of 
the responsibility. 

* 

 Strange rapped on Madelyn's hotel door. "Just a minute!" she called from inside. 

 She opened the door dressed only in towels; one wrapped around her hair, exposing 
the lovely curves of her slender neck and rounded shoulders. The other was wrapped 
around her bosom, falling to her lower thighs. Her eyes were very green and they did a 
reasonable impression of surprise. 

 "Steve! Please come in," she said quickly. He held up her purse. She deflated with 
relief as she took it. "I was wondering where that was. Please," she said. She glanced at 
the hallway. "Come in, won't you? Before people walk by and see me?" 

 He stepped into the hotel room. It was flawlessly tidy. She turned and put her purse 
on the table. "I was just getting ready to call around after it," she said. She faced him. 
"You are the nicest man I have met in this horrible city." And for a moment she 
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radiated loneliness, a terrible empty silent cry. Strange thought of Montessi, felt the 
loneliness in his gut echo her plea for connection. 

 "A good ruse, an effective trick," he said softly. "But not good enough. What do you 
want? Why have you targeted me?" He stepped very close indeed. "Who are you really?" 

 The furious narrowing of her green eyes was more than enough warning for a 
wizard as seasoned by countless battles as Dr. Strange. Her psychic blast tore out at 
him, but his mind was wrapped in the creation of mystic defenses and very difficult to 
reach. Her blast skidded around on the magic for a moment, unsure of what to do, 
before it burst. 

 Strange gestured, and she was pinioned to the wall by bands of mystic force. "Ms. 
Pryor," he said with an icy smile, "I've dealt with wizards, demons, and things more 
ancient and deadly than you can imagine. That was sloppy." 

 She let out a shout, and all the furniture in the room leaped at him in a bound of 
telekenetic fury. His reaction time was better. A globe of force slid out of the ether 
around him, and the furniture splintered and cracked against it. Strange still hadn't 
warmed up yet. 

 "Enough!" he said imperiously as the broken furniture splayed away from him. He 
touched her on the forehead.  

 "No, please," she whimpered. 

 His eyes carried a ruthless glint. He said nothing. Then he opened her mind, peeling 
her defenses back. Where they did not yield, he snapped them. 

 She let out a howl of pain, throwing her full will into shielding her mind. Strange set 
his jaw and broke her defenses. She went limp, her eyes staring. Then he was inside her 
thoughts. 

 She knew of the Mantle, that's what she was after. Interesting. Her powers… she 
was born with them a long, long time ago. Those thoughts trailed off into darkness, a 
pulsing darkness that was aware. Strange pulled back from that, wincing with the pain of 
old scars. Yes, a darkness at the root of it. That owned part of her soul. He skimmed 
across the Inner Council swiftly, noting the quartet for future reference. Then he turned 
and encountered a barrier of purest light. It flashed out at him, and he deflected the 
strike. He was driven clear by the brief contact. 

 She collapsed, barely managing a low moan of exquisite, ballooning pain. 

 "Believe me," Strange said coldly, denying his curiosity, "this is where you want it to 
end." He turned on his heel and left her sprawled, mostly naked, in the splinters of the 
hotel room's furniture. She slammed her fist on the floor in frustration and rage. 

* 

 Strange hung his coat on the rack by the door, sighed, and walked into the kitchen. 
With a gesture, he turned the radio on and flicked it through the ether until he found 
music he liked that had never been broadcast on this plane. He settled into a chair and 
examined his hands, his mind still reeling from its forced entry. His eyes slid closed and 
he focused, trying to quell the dirty feeling he got when he did that to people. 

 With a flaring sizzle, a stepping disk deposited Illyana in the kitchen in the precise 
spot she had stood the same morning. She was vibrating with excitement. 
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 "I found it! I already found it!" she said, excited. He smiled broadly. 

 "Good work," he said. "How?" 

 "I realized you'd already given me the key to working it out," she said quickly. "I 
looked for ambient magic. If the Ancient One was a Sorcerer Supreme, even the ruins 
of his home would radiate some magic. And they do. So I scanned all the mystic sites in 
Tibet, which is not something I'm in a hurry to do again, and there it was! Took me 
almost as long to find the candle as it did to find the ruin." 

 "Show me," Strange said simply. She flashed him a smile, and a stepping disk 
whirled up. 

 

 She watched his reaction closely as they dropped out of the stepping disks in the 
Underspace of limbo, Illyana's personal demonic realm. Strange looked around 
thoughtfully. 

 They were in the throne room he remembered, but instead of pools of blood-
slicked smoking lava and bare, broken stone, the décor had changed. The room was still 
stone, but grass surrounded the peak the throne room was set upon. Trees ringed the 
room. The lava was gone, buried in stone. The area smelled of flowers instead of the 
stink of sulfur and gore. Above, the roiling skies of eternal flame had rolled back, 
leaving a portal to a starry night above the throne room. To one side was an elaborate 
four poster bed. Demons lurked in the corners, watching. 

 "Welcome to my Sanctum," she said nervously. 

 He smiled at her. "It's wonderful," he said. "You have beautiful trees." 

 A breeze blew, carrying the scent of flowers instead of ash. Illyana grinned 
sheepishly. "I had to import potting soil, tools, plants and stuff. I have no idea what 
gardening is really like, you know, on Prime." She squinted up at the sky in the middle 
of the silent sheets of flame that made up the dome over the dimension. "I give them 
sunlight when they look like they need it, but I like night better." 

 "It's a really significant start," Strange said. "I would like to see your garden. A 
refuge. All of us need one." 

 "Do you have one?" she asked. 

 "The house is my Sanctum," Strange said. "But you've been in my Sanctum 
Sanctorum." She nodded, understanding. 

 "Wanna see the candle?" she said with a  grin. Her legs twisted into goat legs, and 
she trotted over to the pool and peered in with a gesture. There, flickering on the snow, 
was a candle flame. 

 "Excellent," Strange said. He turned to face her. "You're ready for the next part." 

 "What, no break?" she said, surprised. Her stomach rumbled.  

 He smiled. "Seldom do we get a break between finding and solving," he said. "It 
only took you two hours to find it, which is very impressive. I am proud of you." 

 "So what's the next part?" she asked in a subdued voice, somewhat mollified. 

 "Put it out. Now, if you don't mind, I‟m expecting a visitor." 
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 She shook her head as she teleported him back to Prime. 

 Strange entered his Sanctum Sanctorum. He donned the Mantle, settled in the 
corner, and began to meditate. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Hours later, he felt Pryor moving through his house. He roused as she used mystic 
lock picks on the door. 

 She slipped through the doors and glanced around, her breath catching in her throat 
as she saw all the treasures of incalculable worth. 

 She pulled a compass with a stone arrow out of her bag, and it pointed 
unwaveringly at Strange's hiding place. 

 "Agamotto," Pryor whispered, and she approached. 

 "Close," Strange said, whirling the cloak as he faced her. She staggered back gasping 
as the doors slammed shut, trapping her inside. 

 "Foolish," he said, shaking his head. She yanked out a gun and squeezed the trigger 
again and again. The gun did not fire; she saw it was jammed. Strange tugged it out of 
her hand with a band of mystic force, and the gun clattered away. 

 "I thought I'd give you a chance," he murmured. "You have chosen not to take it." 
Then he swirled the Mantle, and she gasped as she felt herself rooted to the spot, her 
mind toppling into the sparkling folds. 

 Aided by the Mantle, Strange effortlessly slid through the barrier of light. He saw an 
attractive, almost ageless woman. Her eyes sparkled an unnaturally light blue as they slid 
open, seeing him. They connected for a moment. He traced her swiftly. Reykjavik, 
Iceland. He released Pryor. 

 She toppled to the carpet, gasping. Just as she had been able to curb the pain in her 
head enough to feel her extremities. Strange felt no pity for her as she collapsed. 

 "They know," Pryor gasped. "If you search my mind they know. You're a dead 
man." 

 Strange gestured at her already blasted mind, and her eyes went blank. He planted a 
powerful Forgetting about the Light, how to contact those in it. He removed the Light 
from her mind. And she Forgot his Sanctum and it's artifacts. 

 Like a sleepwalker, she left the house.  

 Strange settled into his throne, his mind spinning as he contemplated his next move. 

 

 He had just closed his suitcase when Illyana whirled back down into Prime from the 
Underspace. 

 "I did it!" she said, her eyes alight with excitement. 

 "Good," Strange said. "How?" 

 "I used the Winds of Watoomb and the Vapors of Valtorr," she said. "It was a 
delicate mix, but I managed it and didn't bury myself in an avalanche!" 
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 "Even better," Strange nodded. 

 "Where are you going?" she asked, nodding at the suitcase. 

 "Iceland," he said. "Shouldn't be a long trip. I'll leave you with plenty to do. When 
you've finished your test, learn the idiosyncratic Vishanti rune set. When you are 
initiated into the secrets of the Vishanti you will need to be ready. But first." 

 "A test?" she said in a small voice. "Another one?" Her stomach rumbled loudly. 
"It's almost supper time." 

 "But it isn't yet," Strange nodded. "You will find that you must deny your body 
repeatedly and for prolonged times as a sorceress. You are learning to do that. Your 
test: re-kindle the everburning candle flame. To do otherwise," he said calmly, "would 
be profoundly disrespectful to the Ancient One." 

 She set her jaw and bowed to him stiffly. "Yes Master," she said.  

 "Let me know how it went when I get back," he said. 

 "I could just join you in Iceland," she said, "after I eat." 

 "I think this one is better handled by me alone," Strange said distantly. 
"Something… something very odd is going on." 

 She shrugged and teleported away. Outside, Strange's cab honked. 

 

May 4 

 Strange was subtly disguised as he stepped off the plane into the whipping wind of 
the airfield. He jogged to the terminal and went inside, got some coffee, settled in a 
booth. Let his thoughts slide to silence. He opened his senses.  

 There. North of town, not far. A deep shine, set in the hills. He smiled to himself. 

 

 An hour later he drove his rented car along the narrow strip of asphalt. He slowed, 
pulled off the side of the road. Rudimentary, traced through the air, a barrier of 
watchfulness. He focused, opened it slightly without disrupting it, and continued on 
foot. A mystic picket line. Interesting. 

 He continued some way on foot, finding the turn that led down a dirt road to a 
house on a hill. The second mystic barrier. He parted it and moved through undetected. 

 The third barrier was at the base of the hill surrounding the house. Strange parted it, 
moved through it, then settled himself in the scrub brush. Focusing, he sat cross-legged 
and surrounded his body with mystic protections. Then he slipped free, in his astral 
form. A shadow in a world of shadows, he moved toward the house with the speed of 
thought and detected the fourth barrier woven around it's physical structure. In his 
astral form, he saw the barriers clearly; they were spiderwebs of interconnected 
contemplative thought placed and set by a deeply powerful mind. He slipped through 
easily in his ghostly form. Strange felt matter flicker through him as he dropped to the 
basement. 

 A hoarse, barking cough was followed by a chesty snarl. Strange found himself in a 
laboratory of sorts, surrounded by electronic equipment and catalogued samples. He 
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peeked around a rack. He was invisible to normal eyes, but he didn't want to make any 
assumptions here. 

 A huge black beast was perched on a console. It let out a roar, and bounded. 
Bouncing off the floor with a handspring, its prehensile feet caught a roof beam and 
swung it to a cage wall, where it ran along as though running on the ground. It swung 
clear with a chuffing breath and slapped down on the ground, howling. It was five foot 
tall hunched, over six standing. It must have weighed over four hundred pounds. The 
door banged open and a young man with a thin face stormed in. 

 "Look, cut it out," he snapped. He had sharp blue eyes and a blonde crew cut. "I'm 
trying to watch tv." 

 "A thousand apologies, Storm," the beast said in cultured, deep-chested German. 
"But I'm trying to figure this thrice-cursed star-crossed ill-formed and misbegotten 
genetic quandary out before my skull pops." 

 "I'm all for the popping if it's quiet," Storm snapped in fluent German.  

 "Bah," the beast said, putting a palm flat on the floor and balancing upside down 
with no more effort than standing would take. "Gotta get my blood moving, my 
thoughts unjammed, shake it all loose!" 

 "Well if your tantrum is done," Storm said, "you can tell me how it's going." 

 "Poorly," the beast said, dropping to a bipedal stance. He shrugged his lab coat on 
and approached the console. "As you can see, as soon as I isolate the shape-shifting 
genetic trait, then in the process of combining it with other genetics, ANY other 
genetics, it tries to shape to them and pulls them off true. And bang," he said with a 
ringing, meaty clap of his incredibly powerful hands, "a mess. Gene stew for dinner. 
Same problem I ran into with the Kurt project." 

 Storm suddenly raised his hand, and spoke to his thumb. "Intruder? What, like a 
ghost?" He nodded at the beast, who immediately sent his hands clattering over the 
keyboards, running tests and checking systems. Strange backed away, turned, considered 
bolting. 

 "Back corner!" the beast called out. 

 "Nail 'im, Reed!" Storm shouted. 

 Strange felt a most peculiar tugging sensation, and he darted away at the speed of 
thought-- 

 A wrench, and he found himself in a strange fog. He found he could not move his 
astral form out of it. The fog thinned some, and he could see a cluttered workroom. 
The fog was between two pillars, but he detected no magic in them. Still he could not 
escape. 

 His physical body drifted into the room, followed by the blonde woman he had seen 
in Pryor's mind. At a console on the other side of the room, a man stood typing with his 
hands on separate keyboards. He glanced over his shoulder. 

 "Ah, Sue, you've got our guest," he said. "Let's see what we shall see." He flicked a 
couple switches, and with a clang, lights popped on in and around the pillars. Strange 
felt the lights sear through his astral form. On the screen behind the scientist, he saw his 
confused and ghostly reflection in negative. It was not pretty. 
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 "Fascinating," the man murmured as he bent to his studies. "The echo of the 
positronic differential is a precise counterpattern to the neural holding pattern of the 
host body." He turned and faced his machine, the captured ghost, and the uninhabited 
body. 

 "Can you speak?" he asked. Strange tried, found he could not focus the words. The 
scientist turned and tinkered with the settings. Strange felt himself more coherent. 

 "I can," he said with some effort. He looked at the woman. "Susan," he said, 
"there's someone else here and I'd like to meet him or her. Storm, and the beast, fine. 
But who put the mystic defenses in place?" 

 The scientist approached. "My name is Reed," he said. "I don't have any idea what 
kind of mystic defenses you're talking about." 

 "There are four layers in getting into the house. Another surrounds this room," 
Strange said. 

 "Ah," Reed nodded, "the psychokinetic awareness extended neural net paths that 
have been meditated into place by Grimm and sustained by hypnometric energies from 
the geomantic network of magenetic energies cross-generated on this location. Mystic 
defenses, indeed." 

 "Is that how you detected my approach?" Strange asked. 

 Reed chuckled, gestured. A hovering keyboard approached, and he tapped a few 
commands into it. The security tapes were retrieved. Strange saw himself approach the 
third barrier, wave his hands slightly. Then walk through the barrier. It was, of course, 
invisible. Sue suppressed a chuckle. 

 Strange's mind raced as he tried to pull the pieces together. "What have I found 
here?" he asked. "Where is the Light?" 

 Reed looked him over carefully as the door opened, and Storm walked in with the 
Beast. 

 "Booya, another ghost bites the dust. Who ya gonna call," Storm said with a big 
grin. The beast clapped its hand over its eyes and groaned. 

 "Another fertile mind once curious, now rotted to yogurt by popular media," he 
grumbled in German. 

 "I heard that, fleabus," Storm said in English. "So Reed, what did you bag there?" 

 "A real live wizard," Reed said with a sage smile. "Seems he knows spells." 

 Sue covered her mouth with her hand, but her merry smile shone in her eyes. 

 "The ethertrap seems to have attracted his uniquely organized energies," Reed said, 
tapping at the keyboard. "I've heard of mental projection, but to convert particulate 
otherspace into coherent representations of a physical form for purposes of defying the 
natural laws of the earth in consciousness transference is a delightfully unanticipated 
phenomenon that could be tremendously helpful to my research." 

 "I hate it when he lapses into technospeak," Storm said with a sigh. "Where's 
Grimm? We need somebody to tell Reed to knock it off." 
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 Reed looked at Strange's astral form in the monitor. "Now, Doctor Stephen Strange, 
either you will cooperate with us fully or I will discorporate your intangible form to the 
component matter from which it is crafted." He smiled, and pulled out a pipe. 

 "Do what we want or you're hosed," Storm translated helpfully. 

 "So you just put this together when you saw me enter the premises?" Strange asked. 
"That's very impressive." His watchful eyes caught every detail. 

 "It was fairly elementary," Reed said with a modest shrug. "This is proving to be a 
most diverting afternoon. Sue, would go get us lunch?" She left the room with a nod. 
Reed approached the spirit bottle. "Now we've talked the how, and I want to know the 
why. Why are you here? What can you tell me about yourself that the world's 
information banks don't know? Why did you bother discovering a method to leave your 
body, and how? That sort of question." 

 "I am the Sorcerer Supreme for the Prime dimension of Earth," Strange said calmly. 
"I have come to find you because Madelyn Pryor tried to rob me, and I found you in 
her mind as the reason. Your skillful defense of that information, segmented off in her 
mind, intrigued me. I thought I'd come see what the secrecy was about." 

 "I am no magician, surely," Reed said. "I have certain… physical properties, for lack 
of a better explanation, that my science can not yet account for. So I will not discount 
magic. To be honest, I prefer to think of you as a practitioner of an alien science. For 
really, any science taken far enough might as well be magic. As a caveman confronted 
with a television camera and monitor would profess." He smiled faintly as he finished 
tamping his pipe. 
 "That concession," rumbled a voice from the back of the room, "was hard won." A 
hulking man stood in the back of the room. He was nearly seven feet tall. He was robed. 
As he approached, his tread was heavy, measured, and clacking. "Do not start another 
iteration of our favorite debate." Strange saw the sixth ring of mystic protection woven 
around his body, the seventh around his mind. Seven rings. A holy number. 

 A door opened, and Sue wheeled in a cart with lunch on it. They turned, distracted. 
Strange smiled, and with a tug he reached out mentally and summoned his cloak of 
levitation to himself. It swept through the fog, carrying his body, and he snapped into 
the flesh so that as he swept out the other side he once again was in full command of 
his body. 

 Reed quietly lit his pipe as Sue stood frozen in shock. Grimm settled down in a 
combat stance, but Storm had already leaped into the air. His skin flexed, then burst 
into flame; his body surface was lined in roiling tight ripples of fire. With a gesture, he 
sent a ferocious gout of flame down to break across Strange. It hit his shield and 
spattered off. With a gesture, Strange stripped the flame from Storm, who fell 
unceremoniously to the ground. 

 "Ah, youth," Reed said with a small, mirthless smile. Then he closed his eyes, 
reached deep into his soul, and opened them again. 

 The Light, the palpable presence of Light crashed into Strange. It was value neutral, 
neither good nor evil, but a strong force of truth that blazed into him, would have 
burned through him. But he was a master of mysticism, and he had once borne the Eye 
of Agamotto. These energies were the same. So he withstood the onslaught with a 
reminiscing smile. 
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 "Takes me back," he said softly. "And now it ends." With a two handed gesture he 
sealed the Light back in Reed. Reed blinked at him once. Then he pulled a pistol from 
his belt. 

 "Maybe your magic can protect you against what I have here," he said in a cold 
voice, "but I doubt it. And there is no chance you can knock it from my grasp. So do we 
fight or talk?" 

 "We talk," Strange said, his face curled in a saturnine smile. "And I tell you the truth 
of where your power came from." 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 A few minutes later they were seated at the table, having lunch. After a round of 
watercress sandwiches, green tea, and buttered sconces, they leaned back. Strange 
steepled his fingers and began. 

 "You were all together, looking for the Mantle of Agamotto. An archeologist?" he 
asked. 

 "Yes," Reed nodded. "I have studied many things. Before our Enlightenment I was 
a renaissance scientist, able to fund my own expeditions. I had heard of the Mantle of 
Agamotto from a mystic, and I thought it would be a fascinating study. Sue was and is 
my assistant, Ben was our pilot and driver, and he and Johnny helped with the heavy 
lifting. And Johnny was our troubleshooter." 

 "Booya," Storm said, pointing his finger at strange and curling around an imaginary 
trigger. 

 "Brother and sister?" Strange asked, looking at Sue and Storm. Reed nodded. 

 "It was his best qualification," he said with a faint smile. Storm rolled his eyes. 

 "At any rate," Strange continued. "You found the small shrine outside Pingwei in 
Tibet, found the secret entrance, worked your way through the endless boobytraps." 

 "Gods yes," Storm said, rolling his eyes at the memory. 

 "Then," Strange said, "you found the Mantle. Reed put it on." 

 Reed nodded. 

 "This happened before 98 but after 78," Strange mused to himself. 

 "Hardly insightful," Reed said dryly, "as that's a twenty year gap. Now you really do 
sound like a fortune teller. It was in 82." 

 "Agamotto, whose mantle you bore, was a Sorcerer Supreme in ancient ages gone 
by. He was the first, for he was the mystic that bound himself and his mystic heirs into 
service of the Earth Spirits for the defense of Prime. As his heir myself, you can see why 
I was keen to get his Mantle, and why you are so interesting to me. Or you will in a 
short time. Agamotto fashioned many artifacts, coined the thought of the operating 
methods of the Sorcerer Supreme position." 

 Strange sipped his drink, then continued. "In 1978, the Chinese accidentally 
bombed the lamasery where the Ancient One, who was the Sorcerer Supreme then, and 
his two students studied. The Sorcerer Supreme and his students were lost in one fell 
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swoop. Earth was bereft of it's champion. That activated the Mantle. It would try to be 
found. You had some incredible strokes of luck, yes?" 

 "We wouldn't have admitted it at the time," Reed said. "It was still difficult." 

 "But surely a man of your intellect wondered why no one had followed the trail to 
the Mantle before," Strange said. 

 Reed nodded. "I concede the point. Please continue." 

 "When you found it," Strange said, looking at the table, "it would adjust your 
number to four. I assume you took some casualties going in." Reed and Storm's 
expressions darkened, and he went on. "Reed donned the Mantle, and cosmic rays shot 
out of it in all directions, impaling the three of you and engulfing Reed. Agamotto split 
his power into four aspects many times in his teaching." 

 He looked at Reed. "Rational and enlightened thought." He looked at Grimm. 
"Unshakable calm and meditation." He looked at Sue. "Invisible application of force." 
He looked at Johnny. "The cleansing flame of wrath." He smiled. "Each of you was 
granted an aspect of Agamotto's power. He didn't dare concentrate it in a single 
individual, in case an evil or selfish person found it. But with the four of you, with your 
combined power, you could protect the Earth." 

 "So presumably something happened in 1998?" Reed asked dryly. 

 "Yes," Strange nodded. "I was in the wreckage of a dimension that had undergone a 
terrible catastrophe, I had failed to protect it and I was wasting away in the rubble of my 
failure. The Earth Spirits of this dimension reached out to me, being without a Sorcerer 
Supreme. They apparently weren't satisfied with Agamotto's backup plan. So I came, 
not knowing about you four. It is possible the Spirits tried to communicate with you 
and failed." 

 Reed looked troubled, Strange didn't press for details. "So I came. And now there is 
a Sorcerer Supreme, so Agamotto's countermeasure is redundant." 

 Storm snorted. "I wonder if that line of bs is what the Seer of Light was stringing us 
on with," he muttered. 

 Strange and Reed both looked at him sharply. Then they looked at each other.  

 "Seer of Light?" Strange asked quietly.  

 Reed shrugged. "A man approached us." He sighed. "He was of such enlightened 
perspective that he must be blindfolded, or pure and powerful light streams from his 
eyes, melting away all crude physical matter in the way. We have assisted him in 
temporal matters in exchange for a gradual revelation of the truth behind our… 
somewhat puzzling condition. You have given us the information we needed to 
completely remove his leverage." 

 Strange watched him carefully for a moment. "The power of Agamotto is meant to 
be used for good," he said quietly. "I think now that you have this power you are under 
an obligation to try and protect the Earth, to carry out Agamotto's work. What do you 
intend to do?" 

 "Since the power came to us," Reed said, looking him in the eye, "we've felt an 
inexplicable urge to purify our bodies, to translate ourselves into pure light with thought 
so powerful it can sweep away all crude matter we need to live. The body is a life 
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support system, delicate and full of pumps and valves and joints, for the living energy of 
our souls. I have worked tirelessly with applications of light." 

He smiled to himself. "I invented the fiberoptic networks that cover the globe, 
learning through fibers how to use the light to carry information. It was preparatory 
research to finding how to make light carry the signature of my intellect and soul. I've 
delved into bionanotech, integration of flesh and machine. Light, psychologically and 
physically, is the most fascinating substance in the universe." 

 "And we're richer than God," Storm piped up with a grin. He was ignored. Sue 
tossed him a warning glance. 

 "We are on the way to becoming something else," Reed breathed, staring into 
Strange's eyes. "We're already more than human. By the time we're done applying the 
powers we've been given, we will be as gods." 

 "Capricious or benevolent?" Strange asked. 

 Reed smiled. "The world is a dark place, sorcerer," he said. "It needs more light, not 
more darkness. To that end we have sought the Mantle tirelessly since it was stolen 
from us while we… changed into what we are now. To see if we can further unlock its 
secrets." 

 Strange was lost in thought for a long moment. Grimm seemed to be meditating in 
the depths of his cowl. Sue waited patiently, as did Reed, but Storm fidgeted. 

 "I think you would be good guardians and fit inheritors for the Mantle," Strange 
said slowly. "I have my own Mantle and little need for his. Will one of you come to the 
States with me to collect it?" 

 "Certainly," Reed said with a brilliant smile. "Sue will go. Take a quinjet." 

 With that, they all stood. Strange shook Reed's hand. "Be in touch," he said quietly. 
"We can work together. I don't want to give or take orders any more than you do. 
But…" 

 "I understand," Reed said with a decisive nod. "We can assist one another in the 
defense of the Earth. That sounds like a great plan." 

 "Then we'll be seeing each other again," Strange said with a smile. He turned, his 
coat swirling, and followed Sue out of the room. 

* 

 Strange watched, fascinated, from the cockpit of the quinjet. It was built to seat six, 
one of the seats big enough for Grimm and one for the Beast. Its stubby lines were 
currently hazy, as its visual cloaking diffraction system was on. They sailed almost 
silently over New York, homing in on his Sanctum without direction from him. 

 Sue expertly handled the plane, curving it down. 

 "I'm not sure my roof can support this," Strange said a bit nervously. 

 "Don't worry," she said. "The weight diffusion gear is more than enough to disperse 
the weight over so many contact points on this building and the one on either side we 
could part the Chrysler building on your roof." She smiled at him disarmingly, and he 
was a bit alarmed to find himself echoing her smile. She was really an engaging woman. 
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 Then the faintest thrumming bump, the system kicked on and the quinjet eased 
down. The gangplank opened. 

 "Can you make it to the street on your own or do you want help?" she asked. 

 "I'll be fine," he said. She rippled, then turned translucent, then transparent. He 
blinked, and she was gone. He could still sense her, and see ripples of distortion, then 
those too vanished. 

 "You see with light," she reminded him playfully, "and light is my toy." She hovered 
down to the street on a pillar of invisible force, and Strange joined her with his coat 
flaring slightly, surrounded by wards of distraction that would pull a passerby's eyes 
somewhere else. 

 Then he opened the door, led her to the Sanctum. "Please wait out here," he said to 
Sue as she became visible again, light bending back to bounce from her instead of 
curving around in tight and intricate camouflage. 

 In the privacy of his Sanctum, he ran his hand across the fabric once, feeling the 
wisdom and power in it. For a moment, he hesitated. 

 "They need it more than I do," he breathed, "and they will keep it safe." And I will 
watch them, he mentally added, for they do not yet seem trustworthy entirely. Still… 
Agamotto was no fool. He must have had failsafes. A plan. The bearers of his power 
could not be evil. 

 "Not evil," he murmured. "Misguided, perhaps, but not evil." And his mind was 
made up. 

 He opened the door and handed the Mantle to Sue. She took it, her eyes literally 
lighting up as the power of Agamotto called to her. She slung it over her shoulders, and 
for a moment Strange was taken aback by the aura, the completion they granted each 
other. Then she bowed deeply to him. 

 "We will not forget this tremendous gift," she said, tears welling in her eyes. "You 
have made sense of this senselessness for us, aided us without recompense, and offered 
your friendship without reward. We… appreciate you," she said, smiling. She gave him a 
hug that he returned gracefully. Then she stepped away. 

 "Anything you need, anything at all," her eyes flared. "We'll be your guardian 
angels." She turned with a swirl of the cloak and vanished into the house. 

 

Strange was still standing in the same spot musing some time later when the 
familiar snap hiss of a teleportation disc deposited his apprentice next to him. 

 "Sorry I‟m late," she said. "I didn't see you get in." 

 "I arrived by jet, landed on the roof," Strange said with a distant look in his eye. "I 
take it you got the flame re-lit?" 

 "Careful, your coat'll get jealous," she said with a grin. "Yeah, I got the flame re-lit. I 
tried the Flames of Faltine, and of course that's not eternal. So I tried," she said, ticking 
options off on her fingers, "dispelling magic, reversing magic, inversion magic, none of 
that worked. Then I focused, and I accessed an Aspect of Agamotto. And it drew from 
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the ambient magic of the place and incarnated it, and boom! Flickering candle!" She 
grinned. 

 "Very good," he said with a smile. "You have learned how durable the power of 
Agamotto is, as you were meant to. As well as the power of using the environment 
around you to fuel and sustain magic." He nodded. "Excellent work. Let's go have 
supper." 

 His apprentice grinned and clattered down the stairs on her hooves, and he 
followed slowly, distracted, his mind half the world away as he struggled to feel either 
relieved or concerned… 

* 

 In the Chamber of Light, The Master of the Fifth Seal knelt before the Grand 
Master of the Seventh Seal and offered up the Mantle of Agamotto. Reed took it from 
Sue with a smile, and slung it about his shoulders. He leaned back, savoring the feel of 
it, then looked at her with a terrible new power in his eyes. 

 "You have done well, as you always do," he said. "We are a step closer." 

 "What of the Seer of Light?" she asked, daring to look into his eyes. 

 "Sever all ties," Reed said with an impatient gesture. "I do not suffer blackmailers 
lightly. He should have told us what he knew. The Sorcerer has freed us from his 
avaricious clutches." 

 "And the Inner Council he wished us to support in all ways?" 

 "Let them fend for themselves," Reed said. "They lack the vision of the blindfolded 
Seer, and they think they can handle the power they seek. But they are flawed and 
foolish. They do not understand themselves or each other, they are doomed to fail and I 
don't want to be involved with them when that happens." 
 "What now, Master?" Sue asked. 

 "I once thought we were each set on the path to enlightenment truly, but the 
Sorcerer revealed we are four parts of a whole. I will not sacrifice the life energies of my 
family for enlightenment. But there must be a way to siphon all of Agamotto's aspects 
into one receptacle. And then?" 

 Sue slowly smiled. "Yes, Reed," she said. "Then you will finally satisfy the craving 
for godhood that the Light has filled you with." 

 "Approach," Reed said, breathing heavily. She did. "To the Seven becoming One," 
he murmured. 

 "To the Seven becoming One," she replied, gazing deep into his eyes. 

 For a time, they were lost together within the Light. 
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 Till Death 
May 5 

 The tune spun and curled through the heady air, swirling over the camp, blending 
with the light and smoke of the bonfire. The Rom twirled through their dancing as the 
master fiddler scraped out a reel that held them together and teased them apart. 

 A huge man stood in the shadows, watching, the firelight glinting off his eyes. His 
mouth was hidden in a thick brush of white moustache. He was joined by a much 
smaller man, slight and athletic of build, with a tousle of darker hair. The two watched 
as the fiddler wound the reel up and the dancers finished the dance. 

 "She is perfect," intoned the huge man in German, the words rolling up out of his 
chest and taking their time being spoken. 

 "Yes, Boris. She is," replied the smaller man with a smile.  

 The fiddler was a beautiful woman, her short blonde hair captured beneath a scarf, 
dressed after the fashion of the Rom. She handed the fiddle to a man who took it 
reverently, and the people demanded more, laughing. The slim man left Boris's side, 
sweeping into the light, through the dancers to reach their fiddler. 

 "I do heartily apologize," he said in fluent Romany, "but you've had your fun and it's 
my turn to be Lady Valeria's audience." 

 Scattered laughter followed them as he picked her up in his arms and carried her out 
of the firelight. She was laughing too hard to resist. A minute later they were on the 
road out of the hollow where the gypsies celebrated, so he put her back on her feet. She 
threaded her arm through the crook of his elbow and they started walking back towards 
the palace. 

 She leaned her head on his shoulder, and he smelled the spicy cooking and camp 
smoke that never failed to remind him of his childhood. He smiled. 

 "Sorry I missed your recital," he said. 

 "You know better," she said. "It was just a celebration." 

 "I hear you've become a master fiddler." 

 She shrugged. "They flatter me. I'm beginning to get the hang of it. I'll start working 
on the finer points next year." 

 He smiled. 

 She leaned away from him. "Victor," she said, "Where are we going?" 

 "To the science center, if you don't mind. I had a couple other things to check on 
before I went to bed. I finally finished negotiations with that Russian bore and I 
thought I'd check on you before turning in for the night." 

 "Let's get there faster," she said with a mischievous grin. She stepped behind him 
and grabbed him, then sprang off the ground into the air. He let out a whoop as they 
soared up, up, and away. 

* 
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 The young reddish-blonde woman sighed dreamily as she watched the pair take off, 
their image sharp in her scrying pool. The pool was deep, still water surrounded by 
black stone. Around the lip, ferns and flowers grew. She lay on a cushion peering down, 
but with a gesture she stilled the image and the surface of the water was dark once 
more. She stood up and brushed herself off as a bird twittered somewhere in her 
garden. Looking around, she smiled. 

 "Beats gardening," she murmured to herself. She was surrounded by trees, beds of 
flowers, twisting intricate paths by stone benches that appeared to be supported by 
gargoyles. Across from the pool was an elaborate throne, and embedded in a stone next 
to it a gleaming pale sword wrapped in deep magic. 

 "Enough tv," she said to herself. "I've got to get working on the Vishanti master 
rune set or Strange is gonna ground me." She trotted around the path to some stairs 
that led down to a patio with a large stone table. The patio was ringed with book cases. 
With a heavy sigh, she pulled a tome off a shelf, sprang up to the table, and lay down. 
She opened the book, reached for her pad and pen, and started sketching. 

* 

 Victor and Valeria strolled into the science center, through the layers of security and 
research, all the way back to Victor's private laboratory. They entered, and Valeria saw 
the suit of armor disassembled all over his primary workspace. 

 "Before breakfast this morning I got stuck," Victor said. "I've been handling 
diplomatic relations all day, but my heart was here." He picked up a hand welder, and 
stared down into the chest plate. "It is difficult to resist the urge to call Stark and ask 
him what to do. I want to build this one myself, though." 

 "Mind if I take a look?" Valeria asked airily. 

 Victor stared at her blankly for a moment. "I know you are well skilled in the arts of 
power armor, but you've never expressed an interest before." 

 "I've never been a master fiddler before either," she replied playfully, her eyes 
sparkling. "I'll take a look." 

 He graciously bowed and stepped aside, and she leaned over the armor. "What 
seems to be the problem?" she asked. 

 "The pack overheats in under a minute when I try to fly with it," Victor said. 

 She glanced over at him with a raised eyebrow. "Flight, really." 

 He shrugged, unabashed. "Where we humans are physically deficient, we make 
tools," he said with a  smile. 

 "Very well, I'll take a look. Flight packs aren't my specialty. Hm. These carbon 
filament packs. Are they your heat sinks?" 

 "Yes," he said, enjoying the feel of leaning over the armor pressed against her arm, 
scenting her hair as they peered down. He got another thrill as his mind fully engaged in 
the work. 

 "And you've got the flat motors and reticulated configuration," she noted, checking 
the joints of the armor. 

 "Right," he said, "but I was working on the flight pack." 
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 "So am I," she said. "If you switch to a magnesium transference converter, then you 
can connect the pack," she said, tapping the plastron, "to the joints, here. Then you can 
basically convert the exterior of the joint into miniature active heat sinks, drawing from 
the pack's core. If you insulate it properly, embed it in the armor, then you can also 
knock about ten percent off the suit's weight. And they'll get hot enough to be weapons, 
your joints will. Since you have to armor them anyway, might as well make the most of 
it." She smiled brilliantly. 

 He blinked. "Of course," he said under his breath as his intellect took the notion 
and swiftly worked through the implementation. "Of course!" he said louder, and he 
turned to her with a triumphant grin. "Astonishing! You take a minute, look my armor 
over, and not only increase the effectiveness but shave ten percent off the overall 
weight!" His eyes shone as he took her in. Somehow the smudge of campfire smoke on 
her cheek made her three times more beautiful. He drew her into an embrace. 

 She gently hugged him back, tucking her face into the hollow of his shoulder. For a 
long moment they held each other, then he stood back.  

 "To celebrate," he said, "let's go have supper at Meneché's place!" 

 "That," Valeria said, "is a wonderful idea." 

 

 The restaurant was packed by the time supper was ready; Victor and Valeria were 
famous cooks. As the patrons dined, they left the kitchen to thunderous applause. 

 "Please," Meneché pleaded, "play for us!" 

 "Not tonight," Victor said, his eyes gleaming. "Tonight I do not wish to play. I 
would rather dance," he said, extending his hand to Valeria. A cheer went up through 
the assembly, and Latveria being what it was, there were a number of fiddlers with 
instruments near at hand. 

 They began a traditional reel, and Victor and Valeria began the traditional dance. 
Their eyes were playful, and Valeria pushed the tempo. The attentive fiddlers sped up, 
and Victor's teeth flashed white as he grinned. Their hands touched as they turned, their 
footwork perfect. They clapped, changed direction, eyes not leaving the other. The 
crowd was clapping in tempo, and the tempo sped up. Still the pair twirled, circled, 
clapped, and stepped. 

 When the dance was done, they bowed to each other, not breaking eye contact. 
Then Victor stood and bowed to the assembly. The rafters on the old restaurant 
struggled to hold in the mirth of the room. 

 Victor stopped, his smile fading. A man pushed through the crowd. 

 "Yes, Dine?" Victor said, and the room quieted. 

 "M'Lord," the pale young squire said, "your mother. She is dying." 

 

 The dying gypsy screamed and squalled, her wasted form thrashing, a terrible light 
in her eyes. 
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 "Perhaps you'd better go," Victor said apprehensively to Valeria. She nodded, and 
stepped back out through the door. The crone immediately quieted, her blackened 
tongue protruding slightly as she panted like a cat. 

 The room stank of filth and disease, high in a tower in the palace. Victor dropped to 
one knee, clutching the icy cold hands of his mother. She glared into his eyes, a deep 
light in her gaze sparking with prophecy or madness. 

 "Victor," she managed to gurgle out through lungs that could barely pull air over the 
swamp of her disease. 

 "I am here, Mother," he replied in Romany. 

 "Lose… her…" the crone struggled. Her body was dying, only her will kept 
animation in her eyes, her grip. Her will was frighteningly strong. "Lose… her… or I 
will… not… rest… easy…" 

 "Mother," he said, pain lacing his words. "I cannot." 

 Her face twisted in a spasm of rage or fear. Then the light in her eyes died. She 
hissed as she lay back on the bed, then her throat rattled unpleasantly. 

 Victor did not need the opinion of the doctors that hovered behind him. 

 He closed his eyes and bowed his head, holding the chilly claw to his chest. 
"Mother," he whispered. 

 

 It was not long afterwards that Victor emerged from the room and wandered a 
short distance down the stairs, absently rubbing his hand with a handkerchief. He 
stepped out on the first balcony he came to, unsurprised to see Valeria leaning against 
the railing gazing up at the stars, hugging herself. She turned to him, her eyes uncertain 
and sympathetic. 

 "Valeria," he said, hardly recognizing his own voice. "The last thing between us is 
gone." He turned from her, gazed up at the stars, gathered strength from them. She 
waited. 

 "I have escaped an ancient curse, and my mother is no longer my responsibility," he 
said softly. "I swear this is the last time. On the strength of my land and the honor of 
my family, I swear it." He turned to her, eyes solemn. "Valeria," he said. He sank to one 
knee before her. "Please. Marry me. Be my queen." 

 Valeria felt dizzy. The celebrations of the Rom, the thrill of the dance, the cold 
starry night pouring the light of a thousand suns down, the deep scent of the trackless 
woods that the breeze over the lake carried to her on the balcony; she could hardly feel 
herself in a rush of sensation. And as she looked into Victor's eyes, she suddenly 
realized she never wanted it to end. 

 "Victor," she said, barely able to speak. "I will." 

 They clasped each other, suddenly, almost greedily, each taking strength from the 
arms of the other. When they kissed, it was deeply passionate. Time fell out of synch, 
and in a way that moment was locked into both of them with unbreakable bonds of 
remembrance. 

* 
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 Book forgotten on her lap, Illyana sniffled as she gazed down into the scrying pool. 
"Aw geez," she managed. "That is so sweet." She slapped the book shut. "Okay, nine 
hour time difference. It's almost eleven there, so Strange should be at work. I wonder if 
I should tell him." She pondered that for a moment, then grinned. "Damn straight I 
should tell him." She gestured, and her pool went dark. 

 A stepping disk flared around her, pale darkness wreathed in unhallowed flame. It 
deposited her in the file room of Strange's office, the same place she always used. She 
clattered out, forgetting her feet were still twisted into cloven hooves and fetlocks. 

 "Strange," she gasped. He turned from his computer, an eyebrow raised. "Victor just 
proposed to Valeria--again--but this time she said yes!" Illyana was about to pop. 

 Strange leaned back in his chair, a distant and pleased look in his eye. Then he 
looked over at the phone. Then up at Illyana. 

 "So… you have been giving them some privacy, yes?" he asked as an eyebrow raised. 

 Illyana threw her hands up. "I can give you proof I've been studying if you want to 
sit through the iterations of Vishanti runic set variations of the eight ages they were 
used," she said. 

 "Fantastic idea," Strange said, settling in his chair attentively. "Go on." 

 Just then the phone rang. Illyana grinned broadly as Strange picked it up. 

 "Hello, Valeria, always good to hear from you," Strange said. He paused for a 
moment. "Really? That's fantastic. I'm delighted for you both." 

 "Speakerphone!" Illyana mouthed as she mimed pushing a button. Strange primly 
ignored her. 

 Illyana rolled her eyes and scampered over to the other phone, picking it up and 
conferencing in. Strange sighed. Illyana got in on it-- 

 "was Victor's idea to ask you to give me away at the ceremony," Valeria said on the 
crisp international connection. "He wanted to be sure he could get you here." 

 "I would be delighted," Strange said. "Illyana has joined us, by the way." 

 "Illyana!" Valeria said. "I‟m engaged!"  

 Illyana let out a whoop and did a happy dance. 

 "Do you want to be my bridesmaid?" Valeria asked. Illyana just about swooned. 

 "Yes yes yes!" she replied. "Latveria, here I come!" 

 "When is the wedding?" Strange asked. 

 "Three days from now. We'll get you the details. It's not like you have to make plane 
reservations," Valeria said archly. "There's just one groomsman, maybe Illyana can bring 
him. Piotr. Is he available?" 

 "I'll see to it," Illyana said. "Whoah, I'm the ONLY bridesmaid?" 

 "Fraid so," Valeria chuckled. 

 Illyana squeaked. 

 Strange smiled. "We'll be in touch. Congratulations once more," he said. 
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 "Strange," Valeria said. "Thanks. Just… for everything." 

 "It was the least I could do," the Sorcerer Supreme said, and he hung up the phone 
as Illyana spun, getting all tangled up in the phone cord and barely noticing. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

May 6 

 The next morning, Victor and Valeria were dressed casually seated at a table on the 
parapet of the castle. From here they could see down to the village at the castle base, the 
lake, the forests. Also, they were unlikely to be disturbed. A lovely crisp day surrounded 
them; the trees had just begun to turn from verdant green to the flaring assortment of 
colors that made the mountains awash in shifting smokeless blaze. 

 "We'll get a Rom elder to do the ceremony," Victor noted, scribbling with his 
fountain pen on his notepad. Valeria nodded. 

 "I would prefer to have no more than ten people at the ceremony itself," Valeria 
said. "I know we'll have to have a big party afterwards, but I'd rather not be gawked at 
too much taking the vows." 

 "Fair enough," Victor shrugged. "So we get five each." She nodded. "Where to 
spend the honeymoon?" 

 "Where but here?" she asked, gazing into his eyes. He smiled. 

 "Where indeed. You are right, of course." 

 Just then a disk flared, and in its wake was Illyana. She pounced over and hugged 
Valeria tightly, then stood straight. "One of the best parts of being a wizard's apprentice 
is the paid leave," she said with a grin. "I'm here to help with the wedding!" 

 "Downstairs," Victor said with merry eyes. "They are working on the decorations. 
They could use your assistance." 

 "You bet," Illyana said. "And if you need errands run, anywhere in the world, I'm 
your girl." She grinned, dropped a curtsey, and jogged towards the stairs. She had 
remembered to put on feet before coming to Latveria. 

 She followed the spiraling stairs down, down, down. Then she came out in the main 
hall. She stopped short. 

 The air smelled spicy, and there were dozens of women hauling in baskets of 
flowers and beginning to arrange them. An old woman saw her, cackled, and gestured 
her over. Then she pointed at a girl that was finishing a complex ring of flowers. 

 The girl looked up and rattled something off in Romany.  

 "Sorry," Illyana said, shaking her head. The girl nodded. 

 "I Em'ly," she said. "You help flower?" 

 "Just show me what to do," Illyana said with a grin. 

 

 Valeria was a young woman in love. She languorously stretched, then whirled 
through the sky over the lake, zooming down to brush lightly against the surface with 
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her fingertips. The morning was over, the afternoon beginning, broad daylight in full 
view of hundreds. She slowly turned over as she flew, enjoying the wild sensation of her 
secrecy falling away. 

 She wondered if anyone in the world had ever been as happy as she was in that 
moment. 

 

 Victor strolled into his state office. "Compile a list, an A list, B list, and C list of 
those with whom we have had diplomatic relations. Include corporations and private 
individuals worthy of note. Inform them that I'm taking a wife, all the usual pleasantries. 
For the announcements, I'd like to see four templates to choose from in the next hour. 
We'll get those out today, should be in their hands by tomorrow and I don't care where 
they live. Why are you all just gawking?" 

 "Sir?" one of his aids said uncertainly. "It's been done. Your fiancée ordered it." 

 "Oh," Victor said, hesitating in the doorway to his personal office in the division. 
"Well." he stopped. "Good," he said with a bit of a smile. "Clearly I don't need to." He 
blinked twice, then smiled broadly. "I'll be in tomorrow then." He turned and left. 

 Boris met him in the hallway. "All is prepared at the gravesite," he said, his slow 
voice rolling out of him like distant thunder. Victor nodded, setting his jaw. 

 "Good," he said. "I really do need to attend to this." 

 "The people have not been invited," Boris reminded him. 

 Victor shook his head helplessly. "I haven't the heart to invite them," he said. "I 
loved my mother," he added, looking up at Boris with tears in his eyes. "I wish… we 
could… I…" 

 Boris nodded sagely. "Come," he said. "Let us put her to rest." 

 

 Victor touched her leathery face. It was composed, serene, in death. Still there were 
deep lines of mistrust, fear, anger, and bitterness carved into her map of wrinkles. Her 
flesh was cool to the touch. Victor stepped back as the casket was closed. The priest 
read a litany in Latin as the body was lowered into the ground. 

 "Goodbye, mother," Victor whispered. 

 He stayed, motionless, until the last spade of dirt had been turned over the grave. 

 Boris had a chair brought, and the young grieving king waited a bit longer. Everyone 
else left, so he could have whatever private conversation he needed to. 

 It was almost evening before he left. But the chair remained. 

 

 The stallion's stride stretched out, and Victor felt exhilaration of the powerful body 
moving beneath him, the skill the horse had in responding to his commands, the 
whistling wind and thundering hoofbeats. The countryside whipped past; much slower 
than in a car or motorcycle, but this was all life, with no machines; muscle, flesh, bone, 
reflex, and Victor guided their flight across the land. 
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 A blur passed him, he saw Valeria flying faster than the fastest horse could run. He 
caught a flash of her smile as she paced him, then she whooshed further ahead.  

 Victor reined in the horse, pulling off to the side of the road. The horse obeyed. A 
moment later, Valeria zoomed back and touched down gently, dust whirling behind her 
as she got out of the way. 

 "I'm glad to see you handled the invitations," Victor said with a small smile. "Thank 
you." 

 "You're welcome," she replied. "I also made arrangements for food and drafted the 
most reasonable guest lists. I'm really excited about this." She grinned. 

 "That is most gratifying," Victor said, his smile growing. He watched her curiously. 
"What changed your mind, after all?" 

 "Time," she replied, turning to look over the crest of the hill and down the wooded 
slope. The lake glinted at the bottom of the valley. "I saw the potential of this land the 
first time I came, and it called to me. But I was afraid." She turned and looked him in 
the eye. "I'm not afraid anymore. This place accepts me for who and what I am. Finally, 
I don't have to hold back to make everyone else comfortable. I can be who I am at last." 

 Victor nodded. "And what's next?" he asked. 

 "Languages," she breathed. "I'm going to learn them all. I found your resources, 
your notes. That will serve as a good starting point. Travelling will be, if you'll excuse 
the expression, a breeze," she added mischievously.  

 She cocked her head. "They're calling for us, back at the palace," she said. 

 "I'll return once my horse has rested," Victor said, patting the horse's neck. "I think 
he might have stepped on a stone." 

 She laughed, then sprang into the air and swept him out of the saddle. They soared; 
she whispered to him: "The horse is safe, he knows the way back." In the time it took 
her to say that they were nearly back, and seconds later they descended into the 
courtyard of the palace. 

 Boris approached with a tremendous smile. "Majesty," he beamed. "Margali of the 
Winding Way has agreed to officiate our ceremony!" 

 "That's fantastic!" Victor said, surprised. He turned to Valeria. "Will you see to my 
horse please?" 

 "Sure," she nodded, and she took to the skies again. 

 Victor turned back to Boris. "Make all arrangements. Be sure she will be properly 
welcomed, and comfortable." 

 "Yes sir," Boris nodded, and Victor dismissed him. The king turned and crossed the 
courtyard, mounted the steps, climbing the long and wending route to the parapet. He 
was alone and lost in thought. 

 He looked out over his kingdom, a curious smile on his face. 

 "Ironic," he murmured. "That I should choose now to be petty." He shrugged the 
feeling off. "It will pass." 
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 It was not much later when Valeria drifted up and joined him on the parapet. "The 
Rom are looking for you," she said. "They know your visiting dignitaries left, and they 
were wondering if you'd join them tonight." 

 He smiled to himself. "That would certainly break the monotony of dealing with 
visiting dignitaries," Victor chuckled. "I will come. I'll need to get ready." He looked to 
the west, to the sun sinking behind the mountain. "I'll be there soon." 

 She nodded with a sparkle in her eye. "I'll see you there," she said, and she casually 
dropped off the parapet, falling freely and then flying. 

 

 After an hour it was full dark, and the king of Latveria was dressed as a gypsy and 
approaching the edge of their firelight. A cheer went up as he walked among them, and 
he bowed graciously. Dinner was swift and surreal; Victor forgot his age, for he had 
been in this circle since he was a boy. For the first time it occurred to him that he might 
be here as an old man as well. He felt vaguely disoriented. 

 After the meal it was time for the dancing, and a hush spread across the eager camp 
as Valeria stood and gracefully picked up a fiddle. She tuned it swiftly and surely, then 
made eye contact with Victor. She began to play, and the camp fell silent as they 
recognized the tune. Victor smiled, stood, moved to the open area and began to dance. 
For she was playing the tune he had played for her, the first night she had been in the 
circle. And she was playing it with more skill than he had. 

 So, for her, he danced. He spun and clapped, his feet moved through the ancient 
dance that she had not known as the music moved her. He wondered if by this time 
next year she would master the dance as well. His eyes met hers, sparkling with campfire 
light, and he realized how unearthly she really was as the familiar tune engulfed him. 

 He let it, he let the night and the fire and the food and the glittering eyes that 
surrounded him bear him up, lose him in the dance. He moved to her music, and he felt 
his mortality so strongly he could taste it, he could smell it on his skin. He danced alone, 
as she once had. But as he twirled, he felt heavy. He could not fly. 

 The reel drew to an end, and he halted smartly, and a roar of approval went up from 
the camp. He smiled at them, chest heaving with the exertion of the dance. Two days. 
Two days and he would be wed. He met Valeria's eyes, and they sparkled with 
amusement as she nodded to him. He took an elaborate bow. 

 

May 7 

 Morning sunlight poured through the tall and wide windows. Victor stood before a 
mirror stand, a tailor checking his measurements anew to be sure that his wedding suit 
fit flawlessly. Lawyers were gathered around as Victor was fitted. 

 "Your Majesty," one said cautiously, "if she inherits the kingdom when you die, 
then… then there's no telling how long she will rule. She may be immortal, sire." 

 He nodded. "There is no greater gift I can give my people than to give them an 
ageless monarch, to spare the so far fortunate kingdom from the shocks and blunders 
of short-lived rulers wanting to leave their mark." 



 

 304 

 "But Sire," another interjected, "we have heard that she is not… not human. If you 
don't produce an heir--" 

 He impatiently waved that off. "I trust her. She understands the beauty of what we 
have here. Finish the documents. I command it." And he nodded to the tailor, who was 
just finishing. "I've got some other business to tend to. See to it that I am not 
disturbed." The room was tense until the door closed behind him. 

 Boris met him in the hall. "Walk with me, Boris," Victor said. Victor tread the 
hallway at a good pace, but Boris's long legs helped the old man keep stride easily. 

 "Short sighted, the people surrounding me can't see the long view. I could choose 
no better successor for myself. I don't even have to choose a child with potential, 
Valeria is fully grown and developed." He shook his head. "It is hard, choosing an heir. 
Something that I foolishly ignored when I was still under the curse of my family, to die 
young. I believe I faced that curse in the Veil of Dreams, and defeated its avatar. A heart 
attack almost killed me, but I survived, Boris. I am the first to do so in hundreds of 
years." 

He glanced over at his silent companion. "But I am troubled. With the curse 
broken, I feel my mortality settle over me as a shroud. Before I always knew I would 
burn out and die young. Now?" They walked in silence down the corridor. "Now I fear 
that I will live to dotage. That is much, much worse." He shook his head and shrugged 
the mood off. 

 "Valeria will be good for you," Boris rumbled. "She will help you find your life." 

 "Yes, yes of course," Victor murmured. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Valeria stepped into Victor's personal lab, looking around. "Victor?" she called. He 
wasn't there. She saw his armor laid out on the slab, and she strolled over and checked 
his progress. She smiled to herself, touching it, then her smile faded slightly. She shook 
the feeling off, then noticed that he had left the vault unsealed. 

 She crossed the room and looked into the vault. One wall had several rows of 
helmets on it. Some were serene faces, others snarls, some human, some like medieval 
armor.  

 She heard Victor come in, and she turned. He glanced around, saw her at the vault. 
"Ah, hello my dear," he said, approaching. "You have found my helmets." 

 "Yes. Why so many?" she asked as he joined her. 

 "They are not finished, the armor is not finished." He sighed. "I have not yet chosen 
a design, because the helmet is so crucial. It is the demeanor, your face while you are in 
the armor. I do not feel myself to be more than a journeyman apprentice yet; my helmet 
will mark my graduation." 

 She smiled at him brilliantly. "You are so clever!" she said. "I love that about you." 
He nodded gracefully. She blinked. "I came to find you to talk about the guest list," she 
said. "On my side, I wanted Illyana and Piotr Rasputin, Stephen Strange, Doug Ramsey, 
and if she can be found, the ninja woman Lock." 
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 "Not Logan?" Victor asked.  

 She smiled, a bit pained. "Not Logan. I figured you would bring Boris, and Venchyk 
and Kayshak, ministers of Diplomacy and the Interior. And Madame Ruskaya, the 
brujah of the caravan in town right now. If you bring Misheva, you'll have a Rom 
storyteller who can spread the tale of the wedding to everyone with sufficient drama." 

 "Sounds flawless," Victor said. "But you might need to designate a stand-in so if 
Lock can't be found you'll have your five." 

 "I am content with four," she shrugged. "If she cannot be found. I have sent word 
out through all the channels I can think of. If she's close to the surface she should see 
my invitation." Valeria grinned at him. "I'm going to get your wedding present this 
afternoon." 

 "That's not necessary," Victor laughed. "I'm giving you half of Latveria, and you're 
giving me the benefit of your otherworldly beauty, talent, and ability! There is no need 
of gifts, only rings. For to me the vitality of our wedding is that you and I will be 
together for all time." 

 "A ring, then," she said. She flexed then shook her hands, ridding them of tension. 
"Tomorrow night," she said, and she laughed a bit nervously. "This is a big step." 

 "Just don't back out on me," Victor said with a smile. "Until Strange gets here, 
there's nobody that can keep you from fleeing." 

 They smiled at each other. 

* 

 The afternoon was waning when Boris found Victor. "Sire," he intoned, "Margali of 
the Winding Way has arrived! She has been given the traditional gifts, but she awaits the 
presence of the ruler and his betrothed." 

 "Has Valeria been summoned?" Victor asked. Boris nodded. "Good," Victor said. 
"Let's go." 

 They reached the courtyard at the same time, seeing a battered rv parked 
haphazardly in the courtyard. Others were out in the town; a caravan always 
accompanied Margali. 

 The old toothless woman sat on a seat the servants had brought for her, and she 
turned her sleepy gaze on the couple. She smiled, her wrinkles swept up like a curtain 
before a play. 

 "Bout time," she said in Romany. "I've been working my way here for three months. 
I was beginning to wonder if you were going to accept," she said to Valeria. 

 "I greet you in the name of the von Dooms and welcome you to Latveria," Victor 
said in her language with a sweeping bow. 

 "Welcome, may your stay be good to you," Valeria added, also in Romany. 

 "Tonight," Boris said, "we celebrate your arrival, and the last night before the 
betrothed are made one." 

* 
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 As they entered the flickering firelight, Victor wondered if he had ever left. This 
time there were more of the Rom, packed in, a number of campfires. Already the party 
was raucous and exuberant, for many of these wanderers had not seen each other in 
years. The engaged couple wasted no time in finding Margali's fire, the biggest bonfire. 
There, the festivities had already begun in earnest by full dark. 

 It was not long before the assembly demanded that they play. They scooped up 
borrowed fiddles, both of them swiftly tuned, with Margali watching in the background. 
Valeria's eyes were playful; Victor realized she was going to, for the first time, play a 
duet with the influence that had started her down this path. He felt his hands shake; 
performance anxiety had never bothered him before. He grimaced a smile to himself as 
he realized he had never been so swiftly overtaken by a self-taught student (or any other 
student) before. He wondered if his teachers felt this way performing before him. 

 They began to play. He chose to start with a basic tune, the one she had played 
when she first revealed she'd taken up study of the fiddle. She nodded, her eyes glinting 
with something like a competitive playfulness. She wove a tune around it as he had 
woven one around hers, and for a time they played together, the songs seamlessly 
wailing and crooning through each other. 

 Now that they were playing together, Victor realized she had surpassed him 
significantly. He felt his hands tremble, sweat drop into his eyes, but she played cool 
and collected and amused. He misstepped, the tune veered off, and he caught a spark of 
anger in her eyes just briefly. Then she adjusted and compensated for him, and the tune 
went on to its end. 

 They bowed to the cheering assembly. Victor stood, and said clearly, "Thank you 
for your hospitality. I am afraid I am fatigued and must go rest. I'll need all my strength 
tomorrow," he said with a grin, giving them something they could understand. They 
cheered as he left their circle. 

 He wiped his brow as he stepped into the cool breath of the night, away from the 
noise and heat. He heard Valeria strike up a tune, and the people began once more to 
clap the rhythm as she showed them everything she had learned. He realized her fingers 
would never get sore from fiddling. 

 "Margali wishes to see you," said a small child that approached Victor. He looked 
up, surprised and a bit wary. Then he followed the child back to the rv vardo. 

 He opened the door of the rv that faced away from the campfire, and stepped in 
reverently. He was entering a hall of state every bit as grand as his own. But she had no 
geopolitical boundaries to her power, and no country save the road. He settled on a seat 
facing her; her eyes glinted in the dim as she watched him with shrewd interest. The 
shadows of people dancing before the fire filtered through the windows, the whole 
room swayed and flickered as Victor waited to hear what she had to say. 

 "Do you love her?" the old crone asked suddenly. 

 "Yes," Victor said. "Yes of course. I've tried to get her to marry me since I first met 
her." He remembered with a small smile. 

 Margali nodded. "Does she love you?" she asked. 

 "Yes," he said again. "From the moment we met there was an electricity; two 
people, so alone, so right for each other." 
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 "But now?" Margali pressed. 

 "Nothing has changed," he said simply. Then he hesitated, listening to himself. 
"No," he said slowly. "No, something has changed. But what?" he asked, puzzled, looking 
to the wise woman. 

 "She is more important than you are," Margali said. "That is what love means." She 
sat back, and that hung in the air between them for a long moment. Then her eyes 
drifted shut, and Victor understood he was dismissed. He left quietly, with a lot on his 
mind… 

* 

 Victor slowly tuned his fiddle under the blaze of stars, seated on the parapet where 
he could not easily be disturbed by well-wishers. Valeria drifted out of the sky and 
leaned on the battlements a short distance away. He looked up, and smiled a crooked 
smile. 

 Valeria looked up at the stars, and he did too. "When I first came here," she said 
with a wistful smile, "you were stuck to me like my shadow and I couldn't get rid of you. 
I agree to marry you and you start hiding from me!" 

 "When you first came," he noted, "I felt it was my task to make sure you felt 
welcome." He smile broadened. "I'm reasonably confident I succeeded." 

 She glanced at his fiddle. "Sorry if I pushed you during our little duet. I wanted… I 
wanted to make a good impression on Margali." She hugged herself in the cool breeze 
of the parapet. "The Rom still make me a little nervous." 

 "With good reason," Victor said with a nod. "You are vulnerable to magic, aren't 
you." She looked at him, startled. He shrugged. "The Rom specialize in curses. The last 
thing you need is a curse on top of everything else." He smiled, his teeth white in the 
dimness of starlight. "I'm sorry about slowing you down at the camp. I've had trouble 
adjusting," he said, looking at the fiddle and plucking a string. "My mother died… and 
so a man has outlived his mother. That broke the curse if the Veil did not." He looked 
up at her, his face shadow, the stars glinting in his eyes. "I should have died, that heart 
attack was supposed to kill me. Sheer bloodymindedness is the only thing that pulled me 
through. So I'm on to the next phase of my life." He smiled ruefully. "Marriage, sharing 
a throne." 

 He stood, putting his fiddle down, and he stretched. He faced Valeria. "My whole 
life up to now was lived like there was no tomorrow, like today was all that mattered. So 
I never had anything to lose. Now? Now I have to adjust to a totally different way of 
life, a different way of looking at the future. If I have my whole life before me," he said 
quietly, "maybe I need to start thinking about saving something to deal with tomorrow." 

 Valeria stepped close to him and touched his lips with her cool finger. "The man I 
fell in love with was three times more alive than anyone else I had ever known," she 
said. She smiled at him gently. "Let tomorrow take care of itself." She kissed him lightly, 
then drifted off the parapet and dropped out of sight. 

 Victor stood alone, contemplating. 

 The cool moonlight bathed the stone of his castle. 

 "Tomorrow," he mused. "This time tomorrow I'll be wed." 
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May 8 

 Victor felt eyes upon him before he woke, and the pressure nudged him out of 
sleep. He blinked and looked up, then started. Margali stood by his bedside, watching 
him, patiently waiting. 

 "Your mother isn't happy at all," Margali noted. 

 Victor lay back and rubbed his eyes. "I know," he said. "She told me. But she's 
dead," he said, sitting up and not meeting Margali's eyes, "and Boris is alive, and Boris is 
thrilled out of his mind." Victor walked behind a dressing screen and swiftly prepared 
for the day. "The needs of the living are more important, and my mother truly wanted 
me to be happy. She's wrong about Valeria." 

 Margali shrugged. "Okay," she said. "Just thought I'd toss that out there. Gotta go 
get ready for tonight." 

 "Would you like breakfast?" Victor asked, walking around the screen fully dressed. 

He was alone. 

* 

 Victor met Piotr Rasputin in the dining hall. Piotr was a huge man, athletic, built like 
a wrestler. He had pale skin, a broad honest face, and trimmed black hair. He jumped 
out of his chair with an expansive spread of his arms when he saw Victor. 

 "My friend Victor!" Piotr said. "I have not seen you in forever, it seems!" 

 Victor allowed himself to be hugged, then sat with the bulky Russian as servants 
placed food before him and refilled Piotr's portions. "So!" Piotr said, "Tonight is the big 
night! I am barely containing my excitement. You will have to be careful with her," he 
added with a grin. "I once angered her and she backhanded me for a kilometer through 
the sky before I hit the ground. By the time I returned, the battle was over!" 

 Victor nodded at him and wondered if he should have taken his breakfast in his 
room. Illyana trotted in, and a servant brought her breakfast as well. "Mornin peeps!" 
she said with a grin. "Valeria made her wedding dress last night. It is fabulous. I was so 
excited, Valeria made my dress too! Between the two dresses it took her like an hour." 

 "Did she get the ring?" Piotr asked his little sister with interest. 

 "Oh yeah," Illyana said. "But that's a secret. How about Vic's ring?" 

 Victor smiled to himself. "I've had it for a month, thought it took longer to 
commission it. Do not worry. She will get the ring at the ceremony. And that's the first 
time I'll see her today," he added with satisfaction. "Now if you will excuse me, I have 
much to do." He stood, his breakfast barely touched. 

 Piotr finished his off with startling gulps, then stood as well. "Perhaps I can 
accompany you and assist?" he asked eagerly. "I am your groomsman after all, and this 
is your wedding day!" 

 "Very well," Victor said, nothing if not graceful. "See you later," he said to Illyana. 
He left. 
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 Piotr and Victor walked down the hallway, and Victor glanced over at the big 
Russian. "You know," he said, "I'm just going to my lab. Do some tinkering. I've got…" 
He glanced around conspiratorially, and Piotr did too. The two men leaned closer 
together. "I've got nerves," Victor said. "Imagine! Me! Nervous! But there it is. I want to 
play with my toys, see if I can build something, settle myself. It's… boring," he said 
seriously. 

 Piotr took him seriously. 

 Victor watched the Russian watching him, and imperceptibly sighed. "Why don't 
you go see if the decorators could use your help with some of the heavy objects." 

 Piotr's face lit up. "Ah!" he said. "To me, there are few truly heavy objects." 

 "Excellent," Victor said. "Just go down the stairs at the end of the hall, can't miss 
them." 

 He watched the broad shoulders retreat, smiled slightly to himself, and headed for 
his lab. 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 Strange adjusted the cravat on his elegant sweep of white archaic tuxedo, complete 
with tails and gloves. He glanced over at Valeria. She was pacing the room, wringing her 
hands. 

 "Am I doing the right thing?" she asked no one in particular. Strange and Illyana 
made eye contact, and Illyana quietly left on an errand. Valeria didn't notice. 

 "Marriage is supposed to be permanent," Valeria mused, pivoting and continuing to 
pace. "Victor just isn't… durable. Is this worth the heartbreak of watching him grow old 
and die? I mean, what if I get trapped in this palace by nothing more substantial than an 
oath?" She looked over at Strange. "With you, after some rough territory at the 
beginning I grew accustomed to my freedom. But now, with marriage…" she shrugged 
helplessly. "What all does that oath cover really?" 

 "Valeria," Strange said, his voice calming, "if you love him and he loves you, then 
you can succeed." He picked up his cane; black lacquer with an ivory grip. "Just 
remember to be gentle with him." 

 She snorted in a most unladylike fashion. "With him? He prodded me for a year to 
marry him. He was so obsessed with this marriage that he lost sight of everything else. 
He lives for me," she said, mock swooning. "He actually told me that. When I said yes, 
it rocked his world." 

 Strange nodded. "But," he said, "you must remember that he is still a man, after all, 
and before all else. This is something totally outside his experience. He may need time 
to adjust. He may make mistakes. Just be patient with him." 

 Valeria watched him suspiciously. "Do you know something I don't?" she asked. 

 Strange shrugged evasively. "Victor has always been the best student. He's always 
been the king. This may take some adjustment, learning to play second fiddle." 

 Valeria looked at him sideways. "Victor has an ego a tank couldn't dent. I've just 
been trying to catch up to him, that's all. I mean," she said, walking over and peering 
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into the mirror, "I'm this Golden Fleece, this Holy Grail in his world. I'm on this 
pedestal. What if…" Her voice was very small. "What if I turn out to be less than he 
imagined? I'm not sure I could take that." 

 Strange nodded to himself. "As you are being strong," he said quietly, "don't forget 
to let him be strong in his own way." 

 Valeria looked over at him, puzzled. She shook her head. "I need to get ready," she 
said. 

 Strange nodded, and stood. "Good luck," he said, and he kissed her on both cheeks. 
Then he left her alone. 

 Valeria did not summon Illyana back right away. For the moment, her haunted 
reflection was company enough. 

* 

 "Victor, my friend, it is time to get ready!" Piotr said as he entered Victor's lab. The 
place smelled of burned metal, friction, welding. Victor was hunched over his work 
bench. 

 "It has been hours, my friend. What are you doing?" Piotr asked as he approached.  

 Victor glanced up at him. "Making a mask," he said. "A helmet." He looked down at 
it. "For a journeyman. Sometimes you can't wait to be a master at something before you 
jump into it." His heart was racing, he breathed deeply to calm himself.  

 "I understand," Piotr said, sympathetically clapping him on the shoulder. "You must 
come up in the next twenty minutes. We are men, but there is still some time needed to 
prepare." He flashed very white teeth at Victor in a manly smile, then stumped out of 
the lab. 

 "Almost finished, after all," Victor said, his hands trembling. He picked up the 
mask; simple, the work of an apprentice, but functional. Its facial lines were angular, 
with rectangular slots for eyes and a slit for a mouth. 

 "It's a start," he murmured. 

 He left to prepare for his wedding. 

* 

 The marriage ceremony was a blur punctuated by moments. Outside, across the 
lake, there was an open amphitheater in the forest. It served as the cathedral for the 
wedding. 

 Illyana had been breathtakingly beautiful, her hair piled on her head and a subtle 
wash of makeup accenting her features. The excitement in her eyes had made them 
sparkle, giving her an almost unearthly radiance. She had worn a flowing green dress. 
Her brother had been the very picture of bravado and dashing ruggedness. His tuxedo 
had emphasized the squareness of his huge shoulders. The Rasputins had both been 
delighted to be in the wedding. 

 Even Margali had made an effort to dress up; she had worn charms and sigils by the 
dozen, and a new dress. She had still been barefoot, her scraggly hair pulled up in a 
scarf. Her sleepy eyes had watched and waited for all the pieces to fall into place to 
begin her ceremonial duty. 
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 The Latverian men beamed with pride and joy as Victor appeared, his hair still 
appearing tousled for all the care that had gone into its shaping. He had worn a pale suit 
in the Victorian style with a Romany sash for a belt. He had sported gloves, a cravat. He 
forsook his cane for the ceremony, though he had been pale and sweaty without it as he 
bore up under the stress of mingled fear and excitement. 

 Then Strange entered, resplendent in his vaguely arcane costume. And everyone 
turned once he was in place. 

 Drifting down from the sky, her veil and train swirling gently in the wind behind 
her, Valeria von Doom then descended to earth. Her chin-length hair had been 
restrained beneath a veil, but her blue eyes had blazed with an unearthly light as she 
touched down and approached. There had been no need for music, for the breeze in the 
trees had sent a rustling breath across the proceedings, and a few dead leaves then 
danced past as the awestruck assembly took in the moment. Truly, Valeria von Doom 
was more than human, containing power undreamed of in this realm. 

 The ceremony had been brief, and Margali had tied their hands together with her 
scarf. They exchanged rings, a scene that those assembled would never forget. 

 "For you," Victor whispered, and from his coat he drew a silver ring. He slipped it 
on her finger, and as she examined it she realized somehow he had found a ring her size 
shaped from adamantium. Her eyes brimmed with tears as she gazed into his deep eyes; 
"Lasting," he whispered, "the ring is as my love. It will never perish." He had kissed her 
hand. 

 And she presented him with her ring; gold, with a peculiar twisting skin. He studied 
the ring as she slipped it on his finger, then looked at her in surprise. 

 "Your hair," he whispered, for she had woven a strand of her hair through the soft 
gold. She smiled at him, and a tear rolled down her cheek. She took his hand in both of 
hers and kissed his knuckles. 

 The rest was a heady memory, touched on in time and then lost. The celebration 
afterwards was legendary, even by Latverian standards. All the fireplaces of the Great 
Hall roared with flame, the dais was packed with luminary individuals. The party spilled 
out of the Hall and across the grounds of the Palace, all the way to the shade-dappled 
valley crowded with the vardo of the many Romany clans that flocked to the event. 

 The time honored rituals of the cake cutting, the garter toss, and the bouquet toss 
were all observed. A pushy Latverian woman beat Illyana to catching the flowers, Piotr 
towered over all the others and caught the garter, and not a single photograph was taken 
over the course of the entire event. 

 It was well after dark, long after Illyana and Piotr toasted von Doom's health, when 
Victor stood. 

 "That will do!" he announced with a wide smile. "Enjoy yourselves! I must retire." 
He took Valeria's hand, and the couple left. As they did, Valeria met Strange's eyes. He 
was surprised to see an almost combative amusement in her glance; then she was gone. 
A page approached him. 

 "From the Lady," the page said. "A gift." He handed Strange a package. Strange 
opened it. 

 Within was a simple pair of steel-rimmed glasses. No note was needed. 



 

 312 

 Strange tucked them into his coat, thoughtful. 

 Later, he stood and found Illyana, leading her outside to the cool autumn night. 

 "Whassup, boss?" she asked, a bit heady with wine. 

 "We need to talk," Strange said with a gesture, clearing her head. She blinked, and 
nodded. "It's Valeria. I'm… I'm concerned. Something's off," he said, shaking his head, 
"and I can't put my finger on it." 

 "You get a lot of that," she said. "Makes you a drag at parties." She grinned, then 
saw his expression and stopped grinning. 

 "I want you to keep an eye on them. Discreetly," Strange said. "Not during their 
intimacies, of course. But over the honeymoon at least. I fear for them." 

 "You make it sound pretty serious," Illyana said, her expression troubled. 

 Strange nodded slightly, then turned. "Perhaps it's time you sent me home." She did. 

 Alone, she glanced around. She noticed the chill in the air, and she felt some of her 
master's discomfort. "Great," she muttered to herself. "I wonder if I'm going to have to 
be a partykiller when I'm a full fledged wizard." She turned and headed back to the 
party, no longer in the mood. 

* 

 Victor and Valeria von Doom drifted above the palace, suspended by nothing more 
visible than the moonlight. They gazed into each other's eyes, holding each other. 

 "For this moment was I born," Victor breathed. 

 "You make me feel as though coming to this dimension was not an accident," she 
whispered. 

 "Long ago, it seems, you caught me as I was falling," Victor murmured as he lost 
himself in her eyes. 

 "You gave me a reason to fly," she replied. Gently, she kissed him. Passion kindled 
between them. 

 Their honeymoon began. 

 

May 15 

 A week later, Victor sat at the grand piano, his forehead lined with concentration as 
he focused on the sheet music. The Moonlight Sonata rolled out from under his fingers 
and left him with a jumble of missed notes. He ran his hands through his hair, then 
watched the page for a moment. He placed his fingers somewhat inexpertly, and 
attempted the piece once more. 

 Valeria came in from the next room, glanced over his shoulder, and then strolled 
over to the couch and seated herself. Both of them wore loose, flowing clothes. The 
music room was open to the crisp outside air, and the curtains blew with the fitful 
autumn breeze as Victor's playing slipped off the page and fumbled the notes once 
again. 

 "I've been re-thinking Latveria's stance," the queen said. 
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 "Oh?" the king replied, turning from the piano to face her. 

 She shrugged. "If you don't mind my interrupting." 

 He smiled. "One of the difficult parts of being an excellent student is admitting 
ignorance and lack of skill. That must be done before true learning can continue. I am 
in the midst of that difficulty." 

 "Then let me spare you the torment," she said with a shrug, mostly joking. "I think 
it might be time to share what we have with the world. What reason do we have to keep 
my abilities and your remarkable country a secret? Why not go public, show your 
country off as a model, improve Latveria's international visibility? After all, the world 
would love to know about a hidden paradise and their goddess queen," she said archly. 
She sighed as Victor watched her. 

 "You know," she said, "with Strange, he was always pushing me into the shadows. 
Always concerned with maintaining the status quo, that I should hold myself in and 
back down and not go for my full potential. He gave me these… these glasses so I 
would look mortal and no one would target me." She sighed. "You," she continued, 
warming Victor with her gaze, "you freed me, Victor. You unlocked me from that 
bondage, showed me a love I've never felt before. I think it's time to celebrate my 
freedom." Her smile was genuine. 

 Victor was slightly pale. "I once told you I would give up Latveria for you," he said. 
"I still would. But you love this place as much as I do. Valeria, the world… the world is 
full of crazy people. If we make Latveria more visible, more people would see her. And 
target this land, either for commercial development or resource exploitation, or at the 
very least an exclusive tourist location." He shook his head. "People hate what they do 
not understand. People would not understand Latveria. Human rights groups have 
targeted our practice of low technology and wage slavery before. I would not care to 
fight them off again. I really do not want to link your public ascendance with the 
degrading of Latveria. I don't think you do either." 

 Her smile had slowly faded. "Victor," she said, as though explaining something very 
simple, "I could protect Latveria. Don't get me wrong. You did a great job with what 
you had. But now I'm here. I'll see to it that nothing ever hurts these people, my people. 
You don't know… you can't know about… about my real history." 

 He moved over to sit next to her on the couch, she glanced out the window, then 
heaved a sigh. "In the world I came from… I hardly know how to begin to explain this. 
I feel a bit silly." 

 "Don't," he said gently. "I've wanted to know this since I first lay eyes on you." His 
smile was disarming. 

 She took a deep breath. "My first reliable memories come from being rescued by a 
bloody castle, from the clutches of a dark god, by Victor von Doom." She looked into 
his eyes, and saw the shock registered there. "That Victor von Doom was older than 
you, perhaps twice as old. I never saw… I never saw his face. He was scarred. He was 
badly scarred," she added, and she looked away. "How do I describe this to you?" 

 He took her hand. "Try," he encouraged. "Simply begin." 

 

CHAPTER FIVE 
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 She nodded. "Right. Well, this other Victor… he got in an argument with another 
scientist in his youth. Apparently, there was some argument over a formula, or a 
contraption. He was always oddly vague about this, I assume he was embarrassed. But 
he tried an experiment and it blew up, scarred him horribly. It's hard to tell what really 
happened after that, but he swore revenge and took on a mantle of power armor." She 
paled a bit, glanced at him. She tried to smile. "I imagine you'd do something rash if you 
met someone smarter than you," she said. 

 "Perhaps," he shrugged. "Go on." 

 "People tried to take Latveria from Doom," she said slowly. "He… he converted his 
palace to a castle, and he ruled with an iron fist. Made an army of machines to do his 
bidding. Conquered. Many times he almost controlled the entire earth, he was always 
thwarted if not defeated by a variety of enemies a man of his stature attracted. He was 
the only one… he was the only one who could preserve order in a world gone mad. He 
became a weapon, a weapon with an ego. His intellect and knowledge were staggering. 
He told me that when he came for me, to rescue me, he downloaded his mystic 
defenses into the armor's shield array to shrug off magic attacks with the rest." She was 
lost in wonder for a moment. "He just mentioned it, offhand, passing on information. 
He was one of a kind." 

 Victor struggled to take it all in. "So… in this other reality… I was a dictator with 
fabulous technology at my fingertips, a maker of war?" 

 "Something like that," Valeria said, returning to the present. "That version of you 
taught me power armor, taught me martial arts, taught me mental and mystic defenses. 
He also prepared me to rule. I can run this country, Victor. I've done it before. And it 
would be easier now. The people in the other Latveria loved von Doom and they feared 
him as well; they loved him for he protected them from the chaos and feudal warfare in 
the outside world." 

 "One could say I protect these people from the same," Victor said with a crooked 
smile. 

 "You can't imagine what it was like," Valeria said dismissively. "Your life has been 
too easy." 

 Victor let that go. "Ruling in these times, in this place, requires more silk than steel." 

 "Only because you've chosen that route," Valeria said with a shrug. "If we were 
attacked I could defend our borders against anything the opposition engaged, including 
nukes. If aggressors made a move, we could annex some border territories to serve as a 
buffer zone. I know how it is done." 

 Victor leaned back, a faintly puzzled smile on his face. "Ironic. When you first came 
here, you disliked me because I seemed to you like an arrogant dictator. Yet that is what 
you propose we become?" 

 "It's not that simple," she said, slightly irritated. 

 "Becoming a state that has military concerns involves a military culture shift," Victor 
said, shaking his head. "I will not see the people of Latveria turned into a militia, nor 
will I hire mercenaries. They are more dangerous to their employers than to their 
intended targets. Even in defense, I cannot support expansion and an influx of citizens." 
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 Valeria stood and walked over to the window. Victor remained on the seat. She 
turned and looked at him, her expression cool. 

 "So the idea is that I can come in and help rule, as long as I don't change anything. 
Is that it? Tell me, Victor. Do the people love me because you told them to?" 

 "Of course not!" he said, aghast at the very idea. 

 "Right," she agreed. "They think I'm a goddess. But of course the King knows 
better, doesn't he?" 

 "Look," he said calmly, "I did run this country for a number of years before you 
arrived. I have learned from past mistakes. All tradition," he concluded quietly, "is not 
bad. Much of it is transmitted learning." 

 She hesitated, uncertain, and he closed in. Standing, he approached her and took her 
hand, gazing into her eyes. "Valeria. Perhaps I'm just jealous of sharing you with the 
world, but I don't think they have anything to offer that we can't find here, together. 
You will be invaluable helping me with the relations to the outside world, that's one of 
the many blessings you bring to our land. But the outside world is filled to the brim with 
insanity and corruption. Only here is our culture, our way of life, our love safe." 

 She let her eyes wander over him as though she had never seen him before. She 
quietly repossessed her hand from his grip. "I never thought you'd be afraid," she said. 
"You have changed." 

 "Have I?" he asked with a hint of a smile. "Have you?" He laughed. "Listen to us," 
he said. "Two people used to having our own way. We have some learning to do!" 

 She laughed with him. "If you'll excuse me," she said, "I've got some things to look 
after." 

 "I'll see you tonight," he said, with all the considerable charm at his command. 

 She smiled at him somewhat fondly, and left the room. 

 Victor leaned against the windowframe and gazed out over the forest, lost in 
thought. 

* 

 At supper, Valeria looked up from her venison and cleared her throat. "Victor," she 
said as a servant refilled her glass, "how often do you rotate the contents of the sky 
museum?" 

 "Hm?" he replied. "Oh. I clear it out every now and then, change out contents, keep 
it relevant and interesting." He studied his venison as he carefully sliced it apart. 

 Her brow creased in irritation. "Well, where do you put the storage for the pieces 
not on display?" 

 "In storage," he replied. "Sometimes I trade with other museums. I am, after all, a 
patron of arts and sciences." He smiled warmly at her. 

 "I'm looking for one bit of space junk in particular," she said, unamused. "A rock." 

 "A rock," he said, studying his wine glass. "I'd try vault eight. That seems a likely 
place for such a thing. I have such an extensive collection," he said, glancing at her. 
"Hard to remember every bit of it." 
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 "I'll look for it," she said confidently, and he detected relief in her voice. He 
returned his attention to his venison, but he didn't taste a bit of it. 

 

 It was hours later when Valeria found Victor in his lab. He was finishing the fittings 
inside the plastron of his armor. 

 "My King," she said. "You summoned me?"  

 "It works!" he said with a broad smile. He picked up a small box the size of a 
lighter. "I suspected this ultrapitch would be on a frequency you could detect." 

 "I'd rather you not try it again," she said impatiently. "It's somewhat annoying." 

 "Sorry," he said. "I just thought this would be easier, a way for us to stay in touch. 
Anyway, I wanted to show you this flight pack. I think I've got it working, and I was 
wondering if you'd be the most beautiful parachute a test pilot ever dreamed of." He 
grinned mischievously. 

 She rolled her eyes. "Suit up," she said, and she couldn't help but echo his smile. "I 
think I can handle your weight." 

 

 A few minutes later the pair stood on a balcony. The flight pack was hefty, but not 
improbable. Victor adjusted the weight, then shot a nervous grin at Valeria. "Here we 
go," he said. And he leaped off the balcony. 

 The pack blasted to life, and his fall turned into a dip as he powered the armor up 
into a slow climb. Manipulating the controls on his glove, Victor turned the armor a bit 
clumsily to hang in the air, wobbling, facing Valeria as its engine roared. 

 He grinned, his hair whipping in the artificial wind of the jet pack's swirling air 
columns. Valeria laughed, and clapped her hands with amusement at the sight of him 
wavering in the air. He swayed back and forth, then powered into a slow turn. 

 Revving up, he hit the booster and blasted away from the palace, zooming at good 
speed. He watched the indicator on the control cuff; so far so good, everything in the 
green. Valeria paced him, flying on her back without any effort, laughing. He grinned, a 
fierce and competitive expression, then punched the maximum speed out of his pack. 

 She easily caught and passed him, then flew in circles around him as bits of metal 
sprayed out the back of the whining pack. He redlined it, and the armor shook. Then 
the emergency shutdowns kicked in, the fire died, and Victor flew like a rock. 

 Valeria caught him, and for just a moment he saw something like pity in her brilliant 
blue eyes. She peeled the flight pack off the armor with a screech of metal, and dropped 
it into the lake far below. She held him at arm's length, then pulled him in close. 

 "Flying is too dangerous for mortals," she breathed. "Leave that part to me." She 
kissed him. 

 As she carried him back, he felt the clumsy weight of his armor chafe at him. 

* 

 "That is so cute," Illyana said, peering into her scrying pool. Demons surrounded the 
pool, all gazing in with their beady black eyes. Some of them had lashing tails as they 
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watched the faraway scenes unfold. She sighed and kicked back on the cushion, the 
image faded, and the demons all looked up at her attentively. 

 ""And now a word from our sponsors," Illyana said. "No more tv until you get the 
Sorceress some popcorn! Move it!" A couple demons scampered off after popcorn. 

 She sighed. "Popcorn somehow tastes better when it's popped near lava," she 
mused to one of the demons. It let out a gravelly purr as she scratched the back of its 
neck. "Why can't Strange always give me such easy homework?" 

 

May 16 

 Sunday morning in Latveria was a time of rest. Victor woke slowly, the sun still low 
in the sky and illuminating the bedroom in a peculiar glow. He smiled as he felt the fan 
of hair on his pillow, the warm body of his queen sleeping quietly next to him. He 
closed his eyes and breathed her in. 

 She stirred, and yawned. Then she drew him into an embrace as she dozed. Some 
time passed as she slowly woke. 

 "I couldn't find it in vault eight," she said quietly. 

 "Hardly a chipper 'Good morning'," Victor said. She propped herself up on one 
elbow and looked him in the eye. 

 "Valeria," he said gently, "I am not your enemy. The rock is stored somewhere 
safe." 

 She was instantly wide awake. "What?" she said in a hard voice. "You knew?" 

 "Yes," he said, not moving, not looking at her. "I deduced it from your reaction in 
the museum, confirmed the test while you were healing from the claw injury. What is it 
called?" 

 She rolled out of bed and snatched her robe, dressing as she controlled her fury. 
"It's called kryptonite," she said through gritted teeth. She pulled her hair back out of 
her face and struggled to calm her breathing. "Give it to me. It's the only sample I've 
seen in this world. If you tested it you know what it will do to me if it gets in the wrong 
hands." 

 "In this world?" Victor said, looking at her. His eyes were unreadable. 

 "Where I come from there's a rainbow of death for my kind," she said. "All 
different colors of kryptonite. It's the one thing I can't work around." 

 "Except when it's in lead," Victor said softly. 

 She felt as though the breath had been knocked out of her. Quickly, she scanned the 
room with her more penetrating vision. She immediately saw the lead container worked 
into the bedpost of the bed. 

 "This?" she snarled. She tore the top half of the bedpost off, snapped it until she 
had just the lead cylinder. "Here?" she shook with anger as she popped its latch. It 
opened, and she felt the wave of green nausea punch through her belly. She staggered, 
dropping the canister. 
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 "Are you mad?" Victor gasped, rolling out of the bed and grasping the canister, 
snapping it shut. "What d'you think you're doing!" 

 "In our wedding bed," she hissed. She snatched the canister from him. "Victor, what 
are you thinking? Are you insane?" She turned her back on him and ran to the window, 
howling fury. She threw herself off the balcony; her returning powers of flight 
unsteadily bore her up, away from the palace as Victor rushed to the balcony. 

 "Forgive me!" he shouted. "Let me explain!" 

 She didn't look back. A few seconds later she regained her speed and vanished into 
the horizon as Victor fell to his knees, unable to weep. 

 

CHAPTER SIX 

 The door to Dr. Strange's office at the Planetary magazine headquarters banged 
open. Valeria stormed in. "Strange," she said. "We need to talk." She turned and stalked 
out. Strange stood, shrugged on his coat, and followed with a nod to his staff to carry 
on. 

 They reached the street, walking amid crowds that provided them with all the 
privacy they could ask for. 

 She brandished the cylinder. "In here," she snapped. "Victor had kryptonite." 

 "Really," Strange said with a sage nod. "What's that?" 

 "A chunk of the destroyed planet Krypton. My people's home world. It's deadly to 
me, to anyone like me. It drains me, poisons me, and kills me. Victor figured it out and 
he got some." She crossed the street without looking, and Strange kept pace. "There's a 
fair amount in the world I come from, but this is the only piece I've found here." 

 Shortly afterwards they reached Strange's house. "I'll take a look," he said. "Why 
don't you stay down in the kitchen." They entered the house and parted ways. 

 She paced in the kitchen, unable to escape the churning, knife twisting feeling in her 
gut that she wished was an aftereffect of the kryptonite. "Victor," she hissed, so angry 
she felt a lump of tears in her throat. "You bastard." 

 

 Strange was not gone long. "Most of it is gypsum," he said. "Only a marble sized bit 
of it is alien. I know of this substance. I know it as warpstone. It is a highly unstable 
mystic medium that unravels all order with a deep chaos magic. Causes mutations, 
powers spells of raw power. This is unrefined, but extremely dangerous to the 
uninitiated and even more so to those tempted to try to bend it to their will. It is a 
potent source of magic, and a intensely powerful magic that would have the effects you 
describe on one of your physiology. After all, magic is not your strong point." He looked 
at the canister reflectively. "I wonder what blew your world up, and whether it had to 
do with a warpstone core to the planet…" 

 "Destroy it," Valeria said, fighting down nausea at the idea she was in the same 
room with kryptonite. She felt fear ripple up her spine. 

 "I intend to," Strange said with a nod.  

 "He set me up," Valeria muttered. 
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 "Excuse me?" 

 "He set me up. Hid the kryptonite in plain sight. If I hadn't looked for it he 
wouldn't have even told me it was there. In our wedding bed. He just wanted to see if I'd 
look for it. If I'd find it. How I'd react. Why would he do that? Was it a test?" 

 "Maybe it was about trust," Strange said, glancing out the window. 

 "Well he failed," she said bitterly. "Maybe I did too. I can't believe he did that. It 
isn't funny." She shifted restlessly, unsettled by the rage that welled through her. "He's a 
man and a mortal both. He just can't have anything close to him he can't control or 
destroy. I can't believe… I can't believe we were together with that at the foot of the 
bed. Damn. He is a coward," she said, her voice cold, "and his love is false." 

 Strange had quietly seated himself as she talked. He gently put the canister down on 
the table. "What would you do, if your positions were reversed?" 

 "I can't imagine being that mortal and petty," she snapped. 

 "Listen to yourself," Strange said softly. 

 "Of course," she snarled, "I must be the one being unreasonable here! You were 
always right, weren't you, Strange. The font of wisdom. I gave Victor my heart and he 
gave me checks and balances! For once, for once I don't want to be frustrated! I want 
to be allowed to just be myself!" 

 She stood, her chair scattering behind her. Strange didn't blink as he remained 
calmly seated, watching her work herself into a fury. 

 "I am not a monster!" she said. "I'm trying to be a protector of the people. Why 
won't anyone trust me? Why don't you just trust me for once? By Rao! Why do all these 
small people have to be so damned jealous!" 

She rounded on Strange. "You. You wanted me to be some kind of secretary. 
Wear the glasses so people can't tell what I am. My very face disrupts the world too 
much. Your precious natural order. To hell with the natural order! All it brought me is 
guilt and grief. It just doesn't work. I gotta be who I am now, Strange, the time for this 
play-acting is over! Everyone around me betrays me. To you, I‟m just, what, a million 
dollar a year resource." 

 Strange just watched her, his eyes calm, but there was a snap-hiss of a stepping disk, 
and Illyana bounded into the room. 

 "Enough! What's the matter with you? You better back down right now!" Illyana 
snapped. 

 "Or what?" hissed Valeria, her eyes seething with malice. "Or your hairy poppa will 
open me up again?" Her eyes flared with challenge as Illyana went white to the lips, her 
eyes sparking fury. 

 Strange stood, and both women's attention was inexorably drawn to him. 

 "Let her speak, Illyana," Strange said quietly. "She can't hear you right now anyway." 

 Valeria stared at him. "Patronizing me again, Strange," she said in a barely audible 
voice. "I'm wasting my time." She glared at Illyana. "Don't follow me or watch me, 
witch," she said tonelessly. She burst into motion, zipping out of the kitchen and 
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smashing through the front door with enough speed to scatter its splinters across the 
street. 

 "What the hell is that all about?" Illyana managed. 

 "Part of the rigors of following your heart," Strange replied sadly. "Once begun, you 
must stay the course, no matter how painful. Withstanding pain is not something 
Valeria has had to deal with in quite a long time." He looked at Illyana. "People who are 
handsome and good at everything have a very hard time with confusion, frustration, and 
the other byproducts of a relationship." 

 "Will she be okay?" Illyana asked in a small voice. 

 Strange shrugged. "That depends on whether she tries to make amends or not," he 
said, almost to himself. "She is very durable, in mind and body. I hope she can find her 
way out of her pain. The question is," he said, looking at the shattered remains of the 
door that had gotten in her way, "will Victor be able to withstand the shock?" 

 Illyana mulled that over for a long moment, then her feet twisted into hooves and 
she capered to the side and back with distraction. "Can't do it, boss. Can't just let it go." 

 She vanished into a blaze of stepping disk, leaving Strange alone. 

 He raised his hand, and the shards of the door gathered back together and 
recorporated, sealing him inside the house once again. 

* 

 Motionless, Victor hunched in the chair by his mother's grave. He did not move, his 
cane across his lap. Boris stood a respectful distance behind him, uncertain, fear in his 
eyes. Victor whispered to his mother, words that only the two of them could share. 

 "You were right, Mother," he whispered. "I was blind. I cannot see. I cannot feel my 
heart in my empty chest. I was a fool to trust her." His smile was painful. "I was as great 
a fool not to." 

 One of his advisors reluctantly approached. "Your M-Majesty?" he asked 
uncertainly. "Will… will she return?" 

 Victor gritted his teeth to hold back the surge of pain and frustration that he could 
taste but not feel. "Do not compel me to revive the laws on state executions," he 
managed. He stood. "I must go to my armor." 

 He turned, and Boris gasped. Victor was pale, his face gray, his breath short. Victor 
leaned heavily on his cane, looking three times older than he was. 

 "You… must rest," Boris said. 

 Victor's laugh was unsteady as it coiled through the night like a thing alive. 

* 

 Valeria let the wind whip her hair as she stood on the cliff overlooking the ocean. 
Her eyes narrowed as she heard the stepping disk behind her. 

 "Go away," she said, her voice hard. Her hand curled into a fist. Tears spilled down 
her cheeks, seen only by the restless sea. 

 "Talk to him," Illyana urged. "There is love there, I've seen it. Give him another 
chance. Forgive him. Let him forgive you. Try again. It's too late to give it all up!" 
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 "You know nothing!" Valeria snapped. "Of what he said to me. Of what he meant to 
me. Of what I thought I meant to him." 

 Illyana shrugged. "You're the expert," she said, pain in her voice. "Go back and 
prove it." 

 Valeria turned on her. "Follow me again and I'll hurt you," she said evenly. She dove 
off the cliff, pounded down through the surface of the water, and found solitude in the 
darkness of the deeps. 

 Illyana felt her heart twist slowly in her chest, and she bowed her head under the 
weight of helplessness. She shook her head. "I wonder if this is what Strange feels like 
sometimes," she mused before she stepped off Prime. 

 

May 17 

 Dawn was just breaking as Victor clanked out onto the parapet in his full armor, 
lacking only his helmet. Boris followed nervously. Victor adjusted the tabard he wore 
over the armor, checked the wind, breathed in the dawn. 

 "Your color is not good at all, Your Majesty," Boris said earnestly. 

 "Leave!" Victor barked. "As your king I command you! And take the others." 

 Boris reluctantly herded the others away, then closed the door behind himself. 
Victor stood alone on the parapet. He set up a device the size of a microwave and he 
adjusted a setting or two. Then he pushed a button. 

 A few minutes later a shape streaked out of the sky and smashed the device with a 
single hit.  

 "That was loud," Valeria said, so angry she quivered. 

 "And only you could hear it," he finished. "Because you're not human. But you are 
my wife." 

 She looked at him, unsure.  

 Victor returned her stare, unflinching. He looked waxen. "When you swore an oath, 
that bound you to me," he said through stiff lips. "Whether you like it or not. In 
sickness and in health. For richer or for poorer." 

 She bristled. "Enough." 

 "Are you coming back?" he asked, carefully controlling his unstable voice. 

 "Maybe," she snapped. 

 "No!" he barked. "Not good enough! The time for maybe is past! That's what the 
long courtship was for, the patience, the wooing. That was for maybe, the time when I 
provided you with every courtesy I could think of. Now you married me. You are better 
than I, and more important. Still, I wanted to give you everything you wanted. But 
you… you…" he staggered, then regained his resolve. "You didn‟t have the patience to 
give me a chance." 

 She listened for a moment to the ragged thudding of his strained heart. "I didn't 
give you a chance," she said, her voice soft and chilling. "What about the kryptonite, 
then? How do you explain that?" 
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 "You were afraid it wouldn't work out," he said, shaking his head. "Well so was I. 
You could punch me through a wall and fly away. What could I do? You are smarter 
than I, your body more powerful. I had no defense. Humanity has survived," he 
managed, blood trickling out of his nose, "by being toolmakers. You tore one suit off 
me. You won't do it again." 

 "Husbands and wives aren't supposed to fear each other," Valeria said, unwilling to 
contain the venom in her voice. "There's supposed to be trust." 

 He nodded. "Then trust me. Come back." Some light glimmered in his staring eyes. 
"Give me a second chance. Marriage is all about second chances. And I won't let you 
leave again anyway. Not like this. You left me once," he said, "and it tore out my heart. 
When I let you go again, even though you stayed the choice almost killed me. And when 
you flew away from our bedroom…" a ghastly grin slipped across his face as blood 
reached his lip and mouth. "I think I may be insane. I can't feel anything. But you won't 
leave me again. I don't want to know what's next in line. I—cannot get you, win you—
then lose you as though I had done nothing right—" 

 She hesitated, probing his staring eyes, looking for a bluff. He was unreadable. "I 
don't have to take this," she said in disgust to conceal her fear. She had never seen 
Victor like this… She turned to go. 

 "NO!" he shouted. He brandished a fistful of black rock.  

 She gasped as her strength immediately abandoned her; her legs folded, she toppled 
to the stone. Some distant part of her mind that wasn't absorbed in the wild draining 
lash of the green death sweeping her wondered at the strength; it shouldn't be this 
strong. She managed to roll over, and she saw Victor's pupils twitch. Realized too late 
that he was a dabbler in the occult as well. 

 If the stone was mystic, he could amplify it. 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN 

 "I don't want to watch you die," he whispered. His heart skipped a beat, shuddering 
in his chest. "I won't." Holding the rock high over his head, he approached her and 
placed a box in her hand with a button. He then retreated. "I really, really, really don't 
want to watch you die," he said as tears welled out of his eyes. "Push that button. It is 
connected to detonators in my suit's power packs. You push that button and I'll be 
blown apart. You'll live. I swore an oath," he managed, tears threatening to choke him. 
"Only death may part us. So. If you must be parted. Do it. One of us will die; so we 
vowed, so I now decree. But you will not leave me again." 

 Then, the peculiar snap hiss of a stepping disk flared behind Victor. He spun to face 
Illyana as she stood, cloak swirling around her goatish legs, her tail lashing, soulsword 
glittering in her grip. She bared her teeth as the amulet at her throat gleamed and silver 
armor sheathed her arm. "Leave her alone." 

 Rage swelled through him. "Back!" he commanded. "By the Winds of Watoomb, 
begone!" The incantation swirled into effect as thick, sluggish winds of darkness 
buffeted the sorceress, slamming into her and shoving for the edge of the battlement. 
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 Valeria's hand nervelessly gripped the box, her finger hovered over the trigger as she 
whined in pain, tears rolling down her face. She couldn‟t see, the kryptonite had already 
blinded her. But she could weep. 

 Illyana spun away, and gestured. "The Flames of Faltine protect me!" she invoked, 
and a peculiar flickering haze cut through the dull winds, shearing them away from her. 
She pointed her sword at Victor as he focused his rage into a blast that was amplified by 
the stone, roaring at her with a fury that would surely blast her to gobbets. 

 "Amateur," Illyana snarled as the bolt tore through the space between them. Her 
amulet gleamed, then thrust out a wild barrier of spinning disks that scattered the bolt 
to stinging whips of magic. She was airborne; he tried to grip her with his magics, but 
her cloak and armor slid clear. 

 The soul sword whistled down at the source of his magic; she blasted through his 
last shield as the wicked blade hissed down and cut the kryptonite. 

 The fully charged and engaged stone burst with a shock that left them all breathless. 
Shattered, it shot away from the blade's path. Victor screamed as he was flung to the 
ground, his face filled with the shrapnel of the mystic talisman. Fresh screams tore out 
of him as his face boiled and bubbled, melting, the chips burrowing to fuse with his 
skull. 

 Illyana steeled herself against his pain. She nimbly hopped over him with her cloak 
trailing smoke from his attack. She cradled Valeria in her arms, then a stepping disk 
carried them both away from the parapet. 

 

 They dropped onto the stone flagstones of her garden in the Underspace Limbo. 
Valeria sobbed uncontrollably as the pain from the kryptonite twisted through her. 
Illyana, undisputed master of the realm, felt her power swell immensely here. She drew 
the fragments of kryptonite warpstone away from Valeria, sealed them in rock, turned it 
to lead, rolled it away for the demons to play with. 

 Then she just held Valeria, rocked back and forth holding her close and letting her 
sob her heart out. 

 "Don leave me!" Valeria managed through her soul-wracking gasps. "Don leave 
me!" 

 "I'm here," Illyana said, tears freely flowing. "I'm here for you." 

 Illyana was simply present. Valeria could ask for nothing more. 

* 

 The surgeon was poised as the limp form of Victor von Doom, King of Latveria, 
was carried into the emergency room. "Quickly, get his armor off! Let's see what we can 
salvage," the surgeon said, worried. 

 The six strong men carrying him swung him over to clatter down on the table. They 
began looking over his armor for its seals. 

 With a disturbing choking gasp, Victor's eyes snapped open. Everyone took a 
reflexive step back from him. He moaned, an unearthly sound that should not come 
from a living creature.  
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 "No," he gasped, choking on his own voice. He forced himself to his feet with his 
incredible will, and his terrible stare played across those in the room. His chestplate was 
pitted, cracked, and smoke still rose from the gurgling ruin of his face. 

 He staggered past them, then broke into a clanking rattling run in the hallway as 
laughter burst free of him and rang through the halls like a mad thing possessed of its 
own volition. He crashed through the security until he reached his lab, terrified staff and 
doctors in his wake. 

 Stumbling into his lab, he saw a mirror; he staggered over and gripped the frame so 
it instantly was spiderwebbed with fractures. 

 He stared at his face. 

 He took in the sight. 

 His face was awash with an eerie green glow, black pits and rocks greedily burned to 
his facial bone. Pouches and rents of his once proud visage were all that remained; his 
nose was shattered beyond recognition. His eyes… his irises had flared pure green, and 
they glowed with enough light to fill the darkened laboratory with a sickly glow. 

 He chuckled, then smiled. His teeth flared green, pulsing with the deadened 
thudding of his heart. 

 "I. Have. Gone. Mad," he said to his reflection, his breath steaming and then peeling 
the glass from the mirror he confronted. 

 "Sire, Majesty," wailed his head surgeon, who had tended him since he was a boy. 
"We must remove--" 

 "No," he choked hoarsely. "I can feel it. It will not kill me. It is… a part of me now. 
Heh. He heh heh. Ha. Fused with my bone. Kill me to take it off." He slammed his 
head into the mirror, breathing harshly. "Go. Go now. I must rest. All but Boris. Go. 
Or die." 

 He shuddered under a dark tide of sensation, and when it cleared he stood 
unsteadily and turned. Only Boris, faithful Boris stood in the shadow. 

 "I am so, so very sorry," Boris whispered, fresh tears welling down the tracks of 
those before them. Boris looked old, almost frail. 

 "Old friend," Victor gasped, feeling his sense of self slipping. "I don't blame you. 
Not at all. You always… always had my best interests… at heart. Faithful. Boris, you are 
faithful. However misguided. And I am not in pain. I feel no pain. Nothing. I know it is 
there. I can smell and taste it. But I feel nothing." He staggered to his personal vault. 
Opened it. 

 With trembling hands he took up his journeyman's mask, with the rectangle slits and 
the foolish angular shapes. Something that could be cobbled together in a few hours. 
He lifted it, saw it awash in green light. 

 "Of course," he whispered to it. "Foolish, stupid damnéd dabbler." 

 He sealed the mask on, laughter and screaming intermixed as he toppled to the 
floor. 

* 

 Valeria sat in Illyana's throne room, a pale sun overhead giving her no power. 
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 "Shouldn't you go back to Prime? Soak in some sun?" Illyana asked, concerned. 

 "Not yet," Valeria managed, her teeth chattering slightly. "How do your flowers 
grow with no sun?" 

 "Oh, that," Illyana said. "At first I tried to open disks, get natural sun to them. Too 
much work. These are fashioned out of my native realm." 

 "Transplants… seldom work," Valeria said, her eyes haunted. "I was made to be 
alone. Damn Strange. He made me doubt that, even though I knew it. But even a 
man… even a man who loved me could not handle what living with the real me meant. 
No one knows how to let me be truly free."  

 Her body shook with the poisoning as her eyes struggled to make more tears. 
Valeria looked at Illyana.  

 "I'll go back to Prime," she said. "Long enough to heal, rest. But then? Can I… stay 
here? For a while? I need to find somewhere Victor and Strange won't bother me. 
Just… for a while. Until I'm ready to find my own way." 

 "I'll make you whatever kind of home you want here," Illyana said, feeling a lump 
rising in her throat. Valeria looked up at her blearily. 

 "Thank you, Yana," she said. "For being a real friend to me. For understanding." 

 Illyana nodded. "I owe you everything I am today," she said. "It's the least I can do." 

 And there was nothing more to say. 

* 

 Victor stood at the grave of his mother, encased in heavy armor, alone. 

 "I am sorry, Mother," he said, his voice muffled by the mask. "I seem to have traded 
one curse for another. The von Doom line will probably end with me. But before that 
happens…" He gazed into the distance. 

 "I realize my downfall was trying to see and protect the future. There is only the 
day. There is no future. I am not far from death, I feel it," he said softly. "It's time to 
think about what really matters in life." 

 He looked down at the grave. "What we leave behind. Our legacy." He knelt by the 
earth, his whispering intense. 

 "Why can't I feel?" he hissed. "Why can't I weep?" 

 His mother was balefully silent. 

 "I have no eyes," he whispered. "No heart. Stolen…" 

 

 Illyana held her bridesmaid dress close to her chest as she gazed into her scrying 
pool and wept for him. 
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Ceaseless Round 
 

June 17 

 As she strode into the feasting hall, her heels clicked on the flagstones. "Here we 
are," she said with a pearly smile. "I finally got a response from His Majesty the King of 
Latveria." She brandished the parchment envelope. 

 The vast man standing before the equally vast fireplace turned slightly. He smiled, 
his hawkish features twisting in a way that was thoroughly unpleasant. Her eyes balked 
from his form, as it was impossibly huge; he towered over other men, and his girth 
granted him weight equal to a small truck. His scalp shone in the bright light of the well-
lit hall. A diamond glittered on a setting at his throat; it did not appear overly impressive 
against his mass, but it was worth a fleet of Porsches nonetheless. One eye was hidden 
beneath a black eyepatch strapped to his head that somehow deepened the subtle 
menace that radiated from him. 

 "What was his answer?" the huge man boomed. 

 The woman settled on one of the benches, her white silk blouse draping over her in 
a most flattering design. She ran one manicured hand through her painstakingly styled 
pale hair, then opened the envelope. 

 Inside was the note she had sent to him; she read the reply he had scrawled on it 
and the smile fell right off her face. She scowled at the paper. 

 "What's this? 'Sorry. Busy. Try again next YEAR'?!?" She crumpled the note and 
tossed it into the fireplace. "What's his game?" she wondered suspiciously. "He has a 
revolving door of dignitaries through there all the time. He had better not be snubbing 
me." An uncertain look settled into her eyes as she chewed one of her exquisite lips 
absently. "That's not like him," she finished weakly. 

 "Perhaps you could express your displeasure in a return note delivered by one of 
your packs," the huge American rumbled. "That would redress such an insult, Madame 
Sablinovia." 

 "Please, Lady Sable will do," she sighed. "As for an assault, that's never gone well in 
the past," the pale woman said with an imperceptible shake of her head. She spoke 
fluent American. "Three of my teams are currently out, and I don't want to risk an 
attack with the three that remain." 

 The big man cocked his head curiously, looking like a vast ungainly hawk for a 
moment. "I thought you said Latveria had no military." 

 "True enough," she nodded. "But Victor is a remarkable person. And he's got gypsy 
luck," she added with a severe look at the huge man. "He lets gypsies wander his land at 
will. Disgusting creatures." 

 "Isn't von Doom part gypsy?" the big man rumbled. 

 "He's most gypsy, in all the important ways," she replied lightly. "But he has all their 
charm, and the looks of an Austrian diplomat." She shrugged. "Well, Fisk, we'll have to 
think this over." 
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 "You sound fond of him," Fisk muttered wryly. 

 "We had a fling," she said. "That's all. He's too focused to be much fun. Always 
playing the angles and looking for his next homeschool self improvement class." She 
rose. "He has no idea how much I've protected him over the years. I wonder if he's 
even noticed that I've stopped looking after him. Since he treated me poorly." 

 "No wonder you remained close through the years," Fisk shrugged. "You're about 
the same age, and both of you rule Rumanian states that became independent." 

 "And we used our own ways to remain free," she nodded. "He used his charm, I 
used my wealth." Her eyes narrowed speculatively as she looked at Fisk. "Looks like 
we're both running a bit short these days." 

 "Which brings us to each other," Fisk said with another of his repulsive smiles. "I 
find your terms agreeable. You will install one of your eight man mercenary packs in my 
headquarters and another will be available for remote work. In exchange, I will meet 
your financial terms. Considering their… magnitude," he said with what she was sure 
meant to be a delicate smile, "I believe a test is in order. Once our lawyers have finalized 
the details, of course." 

 "Of course," she replied. "We don't do tests," she added coolly. "You can name 
your first mission if you'd like." 

 "Call it what you will," he said with a shrug that moved a disturbing amount of 
flesh. "The targets are employees of Stark International." 

 "I've heard of your vendetta," the pale woman said with a vague nod. "Stark can 
present a hard target. What did you have in mind?" 

 "Kidnapping some of his staff and killing a civilian," Fisk said briskly.  

 "My team will need some time to do the proper groundwork," Lady Sable said. 

 "I have put together the background and research," Fisk rumbled. He moved to 
where his briefcase sat on the table and he removed a thick file from it. "They are 
welcome to do any detail work they need to, but this is the meat of it. I have 
something... special in mind." 

 Lady Sable shrugged, and lit a cigarette. "Your personal security team is already in 
the States," she said. "Where is the op?" 

 "New York," Fisk said with a grim smile. 

 

June 20 

 "Okay, people, listen up. Alpha Pack, let's go over positions one more time," the 
thin man said in fluent Rumanian into his tac net. He sat on a padded chair in the 
claustrophobic confines of a modified delivery van down the street from what would 
become the point of contact. He cracked his knuckles, then leaned forward and 
examined the screens in front of him. 

 "This is Two, running the op from a safe distance." That got him a few chuckles 
over the network. "Eight, Six, One, in position in the alleyway." He checked the camera 
and didn't see them. Then each of them waved briefly out in the alley, picked up on the 
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camera they had installed the day before. He smiled to himself, and turned to another 
camera.  

 "Three in position," he noted. He was patched into the security camera at the bar in 
the pizza place, and he saw the aesthetic mercenary hunched over a beer at the bar, 
watching the baseball game on television. The operative glanced into the camera, then 
back at the game. Two checked out another screen. 

 "Four and Five all set for the snatch and grab," he said, and the two men in the 
battered old sedan gave the dashboard cam the thumbs up. Two checked the last screen.  

 "Seven is airborne," he noted, looking at the video feed from the helicopter 
thudding through the air not far away. "Right, Alpha Pack ready. Maintain alertness." 
He switched off his speaker and leaned back, watching the screen that displayed the trio 
that currently relaxed in the pizza shop. 

* 

 A small group had gathered around the darts contest, and a hush fell across them as 
the short man lined up his dart, his expressive face crinkling with concentration. A wild 
dark mane swept up from his head, and between that and his broad and heavily muscled 
shoulders he looked bigger than he was. Once, twice he pointed the dart at the 
dartboard. Then he let it fly. It thudded into the small red spot in the middle of the 
board, and a cheer rushed through the group. They clapped him on the back, and a 
laughing football player slapped his hands over his face as he thoroughly lost the close 
game. 

 "Fine, another beer for my hairy friend," he called to the bartender. He shook the 
short man's hand, then wandered back to his table with his date. 

 At the back of the now-dissolving crowd, a young reddish-blonde woman cheered 
and waved her hands over her head, her bared midriff swaying in a most flattering 
fashion. 

 "You rule, bub," she said with a mischievous grin. She ruffled his hair, and he 
brushed her off with an embarrassed grin. His hair, oblivious, immediately returned to 
its alert stance. 

 "Stick a breadstick in it," he muttered, slinging down into his seat. 

 "Good call," she nodded thoughtfully. She sat down, delicately plucked a breadstick 
out of the basket, and chopped the end of it off with her teeth. 

 "What's yer deal?" the gruff man growled at the third member of the party. Slumped 
over the table and surrounded by empty mugs and bottles, a huge athletic man gazed 
sorrowfully down into his beer. He had slick dark hair and chiseled musculature. 

 "I am so far from home," burbled the big man. The cute young woman rolled her 
eyes. 

 "But at least I have my family," she said simultaneously with him, even doing an 
eerie parrot of his accent. "Piotr," she said seriously, "you do not need another beer." 

 "But this one," he said in a wavering voice that bordered on piteous. "It is almost 
completely gone." He peered into his glass. 

 "Hot damn," grumped the wild-maned man. "Yana, I can't stand a weepy drunk." 
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 "Logan," she said with a sigh, "maybe I had better handle this." 

 "Good idea," he grinned. "I'll settle us up and we're outta here." He scuffed his 
chair back as he stood, and he headed for the bar. 

 "C'mon, big fella," Illyana said as she tucked Piotr's arm over her shoulders. "Let's 
get you home in your nice comfy bed." 

 "Family should take care of each other," he managed in a broken voice. 

 "We'll take care of you," Illyana said in a very patient voice. Between their efforts, 
they both stood up. Logan trotted back. 

 "Hokay kids," he said cheerfully. "Let's get back. I just can't wait to wake Pete up 
for work tomorrow." 

 "By the White Wolf," the huge man whined, "have you no mercy?" 

 Logan sighed as he opened the door and they stepped out into the night. 

 

 "Go," Two said tersely. 

 

 Logan stiffened as Illyana laughed, her voice clear. Something… he turned, sniffing, 
as Piotr leaned against the building to steady himself. 

 A man lurked on the sidewalk, wearing an old army jacket and stocking cap. He 
snapped into action, leaping at Illyana. He snatched her purse and turned, sprinting 
away. 

 "Hey!" she shouted, startled. She flashed a smile at Logan. "Be right back," she said, 
and she darted into an alley. The eldritch flare of her stepping disk glowed in the dim of 
the alley.  

 "No," Logan said hoarsely. "Somethin‟s not right." He dashed after the purse 
snatcher, driven by sudden fear. Piotr blinked stupidly and looked after them, fumbling 
to understand what just happened. 

 

 The purse snatcher muttered into his cuff in Rumanian, then tucked his head down 
and sprinted. Light flared in a side alley up ahead as a sedan slowly drew up to the 
mouth of the main alley. A young woman darted out of the side alley between the purse 
snatcher and the street. 

 “Maybe you should give that back,” she said with a grin. His feet skidded out from 
under him as he tried frantically to stop. He thudded down on the ground, and she 
looked down at him disdainfully. “Now.” 

 His hand sprang up, and her eyes widened. Then the camera flash he held in his 
hand popped, and she blinked as the alley got a lot darker to her eyes. 

 Then something behind her boomed, and incredible force and pain slapped into her 
back. She felt like she had been hit by a car as she sprawled over the purse snatcher and 
toppled, rolling, on the ground. As she struggled not to black out and pain screamed 
through her every nerve, she felt hot blood trickling across her torn skin in thick 
rivulets. She realized she had been shot. 
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 The purse snatcher stood and produced a silenced pistol. He looked down at the 
swallowing, blinking sorceress. The buckshot had caught her in the back and across the 
back of her right arm. The dim streetlight reflected from a steadily growing pool of 
blood. The purse snatching mercenary tossed her purse down on her, then pinned her 
shoulder down with his boot and lined up with his gun to finish the job. 

 A low growl was his only warning, and it wasn‟t enough. 

 Something snarled as it pounded through the back alleys, then went airborne and 
sailed into him with an unnaturally heavy ramming tackle. Bones crunched from the 
impact as the living projectile slammed the mercenary and crushed him off the alley 
wall. Logan scooped up the dropped pistol as the startled man slid down the wall. 
Dropping to one knee, his eyes feral, Logan snapped off shot after shot at the car. The 
driver had hastily pulled the shotgun in and thrown the car into gear, but a puff of 
blood sprayed the windshield as he floored the accelerator. 

 Logan lined up on the purse snatcher, whose breathing was shallow and thin. He 
shot him twice in the chest, once in the head, and then he tucked the gun in his belt as 
he scrabbled over to Illyana. 

 Her eyes were staring, her mouth feebly working as blood gushed out of her severe 
gunshot wound. 

 “No no no,” Logan whimpered. He fumbled with her purse, and pulled out her cell 
phone. With trembling hands, he punched in Stark‟s number, smearing blood on the 
phone. He growled impatiently at the tiny buttons on the phone, at the delay, and the 
cold sweat that stung his eyes. 

 “Security, this is Logan,” he rasped. “Extraction, stat, medical team online.” He 
snarled off the nearest cross street and then cradled his daughter in his arms as she 
passed out. 

 

 Piotr blinked. A shotgun? That noise had sounded like a shotgun. His muzziness 
cleared slightly as he realized he was alone. A chill shivered his spine. He took a few 
hesitant steps, realizing that something was going on. 

 Then a slapping sting. He looked down at his chest to see the feathered tuft of a 
dart. Thwip thwip thwip. He glared stupidly at the darts as he staggered. “Not again!” he 
bellowed. He looked up to see three shooters in the mouth of an alley. He took a few 
lumbering steps toward them, knowing it was too late, feeling the tranquilizing poison 
coursing through him, knowing from hard experience he could not transform with this 
much poison in him. 

 He staggered to one knee, and one of the shooters slung the rifle and yanked out a 
stun gun. Dashing up, he stabbed Piotr in the neck with it, and the giant man collapsed 
unconscious. The others came out quickly. One unfurled a bodybag on the ground, the 
other two rolled the big man onto it and into it, then zipped it. 

 Two of the strong attackers grunted as they hefted Piotr‟s weight, then they dashed 
into the alley. A police cruiser pulled up to the curb, flashing its lights once with a yelp 
of its siren. The door opened. “Hey!” the policeman said. 

 Without hesitation, the third attacker turned and fired off the trank gun once more, 
popping a dart into the cop‟s neck. He sagged to the pavement as the other two tossed 
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Piotr into the back of an ambulance and jumped in. The third one hopped in the 
driver‟s seat and fired up the ambulance. 

 Lights and siren going, they headed for the airport. 

 

 Two watched the screens anxiously. “Four, report,” he said. 

 A bleary figure leaned over in front of the dashboard cam of the sedan. “I shot the 
witch,” he managed, “but Five was killed by Logan. I got the girl with a solid hit, but 
she may survive. We did not have a chance to finish the job.” 

 “You are injured,” Two observed. 

 “It is… it is not bad. I can make it to the airport,” Four winced. 

 “No,” Two said firmly. “Come here. I will drive you to the airport. Two out.” He 
cut the transmission, still watching the camera as his heart beat faster than it usually did. 
“Seven, report.” 

 The radio transmission was misted with static. “One of Stark‟s extraction teams 
collected Illyana and Logan. They went directly to Stark‟s compound. They took Five‟s 
body.” 
 “Damn,” Two said softly. He opened the channel to the entire team except Five‟s 
gear. “Pack, hear this. Seven and Two will remain here to monitor the situation. The 
rest of you, get back to the airport and return to Symkaria. Verify.”  

 They verified, and he leaned back. He sighed, and scrubbed his eyes with his fists. 
The operation was over, but it had not been their cleanest effort. 

 Hopefully it would be good enough. 

* 

 Logan stood with his forehead pressed against the glass, looking down listlessly into 
the operating theater. Illyana was face down on the table, surrounded by surgeons. So 
pale… Logan tried to tell himself it was just the light. Then he turned, and picked up 
the handset of the phone. He punched in a number. 

 “This is Strange,” said the voice that answered the phone. 

 “Logan here,” Logan said hoarsely. “Illyana‟s been shot. She‟s in surgery at Stark‟s 
place now. I‟ve arranged for security to bring you here if you check in at the gate.” 

 Strange took a moment to let that sink in. “I‟ll be right there,” he said somewhat 
breathlessly. 

 Logan hung up, wishing for a moment that his enhanced senses couldn‟t hear the 
plink of buckshot being dropped in a steel bowl after being pried out of his daughter‟s 
body. 

 He felt a growl, an implacable and savage and blind fury building in him. 

 “Patience,” he whispered to himself. “Wait for it. The time will come.” 

 Signs be damned, he lit a cigar. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 
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 Stark thoughtfully fingered the earpiece‟s pack that connected it with wires to the 
wrist microphone. On the table in front of him was the clothing and gear of the dead 
man. 

 “The body had no distinguishing marks,” he said as Logan let himself into the 
room. “The gear doesn‟t have much of a story either. They bought it at Radio Shack 
here in New York less than a week ago. Ah, hello, Dr. Strange. I‟m sorry we couldn‟t 
meet under happier circumstances. I‟ve heard a lot about you.” 

 “The pleasure is mine,” Strange said with a strained smile. He was a thin man in a 
red coat and a suit, with dark hair streaked at the temples with white. He and Stark 
contrasted considerably with Logan. 

 “So you didn‟t learn anything from the dead man?” Logan pressed. 

 “The most interesting feature,” Stark said, “is that the gun that you gave me was 
manufactured without a serial number. Between that and the organization and numbers 
involved in this kidnapping and attempted murder, I have to think that there was money 
behind this, and all the signs point to Fisk.” 

 “Kidnapping?” Logan said, blinking. 

 “Piotr didn‟t come back,” Stark said. “At first I thought he was with you, but he 
wasn‟t. I sent a team out looking for him. He vanished.” 

 Logan‟s face twitched. “I‟m gonna git all of em,” he gritted out.  

 “How did the operation go?” Stark asked Strange. 

 “You have a good team here,” Strange said. “They said she was out of danger for 
now, they got all the buckshot out with the help of your electromagnet probes. She may 
not regain full use of her arm, but she‟ll live.” He shrugged. “I know a thing or two 
about physical therapy and alternative medicines. I‟m confident we can get her back to 
full health.” He turned to Logan. “Thank you for saving her,” he said seriously. 

 “I think it‟s time we got to the bottom of this,” Stark muttered. 

 “Good idea,” Strange nodded. He pulled out a cell phone and dialed a number. 

 “Doug,” he said after a moment. “Illyana‟s been shot and Piotr, her brother, has 
been kidnapped. It happened outside Luckee‟s Pizza. Let me know what you find out.” 
He hung up. 

 “That‟s all you give him and you expect him to come up with something?” Stark 
said with amusement and disbelief on his features. 

 “He‟s a very talented assistant,” Strange said.  

 “I‟m going to start by figuring out where Fisk is,” Stark said. “Do come along. Both 
of you are entitled to be in on this.” He led them to a workstation, and he sat down and 
logged in. “Now,” he murmured, fingers flying. 

 “Looks like Fisk is on vacation,” he said after a moment. “A working vacation. I 
have agents that track all his movements, and it looks like right now he‟s in Symkaria, 
though his official position is Hong Kong. So not only is he in Eastern Europe, he‟s 
lying about it.” 

 Strange stiffened. “Symkaria,” he murmured. “That name is familiar. Can you pull 
up a map?” 
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 Stark tapped the keys, and a map filled the screen. His eyes widened, Logan let a 
hiss of air out between his teeth. They saw that Symkaria was right next to Latveria. 

 “Now that is one hell of a coincidence,” Logan gritted out. 

 Strange‟s phone rang, he answered it. “You say it‟s worth checking out a flight that 
left the airport about an hour ago headed to London, charter jet.” Strange jotted down 
the flight information. “Thank you, Mr. Ramsey.” He turned to Logan. “I need a place 
to… meditate… for a few minutes.” 

 Stark got up. “This chair work?” 

 Strange sat down, glancing at the other two. “This may take a minute. I won‟t be 
able to hear you. Don‟t be alarmed. I‟m going to concentrate.” With that, he leaned 
back in the office chair. There seemed to be a flicker about him for just a moment, and 
he was utterly still except for low, steady breathing. 

 “Can you set up a satellite to track the plane?” Logan asked Stark. 

 “Yes,” Stark said firmly. “That‟s a good idea. Go talk to ops.” 

 Logan nodded, and headed out. Stark looked uncertainly at Strange‟s motionless 
form. Then Strange inhaled deeply and opened his eyes, looking over at Stark. 

 “Piotr is their prisoner. They speak Rumanian. There are five of them.” 

 “I‟ll get a jet ready,” Stark said grimly. He did not ask Strange how he knew these 
things… 

* 

  “I have two teams, now that we‟ve handled the contractual arrangement. Is that 
right?” Fisk asked Lady Sable. 

 “Yes,” she nodded. “Why?” 

 “I want a team to bring me the ruler of Latveria,” Fisk said. He hefted the huge mug 
that looked like a small cup in his meaty grip. 
 “Why the interest in him, anyway?” Lady Sable asked with feigned indifference. 

 Fisk shrugged. “Charm,” he said. “Because of his politics, he‟s managed to arrange 
for extremely favorable trade rates and tariff arrangements with many of the major 
states in Europe. He‟s sprinkled his path with concessions and loopholes. If I could set 
up a major outpost in Latveria, close to the protection of Symkaria and with preferential 
tariff and trade agreements, that could be a very lucrative proposition.” His repulsive 
smile crawled across his face again. “If he will not visit me, and if he will not allow me 
to visit him, then I will have him brought to me.” 

 Lady Sable sighed. “It‟s your team,” she said. “This is a bad idea,” she added. 

 “Show me what I‟m paying for,” Fisk rumbled like distant thunder. 

 Lady Sable nodded stiffly. She turned to see one of Fisk‟s assistants approaching. 

 “Sir,” the assistant said. “Smirikov and Rasputin will both arrive tomorrow.” 

 Fisk nodded, a glint in his eye. “Do not worry,” he said to Lady Sable as he 
dismissed his underling. “After tomorrow we‟ll be out of your way.” 

* 
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 Eight stealthy figures stopped as they crested the ridge. Before them, idyllic in the 
moonlight, the palace presided over the village and the lake. 

 The leader turned to his troops. “Last time through. Two elements. One, Two, and 
Three secure an escape craft. Four, Five, Six, Seven, and Eight infiltrate castle and take 
Victor von Doom prisoner. Let‟s go.” They split up into two groups and vanished into 
the thick forests. 

 

 The three men stealthily crept into the small tastefully concealed hangar. There was 
a small plane and a helicopter. They approached the helicopter, alert and wary. 

 One of them froze, whispering into this tac net. The others turned to see a lone 
armored figure standing at the entrance to the hanger. 

 They didn‟t realize it, but it had been too late before they even raised their guns. 

 

 The second team swung into the bedroom through the door. No bodyguards, no 
staff. This entire wing of the palace seemed abandoned. 

 “I don‟t think he sleeps here anymore,” one of them hissed.  

 “We‟ll relocate,” the leader muttered. 

 “You will die,” echoed a cavernous, metallic voice. Professionals to the end, the 
mercenaries formed up back to back, glancing all around the room and up as well. 

 The armored man in the doorway raised his palms. They flashed and flared and 
seared. Men died as they fired their guns uselessly. 

 All was again quiet. 

 

June 21 

 Dawn was a beautiful time in the Carpathians, the glow of sunlight etching the 
clouds in a flaring spectrum of color as the sleeping capital of Symkaria stretched out 
around its central fortified castle. 

 That silence was broken by the droning of a plane. It flashed over the mountain and 
veered towards the castle. Automated turrets popped out and blasted the plane. It 
exploded at the first contact, bursting with an odd glitter.  

 As chaff, electromagnetic squealers, and mini rockets flared through the skies 
around the castle, the automated turrets wheeled and spun, confused. Sensors locked 
onto dozens of targets, most of which weren‟t there. 

 A small ship skidded through the chaos and landed on the battlements of the castle. 
Troops rushed out and surrounded it. The sleek one-man jet popped its canopy, and a 
forbidding figure in armor stood. His armor glittered in the showers of sparks, rockets, 
and flak guns that lit up the pre-dawn sky. A green tabard and cloak gave the power 
armor a medieval feel. The facemask was angular, with slits for the eyes and mouth and 
a simple pointed nose. The eyes and mouth glowed green as the figure rose to his full 
impressive height and stepped out of the craft, a dozen guns pointed at him. 
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 “Surrender!” shouted one of the mercenaries in Rumanian. The power armor 
looked at him, then touched a button at his belt. As one, the mercenaries slumped to 
the ground unconscious as the frequency that rolled out of his ship flared havoc 
through their inner ears. Unaffected, the armored dictator strode over them towards the 
castle. 

 

 Silver Sablinovia swore to herself as she rolled out of bed, tossing on a dress and 
tights and belting on a pistol. She snatched up her communicator. “Report!” she 
snapped. 

 “Countermeasures for the defense system have allowed a craft from Latveria to land 
on the battlements. The intruder is wearing—“ with a snap and a hiss, the 
communicator went dead.  

 The Lady Sable frowned and switched frequencies, then tossed the communicator 
away and sprinted towards the command module. From there she could see whatever 
she wanted, anywhere in Symkaria. 

 She entered the central chamber of the command module, and she halted abruptly. 
An armored figure, cloaked and cowled, sat in her command chair. His armored fingers 
were steepled, and a peculiar sickly light seeped out of the eyeslits and mouth slit of his 
angular mask. 

 “You‟re a dead man,” Lady Sable said simply, raising her pistol. She knew that the 
armor piercing rounds it bore had a good chance of punching through the armor. 

 “How could I possibly fail to notice?” came the sardonic reply. Even though it was 
mechanized and hollowed, Lady Sable realized she recognized the voice. 

 “Victor?” she breathed, astonished. “Is that you?” 

 “It was once. Now, you may call me Doom. Such I have brought down upon 
myself, and now shall bring to others. But that is not the purpose of my visit. Why was I 
attacked?” he demanded, his voice tight with anger. 

 “I take it they didn‟t succeed,” she noted dryly. 

 “Before he died, Beta Two told me they were trying to bring me here,” Doom 
noted, gesturing with his hand. “Here I am. They did not fail. But they are all dead.” 

 “I don‟t take kindly to the killing of my men,” Lady Sable said, her pistol 
unwavering. 

 “I don‟t take kindly to trespassers,” Doom snarled. “Tell me what you meant by the 
invasion.” 

 “It was a contract job,” she replied. “I had little to do with it. An American, name 
Fisk, decided he wanted to send a team to capture you because you rebuffed him.” 

 “Produce him,” Doom said. “I imagine he is still here.” 

 “And what if I refuse,” Lady Sable snapped, her eyes blazing and her pride stung. 

 “I used chaff instead of viruses in attacking this place because I did not wish you to 
die without a chance to explain yourself,” Doom glowered. His gauntlets danced across 
the keyboard as he entered commands. She heard the whine and thud of turrets 
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extending in the corridors of the keep. “Shall I relieve you of some subjects, your 
majesty?” he snarled. 

 “If you‟ve figured the turrets out then you can use the public address,” Lady Sable 
said coldly. “I suggest you do so.” 

 Doom tapped in a few more commands. “Now hear this,” he said, his spooky voice 
rolling around the command module and beyond. “Fisk, come to the central command. 
You wished to have Doom, and he is here.” Doom flicked the switch off. 

 “What happened to you, Victor?” Lady Sable asked quietly, subdued. 

 “I got married,” he said caustically. 

 “I thought that was just a rumor. Since I wasn‟t invited,” she added a bit icily, “I 
couldn‟t believe you were actually going through with a wedding.” 

 “We all make mistakes,” he intoned.  

 “I like the armor,” she noted. “Not the mask. You can do better.” 

 “It is not for you to like or dislike,” Doom said. “Put the gun down or I will kill 
you.” His voice was empty, but she heard a sincerity in his words that unsettled her 
more than any rage could. She holstered her weapon. Doom returned his attention to 
the keypads. 

 The door slid open and Fisk maneuvered his bulk through it. “You wished to see 
me, your Majesty?” he said sarcastically. 

 “You will speak when spoken to, bandit,” Doom snarled, his voice amplified. 

 “You mean to intimidate me?” Fisk said, his face darkening. 

 Doom stood abruptly, palms forward, unleashing twin lances of searing energy. 
They flashed across the room, filling it with noonday bright for a moment, punching 
deep into the flesh of the huge man. Fisk tottered, then crashed down on his back. 

 “Learn your station,” Doom instructed, “or suffer real pain.” 

 Fisk panted breathlessly, winded by the blow. Blood seeped from the burns in his 
flesh, but he was not badly injured. His incredibly dense body had taken the brunt of 
the blow without complaint. For the moment, he allowed himself to appear more badly 
injured than he was. 

 “More than ever, I see that a satellite center in Latveria would be good for both of 
us,” Fisk managed. “With Symkarian protection, my business network, and your access 
to markets we could do great things in Europe and Asia.” 

 “No,” Doom said, his voice flat. “If that‟s what you wanted, then you have your 
answer. Interfere in my business again and it will be worse for you.” 

 “Think of what my trade could do to protect your country,” Fisk pressed, stung by 
the flat refusal. “It is in your best interests to consider my proposal very carefully.” 

 Doom‟s laugh was mirthless. He turned his attention to the keyboards. As he typed, 
navigating menus, steel shutters rolled down over all the doors but one in the back of 
the chamber. 

 “A plane is preparing to land,” Doom said. “I will be on it when it takes off. Further 
attempts to hinder me will result in deaths. So far no one has been killed.” 
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 “You can‟t leave,” Lady Sable said, tensing and then relaxing. 

 Doom stood, and his gauntlets flashed as their wide focused beams played over her 
station, destroying the central nervous system of the castle‟s defenses. Furious, she 
snatched her gun from its holster and fired at him. 

 The armor piercing rounds rang and sparked from his armor, denting it and leaving 
small holes. He thrust his gauntleted hand at her, and a blast of light snapped into her 
hand. She wheeled and dropped to one knee. Doom approached her, dragged her to her 
feet. She slung a kick into him, banging off the armor, and stabbed her thumb at his eye.  

 The transparent plate that leaked eerie green light protected his eye. She tried to 
sling him into a throw, but he was heavy and strong and well grounded. He snatched 
her shoulder, squeezing it so the bones shifted against each other. Then without further 
ceremony he dragged her from the chamber. 

 “If he can‟t be used,” Fisk murmured from the dimness of the floor, “he can be 
replaced.” 

 

 Doom strode out towards the runway as the mercenaries lowered the steps and 
head down to the tarmac. They saw Lady Sable being dragged towards them, her face 
drawn with pain as his grip settled deep in her shoulder. 

 One of the mercenaries swore and leveled a rifle at Doom. He pointed his palm at 
the man and fired a lance of energy through him, blowing his chest to pieces. As the 
corpse toppled down the steps, two other mercenaries leaped down the steps, tumbled, 
and popped up with their guns pointed at Doom. 

 “Any more resistance and she dies,” Doom intoned menacingly. Lady Sable nodded. 
The mercenaries lowered their weapons. 

 Doom blasted them in quick succession, knocking them back lifeless. Lady Sable 
screamed as he did, and he rounded on her. 

 “I warned you,” he hissed. “You will command the others to refuel the plane and fly 
me to Latveria and I will consider letting you return here with your lives. If ever I am 
attacked by you or your people in my home again there will be a river of blood that may 
serve to quench the burning gates of Hell. Do you understand?” he snarled. 

 The Lady Sable nodded curtly, trying not to pass out as her bones shifted in his 
enhanced grip. He swung her around and shoved her up the steps onto the plane. 

 “Refuel. We‟re going to Latveria,” she said curtly to the remaining two crew. 

 “What is this?” Doom asked, gripping her elbow and bringing her around to see the 
plastic bodybag strapped to the table in the plane. 

 “A prisoner Fisk wanted,” winced the Lady Sable.  

 Not releasing her, Doom tore the bag to see the face of the man inside. 

 He laughed and laughed, his insane mechanical cackle chilling all who heard it. 

 “We leave without delay!” he shouted. Then he laughed again… 

 

CHAPTER THREE 
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 Less than twenty minutes later the plane lifted off. 

 “It‟s a short flight,” Lady Sable said. “You could have taken a truck.” 

 “I wanted to fly,” Doom murmured menacingly. For a long moment they looked at 
each other. The two surviving mercenaries were piloting the jet, and Rasputin was 
asleep in the back. 

 “What happened to you, Victor?” Lady Sable asked, tears threatening in her eyes. 

 “This,” he replied softly. He unclasped the mask and pulled it from his face. Strands 
of melted flesh clung to the back of the mask, oozing as he pulled it free of his head. 
Green light flooded the interior of the craft. 

 Lady Sable stared, her face chalk white, fighting back the scream that constricted her 
chest and throat. She gasped, unable to breathe, struggling not to vomit. 

 Doom‟s chuckle was positively eerie. 

* 

 Illyana struggled to wake, pushing through the gauzy layers of unconsciousness 
between her and the real world. 

 “Damn,” she muttered as she felt the pain through the padding of narcotic 
painkillers. “What happened?” 

 She was on a hospital bed. Logan sat by the bed. He cleared his throat. 

 “You chased the purse snatcher,” he said. “Then his pal shot you in the back with a 
shotgun. You‟re lucky to be alive. Strange said he knew some trick to heal you up so yer 
not crippled. I hope he‟s right.” 

 “He‟s right,” she nodded, wincing.  

 “They got Piotr,” Logan added grimly.  

 She pulled an i.v. out with a wince. “Dammit,” she muttered. “Help me out, will 
you?” 

 “You sure you should be unhooked from all these gizmos?” Logan asked 
apprehensively. 

 “I‟m your daughter, right?” she said through gritted teeth. “A little healing I can 
manage.” Together they plucked all the instrumentation off her, out of her, and away 
from her. 

 “Just don‟t do anything without me,” Logan grumbled. “I am not going to be left 
behind when it‟s payback time.” 

 “Pick me up,” she said, “and we‟ll go get this sorted out.”  

 He picked her up, and a stepping disk flared around them both. 

* 

 Piotr moaned, and shook his head. He rose to his knees, looking around the small 
stone room. It was twenty feet to a side, with a fifteen foot roof. No windows. Only a 
little straw on the floor. 
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 As he looked around, he saw the power armor in the corner with the eerie green 
glow coming from the eyes and mouth of the helmet. 

 “Victor?” he said uncertainly. Then, more boldly: “What is the meaning of this!” 

 “I rescued you,” Doom‟s modulated voice said. “Fisk captured you and flew you to 
Symkaria, I don‟t know why.” 

 “Fisk!” Piotr exploded. “Then you must release me!” 

 “I must do nothing,” Doom intoned. “You are now leverage for me. He will attack. 
I have something he wants. So you remain my prisoner.” 

 Piotr let out a shout as he flexed harder than flesh can flex. Energy rippled across 
him, and in its wake flesh became organic steel. His smooth steel eyes glared at Victor. 

 “I will not be your prisoner,” he growled. 

 Doom released twin blasts from his palms, slashing into Piotr and slamming him 
across the room to break stone. The big steel man bounced off the wall and clattered to 
the ground on his elbows and knees. Then he launched into a sprinting tackle at the 
man in power armor. 

 Doom bounded to the side and snatched Piotr‟s wrist as the big man hurled past. 
Swinging him, he sent Piotr crashing into another wall. Piotr was on his feet in a 
moment, and Doom came to him. 

 Piotr snatched his arm, and Doom fired a point blank power blast into his eyes. 
Then snagged his wrist, clamping down with the armor‟s full power. Gripping him by 
the wrist and the throat, Doom slammed the bigger man flat on his back, breaking the 
stone, then he slung a power-assisted blow into the big man‟s face. Another, another, 
the pounding impacts smashing stone under Piotr‟s head. Bringing his forearms 
together and down on Piotr‟s head left the steel man teetering on the edge of 
unconsciousness. 

 He gripped at Doom, tearing his tabard. Doom swept him up to his feet and 
slammed a two fisted blow that used every inch of power in Doom‟s body and armor 
right into Piotr‟s chest. The huge man went limp, sailing back and crashing into the wall 
then toppling. Doom knelt by him, slamming into his head and back with blow after 
blow, punching and pummeling the steel Russian. 

 After a minute, he stood and backed away, bright silver fluid oozing from his power 
fists. He regarded the misshapen and broken gauntlets. Inside his mask, he smiled. Then 
he left Piotr to contemplate his position. 

 The big man slid back to fleshy state and groaned, bleeding from small cuts. 

 He was worried. 

* 

 Logan looked around the garden, eyes wide. He had not been to the underspace 
since she had… remodeled. He turned to look at Illyana, who was in her goat-legged 
form with horns curling out of her forehead and a dainty tail over the arm of her 
throne. She was meditating, looking oddly lifeless. 

 Logan lit a cigar, and stretched his legs by walking around the throne area looking 
into the ranks of tended flowers. At the end of a row, a demon looked up. The stubby 
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creature wore a leather apron and gloves, and it was turning dark soil over with a hand 
spade. Logan looked away quickly, trying not to laugh. He wasn‟t sure how tame these 
creatures were, or if they remembered him slaughtering numbers of them the last two 
times he had been here. 

 He was startled by a clack. He turned to see Illyana on her nimble hooves. She 
stood unharmed, her eyes flaring, silver armor sheathing her left side. 

 “Yer okay?” Logan asked hesitantly. 

 “Yes,” she said. “I am the world mage for this dimension. Within it I wield 
incredible power, drawing from the energy of the dimension itself. I‟m a much more 
dangerous wizard her than I am on Prime. Strange is the World Mage for Prime, their 
Sorcerer Supreme. So what he is to Earth,” she said, gesturing around “I am to the 
underspace.” 

 “So if he got shotgunned in Central Park he could just sleep it off in an hour or so,” 
Logan said dubiously. 

 “He‟s a lot tougher than I am in a lot of ways,” she shrugged. “He might not even 
need to meditate. Fortunately it was a physical attack,” she added. “I can‟t shrug off 
mystic damage quite so easily yet.” 

 Logan nodded, puffing on his cigar. “I hear you got dimensional cable,” he said. 

 “Yes, let‟s scry on my brother,” she said. “Right about now I‟ll be he‟s looking for a 
rescue.” 

 “You sure you‟re okay?” Logan asked quietly. 

 She grinned at him. “Yes. I‟m sure,” she said. 

 He gave her a big hug. 

* 

 The blades of the helicopter thudded through the air as it settled on the pad. Fisk 
stood waiting by the helipad‟s edge, his heavily armed entourage with him. He was also 
backed up by two packs of mercenaries. 

 A thin man stepped out of the helicopter and swaggered towards Fisk. He wore 
small sunglasses that served to make his face look pinched and unhealthy, and his 
blonde hair was whipping about. Behind him were a number of bald and bearded thugs 
in black suits toting submachine guns. 

 “Wilson Fisk,” the thin man said in heavily accented American. “Do you have 
Rasputin?” 

 “Perry Smirinov,” Fisk said with a nod. “Latveria‟s king, von Doom, just raided here 
and took the prisoner with him to his hole in the ground kingdom. He also kidnapped 
the Lady Sable, this land‟s ruler.” He gestured towards the sixteen mercenaries that 
stood with his entourage. “They‟re ready to help us get her back.” 

 Smirinov glanced at them then nodded. “Very well,” he said. “Refuel the copter and 
we‟ll be ready to go.” He looked at Fisk. “You better not be trying to pull one over on 
me.” 

 “Honestly,” Fisk said. “I‟m just itching to take another shot at His Majesty. He 
doesn‟t think much of bandits like us.” Fisk‟s cold eyes glittered. 
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 Satisfied, Smirinov nodded. “Then let us prepare.” 

* 

 The stepping disk flared. Logan and Illyana stood in the battered cell, looking at 
Piotr. He scrambled up from the floor, startled.  

 “I was beginning to wonder,” he said reproachfully. He gripped his ribs, one of his 
eyes was swollen shut, and blood trickled from his nose and mouth as he talked. His 
nose looked broken. “Victor! He is insane!” he added in wild eyed wonder. 

 “Yer a mess,” Logan said. The door to the cell bashed open, and a huge man 
ducked in. He had a white moustache, and the years were heavy upon him, but he was 
still huge and powerful. He hefted a massive ornate warhammer. 

 “Git yer brother ta safety,” Logan said. “I‟ll handle this lug.” 

 The stepping disk flared again, and Logan was alone with the huge guard. 

 “Got a name, bub?” Logan asked. 

 “Boris,” the big man said. “And you have made a terrible mistake.” He lunged with 
the hammer sweeping through the air, whistling with incredible force. Logan easily 
ducked, sidestepped, and slammed a punch down into the big man‟s knee. With a 
hoarse gasp, Boris folded and crashed down. Logan kicked his hammer out of his hand 
and knelt on his chest, gripping his moustache in one fist. 

 “Where‟s yer boss?” he snarled. 

 Boris‟s hands leaped up to wrap around Logan‟s body, trying to crush him. 

 “Don‟t make me,” Logan muttered, popping his claws. A foot of razored 
adamantium pushed out from between his knuckles. 

 Boris didn‟t make him. He let go of the smaller man and rolled away, clutching his 
knee in quiet agony. 

 “The battlements,” he said, his voice thick with pain. “Do not hurt him,” he begged, 
looking at Logan with tears in his eyes. 

 Logan left him there, darting into the shadowed corridors of the haunted palace, 
claws glinting in the dim light. 

* 

 Stark glanced up as he saw a flare of light out of the corner of his eye. He turned 
and jogged into the medical bay. Piotr gratefully sank down on the medical bed, 
stretching out. Illyana‟s form blurred slightly; Stark blinked, then looked again. He had 
imagined for a moment that she had horns. 

 “Victor beat him up,” Illyana said. 

 “I can‟t believe you‟re on your feet!” Stark said. “A couple hours ago you were an 
inch from death!” 

 “Well,” she said delicately, “I am a wizard.” With a grin, she gestured. A stepping 
disk flared, a slice of non-space between Prime and underspace. Then she was gone. 

 Stark tossed his coffee in the trash and called a doctor to come check on Piotr. 

* 
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 Doom stood with his armored hands clasped behind his back. He had changed into 
fresh armor for the coming invasion. 

 “I feel it should be dark and storming, at night, for this sort of thing. Don‟t you?” 
echoed his metallic voice as it drifted out into the beautiful serenity of early afternoon. 

 “You got scanners in that can?” Logan asked, stepping out of the stairwell onto the 
parapet. 

 “Why are you here?” Victor asked. Nicely. 

 “We rescued Piotr,” Logan shrugged. “Hope that‟s not a problem.” 

 “Did you harm Boris?” 

 “I harmed him some, yeah,” Logan shrugged. “He may have some trouble dancing, 
but it‟s nothing—“ 

 The lancing blasts of energy caught Logan by surprise, punching deep into him and 
blasting him into the stairwell. He slammed back, airborne, wildly out of control. His 
heels caught on the railing of the spiral staircase, and Doom was satisfied to hear the 
clattering thuds of his flesh-wrapped adamantium banging on stone as he rolled down 
the stairs. 

 With a flare of energy, a stepping disk deposited Illyana on the parapet. Her goat 
legs skipped slightly, her tail had poise. Horns curled dramatically from her forehead. 

 “Flames of Faltine!” she shouted, an arcane gesture invoking the blasting energies 
that slashed at Doom‟s defenses. 

 He leaped to the side. “Shields of the Seraphim,” he intoned, tracing 
hyperdimensional coordinates with his gauntlets. He focused his will. The flames 
spattered from his dense shield. “Now, you saucy tart, see what power you have given 
me.” He hunched slightly, green light and mist flaring from his pitted mask. Then he 
thrust his hand forward, and a gout of raw cascading dark magic flared green, tumbling 
from his gauntlet and slashing at her. 

 She whipped up a rudimentary defense, jabbed at the attack with her sword, but the 
boiling evil sorcery broke over her and slammed her back to the wall. Driven back and 
bloodied, she felt her armor blaze with heat as it protected her from the mutating 
foulness of the chaos magic that roiled in Doom. 

 She bounded up on her hooves, her cloak swirling the last foulness away. The 
amulet at her throat flashed, and she was shielded by a more potent array of defenses as 
she wove a pattern with her sword. 

 “The Crimson Screen of Cttrock will defend me!” she cried somewhat hoarsely. 

 Doom blasted her with the energy repulsors set in his gauntlets, the lances of 
technological energy flaring out and blasting her shield, through it, crisping skin as it 
drove her back against the wall of the tower again. He followed the startling attack with 
another wash of chaos, and then he chanted as he drew from a deeper well of power. 
Illyana shuddered as she heard the name of Cthon invoked. 

  “By the Vishanti!” she cried. “I strike true!” She sprang at him desperately with her 
sword. 
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 “What, again?” Doom said dryly. Magic blasted around her as she had never felt it 
before, and she was barely conscious after the tremendous thunderclap of dark sorcery 
crushed through her defenses and sprawled her across the flagstones. Her very skin bled 
from the force of his attack. 

 She feebly stirred, her sword rasping on the rock as she pulled it to her. Doom 
stood at a respectful distance as the battlements wisped steam from the might of the 
magic he now commanded. “Finished?” he inquired, hate thinly veiled in his voice. 

 He did not turn, he simply pointed with his gauntlet and another blast of energy 
licked forth, catching the stealthy Logan and blasting him over the edge of the parapet. 
With a yelp, the short man was knocked out into the air, hundreds of feet above the 
ground. He tried to relax as he fell. 

 “Why,” Illyana managed, appalled by the numbness of her lips. “Why did you take 
Piotr?” 

 “I didn‟t,” Doom stated. “I stole him from mercenaries who captured him for an 
American named Fisk. I have no idea why they wanted him, I certainly wouldn‟t. I took 
him from Fisk for spite. Fisk will now come and attack me and I will punish him. He 
tried to attack me as well, you see.” He regarded Illyana as she shakily regained her feet, 
leaning heavily on her sword. 

 He came to a decision, and nodded. “Take Logan and go. Never come here again,” 
he said. 

 Blood trickled across her skin where it welled out of the burns and ragged holes. 
She could do little more than nod, exhausted. A stepping disk flared, capturing Logan, 
and another one for her. 

 Alone, Doom turned to meet his fate. 

 Already his sensors had alerted him to a small helicopter fleet incoming from 
Symkaria. He turned to face it alone. 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 Less than ten minutes later the five helicopters swarmed over the hill. Inside his 
mask, Doom grinned. He hefted two plasma rifles. 

 As the helicopters lined up for a shot on the palace, he blasted with the rifles in 
three round bursts. His armor easily handled independent tracking and recoil. Refined 
plasma spattered through the windshields of the two choppers in the lead, furiously 
burrowing through the fragile flesh of the pilots. As two of the helicopters exploded, 
the other three scattered, assisted by the shock wave from the bursting firestorms of the 
other choppers. 

 Two of them opened up with chain guns, wildly inaccurate at this range and while 
moving. The other fired off two salvos of missiles. Doom blasted one salvo and 
damaged another helicopter before the missiles pounded home on the parapet, blasting 
chunks of stone everywhere, shaking the earth and filling the sky with smoke and clouds 
of pulverized stone and smoke and dust. 

 From the wreckage of the parapet more packets of plasma zipped out, slapping 
across another helicopter. They all wheeled and flew to a further distance. As two of 
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them landed in a clearing, the missile copter unloaded its full payload into the front of 
the palace. 

 The delicate towers were blasted, they toppled, the fine stonework of its facing 
exploded and torn and shattered. The palace was pocked, devastated, and marred 
beyond recognition by the salvo. Then, aimed plasma bursts from the smoky wreckage 
blew the missile copter out of the air. 

 One of the two surviving helicopters that had landed was seared, its surface on one 
side still hissing and bubbling. Fisk and Smirikov regrouped under the trees with a 
handful of their guards. The mercenaries had been destroyed to a man. 

 “Do you think he is still alive in that mess?” one of the thugs asked, looking 
doubtfully at the shattered face of the castle. 

 “The helicopter didn‟t self destruct,” Fisk grunted. “Let‟s go find him.” He turned 
to one of his thugs, who opened a case. Smirikov watched as Fisk donned two heavy 
grade steel gauntlets. He gestured, and one of his thugs brought a case. Smirikov 
donned gauntlets of his own; slimmer, oddly shaped. 

 “Shall we go and get Rasputin?” Smirikov asked Fisk. 

 “By all means,” the American nodded. 

 The two gangsters headed towards the wrecked castle with their entourage. 

 

 Less than half an hour later they approached the flaming village. Chunks of the 
palace still fell from time to time, like a calving iceberg. Trees flamed, the village flamed, 
the castle flamed. Some of the missiles had been napalm, and some concussive, some 
armor piercing. Now the invaders approached the half-destroyed village, weapons 
armed. They kept a wary lookout. 

 Fisk was sweating heavily. He was not used to this much activity. 

 They saw a figure stride out of the flames of the village. His tabard and cloak and 
hood had been burned off, his armor was dented and scarred. From some of the seams 
blood sizzled on the hot armor. But Doom was very much on his feet. 

 The group stopped fifty feet from the village. Doom stopped on the outskirts of the 
village. 

 “Give us Rasputin!” Smirikov shouted across the distance. 

 Doom‟s amplified voice reached them easily. “He was rescued by his sister. He is 
not here.” 

 Smirikov gave Fisk a disgusted look, then turned his attention back to Doom. 
“Sorry to have troubled you!” he shouted. He turned, and his thugs left with him. 

 Fisk gritted his teeth, an insane light glinting in his eye. He had told them to kill the 
sister… the witch… the teleporter. So much for Lady Sable‟s famous mercenaries. 

 Fisk walked closer to the village, his thugs keeping a respectful and perhaps 
intimidated distance between themselves and their leader. 

 “You have not left,” Doom called. “Why do you stay? What do you think you 
want?” There was something bitter in his voice. 



 

    345 

 Fisk doggedly walked closer. 

 “Stop!” Doom commanded. He fired with his repulsors, casually killing two of the 
three thugs that were still with Fisk. The third turned and ran for his life. 

 Fisk stopped. His chest was heaving, his face gray with the strain. “I had these 
fashioned to do battle with Rasputin,” he said, brandishing his gauntleted fists. “Now I 
would try them against you. No one cheeks me and lives, king or otherwise. Not that 
this is much of a kingdom,” he said, his voice acid as he gestured at the capital of 
Latveria, crumbling and in flames. 

 “It‟s too late for that,” Doom murmured. “Too late for challenges, too late for 
mockery. That cannot touch me any longer. But you fail to see that,” he added, strength 
in his voice. “Just as you will fail to see everything else the rest of your life if you do not 
go home.” 

 “Fight me!” Fisk shouted. 

 Victor‟s hand snapped up, his palm flared, and a bolt of vicious energy lanced out 
and poured through Fisk‟s eye. Fisk screamed as flame licked out of his hissing eye 
socket, his eye burned out of his head. In a frenzy of loss and pain he keeled over, 
clawing at his boiling socket. Howling mad, he crawled into the forest. 

 Doom watched him go dispassionately. He could track the vast crawling thing later 
if need be. For now… he turned and faced his kingdom, its flames dancing in the 
reflection on his faceplate. 

 Fire extinguishers billowed in the science center as the villagers cautiously came out 
after he gave the all clear signal. In minutes, a bucket brigade was established, but Victor 
von Doom did nothing to help. He stood senseless, his energy packs nearly drained, 
barely on his feet as his body and twisted mind stung with the impacts he had endured. 

 Boris approached him, limping with the aid of a crutch. Several others did as well. 

 “You live,” Boris said with mixed relief and anxiety. “My Lord?” 

 “I live,” Doom said harshly. “Latveria, like my mind, burns. And, like my mind, it 
will be refashioned in a different image.” He turned to Boris. “Lady Sable?” 

 “She is safe, Lord,” Boris said. 

 “Bring her… bring her to me,” Doom intoned. 

 

 Time passed, the flames died, the ruin of Latveria smoked as the lost people cried 
and looked around for meaning in this disruption of the uninterrupted order of their 
lives. Doom stood apart, waiting, unwilling or unable to move. 

 Boris returned, slow and halting, with the Lady Sable. She was not restrained. 

 “Seems you‟ve got a mess,” she said, her voice hard. 

 “The time has come for us to combine our kingdoms for mutual defense,” he said, 
almost dreamily. “Your packs are destroyed, my town ravaged. I will rule, you will 
supervise defense.” 

 “No,” she said, anger creasing her expression. “Not a chance. I will not answer to 
you. You‟re mad, Victor.” 
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 “Please, call me Doom,” he murmured. “We are stronger together than we are 
separately. Latveria has no heir. When I die, if you join me now, you can be the rightful 
ruler of the combined state.” 

 The smoke washed out the sunlight, making it pale and surreal as soot drifted across 
the idyllic lake. Lady Sable looked at Doom with the caution appropriate to dealing with 
madmen. 

 “Why wouldn‟t I just kill you and take it all?” she asked. 

 “Honor,” he shrugged. “Curiosity.” He laughed hollowly. “Maybe I don‟t care. I 
have a vision,” he said, turning to her. She looked at the pitted, cracked, chipped 
eyeslits, the foggy green light that rolled out of them. She wondered if he could see at 
all. 

 “First,” he murmured, “You will rebuild the fortress. Make it unassailable. You 
know how.” 

 “I do,” she nodded, mesmerized by his strange fascinating presence. He was truly 
mad, she thought with wonder. And she found herself tugged by the current of that 
madness. 

 “The future is what we make it,” he whispered. And for a moment she was 
overwhelmed with respect, fear, pity… and she knew for a fact that he would not harm 
her. 

 “I will help you,” she said. 

 Under his mask, Doom smiled. 

 

July 6 

 Two weeks passed before Stark and Logan walked up to the specialized facility on 
the outskirts of New York. They walked through the glass door and up to the 
receptionist. 

 “We called ahead,” Stark said. “Stark, Anthony Stark.” 

 The receptionist checked the computer. “Yes, Mr. Stark. He‟s in room twelve.” A 
nurse stepped forward and led the pair to the double wide door. 

 Stark walked in with Logan behind him. On a massive bed, Fisk lay looking oddly 
helpless. Swathed in hospital attire the size of a tent, his face half bandaged, he lay with 
his mouth partly open. He was motionless. Three bodyguards stood in the room, 
positioned and passive. 

 Stark stood next to the vast bed. “Hello, Wilson,” he said. 

 “Anthony,” sneered the huge man. “Come to gloat at my blindness?” 

 “No,” Stark said, shaking his head. “Not at all. I‟m glad it‟s not on my conscience, 
actually. I just wanted to wish you well.” 

 “You taught that whelp how to make that armor. You can say this is not on your 
conscience?” Fisk snarled. 
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 “I told him he couldn‟t kill anyone with it. And I told him to restrict its use to his 
own kingdom as much as possible. The way I hear it, you attacked his castle and he was 
defending himself.” 

 “Don‟t believe everything you hear,” Fisk muttered sullenly.  

 Stark nodded. “Good luck,” he said. He left. Logan remained. 

 “I came here to gloat,” Logan said stubbornly. “We got the exclusives in the South 
American defense contract agreements, by the way.” He leaned forward, close to the 
man on the bed. “And if you ever, ever so much as think about calling in a hit on any of 
the Rasputins ever again, or our nearest and dearest, I‟ll fillet yer fat ass. Maybe you can 
beat up Piotr. Big deal, so can his gramma. Try that on me and I‟ll cut you to the bone. I 
got no patience for assassins or their employers. Word to the wise.” Logan spared a 
look to each of the three bodyguards in the room, who were very tense indeed. Then he 
spun on his heel and left the hospital room. 

 Fisk felt more alone than he ever had before. 

 

 Logan caught up to Stark in the parking lot. “Stark,” he said. “I need… I need a 
leave of absence.” 

 Stark looked suddenly alarmed. “I thought we worked all that out,” he said. 

 “No, not like that,” Logan said. “I got my family worked out, the job‟s working out, 
I got no complaints. I just got… I got some personal stuff,” he finished lamely. 

 “Okay,” Stark said. “When? Two weeks?” 

 “Now?” Logan managed, not meeting Stark‟s eyes. 

 “You don‟t even want a ride back to the complex?” Stark asked, puzzled. Logan 
apologetically shook his head. 

 Stark took his measure, then shrugged. “I‟ll miss you while you‟re gone,” he said. 
“Let me know when you need help.” 

 Logan smiled crookedly. “Will do, chief. Will do.” 

 Stark got into the limo, and Logan watched it drive away.  

 He started walking. Walking always helped. 

* 

 Strange stood at the stove with an apron on, his shirtsleeves rolled up, looking oddly 
relaxed and debonair at the same time as he wokked the stir fry. Illyana had another 
wok where she was frying the rice. Piotr sat at the table, basically recovered from his 
beating. He sprang out of his chair and jogged to the front door as the doorbell rang. 
Then Logan joined them. 

 “Glad you could make it for dinner,” Strange said warmly as Logan sat down. “Just 
about ready.” 

 “I set the table,” Piotr said proudly in a way that firmly conveyed his disapproval of 
Logan not contributing anything to the effort. 
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 Supper was a bright and pleasant affair that didn‟t take very long at all. Even with 
the extra food they had cooked, between Logan and Piotr there were no survivors to 
make it to Tupperware lifeboats. 

 They leaned back, dinner eaten. Strange glanced at the Rasputins, then sighed. “I‟m 
afraid I‟ve got some pressing Planetary business to care for,” he said. “If you‟ll please 
excuse me.” He stood and headed upstairs. 

 Logan shifted restlessly. “I‟m gonna hafta leave.” 

 “So did our host,” Piotr said. “I‟ll see you back at the complex.” 

 “I mean leave,” Logan managed. 

 “It‟s too late for you to get your beauty sleep, Logan,” Piotr said fondly. 

 “I mean,” Logan said through his teeth with remarkable self control, “leave New 
York.” He glared at Piotr balefully. “Now shut up or git. I got some talkn ta do.” 

 Piotr blinked at him. Logan turned to Illyana. 

 “I finally saw what‟s scarin me,” he said to Illyana. “I looked it in the eye. When I 
was talkn ta Doom, I saw a man gone crazy cuza love gone wrong. I‟m scared ta death 
that‟ll be me, if I find love an it goes sour. For a long time that was okay. But now? 
Now I know what‟s scarin me. And if I let it,” he said, shaking his head, “then I‟m 
runnin, and I‟ve worked too hard and got too much goin for me ta back out now, ta live 
scared. I gotta know. I gotta know what‟ll happen if I go for it instead a wonderin what 
it coulda been if I‟da had the guts.” He shook his head. “I gotta go find Betsy. On my 
own. In my own way. An see what‟s what.” He sighed. “I know you understand, kid,” 
he murmured. “Doncha.” 

 “I do,” she whispered, moved. 

 He nodded curtly, stood, and left. He paused only to grab his coat on the way out 
the door. 

 “What was that about?” Piotr asked in wonder and puzzlement. 

 “Oh shut up,” Illyana said with a sniffle, wiping at her eyes. 

 “I don‟t understand that short and hairy man!” Piotr said in exasperation, and what 
he would have said next was lost as a stepping disk swelled around him, chair and all, 
and deposited him in his room in Stark‟s complex. 

 Illyana sat at the table for a moment collecting her thoughts, then she headed 
upstairs. 

 Strange was just hanging up the phone as she padded down the hall. She peeked 
into his office. “Got a minute?” she said. 

 “Yes,” he replied. “The distribution center finally got it all sorted out. The Planetary 
will ship on time after all. Lucky for us.” 

 “Lucky,” Illyana echoed. 

 “I was doing some research,” he added, his eyes roving his desk. “Reshelve the 
books and report to me on what I was researching.” 

 “You got it,” she replied. 
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 “And now,” he said, sitting back and looking into her eyes, “It‟s your turn.” 

 She sighed. “I should have just killed Victor,” she said. “I can‟t stand seeing him… 
like this.” 

 Strange nodded thoughtfully, letting that sink in for a minute. “Is that what you 
really believe?” he asked gently. 

 “I don‟t know,” she muttered, her legs twisting to hooves as she hopped up to 
perch on a chair. Her tail draped listlessly over the back of the chair as she hugged her 
knees. “It all happened so fast. I just… reacted. After thinking it over, I wish I had just 
disarmed him, separated them, and given them a chance to work it out later.” 

 “It wasn‟t your responsibility,” Strange said, flicking a mote of dust from his 
desktop. 

 “Maybe not,” she said. “Because I‟m an apprentice. But when I‟m a wizard it will be. 
And I was their friend. So it was my responsibility to think more clearly. I owed them 
that much.” 

 Strange sighed. “This is why we must have our morals and ethics firmly in place 
before we enter battle. The principles can guide us when circumstances and emotions 
have no reliable landmarks in a situation.” 

 “That‟s just it,” she said. “I was guided by the principle of not killing Victor. Or 
anybody else. Or letting anybody get killed. That‟s what got me into this mess.” 

 “You regret letting him live,” Strange restated. 

 “Yes,” Illyana said. “I should have just killed him. 

 “Is that the only solution?” Strange asked. “Is he beyond redemption?” 

 “Can you take the warpstone out?” she shot back. 

 “No,” Strange said. “That‟s beyond even me. If he wished to be free of it, perhaps. 
But he has made it a part of him. To him, it represents everything he has lost. The 
warpstone has become a part of his soul as well as his body. But… but what is 
redemption? It is not the same thing as restoration.” 

 She contained her impatience. “Wizards talk in circles,” she said clearly. 

 He nodded. “They think in circles too. And act in circles.” He smiled. 

 Illyana sighed slightly. “Logan once told me that a circle viewed from the side could 
be a spiral,” she said. “That makes very little sense.” 

 Strange leaned back and closed his eyes. “Maybe,” he said, “all it means is that 
sooner or later everything comes back around.” His smile grew. “Maybe that‟s not what 
it means.” 
 “And to think,” Illyana speculated, “Someday I‟ll get to be this vague.” 

 “Only if you do your homework on time,” Strange admonished, “and recite all the 
Sigils of Faltine in order while undoing the Seals of the Vishanti.” He chuckled. 

 “You know,” she said thoughtfully. “One advantage to being your apprentice is that 
you don‟t ask me to write Planetary articles.” 

 “You know, I hadn‟t thought of that,” Strange said. Illyana sensed imminent danger 
and wished she had kept her mouth shut, but it was too late now. “Perhaps you could 
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give me a report on the translations of the Book of Nod that are available at public and 
private libraries nationwide, a piece for booklovers.” 

 “Are you sure you‟re a good wizard and not an evil wizard?” she asked innocently. 

 “I just figure that for all that‟s come around, I might as well have some go around,” 
he replied with equal innocence. 

 As they laughed, Illyana‟s thoughts went with Logan, but now she had a feeling he 
would be okay. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

September 21, 2002 

 The gray van pulled up and parked. An attractive young woman with brown curls 
and a white streak in her bangs leaned her elbows on the steering wheel and squinted 
across the weedy field. “So this is th place,” she said, her Southern accent seeming to 
slow the words down in her mouth, as though she spoke them reluctantly. 

 “You were in my mind, you must have touched on this,” her passenger replied. His 
eyes were almost frightening in their intensity of focus; his features were fine and 
upswept, he was bald. “This is where I was driven out of my mind, and almost the 
world. You called me back, Marie,” he mused. 

 “So why didja wanna come down here again?” the driver asked. 

 Her passenger was quiet for a long moment. “When we face nightmares, terrors 
that come at us when we are least equipped to deal with them, one of our most potent 
defenses is to remember how it really is.” He swallowed, his mouth shifting as though it 
was dry. “Not how it is remembered, or how…not how memory colors it,” he said. “I 
wanted to see what this place really was. Not some kind of cathedral of horrors. A 
rather ordinary building, in an ordinary place.” 

 They looked out across the overgrown field, to the chain link fence that was bent 
and torn as though some great force had rolled over it from inside the concrete building 
that lay beyond. The building itself was an unimpressive concrete box. Somehow, a 
circle had been cut in the wall, and from the light in the building, Marie could tell a 
matching circle was cut in the far wall. Some leftover police tape fluttered in the breeze, 
somehow halfhearted.  

 “What is that place?” Marie asked as a shudder of horror started in her belly and 
crawled up her back. Memory stirred, swelled—but not her memory. 

 “A pump house,” the bald man replied, distant. “Regulates overflow from the 
sewer system. A utility building.” He paused. “Marie Saint. You chose your last name, 
didn‟t you.” 

 She blinked. “So?” 

 “I like it,” the bald man said. “Marie, I lost the use of my legs a long, long time 
ago. Would you do something—for me? When I was here last,” he said quietly, not 
waiting for an answer, “I was captive of some terribly cruel and ruthless people. But I 
had some braces. Braces I could put on my legs, braces that allowed me to use my 
refined psionic power to walk. I wonder if they might still be here,” he said, looking 
across the field. “I wonder if you might help me look for them.” 

 “Ah‟ll take a look.” She stepped out of the van, slamming the door. Her passenger 
watched her walk across the sidewalk, into the field. 

 Saint felt her skin tighten in the warm September sunlight. Her perceptions 
wavered; it felt like she was walking uphill, but the field was level. An energy seemed to 
well out of the dark, motionless building. Saint wiped her wrist across her eyes, and 
squinted at the building. Her taut athletic body felt out of joint as she crossed the weedy 
field.  

 Is everything all right? she heard in her mind, shocked by the psionic communication. 
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 “Xavier,” she said. “That‟s a fine way ta startle a woman.” 

 She felt a vague amusement, a gentle apology. You don’t have to do this, you know. 

 “Maybe Ah do,” she muttered, her eyes narrowing. “Normally, whut Ah take from 
people fades pretty dang fast. This time, the stuff that put you out seems ta stick with 
me.” She shook her head. “Ah‟ll be fine. Musta been one helluva mess.” 

 Indeed. The thought was a murmur in her mind. 

 Saint stepped over a tear in the chain-link fence. She crossed to the concrete 
building, police tape hanging limp as though it was overwhelmed with the task of 
crossing that dark, empty hole. She looked into the dimness, seeing a chalk circle, dark 
stains, catching a whiff of something foul and rotted. Light came in from the far side of 
the building, but a darkness swirled in the shadows that seemed to suck light from the 
whole room. 

 “Hoo.” 

 She stepped into the building.  

 “Ah don‟t see much,” she said, her jaw clenched. “Dark.” 

 Maybe you don’t have to see it, Xavier thought. He paused for a moment. The police 
missed my braces. They are behind the pipes. I sense their presence.  

 Saint glanced around quickly. The shadows were restless, though the light did not 
move. “Ah‟ll git yoh toys,” she said, shrugging to settle the growing dread. As she 
stepped in, she sensed that she was moving through Xavier‟s dream. She felt the 
arrhythmic drumming on her skin, her guts squirmed for a moment as she was touched 
by his memory of dozens of long, silver needles disrupting his chi meridians. The pain, 
the relentless ruthless pressure— 

 Saint choked back bile, widening her stance, a cough bucking vomit at the back of 
her throat. “Ugh,” she muttered. “This intense and weird.” 

 A moment more, and it is done. 

 Saint jumped up to the platform at the back, and a long step took her towards the 
pipes. 

 As her foot touched a dark stain, she heard a wooden whack echo, though there 
was no sound. She had no way of knowing anything about the man that had been killed 
on that spot. She had no way to prepare. 

 Something evil remained. 

 Saint twitched as a pressure swelled unbearably, she sensed the fury and shock and 
disbelief for a moment—eyes, and speech that needed no air, but could not cross the 
distance now to where she breathed in the living world. She resisted for a long moment, 
but something had to give. 

 

 In the van, Xavier blinked, startled. For just a moment… but then nothing. 
Nothing at all. Saint‟s mind went quiet. 
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 “Damn,” Xavier sighed. His eyes settled half closed as he struggled against 
resentment of the unresponsive legs that trapped him in the van. He found Saint easily 
enough, and settled into her mind. She could not offer him permission, after all. 

 “Interesting.” 

 Xavier sifted through her chaotic, disrupted thoughts. There—he easily sensed a 
massive, calcified, reinforced wall between Saint‟s thoughts and functioning and powers, 
and something in the background. Something… something older. Xavier sensed a living 
moment, a memory that was still an active foundation to everything Saint was. 

 “Hey there,” Marie said, dropping a coquettish shoulder to the young teenager, barely in her teens 
herself. “Cody, wanna see sumthin in mah room?” 

 “Sure,” Cody said with an eager half grin. He trotted up the stairs, glancing over to where 
Marie’s mother was singing, working in the kitchen. Down the hall. Leaned through the door, he 
followed, flushed, eager, his palms sweaty. 

 “Marie, yer real sweet,” Cody said. “Real sweet. Ah wanna make you feel good.” 

 “Ah wanna feel good,” she said, breathless, eyes big. Cody leaned in, kissed her. She liked it. He 
kissed her some more. His hands were everywhere.  

 Marie had second thoughts. 

 Cody didn’t.  

 “And now,” Xavier murmured, watching the rest unfold, “She cannot be 
touched.” He felt the encounter unfold. How something snapped. Marie felt helpless. 
Helplessness fueling terror, desperation. Like drowning. And she fought back with 
something she did not know she had.  

 Cody never did get back out, once she took everything from him that mattered. 
Xavier felt the gummy edges of the boy‟s ghost, over a decade old, enraged, terrified, 
helpless, pressing against Marie‟s mind, struggling under a weight that outmatched him 
with its needs.  

 “An echo,” Xavier whispered, eyebrows drawing together as the furious, desperate 
ghost screamed in Saint‟s shocked and disabled mind, howling for revenge. He never 
grew up. He just soured. 

 Someone sealed him up in there. Xavier‟s jaw tightened with a slow simmer of 
anger. 

 “We‟ll just free you of this now,” Xavier said. His mind had a ruthless focus that 
struck into Cody‟s echo, tugging its roots together and out of Saint, then he flexed.  

 Saint was free. 

 Xavier settled his thoughts on the broken, calcified wall that had sealed the sour 
stink of the ghost in Saint‟s psyche. He felt the cracks all through it, cracks that his 
memories had made resonant, so the dark echoes in the pump house broke a hole in the 
wall. He breathed out, softening the wall. In time, it would sink to scar tissue, then 
perhaps go away altogether. And the corrupted, polluted corner of her mind felt a 
freshness as its separation faded. 
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 It was a simple matter to press the echoes of what happened in the pump house 
flat; Xavier flattened them in his mind, in hers. Then he breathed across her mind, and 
she slowly woke. 

 “Whut—whut—” then Saint grimaced, clutching her head. “Whut happened?” 

 Cody is gone, Xavier thought. I owe you an apology. I wanted to experience this place, to get 
the image settled and out of the way. But you were still connected enough to feel that, and I did not go in 
to your mind to realize how vulnerable you are. Now? Now Cody will never bother you again. 

 Saint was quiet for a long moment, then she rose to her feet. She crossed to the 
pipe, fished around behind it, tugged out a clatter and rattle of braces and straps. She 
collected the setup, then turned to look back at the room. 

 Stains, dimness, chalk. Nothing. No fear. Just a room. 

 Saint crossed the room, the field, climbed up into the van, pushing the braces on 
Xavier‟s lap. “We gotta talk,” she said seriously, an edge to her voice. 

 “You know another mentalist,” Xavier said, looking straight ahead out of the 
windshield. “She projected an echo of you into the ether with her thoughts, that must 
be how I came to stumble across you and lure you to restore me.” He smiled. “You 
absorbed some of my psionics to serve as a beacon to bring me back. And now I‟ve 
freed you of servitude to a ruthless mentalist.” 

 “Servitude?” Saint echoed. “She saved me.” 

 “For herself,” Xavier agreed. “Her name?” 

 “Emma Frost,” Saint said. “She has a school, and Ah work there, Ah help her.” 

 Xavier looked Saint in the eye. “I freed you from Cody,” he said. “She walled him 
up, and cracked the wall. So you need her. To reinforce that barrier, from time to time.” 
He leaned on her mind, she hardly noticed. “She wanted you back, and Cody started 
bothering you. So you found her. And she did you a favor. So now you owe her 
forever.” His mouth was a thin line. 

 “Ah ran away,” Saint said, subdued. “She found me early on.” Anger sparked in 
her eyes. “She coulduv freed me of this?” 

 “Maybe,” Xavier shrugged. “I doubt she has my power. But over time?” He did 
not respond further. 

 “I am goin back ta mah school,” Saint muttered. “To Frost. An you wanted ta 
come along.” 

 “I still do,” Xavier nodded, his hands protective on the braces on his lap. 

 “Hell. Let‟s just go.” 

 She fired up the van, dropped into gear, and went. 

 

September 22 

 The pale woman looking out the window was a true beauty. Her skin was smooth, 
her hair colorless but silky. She was a perfect balance of curves and tautness. She wore 
silk that flattered her shapes. Even her eyes were almost silver. She watched the wind 
breathing through the glory of the changing leaves in the forest behind the Academy. 
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 Three sharp knocks. A small crease on her forehead was the only sign that 
betrayed the woman‟s thoughts. “Come in,” she said, her voice crisp. 

 The oak door swung open, and Saint stepped in. She crossed her arms across her 
chest. “Hello, Frost,” she said, feeling Frost slipping through her mind. “Like whut you 
see?” Her voice had an edge. 

 Frost turned, looked her in the eye. “So. Now you know. I ruthlessly manipulated 
you with your own ghosts.” The admission cost her nothing. “What‟s your next move?” 

 “Ah put some thought inta that very question,” Saint said, tense. “What I should 
do. Hurt you. Leave. Have it out.” She shook her head. “But Ah cain‟t be all that 
surprised, Ah‟ve known you too long, seen what you do ta people. What makes me 
special?” She paused. “Ah was alone, on the run. An I cain‟t guarantee that whut you 
did ta me is worse than whut woulda happened anyway.” She shrugged. “Let‟s be adults 
about this. Ah just wished you woulda trusted me, instead a whut you did.” Her accent 
was thick with her emotion. 

 Frost‟s smile was arch, almost brilliant, her pearly teeth catching the light. 
“Business as usual. You make me proud, Marie.” 

 Saint tilted her head, watching Frost for a moment. “Ah‟ll be in mah room. Might 
go out later.” 

 Frost nodded. “Send Xavier in,” she said dismissively, sitting at her desk and 
glancing over paperwork. Saint turned and left, and Xavier stepped into the office, the 
braces on his legs whining faintly. 

 “Unrepentant, even with your hand in the cookie jar,” Xavier mused with half a 
smile. 

 “I don‟t know you,” Frost said, signing a document. “You have a lot of nerve. 
Saint is mine.” Frost met Xavier‟s eyes, anger smoldering. “Leave what‟s mine alone.” 

 “Without Saint I‟d be lost. It seemed only fair to free her in return,” Xavier replied, 
unflinching, his defenses reinforced. 

 “You never should have contacted her in the first place,” Frost replied, rising. 
“You are taking quite a risk, following her back.” 

 “I will dare still more,” Xavier said. “I looked over this school operation you have 
here, in Saint‟s mind. You have an ambitious plan; to aggressively recruit young people 
who have special powers, who can‟t fit in society. Mold them to your vision. This 
interests me. I want in.” 

 “The hell you say,” Frost retorted. “You force yourself on one of my staff, and you 
want access to students?” She shook her head. “Not a chance.” 

 Xavier regarded her for a long moment. “You are not a fool. Surely by now you 
have measured my strength. Tested the edges of my barriers.” He paused. “I think you 
have a sense of what I can do to you.” 

 “One more threat and you‟ll find out why I‟m not worried,” Frost said through her 
teeth. “There are many kinds of power. And I have more than my share. If something 
happens to me, Xavier, I have ways of making sure you don‟t enjoy your victory.” She 
scowled. “These are my toys. You can‟t just demand I share them. I will not lose this 
school. You can‟t have it. Make your own, you are so keen on the idea.” 
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 “I don‟t want to be in charge,” Xavier shrugged, “and I have my reasons to keep a 
low profile. I want a place, I want interesting work.” He smiled to himself. “Are you 
hiring teachers for your special students?” 

 “You bring a hell of a lot more risk than reward,” Frost said, shaking her head. 

 “You‟ve heard of the Parapsychological Studies  Institute,” Xavier said. 

 Frost hesitated, wary. 

 “I am its architect,” Xavier said. “I have earned a considerable depth of knowledge 
about how psionics work, how to manipulate and intensify potential and power. More 
to the point, I know what your biggest problem is. How to find students.” 

 Frost struggled against growing interest. 

 “So,” Xavier said, eyes narrow, “you would love to have a machine that intensified 
psychic probing. A machine that highlighted those who have different energies. 
Something that would let you scan up and down the seaboard.” 

 “What are you talking about?” Frost said. “What are you offering?” 

 “It‟s called Cerebro,” Xavier said. “And I can help you build it.” 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

November 20 

 "You have a gift for intrigue, Madame Frost," the sharp-eyed man said with a 
winning smile. "Do you always give the impression you're doing something naughty, or 
is it giving you away right now?" 

 The woman across the table raised an eyebrow. "You wouldn't understand," she 
said. Her perfectly manicured fingernails flexed on the tablecloth as she leaned back. 
She wore a pale silk suit that was molded to her shape so that it neither squeezed nor 
drifted, but with perfect conservative flair accented every feminine curve. Her short 
colorless silver hair was back, held in place with combs that sparkled with diamond. The 
diamonds were dull twinkling compared to the brilliant spark of intellect and wit in her 
depthless eyes. She smiled, showing her perfect teeth. 

 "Either way, your gift for intrigue has intrigued me regarding this society you speak 
of," the man said with a shrug, leaning back. "Especially since Tonoke Electronics just 
withdrew a bid to consolidate my Korean holdings." His eyes narrowed. 

 "My dear Mister Warren Worthington the Third," Frost said, a playful edge to her 
voice, "there are some born to handle power and others who are not. It is the duty of 
those who know how to use power to keep the rest from hurting themselves with it." 
Her smile was clear and cold. "We owe it to the world to gather power to ourselves. 
And I am a member of an elite society that does just that." 

 "What, a plutocracy?" Worthington asked, vaguely skeptical. 

 "Keep your titles. It's far more complicated than that. It's about power, 
Worthington. Money is just one kind of power. And power with no purpose is more 
dangerous to its wielder than to anyone else." She sipped her fine wine as the string 
quartet played on in the background. A murmur of conversation rolled around the 
dining room of the refined restaurant. 
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 "So what's your goal?" Worthington asked boldly.  

 "Simple enough. Globalize the planet quietly. Don't hand the power to any entity. 
Shape the process, and then rule the rulers from impenetrable shadow." Her eyes 
sparkled with mirth. 

 She could see the vision take root as she watched his eyes. He thought for a long 
minute before his eyes flicked up to meet hers. "You're telling me this because you want 
something from me." 

 "Good," she said with a nod. "You're staying awake. There can only be four 
members of the Inner Council at a time. One of them is boring me." She sipped her 
wine, letting the thought finish itself. 

 "So if I help you," Worthington prompted. 

 She looked at him sideways. "You are suited for the throne," she said, half to 
herself. "You are wealthy, you know some of the basic uses of power, you have a streak 
of cruelty that appeals to me." She finished the thought in her head. He wondered 
briefly what of his assets she was reluctant to mention, and he flattered himself. 

 "Your reward," she said simply, "will be beyond your wildest dreams." 

 He smiled a satisfied smile. "I'm in," he said. "Who is the target?" 

 "I'll get you a portfolio," she said, rising. "In the meantime, be alert and wary. 
You'll get your audition, and I'll give you what help I can. But you must never ever 
reveal that you know me until we've met on the Council." She eyed him. "I look 
forward to joining you. On the Council." She smiled at him slowly, then turned and 
swept out. Worthington watched her go with the calculating smile of a player. 

 She breezed through the door, the foyer, out to the street. A limo pulled up, and 
she let herself into the back. 

 "I see you stuck your new popinjay with the check," an oily voice said from the 
driver‟s seat. 

 "He has his purpose, and he will serve it well," Frost said. "Dinner is the cheapest 
thing I'll stick him with. Worthington is primed to kick off the downfall of dear Eric 
Lensherr. But Worthington is just part of the plan; he's not trustworthy and he couldn't 
do it on his own anyway." 

 "Then," the driver said, "as you promised, I will finally be on the Inner Council." 
He looked at her sternly in the rearview. "After all. You owe me a great deal. Just for the 
school alone." 

 "I don't forget my debts, Wyngarde," Frost said coolly. 

 "See that you don't," he muttered darkly. "Did you mention to him that the 
original idea of the Inner Council was that the Kings would control the wealth and the 
Queens would use their influence to help the Kings?" 

 Frost barked a laugh. "That was Shaw's idea. Still is. You'll excuse me if I want to 
reinvent the Council so it's a bit less misogynistic." 

 Wynegarde glanced at her in the mirror, and said nothing. 
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January 22, 2003 

 “Not bad for four months of work,” Frost observed, standing before the massive 
round vault door set in the basement wall. 

 “I suppose not,” Wyngarde agreed. “The false covering for the door is scheduled 
to arrive tomorrow. And inside—well, Xavier altered the memories of the workers and 
technicians he hired out of his previous network,” he said with a knowing look. “They 
think they worked on a foundation and research station for a government weather 
monitoring station in the next county.” 

 “At least, that‟s what he told you,” Frost murmured, vague unease in her features. 
“And he scheduled himself to do this while I was out of town.” 

 “I think Xavier still has friends. Maybe too many friends,” Wyngarde muttered, 
producing a cigarillo from his pocket. 

 “Not down here you don‟t,” Frost said absently. “Now.” She concentrated on the 
vault, and was startled as she felt an—awareness in the vault door. She touched on it 
with her mind, and the tumblers responded. 

 “Fascinating,” Wyngarde murmured as the door thudded its last locks aside. “So 
there are maybe five people in the world that can open this thing?” 

 “Maybe three that I know of,” Frost said. She straightened her shoulders, and 
tugged the vault door. Its magnificent counterbalance allowed her to shift the two ton 
weight easily. 

 A catwalk stretched out to the center of the hollow sphere, where a computer 
console connected to a strange helmet, currently resting on Xavier‟s scalp. He sat in his 
wheelchair, pulled up to the console. Frost saw what Wynegarde could not; flickers of 
images, darting and wavering, just at the edge of her vision as she moved into the radius 
of Xavier‟s peculiar machine. 

 Xavier reached up and pulled the helmet off, setting it on the computer, and he 
swiveled his chair. “Greetings,” he said smoothly. One eye was bloodshot. “I‟ve been 
trying to calibrate the machine for you.” His smile grew wry. “I ruptured myself pretty 
badly the first time I tested it. I scaled it back, and refined it, to minimize the danger to 
you.” 

 “You are too kind,” Frost said with a plastic smile. “Tell me what we‟ve built. Tell 
me about Cerebro.” 

 “I built a brain trust machine for the Institute,” Xavier said, “and latent psychics 
could be connected to it, to provide fuel that could be directed by a lone powerful 
psion. Of course, its focus was to find those who were receptive to psionic influence, or 
potential psions themselves. Here, I‟ve done something different,” he said with a wave 
at the sphere. “This is designed to pick up subquantum interference from emanations of 
power from the gifted and the different, those who have not yet learned to suppress 
their abilities‟ ambient energy fully.” 

 “So glad you remembered we are looking for students,” Frost said, but her heart 
wasn‟t in it, and her arch comment came out half-wondering. “You calibrated it for me? 
Why not just use it yourself?” 
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 “I want to see if I can build for someone else,” Xavier shrugged. “And I was 
serious about wanting to keep a low profile.” He paused. “This is your show. Your 
school. Your judgment calls. I don‟t want either of us to have reason to doubt that.” He 
backed the wheelchair out of the way, his eyes unreadable. “Care to try it?” 

 Frost felt her features stiffen, she tried to project chilly indifference as her heart 
sped up. “This machine could reveal secrets to me,” she murmured. 

 “If you choose one target, especially at close range,” Xavier agreed seriously, “you 
will have unprecedented strength in your probing.” 

 “I could scan you?” 

 Xavier hesitated only a moment. “You‟d have a better chance of succeeding.” 

 Frost pulled a retractable stool out from under the counter. “I would think it 
would echo in here.” 

 “The sound doesn‟t,” Xavier said, his calm unreal. “But your thoughts do.” 

 “Did you scout for me?” She looked at the helmet, not Xavier, unwilling to look 
into those dark eyes, those upswept features. 

 “A bit,” Xavier admitted. “You don‟t have to use my bookmarks.” 

 Frost slid the helmet on, and felt a quiet natter in the back of her thoughts as the 
machine ran its tutorial, diagnostics, and calibrating scans. She fought down her nerves 
as she felt the radius of her thoughts quietly blooming; a kilometer, two. She felt her 
senses expand, and her spine tingled. 

 “Whoah,” she said. 

 “Give it a moment,” Xavier soothed, looking at the instrumentation. “Now, when 
you feel acclimated… focus.” 

 A long moment of silence followed. “Jesus Christ,” Frost breathed. “I found a kid 
who can fly.” 

 Xavier frowned at the readings. “Take a break, Emma,” he said. “We need to 
adjust a few more settings.” 

 She pulled the helmet off, almost reverently, and as she put it on the counter she 
glanced down. Red spots. More. Her pale silk glittered with crimson  dots. She touched 
at her face. 

 “What—?” Her hand came away slick. 

 “Ruptures in your sinuses and ears,” Xavier said. “We just need to tone the power 
down. You can build your roster.” He put his hand on the back of hers as he seriously 
offered her a white kerchief. “Better stick to the eastern seaboard for now.” 

 She tried not to look at the amount of blood she smeared from her face, or think 
about how she looked. “Still,” she said, unsteady. “He lit up. That machine. It is 
wonderful. It is just what I need.” 

 Xavier smiled at her, and her uncertainties jostled under her thoughts. She calmed 
them as she smiled back. 

 “First things first,” Xavier said. “Are you ready for students?” 
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 Her eyes narrowed. “I will be,” she said. “Let‟s get started.” 

 

February 28 

 Late. Dammit.  

 The young man furiously pedaled, his bike almost flying down the street. His 
chestnut hair was a little on the long side, flowing in the wind behind him. He was lean, 
spare, but there was strength in his muscled form. The bike tilted over the hill, and 
whipped down the street at dangerous speed. 

 He came up on the intersection, glancing to one side and the other— 

 His eyes stopped, frozen almost, in the pale eyes of the woman across the street. 
He got an impression of sleek grace, focus, beauty— 

 Screech! The burning tires, the shudder of the car, then a bang flung the young 
man off his bike as it clattered off the car‟s grill. The man sailed through the air, then 
smacked down on the asphalt and rolled in a tangle of limbs, skidding to a halt, clothes 
torn. 

 He vaguely heard the ding of the car‟s open door, the staccato tapping of high 
heels approaching fast. For a moment, he wondered if it was the pale woman. Then he 
rolled over, looking up at a round face framed in golden hair, eyes blue and terrified. 

 “Omigod omigod omigod,” she said, her voice unsteady with fear. “Mister! Mister! 
I‟ll call 911, hang on!” 

 “Wait,” he said, raising his hand, a little hoarse. “Hang on.” He sat up, shook his 
head. “That‟ll wake you up,” he said, and he blinked a few times. 

 “Mister?” 

 “I‟m Rich,” he replied with a grin. “I‟ve been into extreme sports since I was a kid. 
Riding bikes off cliffs, through woods. Hell, I‟ve ditched a bike more ways than most 
people have parked a car.” He leaned to the side, forward, then up over his legs. He 
stood gingerly, testing his weight, stretching. “Not so bad,” he nodded, satisfied. 

 “Seriously?” the woman said, awed. “You seriously are okay?” Her fear shifted to 
disbelief, and maybe admiration. 

 “I‟ll have some great bruises,” he said with a rueful smile. He looked her over. 
Tasteful blouse, nice skirt, pearls, earrings, jewelry, nice makeup, feathered hair. Real 
nice. 

 “Thank God,” the young woman said, turning back to her car. She gasped. The 
car‟s grill was badly scratched and dented. “My dad is gonna kill me.” 

 “Nice BMW,” Rich said. “You know, I work at a junkyard. If you could, you 
know, come by I could get that fixed up.” 

 “Really?” 
 Rich grinned. “Actually, I‟m late to work. It‟s not far. Want to go now? I could get 
this sorted out in no time.” 

 “Oh, you are such a lifesaver,” she said, grateful. “What about your bike?” 
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 “I can probably fix that too,” Rich said. “I‟ll stash it, and come back and get it 
later.” He looked at the BMW; no way to put the bicycle in without scratching the 
upholstery or finish. He stuffed it behind a dumpster. 

 A chill swept him, and he looked around. No sign of the pale woman. 

 Then Rich sank into the leather interior of the car, and it was moving again.  

 “Sorry I messed up your morning,” Rich said, feeling awkward. “I should have 
looked.” 

 “No, no, I‟m the one that hit you,” she said, and her laugh was high and awkward. 
“I‟m so glad you are okay. I can‟t believe it.” 

 “Sometimes we get lucky. Sometimes we don‟t,” Rich replied with a fatalistic 
shrug. “Turn left up ahead, then at the end of the street.” 

 “Wow, you were almost there,” the woman said. 

 “Yeah,” Rich sighed, looking at the dashboard clock; 8:09. Late. Damn. 

 A couple minutes later the car rolled through the gate, over to the garage, inside. A 
big man lumbered out of the office, the point of his head sloping down to the edges of 
his shoulders. His head started bald, and he got hairier down past his ears, jowls, neck. 
He frowned as Rich got up out of the car. 

 “Rider. Late. Again.” 

 “Sorry, boss, this lady was in a car accident,” Rich said. “I got us some business,” 
he muttered under his breath with a significant look. 

 The big man paused, then shook his head and shuffled back into the office. 

 “That was close,” Rich sighed.  

 The woman‟s cell phone rang, and she answered it. “Yeah.” She opened the car 
door, got out, walked away from the car some distance. “No, this is not a good time. It‟s 
really not. Can I call you back? What? She did? Damn.” 

 As the conversation continued, Rich strapped on a tool belt, popped the trunk 
release, walked around to the front, and opened the hood. He glanced at the intense cell 
phone conversation, then pressed his hands against the hood and flexed slightly. With a 
loud pop, the hood‟s shape bounced back. Rich pressed his hands over the dimple 
where the crease had been, evening it out. He checked to make sure she was still on the 
phone, then he stepped out the back of the garage. 

 “Right,” he muttered, looking over the massive backfield of the junkyard. He 
looked around for a moment, then he sprang up into the air—and soared. He shot up 
into the sky, hopefully too fast for eyes to easily follow. The junkyard was spread out 
below him, and he dropped to the section with the BMW junkers. Rich squinted over 
the cars, and quickly selected the proper grill. He tugged the right tools from his belt, 
and in a matter of minutes he had the grill in hand. He took a few steps and flew, 
horizontal, low, between the mounds of junk. Then he shot up into the sky, at the back 
of the garage in a moment. He dropped, holding the grill, and shouldered into the 
garage.  

 The woman looked up, pleased to see him. “Oh, I wondered where you went,” she 
said, a little anxious.  
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 “Got it,” Rich said with a winning smile, hefting the grill. “Let‟s get this put on.” 
He got to work on the front of the car.  

 “I can‟t tell you what this means to me,” the woman said. “My dad and I… we are 
going through a bit of a rough patch. This would have been really bad.” She puffed out 
a sigh. Then she squinted at the car. “Wow, you already fixed the hood!” 

 “Rubber mallet,” Rich grunted. “Couple hits, and bang.”  

 “So what does this kind of auto repair cost?” she asked, batting her lashes at him. 

 “I don‟t know, I don‟t normally do car repairs for beautiful drivers like you,” he 
said with a winning grin. “Don‟t worry about it.” 

 “How about dinner, big guy?” Her grin was almost embarrassed. 

 “Yeah,” Rich said without hesitating. He stood, rubbing his hands on his pants. “I 
mean, sure, sounds great.” He grinned. “When?” 

 “No time like the present,” she shrugged. “How about tonight?” 

 “Awesome,” he said. “Uh,” he started, “hm…” 

 “I can pick you up,” she prodded. “Your place?” 

 “No! No. Let‟s meet here. Eight?” He blushed. 

 “Actually, how about we meet at Etienne‟s, on Third street.” She looked at the 
grill. “How much longer do you think this will take?” 

 “Oh, that.” He crouched down. “Few minutes. Almost done.” 

 She watched him work. “You are quite a guy, Rich Rider.” 

 “Oh, I don‟t know,” he said with an embarrassed shrug. “You are pretty amazing 
yourself.” He squinted as he finished his work on the grill. “How about that. Good as 
new.” He rose, wiping his hands off on a rag. 

 “Amazing.” She shook her head. “Thanks.” She gave him a quick kiss on the 
cheek. “See you at eight.” She got into the car, fired it up, and backed out, waving at 
him. In something of a daze, he waved back. Then she drove out.  

 Rich‟s boss slouched over to him. “Who the hell was that?” 

 Rich blinked. “Uh. I mean…” He turned and looked at his boss, eyes wide. “I 
didn‟t ask her name…” 

 “I knew you were an idiot,” his boss replied, looking at him closely. “But you really 
are completely stupid, aren‟t you.” He shook his head. “Work the compactor. We have a 
backlog.” 

 With a sigh, Rich got started with his workday. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Rich just finished shutting the compactor down as the sun sank in the west. One 
of his coworkers ran up to where he was working, and he looked over, irritated. 

 “Hey Rich!” he panted. “How do you do it, man? Another beautiful babe here to 
see you!” He grinned broadly. 
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 Rich‟s heart jumped. Maybe the mystery woman was back.  

 “I was on my way up anyway,” he said, playing it casual. He jogged past his 
coworker, up towards the front gate. 

  A limousine had pulled up to the front gate, it was parked to the side. The driver 
was a seedy man with a hawk nose, a small ponytail, and a cigarillo dangling indolently 
from his lips as he slouched, leaning on the car. He stepped to the side, seeing Rich‟s 
approach, and opened the door. 

 A pale woman stepped out. The pale woman. Rich stopped, eyes wide. 

 “Hello, Rich Rider,” the woman said. 

 “How do you know me? Who are you?” Rich demanded. 

 “My name is Emma Frost,” she said. “I am headmistress of a school. A school for 
people who are different.” 

 Rich glanced over his shoulder, saw his boss sitting in the office back in the 
building, well out of earshot. No one else nearby but the driver, who was studiously 
bored. 

 “I don‟t know what the hell you are talking about,” Rich growled. 

 “You were kicked out of your home because you frightened your parents,” Frost 
said. “Your boss knows you have superhuman strength, but he‟s not one to judge. 
People fear you and your kind, Rich.” 

 “Hey!” Rich said. “Look, I left home because I wanted to be independent. And the 
rest of it—no, you are wrong. How did you get in here?” he demanded. 

 You are not the only one who is different, Rich heard in his head as her eyes narrowed. 
He could smell her in the words. He flinched, then scowled.  

 “Get out,” he said, flat. 

 A smile toyed with the edge of her mouth. She flicked a card out with two fingers, 
holding it out to him. “If you change your mind, Rider,” she said. He looked down at 
the card; it was blank, except for a phone number. 

 Almost against his will, he reached out and took the card. 

 “Her name,” Frost said, “is Laura Dunham.” She stepped into the car, the driver 
closed her door and walked around the car as Rich stared, his mind jostling for a 
response. The driver dropped out of sight, then the limo started up and drove away. 

 Rich found himself vaguely wishing Frost had not given him anything. He turned 
and trudged back towards the garage, feeling exposed out in the open. 

* 

 Five minutes until eight o‟clock, Rich stood on the sidewalk in front of the 
expensive restaurant. He shifted nervously, glancing down at his slightly rumpled shirt 
with its stripes and bright white buttons, skinny tie, his creased khakis, his loafers. He 
felt his nerves rise as he watched couples arrive and enter, dressed in suits and ties, 
cufflinks, well-oiled and sculpted hair and expensive jewelry, clean and shaped 
fingernails. He balled his mechanic hands into fists and stuffed them into his pockets. 

 The doorman approached, broad and expressionless. “Excuse me, sir,” he began. 
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 “No, seriously, I have a date,” Rich said earnestly. “She‟ll be here any minute, 
seriously. Just—any minute.” 

 “You have a reservation?” the doorman asked, suspending his disbelief. “I can 
check the list.” 

 “Yes, we set the date this morning.” Rich was sweating. 

 “Right. The name?” 

 “Funny you should ask!” Rich said, hoping he did not sound as hysterical as he 
felt. He gritted his teeth, trying not to think of the beautiful woman dressed in white, 
but feeling her gaze upon him. “Dunham, Laura Dunham. Party of two.” He held his 
breath. 

 The doorman arched an eyebrow. “Miss Dunham? You?” 

 “Yeah,” Rich said, thrusting out his chin. “Me.” 

 The other doorman approached. “Is there a problem?” 

 “This gentleman said he is here for dinner with Miss Dunham.” 

 The other doorman‟s eyebrows raised. “She got here fifteen minutes ago, alone. 
Reservation for two.” 

 “Well,” the doorman said after a fractional hesitation, “maybe you should go in, 
young man.” 

 “Yeah,” Rich said. “Okay.” He crossed to the door, and the doorman let him in. 
He felt his heart thudding painfully as he walked across the plush entry, flanked by 
potted plants and wood paneling. The head waiter stood by the podium, forcing a smile 
at him. 

 “Good evening, sir. Perhaps you would be more comfortable in a jacket?” He 
turned to a tastefully concealed closet entry, and pulled out a jacket after a quick glance 
at Rich‟s shoulders. 

 “No, I‟m good,” Rich said, tugging at his crooked and abused tie. 

 The head waiter cleared his throat and glanced around meaningfully. Rich looked 
at the wealthy patrons, and realized maybe he would be a little more comfortable hiding 
his shabby outfit.  

 “Great,” he muttered. “Thanks.” He took the coat and struggled into it. “Now, 
I‟m here for dinner with Laura Dunham.” 

 The head waiter blinked, and recovered from that stunning revelation with ease. 
“Yes, sir, of course.” A waiter emerged from a side corridor, escorting Rich into the 
plush restaurant. Rich felt vaguely nauseous as he looked at the drapery and gilt and 
subtle finery of everything in the room, from the watches to the mastercrafted tables to 
the weave of the carpet. 

 He spotted Laura across the room as he heard her laugh; she was at the bar area, 
chatting with the bartender. Rich felt his mouth turn dry; she wore a white dress, off the 
shoulders, diaphanous and sheer. Her gold hair was coiffed and arranged. She was the 
most beautiful sight he had ever seen. The waiter left him several meters from her, and 
Rich approached with a chuckle, self-conscious and desperately wanting this to go well. 
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 “Oh!” Laura said, spotting him. “Alfred, this is Rich. He saved my life today!” 

 “Pleased to meet you,” the bartender said, offering a clammy, limp handshake. 
Rich shook his hand, glancing around. 

 “Me too,” he said. “Do we have a table?” 

 “Sure,” Laura said, but I thought I‟d say hello to Arthur while I was waiting. I got 
out of a meeting early—hell of a day.” She laughed nervously. “This is my usual table. 
Thanks, Art.” 

 “Later, Laura.” Art turned to the mirrored shelves behind the bar as Laura led Rich 
to the table.  

 “Your usual table?” Rich said, trying not to look too wild-eyed as he settled on the 
minimalist chair.  

 “You don‟t get to many high society events, I‟d guess,” Laura said. Her eyes 
sparkled with wit and Rich caught the faintest scent of brandy on her breath.  

 “What gives you that idea?” Rich tried to joke. 

 “I like that about you,” Laura admitted. “You won‟t try to impress me with your 
sports car collection, or discuss how your diversified portfolio is doing, or interest me in 
an investment opportunity.” She laughed a bit. “”And you think I‟m pretty.” 

 “No no,” Rich disagreed, shaking his head. “No, you are not pretty. Laura, you are 
gorgeous. A knockout. Angelic. I mean, seriously,” he said with a blush and a grin. 
“Pretty?” 

 “My father is a vice president for a big company, I‟ve been coming here since I 
was a little girl,” Laura said. “I guess I didn‟t think about how this place would look to 
you.” She sipped her drink. 

 “Yeah,” Rich agreed. “I was waiting for you outside. The doorman helped me in,” 
he said. 

 “Oh my gosh!” Laura said, flushing. “I should have realized! God, I‟m so sorry, 
Rich. I was wondering if you were going to come. And there you were, outside.” She 
put her hand on his forearm, and he liked it. 

 “Hey, forget all that,” Rich said in as easy a manner as he could. “What‟s good?” 
He picked up the menu and looked it over. 

 Handwritten French. Why would things get easy now? 

 She laughed, and he figured it was all worth it. 

* 

 “Yeah, but next time I’m paying,” Rich insisted as they left the restaurant. “That 
shrimp stuff was pretty amazing, you are right. But now that I‟ve been trying new 
things, it‟s your turn. I know this place that makes great gyros, and you should really 
give it a chance.” 

 “Oh, Rich,” Laura said, still chuckling, “My sides hurt. I haven‟t laughed this much 
since I don‟t even remember when.” Her arm threaded through the crook of his elbow, 
she pulled him closer. “It‟s getting chilly out.” 
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 “If I had a car I‟d offer you a ride home,” Rich said with a sigh. “Want me to call 
you a cab?” 

 “No, my driver is a few blocks away in a parking garage waiting for me. I call him, 
and he comes to pick me up.” She patted her purse. “I have a cell phone.” 

 “Fancy,” Rich grinned.  

 “If you want, I‟ll give you a ride home too,” Laura offered. 

 “No! No, that‟s fine,” Rich said quickly. “Don‟t worry about me. I have it all 
worked out.” 

 “So in this master plan, do you go home immediately, or do you have a little time 
for a stroll?” Laura asked, not looking at him as she held on to his arm. 

 “I have nothing more important to do, actually,” Rich said, watching the glow of 
the streetlight on her fine skin, her golden hair. “Nothing more important than 
spending time with you. This has been a great date.” Stressful, he added in the privacy 
of his own mind, but incredible. 

 “There is a park down the street,” Laura said. “I used to play there while dad 
would talk business. There is a walking path overlooking the river.” 

 “That sounds nice,” Rich said, and they started walking down the sidewalk. 

 A block passed in quietness; Rich wanted to say something, anything, but he 
almost held his breath so the moment would not pass. She held his arm, and they were 
together, and his wildest dreams struggled to catch up to the reality. 

 “There‟s the park,” Laura said, pointing to the well-lit entrance.  

 “Cool,” Rich said, suddenly imagining a bench under the moonlight, snuggling 
close, and perhaps whispers, which involved lips— 

 “See the park, Carl?” said a rough voice behind him. He turned to face the speaker, 
shielding Laura with his body. A lanky, rough man with sunken eyes and waxen features 
stood in the mouth of the alley they had just passed. 

 “I see it, Jim,” Carl said, stepping between the couple and the park. He was solidly 
built, a knit cap over his dreadlocks. “Looks like a nice place for rich people to hang 
out.” 

 “Hang on, fellas,” Rich said. “Let‟s just take it easy.” He could feel Laura‟s breath 
tight and full of terror. 

 “What do you like better?” Jim asked. “Take, or easy?” 

 “Damn, son, we didn‟t even get to the stickup line,” Carl said mildly as he pulled a 
knife out of his pocket and popped the switchblade.  

 The doormen at Etienne‟s seemed miles away. Rich stared at the chip of light 
reflected from the mugger‟s blade. A feeling bloomed in him; a rage, a hate, a fear he 
had never felt before. He looked into the eyes of the lanky mugger, and saw a casual, 
dispassionate lust and violence growing out of a life that had no decency or hope left in 
it. A slow smile crawled across Jim‟s face, showing crooked yellow teeth. 

 “Let‟s rape her before we kill her!” Carl said, eager as the knife twitched in his hand. 
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 Laura gasped, her heart racing. “Go back to the restaurant,” Rich said under his 
breath. Then his eyes narrowed. “Now.”  

 Rich darted forward, and as Jim dragged a revolver out of his pocket, Rich 
snatched him by the throat and elbow and flung him back to thud off the alley wall, the 
gun clattering away. Laura sprinted past the downed mugger, running for the well-lit 
street in front of the restaurant. Rich spun to face the remaining mugger, his blood 
flaring with a dark joy to be able to act, to confront and defeat his fear. Wild-eyed, the 
mugger drove the knife at Rich. Rich did not avoid the attack, and the knife slammed 
into his chest. The blade deflected, tearing his shirt, but Rich was unmoved and felt no 
pain. He paused just long enough to see the shock and confusion register in the 
mugger‟s eyes, then his head shot forward, butting into the mugger‟s face and sending 
him soaring back to slam down full length on the concrete.  

 The other mugger pounced, having pulled a knife from his pocket. Reflex kicked 
in, fueled by revulsion, and Rich‟s elbow snapped back and hit the mugger in the head. 
With a dull crunch, the neck gave; the mugger sprawled across the sidewalk, one shoe 
flying off. He landed in garbage, and did not move, the light reflecting from a glassy and 
senseless stare.  

 For one weightless moment, Rich felt nothing. 

 Then the horror of what he had done slammed home. For all the brawls, for all the 
tussles, the lies, the bent and broken laws… Rich had never killed. His guts squirmed as 
he realized neither mugger was moving. Breath shortened, nerves frayed, and his hands 
trembled. A riot of emotion swarmed through him; guilt, shame, fear, victory, despair. 
What now? 

 Barely thinking, Rich easily scooped up the two bodies and stuffed them in a 
dumpster, then he looked down at his sliced shirt. Nothing to do about that, but at least 
there was no blood. His hands started shaking as the other emotions deflated, leaving 
only panic and guilt. What if—what if all the fancy equipment, investigation—people 
saw him leave with Laura, just down the block killing—what would Laura say if the 
cops—what if the cops connected—his mind shied away from accepting that the next 
few minutes might be his last as a man free of suspicion. He felt gut-punched as he 
realized he had just become a person of interest in a murder case, double homicide. Did 
he dare to take his chances, or should he turn himself in for self-defense? 

 He knew, at a bone level, any examination of the bodies would show they had not 
been killed by human force. He staggered to the side and threw up all the shrimp and 
wine. 

 Might as well round out the crime scene. Damn. Damn. 

 Try to clean up the crime scene? Go to where Laura was waiting for her driver, no 
doubt frantic with worry? Horror simmered in Rich‟s bones; he was guilty as hell. He 
just became the villain. 

 DAMN. 

 He gritted his teeth, and ran to the restaurant, his eyes haunted. “Glad you are 
okay,” he said as he ran up to Laura. 

 Something of relief was in her eyes, as was an uncertainty. A fear. “Same here,” she 
said. “What happened?” 
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 “They got away,” Rich lied with a half-hearted attempt at humor. “You okay 
here?” 

 “Oh, Rich,” she said, hugging him. “I‟m so glad you aren‟t hurt.” 

 “Yeah,” he said as a sleek car pulled up. “This your ride?” 

 “It is,” she said. “Look… I‟ll call you?” 

 “Great,” he said with a smile that felt frozen on his face. “Bye.”  

 She got into the car, offered him one last worried look, and then she was gone, 
safe in her armor, moving through the city. Rich‟s whole body began to shake as the 
doormen looked at him. 

 “Mugging,” Rich explained, lips numb. “Nothing to see, no reason to call the 
cops.” He abruptly stopped, walking away from the restaurant. Damn. He could hear 
the case unfolding in court, the doormen on the stand, testimony of witnesses, evidence 
from the alley. Placed at the scene, motive. He could turn himself in. And they would 
find out about what he could do. He shivered. No. No. No. 

 Four blocks down, he stared at the inert dumpster in the alley. He shivered, or 
trembled, as he contemplated what it meant to him. Then he gripped it and leaped off 
the ground, flying up into the New York night, then out over the river. He plunged 
down towards the middle, diving with the dumpster, flipping it over and planting it in 
the mud of the river bottom, his muscles taut in the shock of the frigid water. It would 
not float, it would not release its damning contents. Rich burst up out of the dark womb 
of the river into the glittering smog of the night sky, blazing up with incredible speed, 
zooming over the city to drop in a bad part of town, some would call it a slum. He 
walked down an alley to the back of a sagging house, and down the steps to his 
basement apartment. He let himself in, ignoring the stench of the place, and he sagged 
down on a battered chair. Tugging out his sopping wallet, he pulled everything out and 
spread it on the end table to dry. 

 Laura offered that damning faltering smile in his mind‟s eye. 
 “I didn‟t get her number,” Rich murmured to himself. His eye caught on another 
card. A number he did have. 

 He picked up the damp card, and stared at it. In the semi-darkness of the City that 
Never Sleeps, sirens wailed not far away, the refrain to the song this neighborhood sang 
every night. 

 His hands still shook as he reached for the phone. 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 “He flew away with the dumpster,” Jim said reflectively, squinting into the night 
sky. 

 “Very strong,” Carl agreed, rubbing at his neck. “If you please, Mr. Wyngarde, I do 
not think he is coming back.” He looked to a shadowy figure who stood wreathed in 
smoke, dim in the shadowed alley. 

 “And why would he?” the shadow murmured. “Absent the bodies, there is no 
reason to investigate further, and many alleys are choked with trash and vomit.” He 
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drew on his cigarillo, and its tip glowed balefully. “Now, we will release the illusion.” He 
raised his hand over his head with a dramatic flourish, and snapped imperiously. Illusion 
winked out, revealing Carl and Jim‟s true appearance. 

 Two young Hispanic men were revealed, dressed in sharp khakis and pressed polo 
shirts, clean cut and well groomed. They glanced at each other, smiling broadly. “I feel 
soiled after that, Mr. Wyngarde,” one said. “That illusion was superb. He thinks he hit us 
with those mighty blows.” 

 “Naturally,” the shadow nodded. “Now, de la Rocha, da Costa, we must be going. 
We are due back at the school shortly.” He caught one by the arm. “Impressive work, 
de la Rocha,” he said, an oily pride in his voice. “You have a real future with this kind of 
work. He was yours to command, and you never said a word.” 

 “Yes,” the young man said, his eyes fearless and his stance proud. “As you say—
naturally.” 

 A sleek car pulled up and stopped at the mouth of the alley. The driver stepped 
out of the car. Even streetlamps accented her pale beauty, washing out what little color 
she had, so she was luminous in the dimness. “Let‟s go,” she said curtly, walking around 
the car and getting in the front passenger seat. 

 As da Costa and de la Rocha piled into the back seat, the shadowy figure crossed 
under street lights, revealed as Frost‟s driver. He got in and started the car. “Any word 
yet?” he asked. 

 Frost‟s cell phone warbled, and she offered Wyngarde a secret smile as she 
answered. “Frost here.” 

 “This is Rich Rider, we talked earlier,” Rich said, his tone unsteady. “I‟ve been 
thinking. About your school. Learning to control—you know, my abilities.” He paused. 
“I want to go to your school.” 

 “Excellent,” Frost said. “You need to be on campus May second, we start the 
semester on the fifth.” 

 “That‟s months away,” Rich said. 

 “If you get into trouble between now and then,” Frost purred. “Just call me. I‟ll be 
in touch.” She snapped the phone shut, and offered a triumphant look to her driver, 
who smiled at the road. 

 “Excellent,” Wyngarde said. “Do you think he‟ll reconsider?” 

 “Not a chance,” Frost replied. “He wouldn‟t dare. He‟s a monster now.” 

 Her smile showed all her teeth. 

 

March 2 

 Eric Lensherr, known by his close associates as Magnus, looked up from his 
papers as his secretary opened the door. She ushered in a tall, strikingly handsome 
blonde man with a crafty face. Magnus did not rise to greet him. 

 "Sit," he said. 
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 "I'm more comfortable standing, if it's all the same to you," the visitor said with an 
irreverent smile. 

 Magnus narrowed his eyes. "You seem to have taken an interest in my business," 
he said. 

 "You have a choice," the guest said, examining his perfectly manicured nails. "You 
can lose your steelworks or your computing stranglehold. I'm deciding which. Of 
course, I am a gentleman as well as a scholar, and if that's too hard on you I can focus 
on Empire University and the network of educational contacts you've invested in." His 
smile revealed even rows of pearly white teeth. 

 "Mister Worthington," Magnus said with great restraint, "you should not push too 
hard. You might not like what happens." 

 Worthington looked into his eyes, took his measure, and smiled more broadly. "It's 
been too long since somebody took you on, old man," he said. He turned, and strode 
out of the office. 

 Once Magnus had thoroughly reined in the urge to crush Worthington, he picked 
up the phone and called his secretary in the outer office. 

 "Find out everything there is to know about Warren Worthington the Third," he 
said sharply. He hung up and steepled his fingers on the desk, brooding. 

 

March 10 

 “I got your dossier for the teachers,” Xavier said from the doorway. “Looks like 
this will be a most fascinating semester.” His smile was unsettling, but tinted with 
sadness. “Still. I wonder if you are, perhaps too harsh. Especially considering the 
presence of da Costa and de la Rocha.” 

 “But you are trusting my judgment,” Frost reminded him. “And this is my show.” 
She paused. “How serious are your reservations?” she asked, fully shielded. 

 A smile softened Xavier‟s features. “I would not tell you your business,” he said. “I 
find your initial guest list most interesting. Especially the part where you recruit them all 
personally.” 

 “I have three secure, and more lined up.” 

 “You had two before Cerebro,” Xavier mused. “Seems dangerous to weaponize 
these youth before securing their loyalty with a vision, that‟s all,” Xavier shrugged. 

 For a long moment, Frost considered him and did not speak. “Xavier, are we 
going to have problems?” she asked, terse. “I am still not comfortable with your 
involvement.” 

 “Emma,” Xavier said soothingly. “Of course not. I have very much enjoyed a 
chance to work on some of my personal projects, with ample funding and privacy. I am 
glad Cerebro is getting a test run. I was going to build it for the Institute,” he shrugged, 
“but… the Institute attracts too much attention these days. I am concerned for it.” He 
smiled at her. “I am not looking to take over, I promise.” 

 “I believe you,” Frost said without hesitation. “Now, I‟ve got some preparations to 
work on for my upcoming trip.” She offered him a brilliant smile. 
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 Xavier bowed out. “Good luck,” he said. 

 The door closed behind him. 

 “You still don‟t let me call you „Emma‟,” Wyngarde murmured from the shadows. 

 “Well, you‟re no Xavier,” Frost retorted, not looking up from her papers. “What 
do you want.” 

 “I want you to have your own project. Not to be a farm team for his Institute‟s 
expansion.” Wynegarde looked at the door uneasily. “I don‟t like having him around, at 
the edge of our minds all the time. My powers have limits.” 

 “So do his,” Frost replied lightly. “As does his vision. I already have a plan.” 

 “You‟ve hatched a scheme,” Wyngarde said, bordering on delight. He sat in a chair 
before her desk, and only just resisted the urge to put his feet up. “I knew I didn‟t have 
to worry about anyone stabbing you before you got your shot off.” 

 “For a man who can paint such wonderful illusions, you sure do struggle with the 
big picture. The Institute has been a problem from the beginning.” She pointed her 
blood-shot eyes at the illusionist. “I know how to destroy it.” 

 Wynegarde blinked. “You don‟t think he‟ll—be angry?” 

 “If it comes to that, I can show him how I‟ve done him a favor,” she replied. 
“People are sniffing his back trail. With the Institute gone, his trail gets a lot colder.” 
She looked Wyngarde in the eye, unsettling him. “I have also touched the Institute‟s 
president, Geraint,” she murmured. “He doesn‟t like being Xavier‟s on-call slave. This is 
something Xavier would have to do anyway.” She licked her lips. “Maybe sooner, rather 
than later.” 

 “Really?” Wyngarde asked, uncertain. 

 Frost simply laughed. 

 

March 10 

 “You can‟t be serious,” Wyngarde growled, glancing in the rearview. “A wolf-girl?” 
The car steadily navigated the recently plowed back road, but it was not a gentle ride. 

 “A man named Wendall lives up on this ridge,” Frost replied. “He has been telling 
stories in town about capturing a wolf-girl. I‟ve always wanted one.” Her smile was wry. 

 “How is a wolf-girl going to fit into your curriculum?” Wyngarde mused. 

 “The others will have to figure out how to deal with her, won‟t they,” Frost 
reflected. 

 “You frighten me terribly,” Wyngarde observed as his smile grew wide and 
unpleasant. 

They heard a crack, then crackle; gunfire. 

 “Let‟s get up to the ridge,” Frost frowned. 

* 
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 Frost scowled as her boots punched through the snow. The ratty cabin, and 
beyond, a scarred post with a rusty chain, blood staining the snow. Frost sensed a flash 
of memory: 

 Playing dead. Men talking. One poking with a stick. Poking again. A pounce! Blood—heat. 
Keys in his pocket. The woods. 

 Frost concentrated a moment, and sensed the thoughts higher on the ridge. 
Frowning, she continued her hike, up through the trees on a narrow trail that had been 
used not an hour before. 

 Deer. Surprised. Hot. Strong. So good. 

 “At least,” Frost muttered to herself, “all my other students are urban.” She 
shoved another snowy branch out of the way, glad she was fit and healthy as she 
pressed on up the side of the hill. 

 “Hurry up,” Frost called over her shoulder. She was gratified to see Wyngarde 
toiling up the snowy path behind her. She returned her attention to the chase. Several 
guns had discharged. She scanned briefly; four hunters, one target. 

 Or, maybe, four targets and one hunter. 

 Frost quickened her pace. 

* 

 “Whut we got here,” the fat man muttered, “is some kind a mad dog.” He looked 
up from the tracks, eyes mean. “This bitch ain‟t gonna get no more kills. Not deer, not 
my buddies, not cops, not us. Let‟s get her.” 

 “I ain‟t seen a wolf girl before,” his skinny companion said. “How does that 
happen? Like, a birth defect?” 

 “Lissen ta you,” said the square-jawed hunter. “Birth defect. Hell, she‟s the missing 
link. Miss Bigfoot.” 

 “She will head up the ridge,” the fat man muttered. “She is keeping the high 
ground, and staying downwind so she can smell us as we follow her.” He hefted his 
rifle. 

 “I‟m sorry about your brother, Wendall,” said the short man with glasses. “But 
shouldn‟t we think about science here? I mean, nobody ever got something like this 
alive. Think of all the studies they‟d do.” 

 “They can do an autopsy,” the skinny man said, perking up. “Wendall, we could 
sell the body! To the media!” 

 “Focus,” growled the square-jawed man. “Let‟s not sell our corpses before we‟ve 
corpsified them.” He paused. “Hold up. Rocks ahead. Perfect for an ambush.” 

 “She‟s running out of cover on her way to the treeline,” Wendall agreed. “Sid, you 
go around to the right. Vern, to the left. We‟ll go up the center.” 

 “Are—are you sure we should, you know, split up?” Sid asked nervously, adjusting 
his glasses. Wendall shoved him at the shadows under the snow-laden trees, squinting at 
the rocks. 

 “That‟s just where she‟ll be.” 
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 The hunters did not notice the two figures closing in on the path behind them. 

 Wendall and the square-jawed hunter climbed warily up between the rocks, rifles in 
hand. Still, they were startled by a blur of violence as a figure uncoiled at them; Wendall 
snapped a shot off as the wolf girl plowed into the other hunter, driving him down at 
the snow as his shot went wide. His head rebounded from the rocks as Wendall 
desperately chambered another round. 

 She sprang from her victim, and Wendall jerked the trigger—the round slammed 
into her chest, flinging her back to bounce off her own blood spray on the rock. She 
spun and toppled down, going fetal, clutching at her chest as blood gushed into her 
lungs, out her nose and mouth. 

 Wendall chambered another round, lining up. 

 In the cover of the forest, exquisite lips curved. 

 “A joke,” Frost whispered. Next to her, Wyngarde concentrated. 

 “Hell, son,” Wendall said with a bemused smile, hefting on his partner‟s arm, 
helping the bleeding man up. “It was a wolf after all.” 

 The square-jawed hunger clutched at his bleeding chest. “Strong bastard.” 

 They looked down at the corpse on the snowy rock. A wolf, lean and stringy, 
tongue lolling out, eyes glassy. 

 The other two hunters closed in. “Dammit, Wendall, what was all this talk of a 
wolf-girl? You had me seeing one!” 

 “That‟s cause yer dumb,” Wendall sighed. “There‟s no room in this world for 
something that weird. Not for sensible folks with lives to live. That‟s just to keep the 
overheated dope heads up at night.” He shook his head. “Well, that does it. I‟m not 
draggin that thing back to the cabin.” He looked at his friends. 

 “Me neither,” Sid shrugged. “I can‟t believe you got im, second shot.” 

 “Good for me you did,” the other hunter said. 
 “Let‟s get a beer,” Wendall said, suddenly weary. “I got to see to making sure my 
brother gets a proper burial.” 

 The hunters trooped back down the path, absorbed in their own thoughts. They 
didn‟t look back. 

 A moment later, Frost and Wyngarde stood over the dead wolf.  

 “You do good work,” Frost confessed. Wyngarde smiled to himself and 
elaborately snapped his fingers, revealing the wary wolf-girl. Her wound was almost 
healed, only a little blood seeping from it. She crouched, uncertain and wary. 

 Frost looked her over. Bright yellow eyes, her face was almost a muzzle, with 
narrow down-turned features. Lithe and skinny, ragged with fur, black claws clotted 
with fresh blood from a recent kill, slicking her fur here and there. 

 “Your name,” Frost said clearly, “was Maria Callasantos. If you would like to be a 
person again, come with me.” 

 The wolf girl stared at her. 
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 “Beds,” Frost clarified. “Cooked food. Friends. I can take you somewhere that you 
can learn to live like a person again. Use words. I can free you,” Frost said, “from a 
prison of solitude in the forest.” 

 Maria hesitated, unsure, sniffing. 

 “Four of them got you,” Frost said, her voice low and thrilling. “You kill again, it 
might be the national guard flushing you out.” 

 The wolf girl rose, eyes burning, and nodded. “Let‟s go,” she rasped, her voice 
rough with disuse. 

 Frost smiled. “Right this way.” 

 

March 19 

 Frost closed in on the front desk. A young man smiled at her appreciatively. She 
nodded to him. 

 "Jonathan Storm is an old friend of mine," she said. "I was supposed to meet him 
here." She breathed out as her mind touched the clerk's expectations, adjusting them. 

 "Sure," the clerk said, fingers flying on the keyboard. "He's in room 318." He 
beamed at her, and she smiled back.  

 A minute later she stepped out of the elevator and strolled directly to room 318, 
having borrowed memories of the hotel from the clerk so she knew exactly where she 
was going. She took a deep breath and focused herself, adjusting her impeccable suit, 
then rapped on the hotel door sharply. 

 Rustling of movement inside, then the door opened. The man who opened it had 
sharp, almost hawkish features and a tousle of blonde hair. He was lean, defined, 
graceful. He was half dressed, barefoot, still wearing his khakis, a dress shirt draped on 
his lithe torso. His eyes narrowed. 

 "You're not supposed to be here," he said, his voice hard. "Leave." 

 She shrugged. "Of course you know who I am, who everyone on the Council is," 
she said. 

 "And you know that nobody is supposed to have contact with my people except 
the Black Queen," Storm said flatly. "I don't want to know how you found me tonight. 
You aren't even supposed to know who I am. So forget already." He closed the door. 

 "Have it your way," Frost murmured in her most sensually regretful voice. She 
turned and strolled back towards the bank of elevators. "I'm sure your sister Sue would 
be very proud of your restraint." 

 She counted five steps before the door opened. Storm leaned out. 

 "I'm not some flunky you can manipulate," he said. "I have protections in my 
mind. You mess with me and you'll get burned." 

 "Perhaps we can discuss this in your room?" Frost said, glancing down the hall at a 
laughing couple that left their room and headed towards the conversation. 
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 Storm wavered for a moment, then stepped inside leaving the door open. He 
totally missed Frost's triumphant smile; it was gone by the time she closed the door 
behind herself. 

 Storm lit a cigarette, took a quick puff, then glanced at her. "So what are you 
risking your life to talk to me about?" 

 Frost settled in a chair, feeling sleek, feeling her taut thighs and slim waist and 
graceful arms drawing Storm's attention. She caught his eyes and held them for a 
moment, because she knew she had that power even without her controls. She felt 
beautiful for a moment, and let him feel it too. 

 "Do me a small favor," she said, "and I'll change your life." 

 "Pryor is the only contact," Storm said. "The deal is clear." 

 "I accept that," she nodded. "But I am not here on Inner Council business, and 
I'm not asking you for Illuminati support. This is just between us. In a personal 
capacity." 

 "I don't have a personal capacity," Storm muttered around his cigarette. "I am who 
and what I am. If I agree to help you, I commit the Illuminati and its resources." He 
eyed her sideways, struggling. "What do you want, anyway?" 

 She smiled faintly. "Parapsychological Studies Institute," she said. "I want the 
place, and its administrator Geraint, crushed. Killed, disposed of, you know. Especially 
their underground areas. I'm parched, do you have a drink?" 

 "Not much of a task," Storm said as he padded over to the fridge and opened it, 
pulling out a bottle of Gatorade. "This do for you?" 

 "Mm," she nodded. He tossed it across the room, she deftly caught it and opened 
it. She felt his eyes on her as she twisted the cap off, put the rim to her lips; she felt his 
eyes trace down her throat as she offered him a view in profile as she swallowed the 
drink. She twisted the cap back on and met his eyes. Both of them were unabashed. “It 
is not much of a task for you, with your resources, but it could take me a lot of time and 
effort to get around their formidable defenses.” 

 “I want to know why,” Storm said. “Why you want to bust this institute up.” 

 “I have a bit of technology that I want to control,” Frost said. “The man who is 
building mine built theirs, at the Institute. I do not want that technology in hands 
besides my own.” She paused a moment. “And I do not want my new friend to go back 
to his old friends, if you know what I mean.” 

 “You sound pretty sure this technology is in their underground base.” Storm 
looked her in the eye. 

 “I am.” 

 "So it's time to get to what you're offering," Storm said half playfully. Frost rose 
from her chair and approached him. 

 "You know I can enter the minds of others," she said softly. "Connect them. May 
I? For just a moment?"  

 He looked at her sideways, then nodded. She touched his arm, her hand went 
around his back and clasped his shoulderblade, she pressed against him and kissed him 
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gently. As she did, she touched his mind, linked them, so he felt every shiver of 
excitement from both of them. And she didn't have to pretend he excited her. This close, 
his hard body was unusually warm and tense. She smiled as they both shared the 
sensation of her curves pressing up against him. Then she released him and turned 
away. 

 "Whoah," he said, slightly shaken. 

 "Exactly," she smiled. "I'm offering you an experience that even the most jaded 
man can't get. You do this small favor for me, and in exchange you know exactly how 
good you are in bed. Two as one is better than a crowd in bed, wouldn't you say?" she 
asked with a lean smile. 

 She saw his imagination spark and flare to life. For a long moment, Storm weighed 
the risk against the gain, but there was really no doubt as to the outcome. "You got 
yourself a squashed institute," he said. 

 "When it's done," she said, "come back to this hotel and I'll find you." She smiled 
her naughtiest smile, then slipped out the door leaving Storm alone. 

 As she strode down the hallway, she was flooded by an unfurling sense of relief. A 
calculated risk; he would have been within his rights to kill her or report her both up 
and down the chain of authority. Then she would have been killed or worse. As it 
was… she reflected on the look in his eye. If he could get away with it he would. Her 
smile broadened as she twirled into the elevator. The price, she thought as she imagined 
his hard, lean muscle, was certainly one she wouldn't mind paying. 

 

CHAPTER FIVE 

April 10 

 Magnus rubbed the bridge of his nose, his eyes pressed shut. The low grade 
headache had plagued him for days. He opened his eyes to watch his negotiating team 
working with Worthington's team as Worthington paced back and forth behind his 
lawyers and businessmen.  Worthington caught his eye and smiled. 

 Magnus's business manager approached, looking worried. "The negotiations are 
going poorly," he murmured. "Worthington is going to stick to his conditions for the 
sale of the steelworks or he's going to walk away from the table. And he's already 
expressed interest in your computing interests. He's agreed that this is the last part of 
your diversified holdings he'll target if we meet his conditions. Otherwise he'll be after 
the rest." 

 "Sell it," Magnus growled. "Sell it, get his agreement in writing, and hope he enjoys 
it while it lasts." His eyes grew very deep as he gazed at Worthington, who drank in his 
frustration. "We'll have it back in three weeks." 

 "Yes sir," his business manager nodded, and he went to start the paperwork. 

* 

 The blonde man approached with a spring in his step and settled into the chair 
with a tremendous smile. "I did it," he said. 

 The woman across the table looked up at him. "You did what," she said. 
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 "Frost, I just took Lensherr's entire steelworks," he said, beaming. 

 "Say again?" the beautiful woman said, her eyes flashing as she gripped the table. 

 "His steelworks," he repeated. "The entire Milwaukee division. You should have 
seen the look on his face!" 

 The restaurant bustled around them unchanged, but Frost was very pale. "That 
was stupid, Worthington," she said. "We had an agreement. You check with me before 
acting." She bit her lip, anger sparking in her eyes. "Now he'll be coming for you. He 
loves those steelworks.  Built them up from scratch, one of his earliest investments. It's 
not just an asset to him. You're a stupid boy and you wouldn't understand. Now shut up 
while I try to think of a way to explain the situation to you." 

 She leaned back and regarded him for a long moment. "Magnus will let an insult 
slide. But a direct attack." She shook her head. "Your life is in serious danger and there's 
only one way I can think of to deflect his wrath from you long enough for you to get 
out of this alive. You see," she said, shifting position, "Magnus is a crusader. When he 
chooses a cause… he pursues it with a mandate that might as well be from God. Once 
he chooses his target then he pursues it singlemindedly with a ferocity few can match. 
That's how he got into the Inner Council. I found it… helpful. And charming, in a way. 
But now," she said, narrowing her eyes, "he's become something of a bore, an 
obstruction, and he's not with the program. So I'm replacing him. If you live long 
enough." 

 "You keep calling him Magnus," Worthington said, struggling not to be sulky. 
"Like he's some great leader or something." 

 "He is," she replied severely, "even if I don't like him. You forget that at your peril. 
Now listen up, because you're going to do exactly what I say…" 

* 

 “But you promised!” the beautiful young woman cried. 

 “So did you!” the portly man retorted quietly. He loomed over her in the opulent 
bedroom. Trophies lined the shelves on one wall, framed impressionistic paintings on 
the other, the whole room comfortable and pastel. “You said you could control 
yourself.” 

 “I can! I will!” she pled. 

 “There there, honey, you have to see this from our point of view,” the attractive 
matron soothed as she sat down on the chair across from the bed. “Angel, your father 
and I have taken a few chances, to protect you, along the way, and, well, you haven‟t 
made it easy for us.” Her face creased with concern. 

 “Easy? No. No no, our special little girl has not made it easy,” the big man agreed, 
his brows lowering but his tone emotionless. “Freshman year of high school, every 
microwave in the cafeteria. A choir road trip was cancelled halfway across the country 
when the bus engine was fried. Two electronics departments at the mall have each 
gotten checks that would pay for your college education at a private school. Then there 
was the airport in Glasgow—” 

 “Daddy, I know and I don‟t need to hear it all again!” Angel protested. “I learned 
from that! I‟m better! I can control it!” 
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 “Until you have an emotional moment?” Her father‟s question was cool, flat. 
“Angel, what if you started to act out, right now? What would happen to your mother 
and I?” He looked her in the eye. “What if you started projecting that energy and hit us, 
your flesh and blood? Please calm down.” 

 “I‟m tired of this!” Angel cried, her lovely features blotching with tears. “I‟m tired 
of being told to calm down, I‟m tired of being scared of my feelings, I‟m tired of you 
telling me what to do!” 

 “Well we all get tired,” her father replied calmly. “That boy, Tim, will be okay. But 
we‟ll be handling his hospital bills.” Her father paused. “Mrs. Dimmitt is a good family 
friend. She won‟t press charges.” 

 “Angel,” her mother said, “we said you could go to that birthday party if you could 
keep control of yourself. And besides, I thought you liked this boy, Tim.” 

 “I do!” Angel managed, on the edge of another burst of tears. “Oh, I wish I was 
normal!” 

 A light knock tapped at the door to the bedroom, and Angel‟s mother opened it. 
“Oh, hello there Ms. Frost. Thank you for coming on such short notice.” 

 “No problem,” Frost said as she stepped into the room. “I‟ve spoken with the 
Dimmitt family. They understand that what happened was a malfunction of the 
espresso machine when a power surge hit. Fortunately, it is still under warrantee.” She 
handed Angel‟s father a folded, uncashed check. “We will be fine.” Her smile did not 
warm Angel at all. “I‟d like to have a moment to speak with your daughter.” 

 “We can finish this later,” Angel‟s mother said with a suggestive look at her 
husband. “Thank you again, Ms. Frost.” 

 “My pleasure,” Frost replied, adjusting herself on the settle in Angel‟s bedroom. 
She looked across the spacious room to where Angel quivered with frustration and 
tears. She waited until the door closed, leaving them alone. “Quite a show tonight.” 

 “I don‟t want to go to your school,” Angel said, red-faced. 

 “I know,” Frost shrugged. “And your parents would not normally send you.” She 
smiled, and it was a less pleasant smile. “You have worn them out, Angel,” she said. 
“They aren‟t thinking clearly about what is best for you. They want to protect 
themselves, and you, from whatever bizarre accident you trigger next. That makes them 
vulnerable to me. Because I want you. And I can tell you this because I have touched 
their thoughts and they will listen to me like they may never listen to you again.” Her 
smile showed cold, pearly teeth. 

 “Wha—why are you doing this? And telling me this?” Angel demanded, breathless, 
tears forgotten. 

 “I can be honest because you‟ll be grateful to me when I‟m through,” Frost said, 
flicking an invisible speck of lint off her knee. “I can teach you to control your powers, 
and control people, and the, uh, amateur night waterworks there will not be high up on 
your list of tools,” she said with a general wave towards Angel‟s ruddy face. 

 “I don‟t have to go if I don‟t want to,” Angel said, hovering between a sense of 
intimidation and a sense of awe. 
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 “You do,” Frost shrugged. “And if you do try your microwave energies towards 
me, I‟ll see to it that you boil your own blood.” The barest traces of amusement 
surrounded her cold tone. “How is that for tough love?” 

 “I could call the cops,” Angel said, hating the doubt she heard in her own voice. 

 Frost laughed. “Darling, if you reach the end of a semester at school with me, if 
you still want to, it will be easy for you to make your parents send you to another 
school.” 

 Angel hesitated. 

 “That‟s my girl,” Frost soothed with a wicked smile. 

  

April 11 

 Magnus was lost in thought, seated at the ornate table in the sacrosanct Inner 
Council. Surrounded by flickering candles, he wore a crisp white tunic, pants, white 
leather boots, gloves, and a cloak. His curling flare of white hair complemented his 
clothes nicely. A band of white gold twisted around his forehead, with a pale stone set 
in it. He sat very still on his throne, only his eyes dark. 

 The vast doors creaked open, then shut again, and Magnus felt another approach. 
A slim woman with a fiery mane of red curls stood before her throne at the table, 
regarding him. He returned her stare, ignoring the shapely black leather bodice and 
cloak and looking into her green eyes. On her brow she wore a black twisted circlet with 
a stone set over the forehead. 

 "Magnus," she breathed through her luscious lips. "How goes the task?" 

 "All continues, Pryor," he said indifferently. "And here, you will call me the White 
King. How often you forget." 

 She lounged down into her throne, studying him shrewdly. Then she sighed. He 
smiled. 

 "You are not yet skilled enough to look into my mind," he said. 

 Her smile took on a different tenor. "I must keep trying, White King. You see, 
sometimes people get stronger. Sometimes weaker." 

 The door opened and closed again, and the White King tightened his jaw as the 
Black Queen looked to see who approached. Emma Frost, the White Queen, claimed 
her throne, dressed in a tightly laced and deeply flattering bodice and skin tight pants 
under her cloak. Centered on her forehead was a circlet of pale gold with a white stone 
over her forehead. Her fabrics and style echoed those of the White King. 

 She looked satisfied as she primly slid down into her seat. She looked directly at 
Magnus. "How goes the task?" she asked smugly. 

 He gestured at her with annoyance. "All goes according to plan," he said. 

 The Black Queen was eyeing the White Queen with equal parts suspicion and 
curiosity. "And yours?" 

 "Fabulous," the White Queen said, leaning back.  
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 The door opened one last time, and as it boomed shut the Black King was with 
them. Solid in girth, his slick black hair was pulled back to a curl of ponytail. His square 
features were hard and expressive. He had the hands of an artist, and the smile of a 
viper. He wore a circlet that closely resembled a crown, a jet black stone set in the band. 
The others stood for the Black King, and he swept up to the table with his coattails 
brushing past the Black Queen's throne. 

 "We're all here," he said. "I convene our session." They all sat. 

 "Glad you could make it, my King," the Black Queen said archly. 

 "Are you?" he replied with a calculated smile. "Now, on to the business of the 
circle. As we speak, a dinner is being prepared for us in the next room, so when we've 
finished parching ourselves with talk, our mundane thirsts may be slaked." He looked to 
Black Queen. "How goes the task?" 

 "In Brazil," she said languidly, "I've gotten the drug traffic so established that they 
issue permits to farmers. The government is in a panic and looking to outside 
governments to help with the problem. Since it's everyone's problem," she said with a 
shrug, "there's progress, assisted by me of course, toward making a unified task force to 
care for the drug issue." She smiled. "South America will be under centralized authority, 
even if they still have governments and countries. I've hand picked a few men who will 
be power hungry enough to consolidate the task force's advantages. I'm on schedule. 
Your efforts are amply supported," she said with a nod to the Black King. 

 "White Queen," the Black King said, turning to the woman in pristine white. 

 "I've gone ahead with the school I discussed with you earlier. All is well. This crop 
should turn out nicely, and greatly speed the work. In the meantime, my influence has 
also enabled me to ramrod a school grading system through; a way to rank schools by 
our criteria. The influence starts small, but as more and more schools get on board it 
will allow us to choose the schools we want to draw the kinds of students we want. 
Then recruitment will be far easier, for the task. Besides, international standards of 
education should make the world smaller. I support the White King in all things." 

 The White King glowered at her, patiently waiting his turn. The Black King smiled 
at the White Queen, and slowly turned to him. "White King?" 

 "I remember her 'support' differently," he said tersely. "If it was not for me, the 
measures would not have been passed. Every school involved benefited from my 
influence as a patron. You seem to have forgotten to mention that." 

 "Oh," Frost said airily, "You volunteered to help," she said simply, "so I let you." 
Her smile was condescending. "Just trying to anticipate your needs, my King. 

 "It was my idea," Magnus snapped. "It wasn't just about money. They knew me, 
trusted me. I did a lot more than write checks, Frost." Shaw raised his hand. 

 "This is boring," the Black King said, "and a breach of protocol. Watch that, White 
King. Surely you did something on your own?" 

 Nettled, the White King struggled with his temper and leaned back. "Yes," he said. 
"Yes, I've kept the computing standard without serious competition, but I haven't 
stifled innovation within our parameters. The international computer standard is taking 
a deeper position in the business world. Practices are standardizing. With the new global 
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aspects of the technologies we should be able to dig for information deeper and faster 
from anywhere. And I've put up two more satellites for our use this month." 

 "Excellent," the Black King said. "Good to see you haven't spent the whole month 
bickering." He smiled like a shark. "I suppose it's my turn. I've been selling diamonds 
and oil to gain control of a number of industries in South America that are assisted by 
my Queen's efforts," he said with a nod to her. "My mining companies are fueling your 
steelworks," he said to the White King, "in recompense for you finding me the best 
spots to invest. And business has been booming smuggling artifacts out of India and 
China." He relaxed, almost dreamy. "As bits of culture spread across the globe, local 
culture is weakened and world awareness heightened. Desecration is a small price to pay 
for power." 

 He stirred himself and smiled. "Now for dinner and dancing!" 

* 

 Wyngarde leaned against the wall of the Hellfire Club enjoying a cigarillo. The 
door opened and closed, and Frost breezed past him. He fell into step. 

 "How did it go?" he asked eagerly. 

 "Perfectly," Frost said. "He lost his temper. Things with Worthington must be 
going very well indeed for him to be so easily baited. 

 "I can almost feel the crown!" Wyngarde said joyfully, clapping his hands together. 

 "Indeed," Frost said with a secret smile of her own. "Almost." 

 

CHAPTER SIX 

April 12 

 Magnus looked up as the door opened and closed. A slight, stooped man walked 
in. Magnus smiled.  

 "Ah, Sweeny. Good to see you again," he said, shifting his paperwork out of the 
way. 

 The slight man bowed. "As always, sire, when you summon I am yours to 
command." 

 Magnus stood. "I trust you've read what we compiled on Worthington?" 

 "Every odious word," Sweeny said, his eyebrows contracting. "He is a villain of the 
first rank. Your steelworks." He shook his head, his lank hair swinging. "Foul." 

 "Just so," Magnus nodded. "After your reading, you know he values his art 
collection as I value my steelworks." 

 "A most cunning plan, sire," Sweeny said with a sly grin. "I shall see to it that he is 
deprived in short order." 

 "Not only that," Magnus said, an inner light filling his eyes, "I want it scattered 
across the globe in public and private collections. One piece in my office. And one, his 
favorite… burned." 
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 "And there's his business manager, a very capable man," Sweeny said, checking his 
notes. "Charles Rankin. Should he have an accident, Worthington would be hard 
pressed to replace him." 

 "See to it that he becomes unlucky," Magnus said. 

 "Ah, there is nothing like working with one as great as yourself," Sweeny said with 
satisfaction. 

 "Worthington's investor's board has been wary of his cavalier attitude in the past," 
Magnus said, picking up his glass of wine and strolling to the windows, looking out over 
his darkened gardens. "Vindicate their fears. Rub his nose in an abyssal failure." Magnus 
turned and eyed Sweeny. "Any idiot can kill him. I've called in a man of your skills 
because I want him destroyed and alive. You have one week." 

 "Thank you, a thousand blessings upon you for your confidence in my humble 
skills," Sweeny said with a deep and sweeping bow. 

 "You know," Magnus said, looking back out the window, "it wasn't always like 
this." Sweeney listened attentively. "In the beginning, I just wanted to make the world a 
better place. I parlayed my talents and wits into a fortune, but the legitimate 
channels…" he sighed and shook his head. "They are designed to frustrate change, any 
change, to preserve the status quo. Systems are built by those with power, to protect 
that power." 

 "Yes sir," Sweeny said after a moment. "Brilliant." 

 "So," Magnus continued, "I realized I'd have to make my own established 
channels. As I did so, I was approached by the Inner Council." He turned and eyed 
Sweeny. "Note that they approached me." He gazed out the window. "I saw in them a 
method for manipulating power that was above the law, and I realized that I had finally 
found those with the power to help me usher in a new age. Without hunger, without 
poverty, without nationalities and language barriers. Creating a new, globally unified 
earth. A heady dream for my youth." 

 "And a worthy one," Sweeny said, nodding vigorously. He had heard this story 
before, but he never tired of it. 

 "There would be no more war," Magnus said softly. "Only rebellions. And 
rightfully so, for the people would teach the rulers how to continually improve, and 
hold them accountable so they did not become tyrants. In time," he said, his voice 
barely audible as he was absorbed in his vision, "the people would see that the worthy 
had ascended to the throne, and their innate nobility... would awe the people." 

 There was silence save for the chirping of the crickets. Sweeny stood lost in 
Magnus's dream. Magnus heaved a deep sigh. 

 "But that's not what came of the Inner Council," he said, a trace of bitterness in his 
voice. "They are money grubbing power mongers. Even if they managed to bring the 
world together, they'd tear it apart for the spoils." 

 "Why?" Sweeny cried. "Why do you stay with them?" 

 Magnus pointed a sardonic smile at him. "To keep an eye on them, of course," he 
said. 

 Just then there was a knock at the door. 
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 "Yes?" he said impatiently. His assistant opened the door and brought him an 
envelope. 

 "This just came," she said. "The courier said it was urgent." 

 Magnus glanced at the envelope, and it arrested his attention. It bore the seal of 
the Inner Council. He opened the card. You are observed. That's all it said. 

 Magnus crumpled it in his fist with a feral grin. "Thank you, that will be all," he 
said to his assistant. He turned to Sweeny. "They're watching me. The Inner Council 
wants to be sure I can handle this Worthington whelp. We have an audience." His 
expression darkened. "Do not fail." 

 "No master," Sweeny said, bending at the waist in a desperate bow. "I would never 
fail you, sire!" 

 The windows exploded inward, and four assassins sprang in with their pistols 
blazing. Sweeny dove for cover behind Magnus's steel desk as Magnus spun, swirling his 
smoking jacket as it became instantly rigid and hard as steel. 

 Bullets caromed off Magnus's armor coat and splanged off the desk as the 
assassins dropped towards the floor. Magnus was already moving. With a gesture, his 
power over all metal snatched the massive desk and fired it into two of the assassins, 
bashing them into the wall with denting force, killing them instantly. He whirled, and 
the candelabra on the wall dipped and punched an arm through the top of an assassin's 
head; he hung twitching as it lifted him off the ground, dying and helpless. 

 The last assassin hit the ground rolling and popped up in shooter's position. 
Magnus simply watched him as a handcuff whirled across the room, snapped around 
one of his wrists, and yanked him off the ground as the gun spun out of his reach. 

 The dead could not even moan. The last assassin yanked a knife out of his belt and 
flung it at Magnus, who slapped it aside with a framed picture that flew up from his 
desk. He watched the survivor curiously as the man suffered, spinning, hanging his 
whole weight from one wrist. The handcuff was supported only by Magnus's unnatural 
power. 

 Sweeny hopped up from the ground, suitably in awe. Magnus sighed as the desk 
slid back into place and the wall undented itself. The corpses slid to the ground out of 
the wall and the candelabra righted itself, dumping the skewered assassin's remains. 
Then the windows, specially treated with a metal coating, whirled back into place and 
formed oddly textured but intact panes. Even the dust slid back into place from the 
shattered glass. Aside from the texturing on the panes, the slicks of blood and scar of 
explosive, and the bodies, it was as though the attack had never happened. 

 Magnus stooped and picked up a dropped pistol. He smiled to himself as the last 
assassin grunted, slowly twisting by his bloodying wrist. "Interesting," Magnus said. 
"Plastic carbon weapon, non-metal bullets. No metal buckles on your gear. Even the 
knife," he said as the picture frame drifted to him with the knife on it, "fiberglass." He 
chuckled. "You certainly were ready for me, weren't you." 

 He turned to his desk, discarding the weapons, and he pulled out a drawer. It was 
full of neat ranks of silverware. He placed it on his desktop and turned to the assassin. 

 "Now," he said, "this can go into you a piece at a time, or you can share with me 
your limited knowledge as to why you're here. Who hired you?" 
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 The assassin had been through enough. "W-Worthington," he said. 

 "And?" Magnus said, his eyebrows raising. 

 "T-that's all," he gasped out. 

 "He's probably telling the truth," Magnus said academically to Sweeny, who was 
watching the exchange with rapt interest. "Assassination of other members is below the 
Inner Council." He turned back to the hanging man as a window slid open. "You are 
free to go," he said, and the handcuff swooped out through the window with its 
unfortunate and screaming human cargo. The window slammed shut. 

 Magnus put the silverware drawer back. "Their blood was treated," he said, his 
voice subdued. "If they had attacked me in a sterile environment I could not have 
carried the day." He smiled faintly. "Attacking me in my own study is a sign of deep 
foolishness and a complete waste of preparation. This was definitely Worthington's 
work." 

 He turned and eyed Sweeny sternly. "As of right now," he said, "Worthington 
must survive. After this, death is far too easy a fate for him…" 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN 

April 15 

 “Miss Frost, is it?” the huge black woman said with a scowl. “Katherine Pryde, 
she‟s a troubled student. She is a flight risk. She turns eighteen in a few months anyway. 
No academic record to speak of, no connections—her most impressive record is for 
juvenile delinquency. Your request to have her remanded to your school—it doesn‟t 
make sense.” 

 “It does,” Frost said casually. “It makes perfect sense that we want to help Miss 
Pryde. You are delighted that such a good placement option is available for one of your 
more wayward students. Private boarding school is far better than a foster home.” She 
turned to face the headmistress, noting how like a prison the orphanage was—gray 
stone, gravel, bars, gratings. 

 “Oh,” the headmistress said, surprised. “Why, of course!” She beamed. “Let me 
get Ms. Pryde so you can meet.” 

 “Excellent,” Frost murmured, almost drinking the coffee in the Styrofoam cup, 
then hesitating with a sniff, and setting it down with an expression bordering on alarm. 

 A few minutes later, the headmistress returned to find Frost still standing. “Ms. 
Frost, here is Katherine Pryde,” she said, her hopeful expression somewhat soured by a 
wince at the corners. “She was helping us with the laundry.” 

 The skinny girl beside her was sweaty, her gray pajamas somewhat disheveled. 
Mousy hair was carelessly bundled up in a pony tail. Her eyes were sullen and hostile. 

 “Who are you?” Pryde demanded. 

 “My name is Emma Frost, and I‟m here to bring you to my school.” Frost‟s eyes 
were narrow and amused. 

 “I won‟t go,” Pryde said flatly. She reflexively shrugged out of the headmistress‟s 
sudden grip, looking Frost in the eye. “We done here?” 
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 “Katherine,” growled the headmistress. 

 “She prefers Kitty,” Frost said. “Let her go. We can finish up the paperwork, and 
I‟ll take her with me today.” 

 “What?” Pryde demanded, shocked. “You can‟t—how did you know about my 
name?” She shook her head to clear it. “Today? Don‟t you know this is a state 
institution? Months to get through the—” Slack jawed, she watched the headmistress 
signing discharge papers. 

 “Better get your things,” Frost said to her directly, as though the headmistress was 
not present. 

 “Oh, yeah, I‟ll get right on that,” Pryde said, an edge to her voice as she eyed the 
headmistress. “Be right back, you bet.” She turned and left the office as the 
headmistress pointed at where Frost needed to sign. 

 “Like hell,” Pryde muttered as she reached the hallway. She shrugged the creepy 
feeling off, and sprinted through the concrete corridors of the orphanage, closing in on 
her dormitory. She reached her bunk, indistinguishable from dozens of others in the 
room. A minute later, her scant clothes and possessions were stuffed in a backpack. 

 “Goodbye,” she whispered to the grim institution at large. That‟s all she felt she 
had time for. She dashed down the stairs to the ground floor, pushed into the 
bathroom, and without hesitating walked straight at the solid concrete wall. She touched 
the wall, concentrated, and felt everything in the world become less substantial, less real. 
She walked at the wall, through it, and into the alley on the other side. 

 “Have a nice life,” she growled as she glared up at the high, barred window of the 
headmistresses‟ office. Then she turned and jogged down the path, reaching the high 
wall around the orphanage. She focused, touched the wall, slid through it, and found 
herself at the edge of the wider world. 

 She lost no time vanishing into it. 

* 

 The tools he was using made the tiny components he could barely see look as thin 
as threads. In reality, they were microscopic. He smiled as he maneuvered the tweezer 
and prod, peeling another layer back on the fantastic device. His whole world was 
reduced to a battery pack the size and thickness of a thumbnail, capable of powering a 
flashlight for years of continuous use. He leaned back, closing his eyes. 

 "A year," he said quietly. "It's been a year and I still haven't figured out half of the 
toys." He kept his eyes closed, and he practically thrummed with the knowledge he had 
gained over the last year of study. He returned his attention to the battery. 

 From his silvery arm, a pincer popped out and held the delicate battery pack. A 
scan screen propped itself up out of his arm and blazed through to five hundred 
magnification for a start. With a silent whir that could only be felt by its owner, the 
cybernetic leg initiated and ran an internal self-maintenance program. 

 He heard the door open. "Susan," he said, "would you get me the reticulator 
splange please?" 

 "I'm not Susan, Forge." The rough voice startled Forge, and he retracted his 
investigative tools into his arm, putting the battery on the table and turning. He smiled. 
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 "Hello, Cable," he said. "Did you have a good run?" 

 Cable shrugged, and as always Forge found his eyes drawn to the cybers that had 
been his personal project for the last year. With the new technologies, he had recrafted 
Cable's cybernetics to mimic human appearance and movement, though they were still 
metallic. He had used alloys much lighter and tougher than steel, alloys that didn't even 
have a name yet. As he watched, he saw the chegrian pump activate in Cable's arm, 
maintaining and regulating the limb internally and reducing the maintenance schedule to 
almost nothing. Cable had a tan, a shocking contrast to his pure white hair. He was not 
a young man, but he was toughened by decades of combat and struggle. He was fully 
reconstituted after the time he had spent near death last year. Forge smiled. 

 "I'm tired of orientation," Cable said, walking to the refrigerator and opening it. 
"I'm tired of training, cross training, experiments, environmental training. I think we've 
established the cybers work." He pulled out a carton of orange juice, opened it, and 
took a swig. "If you say you're going to go back and revamp my arm one more time I'm 
going to scream." 

 "We can't have that," Forge said with a small smile. "Just be patient," he added. 
"Kurt has been hinting that we're about to get some field work." 

 "And you don't want to rock the boat because you're in wonderland," Cable 
grumbled. He took another drink. "What are you working on now?" he said with 
something like a long-suffering look on his weathered face.  

 "Oh that," Forge said, glancing at the table. His glance lingered. "Just a battery 
pack. Energy source using interspersed cyclic charged molecules in a suspended 
submolecular colloidal field. In its natural state it's at absolute zero, so any energy makes 
the molecules vibrate, and that flips the charge, so they spin, and that energy is then 
amplified--" He hesitated, looking sheepish. "Battery," he said. 

 "Battery," Cable nodded. "I checked the landing field. Still no sign of Kurt. Or 
Susan." 

 "Susan's on a food run, I believe," Forge said, his gaze straying back to the tiny 
battery. "That takes a long time. I guess that's the disadvantage to being out in the 
bush." 

 Cable shrugged. "Australia is a good place to hide. Nobody knows what's going on 
out here in the interior." He smiled a crooked smile. "Lots of room to run." Then he 
stopped, cocking his head to the side. "Chopper." He put the orange juice on the 
counter, and headed out the door with Forge on his heels. 

 They strode across the dusty ground towards where the concrete landing pad sat, a 
good distance from the house. A stealthy black helicopter heeled, and lowered down 
onto the pad about the same time they reached it. 

 The blades slowed to a halt, and the door opened. An impossibly lithe man 
dropped out, dressed in a sleeveless leather tunic and pants. His arms, hands, and feet 
were bare. His wild dark hair was unruly. Tight midnight blue fir sheathed his skin. He 
approached them, his tail lashing slightly. 

 "Gentlemen," he said in his Romany lilt. "Shall we go inside?" The concrete pad 
the helicopter perched on rumbled and twitched, then sank into the ground. Doors 
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closed upward, and the aircraft elevator was completely concealed. The three men 
walked toward the house. 

 "How was your trip?" Cable asked. 

 "Good," Kurt nodded. "The Project is moving their headquarters. Much easier to 
spy on now." He smiled, his teeth a startling white against his blue fur. 

 "So it's time to make a move against them. While they're in transition, their 
resources tied up," Cable stated. 

 "Not yet," Kurt said. "But it is time for you to be fielded." 

 "Good," Cable said firmly. "I'm sick of training and tinkering. I haven't been on a 
mission in over a year. I'd say I was getting rusty, but my cybers are polished too much 
for that." He glanced at Forge. 

 "How's that reticulation modulator doing, anyway?" Forge said. "Your elbow looks 
a little crooked." 

 "You fixed it," Cable gritted out. "It's fine. My elbow is supposed to look like 
that." 

 "Right," Forge nodded, glancing down. He touched a panel on his arm, popping it 
open to watch the energy signature readings for his own arm's recalibration. 

 "We'll discuss your mission," Kurt said to Cable. "If you pass this test, then you 
will have an opportunity to meet your benefactors," he said with a gesture to Cable's 
cybers. 

 "Bout damn time," Cable said.  

 They stepped into the station's house. "I'll brief Cable," Kurt said to Forge. 

 "We aren't going together?" Forge said, surprised. 

 "Correct," Kurt nodded. "You have different objectives with different needs. Will 
you be at a loss for something to do while I give Cable his instruction?"  

 "I'll manage," Forge said, his voice distant. He was drawn back to the workbench. 
Kurt smiled and led Cable to the meeting room. 

 Kurt closed the door and Cable sat at the table. Kurt turned to face him. 

 "It's time to try out your new killing machines," Kurt said softly. Cable nodded. He 
felt a moment of dislocation, of strangeness. He had been in a number of militaries the 
world over, and a handful of private armies. This was different. This didn't feel military. 
He shrugged off the feeling. Death is death. 

 "You will be sent alone, with no backup, to destroy a high security installation. 
Military grade security systems, a small private army. Located outside New Orleans." 

 "The Institute," Cable breathed, his cybernetic eye intensifying its glow. 

 Kurt nodded. "Our employers wish to discourage their research. You have the 
opportunity to avenge yourself for what they did to you, their experimentation on you 
with telekineticybers." He smiled. "You now have achieved what they set out to do and 
failed. You are pleased?" 
 "Yes," Cable said, his voice slightly hoarse. "I've waited for this opportunity." 
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 "Go in, kill them all, destroy the facility. Any questions?" Kurt asked. 

 "Is the Project next in the lineup?" 

 "Not yet," Kurt replied. "Be patient." 

 "I get a lot of that," Cable muttered. 

 "It's worth it," Kurt said with an enigmatic smile. "Trust me. It's worth it." He 
paused. “When this mission is over? I‟ll take you to meet the people you work for, in 
person.” 

 "Only one question left," Cable said, leaning back in his chair. "When do I leave?" 

 "You leave in the morning," Kurt said. "You are free to take whatever equipment 
you will need." 

 Cable stood. "I have some preparation to do," he said. Kurt nodded. He watched 
Cable walk out of the meeting room, headed for the elevator to the complex under the 
station. He had no doubts his employers would be pleased by Cable's work. He turned, 
opened the door, and strolled to Forge's lab. 

 Forge glanced up, and his eyes lost their distant quality. "I suppose it's my turn," he 
said. 

 "Indeed," Kurt said, sitting down. He looked Forge in the eye. "You must track 
one man down and kill him, and make it look like an accident." 

 Forge tried a faltering smile. "Killing is not really my forte. I'd… I'd rather have a 
different trial." 

 "Exactly," Kurt nodded. "This is not merely a test of ability, it is a test of loyalty as 
well. Of determination. Resolve. Commitment." 

 Forge was silent. 

 "The target," Kurt continued, "is a single man, Hayward Geraint. He is the front 
man for the Institute. Before, he took his orders from Xavier. Xavier has since 
abandoned that particular organization, and so Geraint is the one who runs the show. I 
believe you know him." 

 "I worked for him, for a long time. Undercover. For the Project," Forge said. He 
hesitated, then went on. "I'm not sure I can kill him," he said. 

 Kurt raised his eyebrows. 

 Forge's expression hardened. "I'm not sure I will kill him," he amended. 

 Kurt nodded. "Of course killing a man is difficult, doubly so in cold blood. Before 
you make up your mind, I would like to tell you what you'll be missing if you do not do 
this." He paused long enough for Forge to make a comment if he chose to. Then he 
continued. "Nanotechnology is the next field of study for you. Taking machines to the 
next level. I understand it is an exciting area of research. If you prove your loyalty, then 
we can move past parlor games, toys, and trinkets to the real technology that could 
revolutionize the world." 

 He paused to gauge the effect of his words on Forge. He liked the dazed look in 
Forge's eyes, so he continued. "Weapons are nothing. Shiny toys to distract children. 
Forge… my employer is the one who created the technology you are studying. Among 
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other things. He is working to integrate technology and magic. He has created and 
tested an interdimensional gateway." 

 "Tested?" Forge said faintly, feeling unsteady. Kurt's eyes were pale yellow, empty. 
He nodded. And continued. 

 "Tested. On the list? Food that, once eaten, regenerates so no one ever has to 
starve to death. Alloys that do not exist on this plane. And, most of all, meaning. He 
could use a man of your gifts to help him with his inventions. A man of vision. A man 
who knows the value of technology. His truth and his vision are worth dying for, my 
friend. Is that not worth the life of an enemy?" He smiled. "Do not answer. Just think it 
over. If you accept, your ride leaves tomorrow morning."  

 Kurt quietly left, and for the first time in months Forge was too overwhelmed to 
even think about the technology surrounding him at his workstation. 

* 

 Forge walked into the gymnasium under the station, part of the secret facility. He 
watched quietly, leaning up against the wall, and waited for Cable to acknowledge him. 

 Cable was in sweat pants and an understhirt, barefoot. He stood focused in a 
stance, and across from him a spear hung in the air. Cable began to work through a 
spear kata, and as he focused the spear went through the kata backwards opposite him. 
For each move, a countermove.  

 Forge was, as always, in awe of Cable's ever-increasing power and control with his 
telekineticyber implants. The experienced warrior could now control weapons and 
objects at a distance even as he fought with his body. Cable whirled through his routine, 
and surprised Forge by speaking. 

 "I can multitask," he grunted. "What's on your mind?" 

 Forge shrugged. "I figure Kurt assigned you the task of killing a man." 

 "Lots of men, actually," Cable said as he spun under the swiping spear and popped 
up with a short kick. 

 Forge looked distracted as he nodded. "Yeah, of course," he said. "Look, I just 
wanted to… well… well, this could be it. This could be one of the last times we see 
each other, one of the last opportunities we have to talk." 

 Cable snatched the spear out of the air and spun, hurling it. The spear's blade burst 
and its haft buried itself in the concrete wall. Cable rounded on Forge. 

 "There is no better place for people like you and me," he ground out, anger 
contained under his voice. "There is no better deal than this. What is it going to take? 
What will it take for you to get enough spine up to take a stand and do some unpleasant 
things to protect your position?" 

 "Unpleasant things?" Forge shot back, his eyebrows arching. "What, you mean like 
working for the Project? Or maybe you mean going undercover and infiltrating a 
paramilitary organization, and throwing away an entire undercover operation fooling 
psychers no less and risking my life in the bargain to rescue a terminally wounded cyborg? 
How about saving the same cyborg's once again terminal butt from a Project hunt? 
What kind of unpleasant things do you think I've been doing?" Veins stood out in his 
forehead. 
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 Cable shook his head once, dismissive. "That was all running away, Forge. You're 
great at dropping everything and taking a chance because running is easier than sticking 
with it until the end. That's not what we're talking about here. I'm saying that being a 
part of something means giving up part of yourself to gain access to a larger whole." 

Cable took a step away and ran his hands through his hair. "The Project and 
the Institute both took more than either of us cared to give, I grant you that. But maybe 
you haven't been paying attention. Alone you're shark chum in a bucket, Forge. You try 
to make money on your inventions and somebody from somewhere will get you, no 
matter how smart you are. You need a network to join, and these people make you 
happy." Cable looked Forge in the eye.  

"Look at yourself, Forge. You are truly happy doing what you do here. You'd 
throw it away to protect a stranger? You found somebody smarter than yourself. This is 
a once in a lifetime opportunity to find your place in the world. These don't come 
around again. Don't screw it up." 

 "How do you know my target is a stranger?" Forge asked coolly.  

 Cable looked at him sideways. "I know what I'm doing, I can guess at what you're 
doing. It doesn't matter." 

 There was a long moment of quiet. "I have a lot to think about," Forge said, half 
to himself. 

 Cable glanced at the wall and gestured. Another spear drifted off the rack towards 
him. "Yeah, you'll think it over. While you're cleaning your new toolkit and maybe 
tinkering with that new mechanical organism." He grinned. 

 "You might be right," Forge said, also grinning. He nodded, then turned and left. 
Cable turned to watch him go. 

 "If you screw this up," he said under his breath, "don't screw it up for me too…" 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT 

 Forge glanced up as he heard tires crunch on gravel. He put his tools down and 
stood, stretching. Then he went outside. The first hints of twilight shadowed the 
afternoon as he strolled down the steps and walked up to the jeep. 

 "Need help?" he asked the woman who was leaned into the back of the jeep. She 
straightened and smiled at him. 

 "Actually that would be welcome," she said with a smile. She only came up to 
Forge's chin, but she had a certain loveliness that radiated from her smooth face. Her 
deep blue eyes had an infectious sense of mirth. She tugged out a few bags and handed 
them to Forge, then gathered a few more against her taut but rounded torso. She was 
one of those women who had sufficient grace and style to appear ageless. 

 A few trips back and forth, and the jeep was unloaded, perishables stowed in the 
fridge or freezer. She bit back a yawn. "It's been a long day," Susan said. "Are you 
busy?" 

 "Not particularly," Forge shrugged, "though I've never been bored." He flashed 
her a smile full of white teeth. 
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 "After that drive I feel like a walk down to the creek and back," Susan said, 
pushing her blonde hair back from her face and twisting it into a stubby ponytail. 
"Would you like to come?" 

 "Sure," he shrugged. They set out, off the porch, down a small dirt track. 

 She looked over at him. "I might be leaving soon," she said.  

 "I'm sure I will be," Forge said. "Word finally came down that we have some field 
work to do." 

 "Oh?" 

 "I'm supposed to kill a man," Forge said bitterly. "All I want is a chance to keep 
working with this astonishing science, and the cost is to kill a man in cold blood." 

 "Everyone has to kill a target to assure their loyalty," Susan said with a shrug. 
Forge looked at her with new eyes. 

 "You killed someone?" 

 "Yes," she nodded. She looked him in the eye as they walked. "Do you believe life 
is holy?" 

 "Holy," he said, looking away. "That's a word I haven't used in a long time, if ever. 
I honestly can't be sure. I mean… I'm kind of between belief systems at the moment." 
He looked at her. "What do you believe?" 

 "Oh," she said, pressing her palms below her ribs to stretch her shoulders. She 
leaned her head back with a small secret smile. "I believe that life is a luminous, holy 
thing in everyone and everything." She relaxed. "To kill a man simply releases that 
energy to rejoin with the great glowing nebula outside time. We just borrow that life 
force long enough to put our particular print on it. To kill a man releases that energy 
and the experiences it has gathered to enrich Life." 

 Forge stopped walking and just gazed at her. "Wow," he said softly. "That's deep." 
He realized that for all the time he had spent around Susan for the last year he had 
assumed certain stereotypes. Now he began to wish he had looked beyond her pert 
blonde haircut and her somewhat distracting figure, looked deeper into her eyes. As the 
dusk settled, they seemed fathomless. The first firefly gently glowed, then faded. She 
looked up at the sky, still full of light. 

 "I wish I could believe the same," Forge said, shaking his head. "I mean really 
believe it, like you do. I'm not sure I can believe that all souls go on." He looked at his 
hand, clenched his jaw. "What if they are only half human when they die? What happens 
to their life energy then?" 

 "I don't believe your cybers make you half human," she said, her eyes meeting his 
squarely. 

 "I don't either," he said with a shrug. "Well, not entirely." 

 "Then what do you mean?" she asked. 

 Forge started walking again, and Susan paced him. Forge cleared his throat. "I'm 
not ready to meet my Maker yet. I've done things already that… that I don't know how 
to atone for. Cold blooded murder is something I can't face in myself, but I've done 
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worse. And the rewards. Oh, by the Great Spirit the potential rewards are driving me 
mad."  

 Forge looked at Susan. "The last time I killed it was in anger. It was in a bloody 
rage. I was crippled by gunfire and on the verge of death, surrounded and lost in a 
sandstorm." 

 "You were in Desert Storm," she stated. "Special Forces?" 

 "Yes," he nodded. "There was less than a week of special force ops, but I was 
involved. We were flanking a position. I was a stupid kid. We got lost, when the 
sandstorm whipped up. Then the ambush." He hesitated. "Then my team was gunned 
down, and I took some fifty cal slugs in the arm and leg. Damn near killed me, broke 
my limbs beyond repair. I was bleeding out on the sands, and a rage took me. In anger I 
called upon the spirits; my grandfather taught me how, and he also taught me never to 
do it when furious. I called out, and something in those hot winds and scouring sands 
answered." Forge shuddered. 

 Susan waited. 

 "So," Forge continued, "the souls of my team were subsumed by what I called out 
of the screaming chaos. The enemy was devastated. I was the only survivor, pushed and 
carried by the wind to collapse near one of our bivouacs. I was voluntarily discharged 
after that." He looked up at the sky. "I will never call upon the shamanistic magic again. 
I have shamed myself and my grandfather. I can't even go see him, I'm terrified of what 
he might… I can't face him. So those men I sacrificed," Forge said, looking at Susan. 
"Do you think they went to the light? The creatures they fused with are not familiar 
with it, I'd bet." He shook his head. "I'll never call on the spirits again." 

 "But you do," Susan said, sure of herself. "Every time you build something." 

 He stared at her. "What?" 

 She nodded. "You have a Maker spirit, suffused with the power of your people. 
You have been chosen by a spirit of creating. How do you think you were able to 
cobble together your first crude cybers? How can you figure out technology that no one 
else can operate? Think, Forge. I'm surprised you didn't figure this out a long time ago. 
Pure intellect wouldn't allow you to make such supernaturally efficient machines." 

 Forge stood, thunderstruck. "How… how can you know this?" 

 "It is my business to know," she replied simply. "Forge, bad men and good men 
alike die. In the end it is a continual rush of experience back to the freshness of the 
source. Light and shadow are interlocked parts of the same world. This is your chance 
to make a difference in that world. If you can't," she said, turning away from him, "I 
understand. And if it doesn't work out… I'll do what I can to aid you. I understand 
even though the others won't. If you just can't pull the trigger then I'll see to it you don't 
ever starve. But it might be a good idea, just to be safe, if you don't stop running for a 
while." 

 Forge came face to face with the shattered assumption that Susan was just an 
assistant and servant. He felt a chill ripple through him. "Who are you?" he whispered. 
"Who are you really?" 

 She touched his lips with a cool finger and looked deep into his eyes. "Tonight, 
Forge," she said, "you need to ask yourself that question." Then she turned and walked 
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back toward the house. Forge realized he was standing by the stream. For a long while 
he just stood, speechless, his mind racing… 

* 

 Pryde paced down the sidewalk, restless and again alone, the wee hours of the 
morning reducing traffic to a self-absorbed scurry. Just a few more blocks to her 
favorite homeless shelter. 

 The limo pulled up beside her, and the back window scrolled down. 

 “Hey there, Kitty,” the pale woman said with a perfectly even and ruthless smile. 
“All packed, I see.” 

 “I‟m not going with you,” Pryde said, backing away as her heart sped up. “I don‟t 
know who the hell you are, but I‟m not interested.” 

 Frost watched her for a moment. “We are going to have a conversation, a 
demonstration of sorts. Then you are going to get in this car with me, of your own free 
will, and join the other students at my school. Class starts May second.”  

 “You are pretty sure of yourself,” Pryde frowned.  

 “As are you,” Frost agreed. “Because you think you can get away from 
everything.” Her smile sweetened with malice. “And you can‟t.” 

 “You think you can manipulate anybody,” Pryde retorted. “Goodbye.” She 
shrugged, and sprinted down the alley. 

 The limo idled. 

 A moment later, Pryde raced out of the alley, stopping short as she saw the limo. 
Her eyes widened, and after only a moment of hesitation, she sprinted down the street. 

 And back down the street, again facing the limo. Again she sprinted away. 

 “How are you doing, Wyngarde?” Frost asked mildly. 

 “Simple stuff, turning streets around in her perceptions,” the illusionist shrugged. 
“She doesn‟t seem a quick study, hm?” 

 “She‟ll use her phasing next,” Frost assured him. 

 The skinny teenager stood in front of the implacable limo, panting, fury rising with 
a tide of her fear. “You like games?” she demanded. She concentrated, and dropped 
down through the sidewalk. 

 “My turn,” Frost purred. 

 Pryde slid down through the concrete, rebar, the soil, into the top of a foundation, 
through it, and found herself in a basement boiler room. She stopped in the dimness lit 
only by a single bare bulb, waiting, listening. 

 Yet here I am, Frost‟s voice murmured in her mind, and Pryde felt the pale woman‟s 
eyes upon her. You can’t escape me. Not as you are now. 

 “Get out of my head!” Pryde screamed. 

 Make me. 
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 Pryde flung herself at the wall, whipping through concrete, rubble, earth, rubble, 
concrete—she froze with shock as she popped out of the same wall in the same 
basement. 

 “Stop it,” she wavered. 

 All your life you could escape anything. Frost‟s voice seemed to shrug. You can’t escape me, 
little girl. Unless you let me teach you how to be truly impossible to catch. 

 “I don‟t want to play this game with you!” Pryde shouted. “Go find some other 
toys! I‟ll get by just fine on my own, like I always have. Seriously. You are rich, you can 
find lots of other lives to play with. I just—just leave me alone,” she finished, her mind 
racing. 

 Frost dug deeper. I can teach you to sleep all through the night, without the nightmares you 
also can’t escape. I can teach you other tools, besides just running. There are many ways to get what you 
want, and avoid what you don’t. You know only one. 

 “Why do you care?” Pryde demanded. 

 Perhaps you’ll become skillful enough to find out. 

 Pryde‟s eyes narrowed. “I‟m out. Do what you have to do, I‟ll never get in that car 
with you.” Her narrow chest heaved as she clenched her fists, defiant in the boiler 
room. 

 In the limo on the street above, Frost sat almost rigid. She met Wyngarde‟s eyes in 
the rearview. 

 “I didn‟t want it to be this way,” she breathed. “She was supposed to choose to 
come with me, like the others.” 

 “Some brats can be stubborn.” Wyngarde shrugged. 

 “I need this one,” Frost murmured, biting her lip. 

 Wyngarde looked on, saying nothing. 

 “To hell with it,” Frost growled. She focused, something feral in her features. A 
few seconds later, Pryde drifted up into the limo like a ghost, then collapsed limp on the 
seat. 

 “You…monster,” Pryde managed, struggling to breathe. 

 “You are mine,” Frost said sharply. “Try to run, I‟ll strip your brain to the stem. 
Defy me again, and I‟ll see to it that your punishment is even more severe than what 
you already have coming. Now, be still.” Her teeth flashed in a passing street light as she 
concentrated. 

 Pryde‟s eyes rolled back as she slumped on the seat, her mind forced under Frost‟s 
ungentle touch. “You chose to come with me,” Frost growled, “so you could learn to 
escape anything.” 

 “Let‟s hope she doesn‟t take that lesson to heart,” Wyngarde smirked. 

 “Shut up and drive.” 

 

April 16 
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 Dawn was creeping over the horizon when the plane landed on the tiny airstrip in 
upstate New York. Forge and Cable stepped down off the plane, and looked at each 
other. 

 "Looks like this is it, Forge," said Cable. He gruffly extended his hand. 

 "It's been a pleasure," Forge said, grasping Cable's hand. 

 Cable smiled. "Catch you on the flip side," he said quietly. 

 Forge could only nod and smile. 

 The two men walked to their separate planes, both wondering if they would ever 
see the other again. 

* 

 Dusk was falling when Cable parked the car on a back road, on the dirt shoulder. 
He wore tight matte combat gear. He hefted a duffel bag out of the trunk. It was full of 
square objects that clacked together as the bag shifted. Then he jogged away from the 
road, through the swampy morass of forest. 

 He came up on the back fence of the facility, and he felt his cybernetic psionic 
white noise generators kick in, his skull buzzing with the signal. He was close. Then he 
vaulted the fence around the back of the property and he slid into the water with grace 
that would shame a gator. He swam silently towards the back of the facility as search 
lights casually roamed the bayou, expecting nothing. 

 It took him half an hour to place all the demolition charges on the back of the 
building. He was fifteen seconds ahead of schedule when he vaulted their back fence 
again, propelled over by his cybernetic leg. He pushed through the gummy woods back 
to the car. Time to change clothes. Time to get this show on the road. 

* 

 Forge walked down the steps that led up to the private jet. He saw a man in a dark 
suit standing on the tarmac with a sign, "Maker".  

 "That's my ride," he muttered. He approached the man, idly wondering if Cable's 
countermeasures against metal detection worked as well as his. Theoretically they 
would, but the energy patterns of his unique signature might… Forge shook his head to 
clear it. 

 "Mr. Maker?" the limo driver said. He smiled. 

 "Yes," Forge replied.  

 "Any luggage? Besides that carryon and what was sent ahead." 

 "No," Forge said. He walked around to the trunk. "Mind giving me a minute alone 
with what I sent ahead?" 

 "Nosir, not at all," the driver said. He opened the trunk and walked around to the 
front of the car. Forge saw two large black suitcases. He popped the first open. His 
stomach churned as he saw the high powered rifle, modified with technology he 
recognized. He didn't have the heart to open the other. Not yet. He slammed the case 
shut, then the trunk, and walked around the limo, opening a door and sliding down into 
the seat before the driver could help him. 
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 "Where to?" the driver asked as he settled in the front seat. 

 "Pale Leaf lodge," Forge said. "You know the place?" 

 "You bet, Mr. Maker," the limo driver said. He chuckled. "I always wanted to meet 
my Maker. Heh. Bet you get a lot of jokes about that." 

 "Not as many as you'd think," Forge said softly. He pushed the button to raise the 
screen between himself and the driver. Then he gazed out the window as the limousine 
pulled away from the airport. 

 Forge settled in a morass of uncertainty, guilt for things done and left undone and 
contemplated now, doubt and indecision about what he was going to do when he got to 
the lodge. He felt a desperate lust and yearning for the technology he knew waited for 
him if he completed the task. Technology that could change the world and revolutionize 
the planet. And Susan. Even after spending all the time with her at the station, Forge 
found that all of the time he had known her meant nothing next to the one night of real 
conversation they had shared. And he wanted more. He hungered for more. 

 He wondered if he could bear the cost. 

* 

 Cable adjusted his tie, looked himself over in the rear view mirror as he tilted it. It 
had been a long time since he wore a business suit. It looked good on him. He smiled as 
he pushed a concealed stud on his steely wrist. The psi-transmitter kicked on, a low 
buzz through the back of his skull. Anyone scanning him would get a considerably more 
boring picture of him than truth would reveal. He was ready. 

 Cable took a deep breath, then started the car. Five minutes later he pulled into the 
parking lot of the Institute. He parked and got out of the car, approached the building. 

 There were two guards at the doorway. One stepped in his way with a stern 
expression. "Excuse me sir, but this is a restricted facility." 

 "Of course it is," Cable said irritably. "I've come to see an old friend. Is Geraint in? 
He requested I bring him something of a rather confidential nature." 

 "You'll have to leave it with us, sir." 

 "Impossible," Cable said with a gesture. "If Geraint is here, let him know I've 
arrived. If not, I'd like to speak to whoever is in charge. I assure you, I am not an 
inexpensive courier. I wouldn't feel I was earning my fee if I left my package with the 
doorman." 

 "Who shall I say you represent?" the guard said warily. 

 "The Inner Council," Cable said. "From New York. That's enough." 

 The doorman nodded, and turned. He went inside and picked up a phone. Less 
than five minutes later he was back. 

 "The vice president will see you now," he said. 

 "Excellent," Cable said. He smiled and followed the security guard.  "I wonder 
how Geraint is doing." 

 

CHAPTER NINE 
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 Forge signed Ethan Maker's name to the credit slip, and straightened to look 
around. A ski lodge in wintertime, Pale Leaf was busy in summer as well. The plushly 
appointed concourse had a fireplace and a number of deep couches, a restaurant was 
attached, a gift shop. Forge walked past the security guard and headed up the stairs to 
the suites, found his, used the key card to enter. He saw his bags had been placed on the 
bed unopened as he had requested. He popped the mechanical lock that answered only 
to his cybers, and pulled out the rifle. 

 He checked it over. Needle rifle. A laser punched a tiny hole, and then the 
mechanism fired a biodegradable splinter that was made of toxin. It would punch a very 
small hole in the target, then dissolve and cause massive cardiac arrest. The scope was 
linked to it, with a rangefinder so the sliver hit the proper target. A technological 
marvel, the scope could see through any barrier here at the resort. Forge had decided 
taking him with a rifle, at a distance, would be simpler than trying to get up close to 
him. 

 Geraint was checked in under an alias. He kept his private life, with his family, 
sequestered from his work with the Institute. Wisely, Forge reflected as he hefted the 
rifle and walked into the kitchenette. Across the way, through the wall, was the isolated 
cabin where Geraint was staying. It was a half mile easy. Forge settled himself and set 
up the rifle.  

 With his scope he could see through the wall. Geraint stepped out on the deck. He 
was a trim man in his late fifties, steel gray hair, a face that bore the aging of intense 
stress. His expression was a bit sad as he looked out over the woods, martini in hand. 
He thrust his free hand in his pocket and just breathed the air. 

 Geraint heard something, and turned to re-enter the house. Forge closed in on him 
with the scope, tighter. The man went inside. Forge narrowed the shot to a can't miss of 
the man's beating heart. 

 A young woman came in, wrapped her arms around him in a hug. Forge widened 
the scope a bit. He wondered if he was about to interrupt a romantic interlude. They 
went over to the furniture; she sat in a chair, him on the couch, and he held her hands 
as she launched into an animated speech. Family. Had to be. 

 Something in Forge screamed, just to shoot him, be done with it, and get on to the 
reward. Something else frantically backpedaled from the edge of that abyss. Forge lined 
up, a bead of sweat rolling down towards his eye. He gritted his teeth as he slowly 
breathed out. 

 Then at the last moment he twirled away from the rifle. He stood shaking, then he 
snatched the rifle and carried it to the bedroom. He tossed it on the bed and sank to the 
floor, breathing and trembling as though he had just run a marathon. 

 "I can't do it," he whispered. "I must do it. Tonight." There was a gleam as he 
looked up. "Tonight I'll try again." 

 He dragged himself to his feet, and reluctantly opened the other case. 

* 

 Cable seated himself at the desk. The gaunt and sallow man in an expensive suit 
that sat across from him did not look amused. Four guards were unobtrusively present 
in the office. 
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 "It is after business hours," the sallow man said. 

 Cable chuckled. "Good thing I don't have conventional business. I'd ask for a tour, 
but I know better. My employers were wondering about the possibility of purchasing 
your work so far on telekineticybers." 

 "I'm sure I don't know what you're talking about," the sallow man said 
dismissively. 

 "You know," Cable said with a grin that turned predatory. "cybernetic systems 
designed to enhance latent telekinetic potential. A couple years ago it was all the rage." 

 The vice president stared at Cable. "I'm going to have to ask you to lea-hkk" he 
clutched his throat. Cable sat unmoving as the pressure on the vice president's throat 
grew intolerable. 

 "Just seeing if you learned anything new," Cable growled, looking positively feral. 

 The guards gasped, and reached for their guns. As they whipped them out, Cable 
put a hand out to each side and guns whirled free of the guards and slapped into his 
palms. He pulled the trigger on impact, blasting two guards. Then he pointed at the two 
behind him, tilting the guns upside down by his head. Without even looking he 
squeezed the triggers, the guns boomed, and the guards' innards spattered the wall 
behind them. As they hit the floor, the sallow man clutched at his throat, eyes bulging. 

 Cable smiled grimly, and the man's neck just snapped. As he flopped down on the 
desk, Cable was up and spinning, bullets pounding through the office door and catching 
the armored backup in the teeth, in the ankles, in the neck. He hurled himself through 
the glass and landed in a roll, among them, in full combat. Necks snapped, knees 
shattered, ribs crunched. A matter of eight seconds and the backup team of six was out 
of commission. 

 "Thank you," Cable said, hefting a pair of submachine guns. "This is much easier 
than smuggling weapons in." He sprinted as the alarms went wild and the base 
scrambled to red alert. 

* 

 Forge absently stroked the medicine bag that hung at his chest as he watched the 
sun go down. Above, a hawk slowly circled on the columns of warm air that pushed up 
from the earth. 

 "Brother, I am jealous," Forge murmured, watching the hawk. "I would love to 
step out of this and circle up to join you." He wasn't sure what was worse; committing 
murder to gain knowledge or by inaction allowing the greatest opportunity he could 
imagine pass him by. He found himself gritting his teeth and he forced himself to relax. 

 "Is it greed that drives me and decency that holds me back?" he wondered. "Or is 
it potential that lures me and fear that bars the way?" 

 He shook his head. "Enough of that," he said. "One way or another." He picked 
up the silenced pistol. Maybe he had to get closer. 

 Forge tucked the pistol into his jacket. Then he left the room, headed for the cabin 
across the valley. 

* 
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 Cable slid back into the maximum security lab and rolled to his feet, teargas still 
curling around him and the air heavy with the stink of the explosion that had opened 
the door. The wary security team advanced, cover to cover, pinning him back. He had 
only bought time. Without even thinking about it, he swapped out clips on the 
submachine guns and cocked them, one at a time. His skull felt like it would shake loose 
with the pressure of psions pushing on his cyberpychic countermeasures. 

 He snarled quietly. They were in body armor. He could still plow through them, 
but it took time and his guns were less effective. He made a mental note to get himself 
something bigger. A lot bigger. Something like the plasma rifles he had been able to 
access with the Project. 

 Three guards scurried in behind plastic riot shields designed to be proof against 
small arms fire. Cable glowered at them, and the shields were jerked out of the way. For 
just a moment. He fired, and bullets streamed through where the shields had been 
pulled out of the way by his telekinetics. The screaming of the guards was muffled by 
their helmets. 

 Cable glimpsed a heavy weapons emplacement they were moving into position, 
and he grinned. Charging, he blasted away at everything in his way, spinning gracefully 
around bullets. He launched himself through the air and landed right by the M-60 
emplacement. 

 His kick broke a neck and he snapped ribs with a punch, the gun crew was down 
and the others were scrambling back for cover while firing continuously. Cable dropped 
and rolled and came up with the M-60 in one hand and the fifty caliber bullet feed in 
the other. 

 Better, he mused as the cannon coughed and punched bullets through cover, 
through armor, through people. He finished out the belt of bullets and snatched up an 
ammo box, then scampered back into the secured lab. 

 He heard confusion in the hallway as he reached the back of the lab and 
shouldered through into an experiment control booth on his way to the next lab. 
Suddenly, with a hiss, heavy steel shutters rolled down over the doors and window. 
Cable was trapped. With a spitting sound, gas began to spray up from vents near the 
floor. 

 Cable held up his cybernetic arm. "Countermeasure," he said. 

 The explosives he had planted earlier, on the outside walls, detonated. One was on 
the outside wall of the protruding lab. As it exploded, it showered Cable with hot 
chunks of concrete and metal. A quarter of one wall was gone. He saw the last of the 
sunset through the hole. Grinning, he hefted the ammo box and the gun and he dove 
out of the wall into the swamp. 

 He slogged out and looked back at the smoking building, red lights dimly pulsing 
all through it. He smiled to himself. 

 "Time to circle around and come at it again," he said. "Once more, from the top." 
He hefted his rifle and started pushing his way through the swampy ground towards the 
front door. "They'll never see it coming." 

* 
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 Geraint stepped out on the balcony, looking down over the verdant forest. He 
breathed deep, feeling the relaxation just begin to seep into him. It had been a long 
month indeed, and he needed the break. To remember what life outside the politics and 
secrecy could be like. 

 Geraint toasted the sunset with a smile, then tipped his drink back. He turned to 
go inside. He found himself face to face with a man who pointed a particularly nasty 
looking silenced pistol at his face. 

 The glass slipped from his fingers, tumbled once, and shattered on the balcony. 
Geraint swallowed hard, then took a deep breath. "Forge," Geraint said with a nod. "It's 
been a while since you left us." 

 "Sorry about this," Forge gritted out, lining up the perfect shot. No offer of money 
or services, no asking who sent him. Forge could read Geraint's eyes. Geraint lived in 
the shadow of death, and it really didn't matter who sent the killer before him. Forge 
felt himself as the culmination of the risk Geraint took. 

 Just—pull—the—trigger— The gun wavered in his hand, hungry, restrained. 

 Forge lowered the pistol. "I come with a warning," he said as his whole body went 
numb. "The Institute is being aggressively targeted. Disappear. While you still can." 

 Something snapped in Forge as he vaulted the balcony and dropped through the 
trees to the ground, landing on his cybernetic leg. Tears burned in his eyes as he 
vanished into the night, leaving it all behind.  

 Geraint took a deep breath, and staggered over to lean on the railing until he had a 
moment to master himself. Then he went inside. Much to be done. 

* 

 Cable reached the center of the facility, its core, the heart of its research. A cadre 
of cyborgs, grim and determined, emerged shooting from the final corridor. Cable 
recognized their cybers as a generation better than his had once been. Now he was 
sporting technology that blurred the line between science and magic. He grinned. 

 Then he triggered a modulated pulse from his leg cybers that rolled out from him, 
crossing the dedicated electrochemical pulse network that was the cyborg nervous 
system. The four cyborgs stopped, twitched; their eyes rolled back in their heads and 
they collapsed. Cable stepped forward and took one of their heavy guns. It thudded and 
chugged as he pounded armor piercing rounds through the four stunned cyborgs, killing 
them. Then he turned to face the vault door. 

 There wasn't enough security left to hamper him at this point, and he had made 
short work of the technological protections courtesy of his cybers. Now he took the last 
of his explosives and arranged them on the door. He walked away as the huge door's 
lock was blown off. Then he turned, pushing the door open with blasts from the big 
gun. He charged in. 

 A four story column dominated the center of the cylindrical room. Techs and 
security were pulling back to the lockbox at the rear of the room. Cable snapped some 
shots off at them as they retreated, but his attention was absorbed by the think tank. 

 Over a hundred bodes lay still, their minds wired into the central processing core 
that projected the psionic field over the facility and handled massive psionic feats. Cable 
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was in awe for a moment. He briefly pictured Forge, a kid at Christmas, with a shot at 
this thing. Then he shrugged. 

 He wasn't Forge. 

 He turned to a computer panel. "Okay," he murmured as blood seeped out one of 
his eyes with the strain his cybers felt resisting the core, "How do we blow this place 
up?" 

* 

 Geraint finished punching the code in to the box over his wall safe. Inside the safe, 
jets of flame incinerated everything. The paperwork he kept with him at all times. He 
was sweating freely as he picked up the secured encrypted phone and dialed a number 
he kept memorized. 

 "The number you have called is disconnected or is no longer in use," a recording 
burbled. 

 Geraint let the phone slip from nerveless fingers. "Dead," he murmured. "Already 
too late." 

 He turned to go, and saw a shadow standing not an arms length from him. He 
gasped as he felt an almost imperceptible prick in the side of his neck. He turned to run, 
made it a few steps, then faltered and slumped to the floor. 

 The dark figure looked down at him, then glanced at the gleaming needle set in the 
thimble on his thumb. He picked up his small compact communicator. 

 "Geraint is dead," he said in a lilting Romany accent. "Forge has gone. Things are 
going according to plan." He smiled, his teeth an almost luminescent light in the 
darkness. Then, in a curling burst of foul smoke, he was gone. 

* 

 The waters of the Gulf glittered far below, and Cable eased down from his tension. 
Dozens of small injuries bled, but Cable was not badly hurt. Watching the scanner, he 
saw a speedboat head out for his current position. He got a visual on it, and saw it list to 
the side, rudderless. A moment later, smoke burst in the copilot's seat, and Kurt sat in 
the cockpit with him. 

 "All is well, good work," Kurt said to him. "The Institute's New Orleans facility is 
a crater." He smiled. 

 "I must agree," Cable said. "That was a good piece of work. How did Forge do?" 

 "His nerve broke," Kurt said, his voice neutral. Kurt looked out the window. "Too 
bad." 

 Cable nodded. "It sure is." He shrugged. "So I'm in. You'll take me to see your 
employers now?" 

 "That was the deal," Kurt said. 

 "We going back to Australia?" 

 "A little further north, actually," Kurt said with a secretive smile as the stealth 
chopper thudded off into the night. 

* 
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 Forge sat on a ledge of rock overlooking the valley. He threw the pistol, and it 
arced and glittered as it spun end for end, dropping soundlessly into the trees. Forge 
gazed up at the moon. 

 "Maker spirit, huh," he murmured, his mind slowly turning over his situation and 
what he had learned about himself and the rest of the world. He shook his head. "Cable, 
wherever you are, good luck." Forge sighed. "If we meet again, may it be as friends." 
For a long time he simply sat and listened to the sounds of the night. Then he stood. 

 "Maybe it's time to go talk to grandfather after all," he said. He turned and 
vanished into the woods. 

* 

 Magnus slammed the door harder than he needed to and he strode with furious 
energy off the side of the road. The swampy cypress woods surrounded the interstate, 
and the litter of emergency vehicles from Magnus's privatized companies. They were 
responding to an emergency. 

 He gritted his teeth as he stood on the tarmac leading to the crater where the 
Institute had once stood. Now a thick, roiling column of smoke poured up from the 
wreckage. 

 The emergency team leader found him. "It's still too hot for us to do more than 
spray water at it. Our data indicates the explosion originated down in the bunker, so 
there's no chance of survivors. I'm sorry." 

 "So am I," Magnus forced out as he stared at the disaster. Billions come and go, 
but the research was gone, all of it gone… He turned back to the car. "Get me Geraint!" 
he called back to his assistant. 

 His assistant approached from the car. "Sir," she said, offering a cell phone, "It's 
about Geraint." 

 "Did you get him on the line?" Magnus asked. 

 "No sir," she said hesitantly, almost pleading. "About him." 

 Magnus took the phone as his eyes slid closed. He knew what he would hear 
before he listened to what the Colorado authorities had to tell him. 

 

CHAPTER TEN 

April 17 

 Frost closed the hotel door quietly behind herself and tossed the keycard on the 
dresser. She saw Storm slowly come out of meditation where he sat on the floor, a 
single wavering candle in front of him. He blinked, and met her eyes. He puffed the 
candle out and rolled to his feet. 

 "Okay then," he said. "And by the by, how the hell do you know who I am and 
how to find me?" 

 She smiled mischievously at him. "Pryor tries to meditate. She puts great stock in 
her mental defenses. She also thinks much of her ability to keep secrets and seduce 
men." Frost shrugged. "Enough about that silly cow. You did a very good job. I think 
it's time you were rewarded." 
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 He stepped up to her. "So reward me," he said with a curious smile. 

 She felt him open his mind to her as she pressed her cool flesh against him. He 
was startled as her cloak brushed aside and he discovered that she wore only the 
sheerest silk slip beneath. Their body heat mingled as their shapes pressed together, 
their tongues teasing each other. He pulled back first. 

 "Gods," he gasped, his mind ringing with their shared sensation as his heart raced. 

 "Let me help control you," she said softly, "and we could be at this for hours." 

 He pounced. 

* 

 "I thought Greenland was icy and Iceland was green," the big man said as he 
peered out the window of the helicopter. 

 The blue-furred pilot chuckled. The helicopter skimmed over the sea towards land, 
and a glittering city in the dusk lay before them. "Here we are, Cable," the pilot said. 
"Welcome to Reykjavik." 

 He skimmed around the city and headed up into the hills. Less than twenty 
minutes later, the helicopter lowered itself to land on a pad outside a large, ancient 
house with a stone porch and a very steep roof. The chopper began to spin down as 
they climbed out. 

 "Never been on a trans-Atlantic helicopter flight," Cable said. 

 The pilot grinned. "We've made some… upgrades," he said. 

 Cable turned to see a slim woman approaching them from the house. He smiled. 

 "Susan!" he said. "A surprise to see you here." 

 "More surprises on the way," she said calmly. Her figure was trim and ageless 
somehow, her face lovely, her eyes very deep. "I take it you had little trouble getting 
here?" 

 "I was successful in my mission, if that's what you mean," Cable said with a nod. 
He looked up as a man on the porch flicked a lighter and casually lit a cigarette. "You're 
going to introduce me, right?"  

 "Oh yes," Susan said. "John," she said, turning and calling to the man on the 
porch. "This is Cable." 

 "Of course it is," the man said, strolling down the stairs and walking over to them. 
It was chilly, but he looked comfortable in a suit jacket. John took a drag on his 
cigarette, then extended his hand to Cable. "Pleased to meet you, Cable. I hear you did 
good work with the Institute." 

 "I did my best," Cable said. John was slim, he looked like a ladies man, but there 
was something thin about his features and something… different about his eyes. John 
smiled, and Cable felt the skin crawl on his neck. The man's hand was warm, really 
warm in the chill weather. 

 "Shall we go meet the rest of the gang?" Susan said brightly. 

 "The gang?" Cable said. 
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 "We'll get to that part," Susan said. “Follow me.” 

 "We aren't going inside?" Cable said, surprised, as Susan led him to a footpath that 
wound up behind the house. 

 "Not just yet," Susan said. "I want you to meet Ben Grimm. He's our… spiritual 
advisor." 

 "I'm going inside," John said with a shrug. "Good luck, Cable." 

 "Thank you, sir," Cable said. As they headed up the path, he leaned close to Susan. 
"Do I call him sir?" 

 "It's not a bad idea," she said with a smile. "Now, when you're talking to Ben, you 
have to understand that he's a little different from you and I, and even more so from 
you're average normal person. Don't be insulting. Be grateful if he talks to you. He 
might be too deep in reflection. Any questions?" 

 "I'll muddle through," Cable said under his breath. 

 "Good," Susan said. "Here we are." 

 Cable stood looking at the back of a huge man. The man was seated cross-legged, 
looking over the booming surf below and watching the weird flare and twist of lights in 
the sky, the Aurora Borealis. Cable quietly approached. 

 "Nathan Cable," intoned a cavernously deep voice. "We meet at last. Our meeting 
is an eddy, a swirl in the movement of time that is over us and through us. It is strange 
for me that this moment is happening right now for you. For me, this moment has 
happened, will happen, is happening. Time is a fluid medium if you are aware, Nathan. 
Peering forward and backward is much like learning to walk on water. Let me see your 
eyes." 

 Cable walked around beside the huge figure. The man sitting on the ground was 
almost up to Cable's chest, seated. The hood tilted with a peculiar grating sound, to 
point at Cable. Cable's breath caught in his throat. 

 Must be a mask. The man's face was pitted, like sandstone, a poorly carved mask. 
From deep sockets, brilliantly bottomless blue eyes gazed deep into Cable. He felt as 
though he were being peeled like an onion, examined, considered. The stony man 
looked away with a small smile. 

 "You have not yet learned of the purpose that has been placed before you," he 
murmured. "That is as it should be, I suppose. It will consume you as the firing of a 
bullet consumes it, leaving only pieces behind after they have been spent in their duty. 
You will serve, Nathan Cable. You will be glad to do it. And then there will be nothing 
more for you. It is just as well. You would be hard pressed to find a purpose beyond the 
one which the Enlightened Master of the Seventh Seal will offer you." 

 He lapsed into silence as Cable stood trembling, feeling the very force of prophecy 
ringing through his cybers and his blood. Susan made eye contact and nodded, and 
Cable said nothing as he followed her down the trail, leaving the peculiar man alone 
with the flare of lights in the sky. 

 "Master of the Seventh Seal?" he managed. 



 

406 

 "Oh yes," Susan said. "Head of our Order." She looked him in the eye. "My 
husband." She smiled. They crossed the porch, entering the house. 

 Cable tingled with the cession of wind as he walked into the main room of the 
house. It was open, all the way to the roof, and a fire pit burned in the middle of the 
room. He shucked his coat as Susan did, then followed her along the way to the back of 
the room. There she opened a door and took a set of steps down to the basement. 
Cable looked around at the furnished basement and the secure door, incongruous 
shining metal. 

 Susan touched it, and smiled as it slid open. Beyond was a pale, shimmering 
corridor. Cable found himself thinking of fashion ads on television, with the unreal light 
that gives everyone smooth skin and shining eyes. He followed Susan down the 
corridor, into the complex beyond. They walked through what felt to him like a maze; 
with a peculiar pressure he felt his cybers mapping the complex as far as he could see. 
Then they reached an open doorway, a black lintel. 

 "Inside is my husband, the Enlightened Master of the Seventh Seal. You may call 
him Master now, you have earned the right. I'll give you two a minute alone." She 
smiled her small, secret smile. 

 Cable steeled his nerve and stepped inside. Behind him the door closed, and before 
him a curtain slid open. 

 He stepped into the light. 

 No, it wasn't simply light. He stepped into The Light. 

 In the basking glow of its presence he felt it fill him to overflowing. He felt as 
though grimy sunglasses had fallen from his eyes. There was a painful clarity that 
rendered everything fascinating. He glanced at his hands and saw them, luminous, as he 
had never seen them before. As though they belonged to someone else. He felt a 
lightness, an incredible and gentle release from the burden of his flesh somehow. He 
had no idea how to describe the feeling that washed through him. 

 In the middle of the room was a simple, comfortable chair. On it was a man in a 
loose tunic, a man with his eyes closed and a small smile. He was distinguished. A mat 
of auburn hair was combed back on his head, with white streaks at the temples. He 
opened his eyes. 

 "Hello, my friend," he said to Cable. Cable felt the voice as though it came through 
a wall of speakers, though the Master was not loud. 

 "Hello," Cable said. 

 "You have come for your next assignment. I know you have a military 
background, perhaps you should call me 'Sir' rather than 'Master.' Would that suit you?" 
His voice was warm, a gentle authority that echoed the father stereotype from the 
fifties. 

 "That would suit me fine, Sir," Cable said.  

 "Good." The Master leaned back in his chair. "Let's have a look at you. It won't 
hurt." He smiled. 

 Cable felt lightheaded. Once again he felt as though he became somehow 
transparent, translucent, as though every thought and deed he had ever touched was 
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written somewhere in him that this man could read it. He wondered if this is what God 
felt like. 

 "You need revenge," the Master said, steepling his oddly long fingers. "It is a taste 
that must be quenched, and we have mutual enemies. The time has come for you to do 
what you long to do. You will attack the international weapon development project, in 
their secret base under the waters. You will go alone. If you need backup it will be 
provided, but such a request is most unexpected. The project is vulnerable right now, for 
all their agents are on errands elsewhere so only the ambient defenses stand in your way. 
Susan will answer any questions you have. And before you go," he said, "I will send The 
Light with you." His smile grew, and Cable felt an incredible sensation… 

 

April 20 

 “Hey there, Vance,” the round-faced man said as the heavy door swung aside, 
letting him into the concrete room. He mopped at the sweat on his face. “I‟m so sorry 
about what happened.” 

 Vance sat motionless on the other side of the table, shoulders slumped. His arms 
were draped up on the table lifelessly, one of them in a cast from his knuckles to his 
elbow. His face was bandaged, his eyes swollen. It seemed a great effort for him to look 
up at the newcomer‟s bow tie, dated suit, and bulging gut. 

 “Hey Foggy,” he said dully. “Mom said she pulled some strings to get you on my 
case.” 

 “Yeah, she asked me,” the big man said as he settled on the creaking chair. “I am a 
defense lawyer, and I‟m happy to take on your case pro bono—no charge but court 
fees. So Vance, I know we‟ve drifted apart since you were a little kid, but—what 
happened?” His face was worried as he looked over the battered teenager. 

 “Mom remarried,” Vance shrugged. “Bill drank. When he got drunk, he hit us. I 
can take it,” he said, his mouth a narrow line as he stared at the table. “But he was 
hitting mom. Last night, happy birthday, and it got bad.” Vance looked away, 
swallowing hard. “I guess mom shouldn‟t have asked him what he wanted for dinner.” 

 Foggy opened his manila folder, shuffling to the police report. “Looks like your 
stepdad was knocked out the third floor window, down onto a car. Broke a lot of 
bones.” 

 Vance did not react. 

 “Your stepdad died this morning. The doctors couldn‟t save him,” Foggy said 
carefully, watching the teen for a reaction. 

 “Good,” Vance said firmly. “I killed the bastard, and I‟ll pay for it. I want to plead 
guilty.” He aimed a bloodshot glare at Foggy. “It was worth it.” 

 Foggy blinked. “Vance, come on,” he said. “What you say to me here is under 
attorney-client privilege, so it is good to be honest. But we have to at least make an 
effort. Your mother would skin me if I let you plead guilty.” 

 “Even if I am?” Vance demanded. 
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 “Even then,” Foggy replied firmly. “Lots of innocent people are locked away every 
year. So let‟s make the best of an unfair system and try to make it work for us 
sometimes, okay?” His smile was meant to be disarming, his speech was meant to be a 
joke. “All we have to prove is reasonable doubt. Whatever your problems are with anger 
management, substance abuse, whatever, prison is not going to help you get your life 
together.” Foggy winced. “Especially since you turned eighteen two weeks ago. This 
time you are tried as an adult. So… that might be the end of the rest of your life, just as 
it gets started.” 

 “I don‟t care,” Vance muttered, staring at the table. “I did it. I won‟t try to get 
around it.” He paused. “I‟d do it again.” 

 “Look, Vance, let me talk to the prosecutor and the judge and see what we can 
work out before we make any final decisions, okay?” Foggy said, concern creasing his 
face. “Okay?” 

 “Whatever,” Vance mumbled, staring at the table. 

 “I‟ll see you this afternoon, or tomorrow morning at the latest,” Foggy said. “I 
have a case this afternoon, but hopefully we can get through it pretty fast. I‟ll give you 
my best,” he promised. 

 Vance did not react at all. 

 “Right,” Foggy nodded, rising and gathering his papers. “Well, I‟ll see you.” He 
rapped on the door, and the policeman let him out. 

 He leaned against the wall for just a moment, gathering his breath and his 
thoughts. “Dammit,” he sighed, half deflated. He shook his head, and followed the 
guard towards the exit.  

 As he was escorted out of the cell block, he saw a woman waiting for him. She was 
dressed in silk, white, complimenting her pale skin tone. Her piercing eyes arrested his 
attention. 

 “Franklin Nelson?” she said. 

 “Why, yes,” he replied, nervously brushing at his gut and tugging at his jacket, 
hoping he wasn‟t too wrinkled or stained. “What can I do for you?” 

 “My name is Emma Frost. You are defending Vance Astrovik, who just murdered 
his stepfather.” Her eyes narrowed, almost amused. 

 “Allegedly!” Foggy corrected. 

 “Thank you, counselor. I am offering my help with your case.” 

 “I—what?” Foggy squinted, puzzled. 

 “You will help him make his guilty plea, and the courts will remand him into my 
custody. Highly unusual, I know,” she said as she raised her hand to forestall his retort. 
“I have spoken to Judge Cline and Fillburton, the prosecutor, already. They are open to 
the idea, because my school is accredited as an advanced learning institution, and has a 
closed campus as well. I have options to rehabilitate this young man.” 

 “A canny bluff,” Foggy said with some smugness, “but you wouldn‟t have tried it 
if you knew Cline like I do. No way he would go for…what are you doing?” 
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 She opened her briefcase and pulled out a sheaf of papers. Pulling the top sheets, 
she handed them to Foggy, who glanced them over. Massachusetts Academy… 
Headmistress Emma Frost…protective custody…rehabilitation program for abused 
children…at the end of the document, signatures he recognized as belonging to Cline 
and Fillburton. 

 “You agree to go along with this guilty plea, and we‟ll get paperwork signed up so 
he can come with me and start classes May second.” Her narrowed eyes held some 
amusement. 

 “Now, this is crazy,” Foggy objected. 

 “Or,” Frost said, a new edge to her voice, “I see to it that he is put into County 
and finds himself a husband that will take care of him for the next ten to twenty. And no 
time off for good behavior.” 

 “You‟re serious!” Foggy said, breathless. 

 “You owe it to your client to give him a chance to hear this offer,” Frost said as 
she arched an eyebrow. “It only comes once.” 

 Foggy stared at her, then shook his head. “Come with me,” he said. 

 A few minutes later, they were again in the concrete room with the battered 
teenager. Foggy sat down, intensely uncomfortable, as Vance peered past his swollen 
face at the chilly beauty of the woman who followed his lawyer into the room. 

 “Hello, Vance,” she said. “I am Emma Frost, headmistress of the Massachusetts 
Academy. I want you to plead guilty so the courts can remand you into my custody 
instead of sending you to jail.” 

 “What?” Vance looked between Foggy and Frost. “Is this your idea?” he 
demanded from his lawyer. 

 “No,” Foggy said firmly. “God no. I don‟t like it,” he frowned. “Stick with a „not 
guilty‟ plea and I bet we can get you out of this.” 

 “You don‟t deserve to get out of this,” Frost said, her voice soft and ruthless. 
“Come with me, and I‟ll see to it that you have ways to deal with bullies that don‟t 
involve ramming them down into cars.” 

 “He fell out a window,” Foggy protested. 

 Vance stared at her, slack jawed. “What—how—how do you—” 

 “Now see here,” Foggy said, “I don‟t like this sadistic turn in the conversation. 
Vance‟s alleged crime—” 

 “Stop it,” Vance growled. “I did it, and I‟m not going to pretend I didn‟t. I‟m not 
going to try to duck the consequences.” 

 “You did what you did because you have no idea how else to defend yourself,” 
Frost replied. “It is pathetic. This is the best you could come up with—violence, and 
incriminating violence at that. You can do better. You can finally get some control in 
your life. And I can help you. But it won‟t be easy.” She looked him in the eye. “You‟ll 
wish you were in prison before I‟m done with you.” 

 Vance tilted his head back, his visible eye glittering. “Nelson thinks he can—” 
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 “He‟s an idiot,” Frost said dismissively. 

 “Hey!” 

 “Even if you get off,” Frost continued, “you‟ll do it again. Until now, you‟ve been 
lucky that no one has seen what you can do. How hard you can push. Without even 
touching anything.” Her crystal-clear eyes bored into the teen. “I know what you are 
capable of,” she breathed. “The only reason you can follow me out of this mess is 
because I, like you, am different. But I know how to handle myself. And the system. 
And the cogs in the system,” she said, slipping Vance‟s folder out of Foggy‟s hands. She 
looked the pudgy lawyer in the eye, gratified to see fear enforcing his silence. “That‟s 
what I‟m offering you in turn.” 

 Vance watched her for a moment, then gingerly shook his head. “I‟ll take my 
chances,” he said. 

 “Won‟t be a gamble,” Frost shrugged. “You see how easily I got the judge and 
prosecutor to agree to my plan? Imagine how easily I can influence them in other ways. 
Like sentencing.” For the first time, her teeth showed. She looked Vance in the eye. “I 
could compel you to come with me,” she said quietly, “but you‟ll choose to do it.” 

 “Don‟t let her push you around,” Foggy said, puffing up his chest. 

 Frost didn‟t even glance at him. “Out,” she said, her tone flat. The lawyer‟s face 
went slack, he rose, and left the room, closing the door behind himself. Frost watched 
Vance. 

 “Damn,” Vance said. 

 “I‟ll have your answer,” Frost replied. 

 “Whatever,” Vance shrugged. “Let‟s go.”  

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN 

 "Now!" hissed the man in the black mask. He and the woman next to him, also in 
dark combat clothes and a mask, sprinted out without so much as a whisper of noise. 
They ran past the bored guard on patrol, and he did not see them. Then they got to the 
crates in the shadow of the dock. 

 They waited for a moment in the cargo stack, waiting to see if they had been 
detected. 

 "Now what?" the masked woman hissed to the masked man. 

 "We empty this crate," the man said, touching the crate behind him. "Carry its 
contents, piece by piece back to the warehouse when the guard isn't looking. Then, we 
both cram in there. They'll load us on the ship, then we'll go out on the lake, then the 
sub will come and do a cargo transfer. When we get to the bottom they'll unload 
everything, and that's when we'll sneak out and redistribute the load of two crates. From 
there we can sneak into the underwater base without too much trouble." 

 "This is a terrible plan," the woman said, shaking her head. “Our task is to kill 
Darkholme for her crimes against the Morlocks, slaying so many in the darkness 
beneath the streets of New York. I suppose I am glad you defected from the Project to 
join us… but right now I am not sure that helps our cause. Callisto trusts you to 
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assassinate Darkholme, but I think you are a clown with ridiculous childish plans. It 
took you a month to come up with this?” 

 “Needed to give them time to cool down with the tight security,” the masked man 
said patiently. “Besides, before you knock my plan, let me remind you that yours 
involved sitting in a dark corner, pulling your hair, gnashing your teeth, and bemoaning 
your fate," the man whispered somewhat noisily. "So buck up, little camper! Come on, 
Sarra, it's not the best plan, but there's only two of us and I'm on a shoestring budget." 

 "Even so," Sarra grumbled. 

 "Oh quit whining and help me open this crate," the man grumbled. 

* 

 The submarine hold jarred slightly, and Sarra gripped the edge of the open crate. 
"Wilson, these were sealed. They'll see that they were tampered with. They wouldn't 
send half-full crates--" 

 "Bla bla BLA," Wilson said. "Shut up already. We just need to get in, find 
Darkholme, and pop her. Bang. What happens to us isn't important. But I do have an 
escape plan, if it makes you feel any better." 

 "Heaps," she snarled. “I think that bump means we have docked or something. 
Reached the base.” 

 "Hoo," Wilson said as he opened another crate. "Guns." He reached in and lifted 
out a silvered plasma rifle. "I'm on the edge of losing the whole stealthy side of my 
plan," he crooned softly, running a finger down the side of the rifle. "For some reason, 
even when I worked for them they kept me away from the plasma guns. Figure THAT 
out." 

 "Just did," Sarra muttered. 

 The blast door slid down on the hold. The two masked figures turned to stare at it. 

 "Is this… normal?" Sarra asked. 

 "They can't possibly have found us already," Wilson said. 

 Green gas hissed in through vents. 

 "Well, for what it's worth," Wilson shrugged, "Sorry. Plan b anyone?" 

 They blasted the door with the plasma weapons and darted out through the 
slagged remains. No one stood in their way as they raced to the airlock. They dashed 
out into the submarine paddock, weapons at the ready. 

 Fifteen soldiers with the insignia of the Project stood holding them at gunpoint. At 
the back of the group was a trim, dark haired woman. 

 "Heh," Wilson said, squeezing the trigger on the plasma weapon. 

 Nothing happened. 

 "Remote shutdown, automatic sealing of the magnetic bottle in the weapon," 
Darkholme said helpfully. "This was the best plan you could come up with? I'm 
embarrassed. I would have thought you could pay some attention when we provided you 
with tactical training.  
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 Sarra threw herself at the soldiers and was gunned down on her second step. 
Tufted darts sprouted all over her chest and arm and she keeled over, unconscious 
before she hit the floor. 

 "Dangerous dosage," Wilson noted. "Lucky for me I'd rather die than work for the 
Project again. You just going to have me shot?" 

 "I thought about it," Darkholme said. "Then I got annoyed that you thought you 
could come down here and kill me." She nodded, and three darts were fired into 
Wilson. "I'm going to disarm you before I put you down." 

 Wilson reached back and snatched out two pistols even as he felt the poison work. 
But Darkholme was as fast as he was, maybe faster. She was to the side and diving. He 
fired as she rolled, but she was right next to him in no time at all. She ducked a volley, 
kicked a gun out of his hand, snatched the other and cranked it around. He felt 
something give in his wrist.  

 No question. She was faster than he was. A lot faster. 

 He lashed out at her and felt his elbow go numb as she stuck her finger in it. He 
kicked, and she swept his knee. From the ground he drew his knife and did a kippup, 
but she popped him with a kick as he bounced. As he hit the floor he threw the knife at 
her knee, and she took a step out of the way and dove at him. He kicked at her and 
knocked her back, rolled to his feet and settled in a stance. 

 She laughed, drew her pistol, and shot him. 

 As he fell, darkness gathered around him. He heard her speaking. 

 "Alright, enough vacation time. I should be working. I'm headed to New York 
with my team. Contact me if there are any problems. And somebody lock these two 
up…" 

* 

 "This sucks," Wilson grumbled. He stood in biker shorts, arms crossed over his 
soggy chest. Vaporizers hummed, pushing moisture into the air of his cell. As he paced, 
he left damp footprints on the floor of the humid cell. 

 It had been hours, maybe a dozen or so, since he had woken up after being 
knocked out. He had healed up fully, and he had that bad taste in his mouth that let him 
know the Project had not forgotten the poison he needed to ingest to keep his tissue 
regeneration down.  

 "Home sweet home," he muttered. "God I wish I could blow this tuna can away." 

 "Wishes are dangerous things," came a quiet voice from the hallway. 

 Wilson spun and dashed to the door. "Sarra? How did you get out?!" 

 "You forget," she whispered. "I am a Morlock. We have a talent for getting into 
and out of places." He saw her without her heavy clothes for the first time. She was 
long legged and lanky, thin rather than slim. Calcified patches of bone showed through 
her skin in raw, irritated strips. Her arm was bleeding. 

 "What happened to your arm?" Wilson asked. 

 "Stupid man," she said. She held up a long, ragged sharp strip of bone that looked 
something like a knife. It was streaked with blood. She started prying off the cover to 
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the cell door control in Wilson's cell. "I am sharp," she said. "No one may hold me. No 
one may get close." 

 Wilson chuckled. She glared at him, frozen. "Babe, above and beyond that you are 
butt ugly." She continued to glare at him, unmoving. "Hey, don't worry about it," he 
said. "I'm squishy," he explained, as though that made all the difference. 

 "I don't have time for prettiness," she gritted out as she returned her attention to 
the panel. "If I didn't need you to get out of here I'd leave you." 

 "Yeah, sure," Wilson nodded. "I plan to make some time for prettiness when we 
get back. Right now? We got some people to blow up.” The door opened. 

 "You are my new hero," Wilson said with a sodden grin as he stepped out of his 
cell. "But I think you got their attention." 

 They sprinted down the hallway as bullets blasted and zinged after them. The 
guards followed, shooting and sounding the alarm. 

* 

 Cable plunged through the surface into the cold waters of the lake. He found 
himself smiling. He was strapped into an amphibious assault pack. He could breathe just 
fine as the combat computers kicked in and he fired up the engines to burrow deep 
under the surface. He felt the ping of the Project's radar pick him out. Soon they would 
send missiles and weapons to destroy him. He goosed the thrusters and pushed deep 
into the depths, faster than a diver would dare to go. 

 First the electric shock. Even his cybers could handle that charge, and he had the 
pack. The electricity was dissipated. Before he was even in range, he fired sleek 
torpedoes towards the minigun emplacements, for they were lit up and picked out by 
his computer imaging interfaced with his memory. 

 Their torpedoes launched, too late to home in on the ones he fired from the 
amphibious pack. They swept towards him, and rather than detonate them he cranked 
his thrusters to evade. The torpedoes circled around as he approached the first land 
lines of defense. Lights popped on below, as his torpedoes smashed into the miniguns 
as they spun their barrels up to speed to cut him in half. 

 Defensive reaction time was pretty good. Three scrambled mini sub combat craft 
zoomed up to meet him, and he twisted past one as it fired at him. The three torpedoes 
that had homed in on him slammed into the craft. The explosion swept across Cable, 
and he fired a volley of missiles that crushed another of the combat craft. The last one 
opened fire, and he rippled away from the bullets long enough to hit the craft with a 
burst of armor piercing shells in a tight grouping that left the craft unhurt except for 
three holes through the hull that spattered the pilot. 

 Then he was inside the defensive grid with uncanny speed. He launched the rest of 
the ordinance on the amphibious pack weapons platform, opening a huge gap in the 
side of the Project's underwater base. 

 Crushing waves of force rolled over him from the blast, then he jetted into the gap 
and slung the pack on the ground. He pulled a pistol from his belt, hanging on to a wall 
as water rushed in to the newly opened and depressurizing spaces. Entire segments of 
the base crumpled like an aluminum can in the deep pressure. 
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 Armored troops fought the incoming tide, struggling to reach him. 

 Cable smiled. Then he started shooting. 

* 

 Wilson dashed down the corridor with Sarra, his feet slapping damply against the 
floor. He punched the door command, but they were in lockdown now. Just in time 
Sarra grabbed him and hurled him over the monitor station at the end of the hall; the 
two of them huddled together behind it as bullets rang and slammed around them. 

 The floor lurched, and with a deafening wrench the corridor twisted slightly. Water 
sprayed in with maiming force, spitting in harder than a fire hose stream. Yelps of pain 
and consternation sounded from their pursuers. 

 The door next to the station Wilson and Sarra crouched behind opened, and techs 
filed through. Wilson realized something must have gone wrong; they were evacuating. 
He grinned, then sprang from cover and bowled into the techs; several went down in a 
sprawl of limbs. He rolled clear, gripping one of the techs, as Sarra chased the rest back 
into the door and shut it before their pursuers could try to catch up. 

 "Now," Wilson snarled, his face only inches from the tech, "you're going to do 
some of my homework." Wilson hauled the startled man up and slung him in a seat. 

 They had escaped into a monitoring and control station. Sarra had restrained the 
armed guard that was with the five techs. She swept the muzzle of the machine gun 
back and forth, discouraging the techs from being heroic. 

 "Wh-what do you want?" the tech asked Wilson. 

 "You're looking for a chemical formula. It's about my height, sticky, keeps me 
from ballooning up with extra meat when I'm healing." 

 "The W-Wilson file," the tech said. "The systems. They're locked up." He 
shrugged. 

 "Unlock them," Wilson said slowly and distinctly. The tech got busy. 

 "Wilson," Sarra said, nervous. 

 "I know," Wilson said irritably. 

 "Wilson, we don't have time for this," Sarra said. 

 "I do," he replied. "My life depends on this. Doesn't do me a damn bit of good to 
escape the can if I don't have this formula." 

 Ten uneasy minutes passed. Muffled explosions and echoing screams and gunfire 
chased each other through the ruptured complex. Water began rolling in under both 
doors. One of the techs was weeping, another was praying the Lord's Prayer over and 
over. 

 "Got it," the tech said triumphantly. He popped out a disk. 

 "Athank ahyou," Wilson said, snatching the disk. "Now let's run." He pushed the 
command to open the door that led away from where they had ditched pursuit. The 
door slid open, and water gushed into the control station. It was calf deep in the tilted 
corridor. Wilson took the lead, Sarra brought up the rear, and the techs meekly 
followed. They headed for the escape pods. 
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 They rounded a corner, and Wilson froze. At the end of the hall was a big man, 
streaked with scorch marks, with a plasma gun in either hand. Reflexively, the big man 
was moving as Wilson dove out of the way. Plasma leaped from the silvered gun in the 
big man's hand and blazed through Wilson's gut, pounding out next to his spine. 
Pierced and burning, Wilson fell unable to scream. The techs turned to run, howling 
panic, but in a flash the big man had overtaken them. Plasma burned them down. 
Finally Sarra spun with her gun ready. 

 Her eyes met the big man's eyes. 

 His lip curled in a smile. 

 "You live for revenge," he said, his voice a little harsh. He slung the gun and 
stepped over the bodies, walking right past her. He paused as he walked past her. 
"Revenge is yours to take. If you want it badly enough." Then he headed for the control 
station they had abandoned. 

 Sarra stood breathing fast and shallow. All the techs, dead in a handful of trigger 
squeezes. She heard Wilson gasp, barely able to move his hands down to the baseball 
sized hole through his torso. 

 "Come on," she said grimly, hauling him up as he gasped in pain. "Let's get you 
out of here." 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE 

 Cable stood in the control room, feeling the whole base shudder and throb under 
the incredible pressures that buffeted it as sections collapsed. He had effortlessly 
directed his cybers to hack the system, and now he was opening blast doors, crushing 
the outlying segments of the base. Water was flowing into the main sections now. It 
would not be long before the base was crushed beyond use. 

 He glanced over the corpses, over to where he had tossed his underwater pack. He 
smiled to himself as he remembered the crushing pressure of the deep that was 
crumpling the base like a toy. He briefly wondered how the force field the pack 
projected worked, to protect him from the pressures of this depth. Then he dismissed 
the thought. Too much time around Forge. His mind shied away from that, back to the 
business at hand as he blew up Forge's biggest accomplishment. 

 "Those were the days," he muttered. "But these? These are the days." 

 He paused as he saw the security camera was still online. A peculiar urge hit him. 
He approached the camera, gazed into it. He saw the higher-ups in the Project on the 
other side, the ones who would be just sick watching him blow up the base over and 
over as they searched for clues as to what really happened. He smiled. 

 "You wanted to make me a super soldier," he said, surprised to hear his voice was 
hoarse. "Here I am. I have come with technology and destruction to ruin you. But the 
tech is just toys. What really brought me here and destroyed your people is my will and 
my spirit. When I think of what you did to me--what you were going to do to me--I 
become the weapon you envisioned. Congratulations on your outstanding success." He 
blasted the camera. 
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Then he strapped on the pack and hit the self-destruct for the base. Blowing a 
hole in the wall, he let himself be pinned to the back wall until the pressure equalized. A 
few quick thrusts with the pack's propulsion unit later, he was out and soaring up 
towards the surface, not worried about nitrogen bubbles in the least. 

 Below, the base flashed, then crumpled, and the disturbed water rushed in. The 
Project's hub was no more. Cable smiled to himself as he flashed up closer and closer to 
sunlight. 

 Not terribly far above, a black helicopter hovered and waited for him. Its blue, 
furry pilot was smiling too… 

* 

 "Make—make it stop rolling!" Sarra snarled as the escape craft spun and rolled 
with the force of the underwater blast. Debris clattered off the hull. Wilson gritted his 
teeth and struggled with the craft's controls, then they stabilized. 

 "There we go," he said, breathless. He clutched at the hole in his abdomen, 
struggling to remain conscious. "I've set a course for Canada, we'll be mostly there 
before we… surface…" he wobbled, almost slumping in his seat straps. 

 "Wilson," Sarra said. "I never did catch your first name." 

 "In light… of recent events… is funny," he mumbled. "Wade…" 

 "How long do you think it will take to get to Canada?" she asked. 

 "Oh… couple hours," he said. "Why?" 

 "And you're healing?"  

 "Yeah, but not as fast as when I'm excited," he said with a bit of a grin. 

 "Hm," she said. Then she leaned over him and kissed him, hard. He struggled for a 
moment before he realized what was going on. Then their jaws locked as their tongues 
pushed desperately at each other. She broke away. 

 "Let's get you excited," she said with a mischievous grin in her eyes. 

 Wilson laughed as she pulled him out of his chair. 

* 

 Cable heavily dropped to one knee, still grimy from his battle. "Mission 
accomplished, Sir," he said. "Now it's just mop-up." 

 "You can't be bothered with that," resonated the voice of the Enlightened One. 

 "No?" Cable asked, glancing up. 

 "No," the Enlightened One said. "You are to be trained up to attack and kill the 
leader of the Project. The one behind the Director. Then your revenge will be sated." 

 "Alright," Cable said, closing his eyes and letting The Light fill him. "It will be as 
you command…" 

 

April 21 
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 The man who practically cowered in the corner of the room was hardly 
recognizable as Worthington. He was exhausted, terrified, unkempt. The metal door 
opened and Emma Frost descended into the squalid room. 

 "What day is it?" Worthington asked urgently. 

 "You've been down here for four days," Frost replied evenly. Wyngarde followed 
her in. She looked around but disdained to seat herself on any of the chairs. "Three of 
your doubles have been crippled," she said. "Your art collection has been stolen four 
times." 

 He moaned as he collapsed on one of the chairs. Frost pursed her lips with 
displeasure. "Furthermore," she said, "the board just fired you from your own 
company." 

 "This is a nightmare," he managed. 

 Wyngarde cleared his throat. "Look," he said, "if it wasn't for me they would have 
gotten you by now. And I hid your art collection; counterfeits have been stolen, but 
they haven't and won't find the genuine articles." 

 "After tonight's meeting of the Inner Council things will turn around for you," 
Frost said. "Now pull yourself together, get cleaned up, and wipe that fear out of your 
eyes." A hint of disgust lingered in her voice. 

 "You have a plan?" Worthington said, a bit worried. 

 "Of course," she said coldly. "Should do the trick nicely…" She and Wyngarde 
exchanged a knowing look. 

* 

 Magnus strode up to the door in his finery as the White King. Wyngarde stood by 
the door and smirked at him. The door swept open of its own accord, brushing 
Wyngarde aside as Magnus stalked into the Inner Council's meeting chamber. 

 "Glad you could make it, Eric," the White Queen said with laughter in her eyes. 
"Car trouble?" 

 "Wait your turn," the White King snapped as he stood before his throne and 
glared at the Black King, who was comfortably seated. "Why?" 

 "Why what?" the Black King asked casually. He lit his cigar with elaborate 
attention to detail. 

 "Why did you purchase all my steelworks from Worthington?" 

 Shaw let a slow smile spread across his face. "Oddly enough," he said, "their 
production is tailored to my mining interests." He puffed a smoke ring. "They're just 
what I need to expand." 

 "Why, Eric," the White Queen said. "Don't tell me your psychers didn't see it 
coming." Her eyes were viciously amused. "Last I checked, there's no rule against a little 
friendly competition on the Council. Oh, but wait! After Xavier got away from you, even 
though you hid his existence from the Inner Council, your entire Institute seems to have 
been blown up and it's director, well, accidented. Same night." She shook her head. 
"Don't know how you let that one get by you. If it was me, I'd take better care of my top 
secret projects." 
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 "That's not the worst of it," the Black Queen added in her silky snide voice. "I was 
talking to Worthington." She pretended not to notice the sharp look the White Queen 
pointed at her. "He says he came after you because he found out about the Inner 
Council from your bragging. You were telling him how powerful you were and you let 
fall our sacred secret." 

 "Is that true?" the Black King said, his brow dark with anger. The room went dead 
silent. "You know that's not allowed," the Black King growled. 

 "I didn't let any secret slip," the White King said, staring into the Black King's eyes. 

 "The White Queen could find out fast enough," the Black Queen pointed out, 
glaring at the White King through slitted eyes. 

 The White King turned to her. "Looks like you want to duel," he said softly, 
mercilessly. 

 "Enough!" the Black King said. He slammed his fist down on the table. "I call for 
a No Confidence vote." 

 The White Queen cleared her throat. "Who among us believes that the White King 
is no longer fit for the title?" 

 Three hands went up. 

 "Queen takes King," the Black King said to Magnus as their eyes met. Magnus 
slowly reached up and pulled the circlet from his brow, tossed it on the table. 
"Eventually," the Black King continued, "we just got sick of all the posturing." 

 Magnus nodded. "I've been limiting my scope," he said to himself. "I think it's time 
the world was made safe from jackals like you." He laughed, a quick and hard and 
mirthless expression. Then he spun with a flourish and strode out of the room. The 
door crashed shut behind him. 

 In the hallway outside, he came face to face with Worthington. He smiled at him, 
almost kindly. 

 "We're going to have to talk," he said quietly. Then he nodded, and walked around 
him. Wyngarde was at Worthington's side in a moment. 

 "Time for you to get your reward," Wyngarde said with a toothy grin. The two 
men entered the presence of the Inner Council. 

 "That was a long time coming," the White Queen said, and the three shared a 
nervous but relieved laugh. 

 "He never should have turned down your advances, eh Frost?" the Black King 
said. He laughed, and she chuckled warily. "And now," the Black King said, "Perhaps 
we can induct our benefactor." He smiled broadly. 

 Wyngarde and Worthington stood ready, beaming. 

 "Come on up here, Worthington," the Black King said with a gesture. The Black 
Queen glided down from the dais and took Worthington by the arm as all color drained 
from Wyngarde's face. The illusionist tottered. He gazed at Frost in horror. 

 She shrugged slightly and turned her back on him, facing the Black King. He 
looked at her and nodded. "Excellent work, White Queen," he said jovially. The Inner 
Council, including Worthington, shared a hearty laugh. 
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 The Black Queen looked the new White King up and down. "Welcome to the 
Inner Council," she purred. "After we crown you I'll… show you the ropes." 

 A smile grew across his face as his eyes traveled up and down her lithe form. "I'll 
look forward to that," he said. The White Queen stared at the Black Queen coldly. She 
considered her options as the Black King grinned at the trio smugly. 

* 

 Wyngarde rocked back and forth, pressed against the wall in the alley behind the 
club, lips compressed with rage and frustration. 

 Then he looked up, startled, as a figure loomed over him. His lip curled in a sneer. 

 "What do you want?" he snapped. “Anything to add?” 

 "No," Magnus said quietly. "You have seen them revealed as they truly are, with 
the insight of an illusionist peering beyond the façade." He paused. "I will never betray 
you, Jason," he said softly. 

 The illusionist stared up at him, and swallowed hard. "You… you…" 

 "Come with me," Magnus said. "Come with me and we will make the world a 
better place. You want to be a ruler of men? To have authority and respect? This is the 
only time I'll offer." He extended his hand. 

 Wyngarde looked at the offered hand, thinking of what it represented. Then he 
took Magnus‟s hand in his own, a firm grip. 

 "Now," Magnus said, tugging him away from the wall and releasing him, "let us 
not delay. There is much to do." 

 They vanished into the night. 

* 

 “You‟ve been busy,” Xavier said quietly as Frost closed the front door to the 
school. Her eyes met his, and she said nothing. 

 “The Institute. Geraint. Gone.” Xavier was expressionless. “April 16, all of it went 
away. And here we are five days later, and I‟m finding out about it. Demolished, and 
news of it suppressed.” 

 “Seems that way,” Frost agreed, crossing her arms over her chest as her well-
schooled nerves resisted a panicked climb in her heart-rate. 

 “One of the most difficult tasks that we are left with, after the manipulation and 
scheming, after we sate our lust for control, is recognizing gifts when they are handed to 
us,” Xavier said. He stood leaning on the balustrade for the staircase, appearing casual, 
but Frost could feel the churn of emotion beneath his placid expression. 

 Frost waited. 

 “For example,” Xavier said, eyes still unreadable. “As I…responded to the news of 
what happened to this man who had been my loyal, faithful servant for years, and as I 
was notified that half my life‟s work was destroyed in violence, I did grieve. But… I am 
not the one who destroyed them,” he said. “And you knew that if I wanted to disappear 
again, I would have to decide. Whether or not to allow Geraint and the Institute to 
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survive my departure. Whether or not I could accept the risk they represented, 
connecting my past to my present.” 

 Xavier shook his head. “Such a decision is painful at best. Sentimentality can create 
such terrible vulnerability, and you know that. You know me. You know that Geraint‟s 
loyalty was—well, it was my idea all along,” Xavier admitted, just a corner of the 
ruthlessness of that idea visible in the glint of his eyes, of his teeth. “You spared me the 
decision. Without consulting me. Without making me complicit in this tragedy. They are 
destroyed, and there is no decision for me to make. Only the decision of how I will 
respond to you. To your motives, and needs, and what they push you to do.” She 
focused her defenses against his penetrating stare. 

 “It must be difficult,” Xavier mused, “for you to resist using my past to try to 
manipulate me.” He blinked once, slowly, then turned to the stairs. 

 “Thank you, Emma. You know what you‟ve done for me. And now I know a little 
more about what I mean to you. Now, I think…” He looked her in the eye once more, 
with something of a smile. “We can be partners.” 

 His braces whined as he climbed the stairs. 

 Frost breathed. Something like relief warmed her.  

 “You‟re welcome,” she whispered. 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

April 25 

 The bulky, square-shouldered man stood stoically on the helipad, high above the 
busy city streets. He watched the black helicopter swirl down, coming to a neat landing 
as its ghostly quiet rotors spun down. The side door opened, and a trim woman with 
blonde hair hopped out. She adjusted her jumpsuit, and approached with a brilliant 
smile. 

 “Garrett. Everything still in one piece?” she demanded. 

 “Of course,” he replied with a nod as the two of them headed for the stairwell. 
“Welcome back, Director Darkholme. How was the testing in Africa? Do you think the 
power armor is about ready to go?” 

 She shrugged. “It‟s close, but the damn thing is too clunky still. I want sleek grace, 
I want death made of pivoting steel and integrated computers. That thing is clumsy. We 
need power armor that‟s ready for urban pacification, and that means mobility. The 
targeting systems are a joke.” 

 Garrett nodded. “I expected you to be tan. But you aren‟t any more likely to tan 
than I am.” 

 “Cut the noise, Garrett. I‟m not in the mood for chit chat. You came out here to 
meet me personally. Why.” They reached the stairwell, and Garrett flexed his wrist. A 
spike popped out under the heel of his hand, and he stuffed it into the slot under the 
door‟s keypad. The door opened, and they started down the stairs. 

 “You know the Parapsychological Studies Institute just got cratered,” he said. 

 “Right,” she agreed, following him down the stairs. 
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 “One of their old operatives approached our satellite base here in New York,” 
Garrett continued. “She worked with PSI and she figured that whoever blew it up might 
come gunning for her. So she‟s looking for asylum.” 

 “What did you do?” Darkholme asked. 

 He shrugged. “She‟s a precognitive,” he said. “It‟s eerie. So I put her in protective 
custody so you can figure out what to do with her.” He came about as close as he ever 
came to smiling; it looked painful on his face. 

 “I take it you‟ve at least bothered with a background check,” she said, an edge to 
her voice. 

 “Yeah, she used to be a piano teacher. Name is Irene Adler. She‟s blind. She 
worked with kids at the Institute, then there was an accident of some sort with one of 
the kids and a mental transfer or something. I don‟t know the details.” 

 “Maybe we‟ll code name her Cassandra.” 

 “Who?” Garrett asked, puzzled. 

 “Never mind,” Darkholme sighed. They passed two soldiers in generic uniforms, 
then entered an elevator. Garrett popped his wrist spike again, slotting it into the 
elevator controls, and they headed down to the sub basement. Numbers slowly flashed 
down on the floor indicator over the doors. 

 “If you don‟t mind my asking,” Garrett said slowly, “why haven‟t we investigated 
the coordinated attack on PSI resources? We might be next on a list somewhere.” 

 “I know who did it,” she replied simply. “And it‟s classified.” 

 Garrett grunted. “I just ask because Adler said that the Project was about to be 
destroyed. Don‟t suppose you could shed a little light.” 

 “I‟ve shed all my light,” she replied with a wicked smile. “Did she mention attack 
vector?” 

 “She said that the experiments would return and destroy Extechops.” 

 Darkholme nodded decisively. “I‟ll meet her,” she said. “How are the agents 
doing?” 

 “I‟ve assigned Ebony to the satellite base,” Garrett replied. “He‟s been restless, so 
I had him kill some FBI agents that were trying to figure out who the real estate of the 
satellite base belongs to. The man is an artist,” Garrett conceded. “No suspicion will fall 
on our operations. Hunter has been looking for Remy LeBeau. Harpoon has been 
providing security at the Alley. We‟ve got two hundred troops in the Alley, another 
hundred and fifty at the satellite site. All is well in Africa?” 

 “Our testing is going well,” she nodded. “I‟m thinking about relocating to 
Wakanda.” 

 The express elevator arrived, and they stepped out in the sub basement. Crossing 
the deserted floor, they both knew they were being watched by a million dollars worth 
of equipment. Then they stepped into the storage cage and moved a box. Garrett used 
his wrist spike again, and another door opened. This elevator had only one destination, 
and they stepped in as the doors rolled smoothly shut. 
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 “How is Rachel,” Garrett inquired as biometric scanners rolled over them, 
concealed in the walls of the elevator. 

 “Fine,” Darkholme replied curtly. The speedy elevator opened, and they stepped 
out into the security center at one end of the Alley. Soldiers snapped to attention, and 
she ignored them as she crossed the room and looked out the bay window built into the 
observation post. 

 A three story concrete cavern stretched away from the security center at the end of 
the room. The massive, bustling space was supported with great pillars up to the dim 
ceiling; it reminded Darkholme of a cathedral. Labs on one side, a sick bay, weapons 
testing bays, housing. The faint scent of cooking food drifted up from the cafeteria. 
Darkholme smiled as she looked out over the base of operations. 

 “Good to be back,” she said. “Now let‟s go see this Adler.” 

 

 The bed was neatly made. The elderly woman perched on the easy chair was 
immaculately trim and tidy. Darkholme and Garrett entered her small room that had 
been made to look much like an apartment. 

 “Ms. Adler,” Garrett rumbled, “I‟ve brought Director Darkholme.” 

 Adler tried to smile, but succeeded only in looking uncomfortable. 

 “I hear you know the future,” Darkholme said. 

 “Sometimes,” Adler nodded, her voice just over a whisper, dry and pale. “Bloodier 
for some than others.” 

 “Tell me,” Darkholme said. 

 “Project Exterior Technology Operations is going to be destroyed very soon,” she 
breathed. “Its experiments will return to wreak havoc on the present and find their way 
to the past.” 

 “Time frame?” Darkholme asked, fishing a cigarette out of her shirt pocket and 
producing a lighter from another pocket. 

 “Less than two weeks,” Adler murmured. 

 Darkholme nodded. “Alright then.” She turned to Garrett. “I‟m going to be 
training Rachel exclusively for a month. She‟s got a special mission I‟ve got to get her 
ready for. Okay? So you‟re in charge.” She lit her cigarette, then grinned wolfishly as she 
slapped the big man on the shoulder. “Keep things together. I‟ll be in touch. Handle it.” 
She let herself out. 

 Garrett was right on her heels. “With all due respect, Director,” he began. 

 “Kill all the experiments, that‟s an order. I want the vampiric specimens dead, the 
genetic coding project finished, all the cloning wiped out, the experimental cybernetic 
division. All of it. We‟re going to start clean slate. People will complain. Stall them.” She 
was walking down the corridor swiftly. 

 “What about me? Ebony? Hunter? Harpoon? You know, your agents?” 



 

   423 

 “No worries, you can live,” she said, flashing him a smile over her shoulder. “Just 
get the bio-weaponry that‟s still in testing form taken care of. Oh, and track down 
Banner. He‟s a loose cannon that‟s drifted around long enough.” 

 “Have a nice trip,” Garrett said, at a loss as Darkholme stepped into the elevator. 

 “See you in a month,” she grinned, and the doors slid shut. 

 Garrett leaned back, then shrugged and lit up a cigarette. He thought it over, then 
turned and followed the corridor for some distance until he reached a communications 
station. He punched in a code. 

 “Hunter,” he said. “Are you terribly busy?” 

 “Not at the moment,” came the reply, the slithering cold voice. 

 “Good,” Garrett nodded. “Priority has changed. Now you‟re going after Bruce 
Banner. I believe you‟ve had your briefing.” 

 “Right. Wormhole, Chimera. Big otherdimensional monster.” 

 “Something like that,” Garrett nodded. “You have two weeks to give me 
significant results. Don‟t injure him. We don‟t want him alive. Kill him. Got it?” 

 “Yes sir,” said the deeply satisfied voice on the other end. Garrett sighed as he 
closed the connection. He regarded his smoldering cigarette for a moment, then 
shrugged and took a deep, deep drag. 

 “It‟s a good thing,” he muttered, “I don‟t believe in fate.” 

 Still, however reluctantly, his steps turned back towards Adler‟s holding cell. He let 
himself in. 

 “Garrett again,” he muttered. 

 “Of course,” she smiled politely. 

 “Wormhole, Chimera, Banner,” Garrett said. “Will he survive this?” 

 “Oh yes,” she replied. “Hunter will die.” Her forehead creased. “Here, in the 
Alley.” 

 Garrett frowned. “We won‟t let any harm come to you,” he said. “I hope you feel 
safe here.” 

 She only smiled. “You have a phone call to make,” she said quietly. He left the cell, 
and returned to the communications station. 

 “Ebony,” he growled into the com. 

 “Yeah boss.” Cell phone; loud music thudded in the background. 

 “Go with Hunter. Kill Banner.” 

 “You got it. Anything special?” 

 “Dead,” Garrett clarified. “Once Hunter finds him, I want him dead. Not hurt. 
And don‟t screw around. One hit one kill, you read me?” 

 “I read you, boss. Ohh, yeah.” 
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 Garrett frowned at the phone, then he heard the giggle in the background, and a 
squeak of delight. He shook his head as he closed the connection. “Clown.” 

 He took a deep breath. Then he returned to his office. 

 Sitting behind the steel desk, he glanced at the flat panel monitor on his computer. 
He gritted his teeth. 

 Then he began to draw up orders of termination… 

* 

 "Why would you help me?" the trim blonde man asked, his narrow eyes focused 
on the older man across the table. 

 "My dear Worthington," the older man said, his face creased in a smile under his 
wild thatch of white hair, "I really don't think we're communicating." His eyes sparkled 
as he leaned forward. "When you helped the Inner Council be rid of me, you all thought 
I was being disgraced. On the contrary. I've graduated." He leaned back, letting that sink 
in. Worthington sipped his drink, his eyes not leaving the other man. 

 "Look, Lensherr, don't think you can pull one over on me." 

 "Do call me Magnus," the older man said. "You got the drop on me because I was 
absorbed in my vision, and not the details. I lost sight of the minutia that the Inner 
Council dotes upon. So when you ousted me, I finally remembered my purpose, 
shrugged off the responsibilities of that infantile and petty club, and once again threw 
myself into fulfilling my destiny." He gazed off the veranda into the wall of green 
presented by the trees. "I don't share leadership well. It was a matter of time, really." 

 "So if you're above all that pettiness," Worthington said, "what's this?" He tapped 
the thick envelope on the table between them. 

 "A replacement," Magnus said. "Surely you've already begun deciding how best to 
be rid of the White Queen. She's dangerous to you. Having used you to oust me, how 
long do you think she'll tolerate you?" 

 "You're trying to trick me," Worthington said. "It won't work." 

 "Of course it won't," Magnus said with a faint smile, rising to his feet. "Good day, 
Mr. Worthington." 

 "I still don't understand why you're involving yourself," Worthington said quickly, 
also rising. 

 Magnus heaved a sigh. "Were you furious with your grade school when you went 
on to high school?" he asked. 

 Worthington watched him uncertainly. 

 "I've moved on," Magnus said. "Bigger and better things. It's just a donation from 
an alumni. If you want, toss it in the fireplace. I really don't care," he said. "I thought 
you might want some information, a weapon, a juicy tidbit I'd been saving for a rainy 
day. Since I'm not involved anymore, I figured you could use it better than I. We White 
Kings must stick together." 

 "Frost will have you killed," Worthington said simply. 

 Magnus laughed, then walked away, his laughter ringing in the air behind him. 
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May 1 

 There were no dark corners in the McDonalds seating area, but the two figures 
huddled in the corner looked like they very much wanted to be unnoticed. An empty 
box of french fries was between them, and they ignored the suspicious employee that 
watched them with thin disapproval. 

 “You have enough to eat?” the blonde asked the child across the table. Her heart-
shaped face was sincere, framed in unwashed blonde hair, but her eyes were deep with 
worry. 

 The kid‟s skin was greenish, lumpy. His inhumanly large eyes sagged half shut, and 
a stocking cap was jammed over his almost hairless scalp. He nodded. 

 “Good, cause it‟s time to quit worrying about where we‟ve been,” she said 
decisively. “We gotta come up with a plan, and for that, we‟ll need names. I‟ll be Annie, 
Annie Wilson. You can be Arthur. Like the king, okay? Arthur Wilson. Do you like it?” 
Her tone was light, but tension pushed the words out. 

 His shoulders shifted with a slight sigh, but he didn‟t reply or meet her eyes. She 
bit her lip and glanced out the massive window by the table. “Look,” she said hesitantly. 
“I know things have been tough. But we‟ll figure something out. Okay?” She tried on a 
smile, and the kid ignored her. 

 The door opened; nothing unusual, but her eyes darted to movement with the 
reflexes of a fugitive. The woman who walked in moved with assured grace, with a 
touch of energy that nudged her from languid to graceful. She wore pale silk against her 
unblemished skin, and her smile showed teeth as she approached. The young woman 
blinked as the well-dressed newcomer ignored the employees and the ordering counter 
and came to a stop three meters away. 

 “Hello, Sally.” 

 The young woman gulped and blinked nervously, her heart racing. “What? My 
name is Annie. I don‟t know you.” 

 “You will,” she nodded decisively. “My name is Emma Frost, and I‟m here to 
provide you with that plan you‟re looking for.” 

 Sally‟s hands trembled. “How do you know me?” 

 “Right now you‟re trying very hard to be resourceful,” Frost replied with a sharp 
smile. “If you come with me, I‟ll teach you. I‟ll show you how to hone skills that will 
assure that you‟re never in this position again.” 

 “You expect me to just trust you? You walk in here and know my name and I‟m 
supposed to go with you?” Sally protested, quaking with fear. 

 “I have an experimental school,” Frost replied. She turned her attention to the kid. 
“Leech, isn‟t it? You‟re welcome too. It‟s for people older than you, but I can look after 
you while Sally is learning to use her powers. So when her frictionless field pops up 
around her and she can‟t even stand without being careful, you won‟t have to turn her 
powers off for a while. I‟ll teach her how to do it herself. Then you can be friends 
without being co-dependent. And there‟s the matter of food, clothing, a modest stipend 
for things teenagers need…” 
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 “What‟s in it for you?” Sally dared. 

 “Tax write off,” Frost shrugged. “Besides, there‟s no use having an experimental 
school without any students.” 

 Sally glanced at Leech; the kid shook his head vehemently. 

 “No, that‟s final,” Sally said, jutting her chin out. 

 Frost chuckled. “Of course it is. But if you come with me, then you can have that 
life you‟ve always wanted. Have children. A house. Marry. And have no fear of doctors 
experimenting on you ever again. Do you want to learn how power is gained and used? 
Or do you want to figure out how to get a job as a dishwasher when you can‟t hold 
things without Leech touching you every few hours?” 

 Sally blinked. 

 Frost turned her attention to Leech with a slight smile. “I have every console game 
system that‟s been released in the U.S. I also have over two hundred video games. And 
no one has ever played them. Because they are in your room.” 

 Leech‟s eyes shot unnaturally wide, his mouth went slack. 

 “This better not be a trick,” Sally said, sounding lame even to her own ears. “And I 
don‟t want to be called Sally ever again. Call me Skids, okay?” 

 “That‟s fine, Skids,” Frost replied with that unsinkable smile. “Just fine.” 

 They left together. 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

 The car purred up the long driveway towards the impressive pile of the 
Massachusetts Academy. They followed the driveway past the front of the building, 
along the side, and then turned into a narrow alley between wings of the building. At the 
end, the chauffeur tapped a combination into a keypad on the dashboard, and the back 
of the alley opened to let the car pass into a courtyard in the center of the school. 

 He expertly heeled the car around the circle drive by the stairs that led up to the 
double doors. Parking the car, he got out. Leech and Skids exchanged a worried look. 
The chauffeur rounded the front of the car and opened Frost‟s door. She gracefully 
rose, and he closed her door as she stepped away. He let Skids out, then walked around 
the back of the car to let Leech out. The three of them looked up at the dark face of the 
entrance to the building from the courtyard. 

 The black car left the way it came as Frost mounted the steps, her new charges in 
tow. She paused, a flicker of amusement in her eye, then she pushed the vast door open 
and entered the school.  

 “You‟re about to meet your classmates,” she said with a satisfied smile. 

 “Any chance we could, you know, clean up first?” Skids asked hesitantly. 

 “I‟m afraid not,” Frost smiled, “since you‟re the last to arrive. I am eager to get 
started. You can clean up afterwards.” 
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 They mounted the curving stair, then followed the balcony to a dark, paneled 
hallway. At the end of the hall was a heavy door marked “Headmistress Office.” Frost 
opened it, and ushered them in. 

 “Leech,” she said, “You‟ll stay here. I‟ll be back to get you all settled in, alright?” 

 Leech nodded uncertainly. Frost turned and escorted Skids back down the stairs 
and along another corridor. Sounds of conversation drifted from the far end. She 
pushed open a door, and entered a recreation room. 

 Conversation stuttered to a halt as the two blonde women presented themselves. 
Animal heads were mounted on the wall, and there was a pool table and an air hockey 
table. Two of the walls were lined with books, and there was a dartboard on another 
wall. Comfortable seating was in ample supply. 

 Skids felt everyone‟s eyes burning into her, and she flushed bright crimson. Frost 
smiled at the gathering. 

 “Good evening,” she said. “As you all know by now, I am Headmistress Frost, but 
you can call me Headmistress.” Her smile was oddly chilling. “Finally assembled here 
are this semester‟s students for our experimental class structure. I welcome you all to 
the Massachusetts Academy. We have a lot to learn from each other.” She led Skids 
over to the rest of the group. 

 “Let‟s begin, shall we?” she said. “This fellow is Charles Xavier. For purposes of 
formality, you will call him Lord Xavier.” She gestured at a slim bald man with upswept 
eyebrows. He wore a dark suit, and he was confined to a wheelchair. He nodded to 
them. 

 “Lord Xavier?” a lean teenager asked skeptically, an eyebrow cocked. His face was 
hinting a smile, and his auburn hair was a curly mop. 

 “Wait your turn, Rider,” Frost said. “That‟s a point off.” 

 “What?” he said, confused. 

 She ignored him, turning to a slender young woman with tumbling chestnut hair 
that had a white streak in her bangs. “This is Marie Saint. You will call her Lady Saint.” 

 “Hey yall,” Saint smiled. 

 “Now it‟s time for introductions so we can choose teams,” Frost continued. “Here 
we have Manuel de la Rocha, a charming young man with an empathic talent.” The 
trim, tanned youth bowed sardonically. “Beside him, Roberto da Costa, a solar battery 
channeler.” His smile was bright against his dark skin, and he nodded to the others as 
he crossed his muscular arms over his solid chest. “Then we have Richard Rider,” she 
said as she gestured to the lean young man who scowled with irritation. “Who has 
already learned to hold his tongue.” 

 She leaned back against the pool table as she continued. “The young woman in the 
corner back there is Maria Callasantos, tracker and fighter.” She gestured at a wiry 
teenager covered in tufts and patterns of fur. Her eyes were completely disinterested in 
the proceedings; she squatted by a potted fern, bored. 

 “Then Katherine Pryde, who has talents with density control and infiltration.” The 
young woman she pointed out looked around nervously; she was pale, thin, her mousy 
brown hair nondescript. “Angelica Jones, microwave energy emissions,” Frost 
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continued, nodding to a blonde teenager with curled, immaculate red hair and a stylish 
dress, accessorized with heels and matching purse and belt. She smiled hesitantly at the 
somewhat rougher crowd in the room. 
 “Vance Astrovic,” Frost continued. She pointed out a skinny teen who had seen 
some sort of violent action; his arm was in a sling and his face was still bruised. His 
dark, unruly hair had been prodded at, and his shirt was dirty. He sniffed, a bit sullen. 
“He is our telekinetic. Finally, tonight‟s new addition, Sally Blevins. Though she prefers 
to be called „Skids‟.” Frost smiled indulgently. 

 Then she straightened. “School begins tomorrow, so we need to make up for lost 
time. Xavier and Saint will be the team managers.” Frost produced a coin. “Flip for it. 
Who gets the Heroes and who gets the Hellions?” 

 “Heads,” Saint said. Frost flipped the coin, and peered at it. 

 “Heads it is,” she noted. 

 “Ah‟ll take th Heroes,” Saint nodded with a brilliant smile. 

 “Very well. Xavier, pick your team captain.” 

 “Manuel de la Rocha,” he said quietly. Manuel walked over to stand by the 
wheelchair. 

 “Right,” Saint said absently. “Rider, cmon over heah.” 

 As Rider headed over towards Saint, Frost smiled. “Very well. Now. Team 
captains, choose your teams.” 

 The remaining six teenagers shifted uncomfortably, exchanging glances. Manuel 
tapped his jaw. “Da Costa,” he said firmly, and the tousled young man grinned broadly 
and joined the Hellions. 

 “Angel,” Rich said as he sized up Angelica. 

 “Pryde,” Manuel nodded at Katherine. 

 “Skids,” Rich said, pointing. 

 “Hm.” Manuel looked at Vance and Maria. “Callasantos.” 

 “Welcome to the team, Vance,” Rich said wryly. Vance trudged over to his new 
teammates with all the enthusiasm of the one chosen last. 

 “Right,” Frost nodded. She glanced at the small watch in the jewelry of her 
bracelet. “It‟s almost midnight, and you all will report to the courtyard at precisely six in 
the morning, uniforms and all. So I suggest you don‟t dally. Managers, handle your 
teams.” She smiled, turned, and left. 

 “Cmon, Heroes,” Saint said with a dazzling smile. She led them to the exit at one 
end of the game room. 

 “With me, Hellions,” Xavier said as he headed for the exit on the other end of the 
room. 

 Saint led them up a relatively cramped stairwell. Carpet runners were on the steps, 
and stained glass was at the landing. The stairs creaked slightly, in the solid way of 
ancient and sturdy architecture. “Some ground rules,” Saint said as she led them up the 
stairs. “Privacy is at a premium, so don‟t you be expectin it. If yall wanna have sex, then 
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you can do it as long as the team managers or Frost don‟t see it. And if you get 
pregnant, there ain‟t no amnesty on your work. So be careful.” 

 They reached the third floor, and headed down a hallway. “No food outside the 
cafeteria unless Xavier or me or Frost gives the okay, and don‟t expect that to happen a 
lot. Put up yer clothes, cause you‟re wearin the school uniform during school activities. 
Pretty much all the time yall are on campus.” 

 She opened a heavy door into a dormitory. “Mah room is across the hall,” she said, 
pointing, “an this is where yall stay.” One end of the room had two beds built into the 
wall, one over the other. A sizable locker and chest of drawers was included for each 
bunk. The other end of the room was the same. In the middle was a table big enough to 
seat six. There was a small television off to the side, with a big couch facing it, and all 
the windows along one side of the room were stained glass but the bay window with a 
deep windowseat. A door off to the side led to a bathroom. The floor was hardwood 
with area carpets. Overall, the room felt slightly gloomy and very dignified. 

 “Anybody else wondering what the hell we‟ve gotten into?” Rich muttered. 

 “See, we‟re gonna hafta watch that,” Saint said. “We‟ve got classes and 
independent studies, an when you do well, the Heroes get points. When you screw up, 
we lose points. Every week, whoever has more points gets to leave campus for the 
weekend and gets a stipend bonus. Thanks to our team captain, we‟re a point down 
before we start,” she said. Rather than anger, there was a glimmer of amusement in her 
voice. 

 “Six in the mawnin,” she nodded, “we gather outside. Uniforms are on the table. 
They‟re simple, but don‟t screw up puttin them on or it‟s points off. Keep em clean, 
pressed, and presentable. You get two. Now the way things work is in the mawnins you 
do study in fencing, Latin, mathematics, combat, an history. In the afternoons, you 
work on homework an independent study an the Test.” 

 “Test?” Angelica asked hesitantly. 

 Saint smiled to herself. “It‟s late an yall got a big day tamarrah. Get some sleep, I‟ll 
wake you up in five hours.” 

 “Lady Saint Ma‟am,” Rich said, standing at attention. “Is it points off if we mutter 
„Evil stuck up sadists‟ under our breath, ma‟am?” 

 “Only if we hear you,” she smiled. “G‟night sugah, I gotta get my beauty sleep.” 
She nodded to them, and left the room, drawing the door shut behind her. 

 The four Heroes glanced uneasily at each other, now that they were alone. 

 “Cue tumbleweed,” Skids said with a nervous smile. “Scuse me.” She headed over 
to the bathroom, let herself in, and was delighted to see the big solid tub/shower 
assembly. She closed and locked the door, then finally let out a deep sigh of relief as she 
turned on the water. 

 

 “Well, obviously the first thing we have to do is figure out how to rig a curtain or 
something,” Angelica said, planting her hands on her hips as she regarded the room. “I 
can‟t believe they put us all in here together.” She looked disapprovingly at the boys. A 
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faint blush stained Vance‟s face as he averted his eyes and tried not to look excited. Rich 
squinted up at the paneling. 

 “Not gonna be easy,” he said. 

 “I get the feeling nothing is going to be easy here,” she replied with a small sigh. 

 “If it makes you feel any better,” Rich said, “we have to share a bathroom with a 
bunch of girls.” He smiled broadly, and she couldn‟t help but smile in return. “Now, I 
think we better get to bed. Anybody see an alarm clock anywhere?” 

 

May 2 

 It seemed like minutes later when the alarm went off. It‟s strident „meedee dee 
deep‟ beep tone startled Angelica, and she staggered out of bed with a tee shirt and 
panties on. Stumbling gracelessly across the room, she picked the clock up and blearily 
peered at it. She pushed at buttons, but it wouldn‟t stop. Setting her jaw and clenching 
her forehead, she stumbled over to Rich‟s bunk and tossed it up to him. 

 “Here you go, Captain my Captain,” she muttered. She shuffled to the bathroom, 
and locked the door behind herself. 

 Rich groggily stirred, blinking gummily at the chirruping clock. He held it in one 
hand; five oh three a.m. His brow contracted, and he swatted the clock. The casing 
crumpled like a stomped-on pop can, spraying bits of plastic in his bunk. He tossed it 
off the bunk to clatter down on the floor. 

 “Nuther five minutes, mom,” he muttered. Then he was asleep. 

* 

 The door to the suite opened, and Saint peeked in. Angelica slumped at the table in 
her uniform, her eyes tired, a cup of coffee gripped in one hand.  

 “Ah see yeu found the Mr. Coffee,” Saint said. 

 “Yes, thank you,” Angelica replied dully. 

 “Nobody else awake?” 

 Angelica sipped her coffee. “What time is it?” 

 “Gotta be on the field in five minutes,” Saint said, stepping into the room. She 
looked striking in her black and yellow jumpsuit, complete with combat boots and 
gloves. She wore a yellow scarf around her neck. With her hair pulled back, the strength 
and grace of her features were even more evident. Her green eyes were bright with 
amusement. “Time to rouse the troops.” 

 She raised her hand, revealing a metal ruler. “Been in the freezer,” she added with 
a conspiratorial whisper and a wink. She walked over to where Rich snored, and slipped 
it under his blanket. 

 “Jesus!” he yelped, popping up in the bed. He stared around wildly, fixing on Saint. 
“That‟s frikkin cold!” 

 “Now you lissen heah,” she said, eyes narrow and voice hard. “Five minutes till 
yalls on the field, and you bettuh not be late! Captain! Get them up an movin!” 
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 “Crap,” he muttered as the situation sank in. He sprang out of bed, snatching 
Vance‟s blankets and tossing them out on the floor. “Come on, people, move move 
move! Or we‟ll be mucking stables or sanding her majesty‟s corns this weekend, and the 
slime ball Hellions will be eating our steak in town! Come on!” 

* 

 Six o‟clock was a dank, chilly, cheerless time in the courtyard. As the door that led 
up to the Headmistress‟s lair opened, five figures stood in a line on the left, and five 
more were just finishing scrambling into position on the right. 

 “Heroes are late,” she noted, her voice clear and sharp in the cold air. “Three 
points off.” She strode down the stairs, her tread assured in her high heels. “Good 
work, Hellions,” she noted. 

 They wore black and red jumpsuits that tightly fit their forms. Tall boots and 
gloves completed the outfit, along with a heavy leather belt. The four Hellions stood at 
attention, and Xavier was parked behind them. 

 Frost turned to regard the Heroes. Their outfits were the same, except with yellow 
highlights instead of red. Except for Skids, who shivered miserably in sweat pants and a 
tee shirt. Frost narrowed her eyes and frowned. 

“Maybe you don‟t understand the uniform concept,” she said to Skids. 

“I‟m so sorry,” Skids said, her teeth chattering. “I need Leech‟s help. Can‟t 
dress with the field on.” 

“Go to my office,” Frost gritted out. “Point off the Heroes.” Rich heroically 
bit his tongue and said nothing at all, contenting himself to glare at Frost. Skids slunk 
away and delicately managed the stairs, the frictionless field around her making steps 
difficult. 

“Earrings not allowed,” Frost continued, sniffing at Angelica, who turned 
crimson. “Hair is a mess,” she said to Vance, who did not disguise the resentment in his 
reddened eyes. She stopped in front of Rich. “Captains are supposed to set the 
example,” she said quietly, disappointment in her tone and malice in her eyes. “No 
gloves? Why aren‟t you wearing gloves, captain?” 

 “They didn‟t fit, Headmistress,” he said, looking straight ahead. 

 “Why is it,” she murmured, “that of all the people here you are the only one who 
had gloves that didn‟t fit?” 

 “How should I know?” he asked, blushing. 

 “Headmistress,” she corrected. 

 “Headmistress,” he added. 

 “That‟s impertinent,” she sighed. “You will bring me these gloves that do not fit. If 
I find that they do, then we‟ll have a talk about honesty. And you won‟t like it,” she 
assured him. “We‟ll start with three points off just for the gloves. Saint?” 

 “Eight total, Headmistress,” Saint supplied helpfully. 

 “Right,” Frost murmured as she turned to face the Hellions. She slowly walked 
along their line. Even Callasantos had tucked all her fur into the suit. All of them wore 
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the uniform, and wore it correctly. All of them had combed hair, still wet from 
showering. They tried not to shiver in the cold air. Manuel looked smug. 

 “Good showing,” Frost said, raising an eyebrow as she looked back at Xavier. 
“Now, on to today‟s business. After calisthenics, you‟ll have breakfast in the Commons. 
Then a half hour to prepare for inspections and get ready for your first classes. After 
Inspection, classes start at eight and go for fifty five minutes each. Mathematics, then 
Fencing at nine, History at ten, and Combat at eleven. Every afternoon you will do your 
homework, study Latin, round out your education with independent study, get 
physically fit, and prepare for your Weekly Test.” 

 She mounted a few stairs and turned back to regard the eight students. “At the end 
of each week, you will be given a test in each subject. Passing the test gets a point for 
the team, a perfect score gets two points. Failure subtracts a point. Also, on Friday 
afternoon you will take a test that you construct over the course of the week as a team 
effort.” 

 Her lips curved in a smile. “Every week, you will construct fifty questions for a test 
on knowledge about the world in general, as well as a study guide to go with it. Not only 
will your answers on this test be graded, but the quality and difficulty of the test itself 
will be graded as well. At the end of the semester, you will take a test that is the 
compilation of all the Weekly Tests on both sides. You have to learn this information, 
not just cram it. Tests should increase the students‟ knowledge of the real world and 
how it works. Trivia is not welcome.” She paused. 

 “Direct questions to your managers,” she said, looking over the students. “This 
afternoon I‟ll be calling you into my office one by one for entrance interviews and a 
check to see how things are going.” She smiled at them again. “See you then.” 

 “Okay,” Saint said, slapping her hands together and stepping between the teams. 
“Now we gonna do some stretches, some laps, some shoot the cannons, some push 
ups, some sit ups; it‟ll be a grand old time!” She grinned. 

 No one else did. 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

 “It‟s not so bad,” Rich sighed. “We‟re only eight points down. Even if we don‟t 
win this week, we can come from behind and whip em next week.” He prodded at his 
food. “I sort of expected ham and eggs,” he said to his oatmeal. 

 Saint walked over to their table, leaving the dais where the managers and 
Headmistress ate. “Lissen up, yall,” she said. “We had a miserable showing this mawnin, 
and I‟ll have to tell the Headmistress about th clock, which will take us to nine points 
down in twelve hours. So let‟s suck it up, see if we can‟t angle this nose dive. Xavier 
thinks mothering his little goose-steppers is gonna make them whip us. I tol him that 
free-range students would do better on their own initiative. An right now he‟s havin a 
good chuckle at our expense. You gonna let that stand?” she asked, arching an eyebrow. 

 “Of course not,” Rich said without enthusiasm. 

 “Then you better tidy your place up, because I‟m goin ta inspect the Hellions after 
breakfast, an Xavier is comin ta inspect you!” She turned, and stepped back up to the 
staff table while the four Heroes exchanged a long look. 
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 “I‟m not cleaning up the stuff all over the bathroom,” Vance said suddenly, staring 
at the table. 

 “Maybe you could wash up and comb your hair,” Angelica replied, stung. 

 “You can talk!” Rich noted. “Okay people, forget breakfast. This stuff is nasty 
anyway. We better go get cleaned up before class.” 

 Across the room, a disturbance caught their attention. Pryde stood, stepping away 
from the table, fists clenched at her sides, furious. Roberto smiled broadly, and Manuel 
gestured at her. 

 “You are not angry,” he murmured in a low voice. “Only tired.” His smile was 
sharp, predatory. She sagged slightly. “Sit down,” he said. “There‟s no point anyway.” 

 She managed a pleading look toward the Heroes before she sat back down at the 
table, and Roberto put his arm around her. 

 Maria crunched through a chicken bone with her teeth, and smiled at them. 

* 

 Skids slumped in the chair, dejected, waiting for Frost to return. The side door 
opened, and a small head peeked in. Skids brightened at once, and tears pushed against 
the back of her eyes.  

 “Leech,” she said, relieved. “Everything okay?” 

 He nodded decisively with a grin. Charging, he touched her field and it slid away. 
He gave her an enthusiastic hug, his little arms surprisingly strong as he embraced her. 

 “I‟m so glad you‟re happy, kid,” she said with a grin, eyes filling with tears. The 
door opened, and Frost walked in. 

 “I see you two have sorted things out,” she said, amused. Leech nodded, grinning. 
Skids tried not to look sullen as she avoided Frost‟s eyes. She failed. 

 “Please excuse us, Leech, we‟ve got to have a conversation.” Frost shooed him 
out, closing the door behind him. She sat at the desk, its spacious surface separating 
them. “Sally,” she said sharply, “you came here to learn to control your powers. Today 
proved how necessary it is.” 

 “It‟s not like I can turn it off. It‟s not like I want to be a burden to the team. And 
when we get to studying,” she said, tears rolling out of her eyes, “it‟ll get worse. I 
dropped out in the second grade. I can‟t study. I don‟t know anything. I‟m—I‟m 
gonna—f-fail,” she said, a sob catching in her chest. 

 “Maybe,” Frost conceded. “But if you do, it will be for lack of trying. I didn‟t call 
you up here to scold you. You‟re going to miss the first day of classes because you and I 
have some work to do.” 

 “W-work?” Skids sniffed. 

 The door behind her opened, and Saint joined them. “Ah hope Ah‟m not late,” 
she said. 

 “We were just ready to start,” Frost nodded. “Now, we‟re going to work on 
helping Skids control her power. Skids, you know Marie Saint. She can steal the powers 
of others. So first let‟s turn your field back on, shall we?” She smiled. 
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 “I‟ll try,” Skids said hesitantly. She focused, held her breath and pushed against the 
pressure. She felt a trickle of raw fear streak through her blood, and the field oozed 
around her. She looked questioningly at Frost. 

 “Hope you didn‟t mind the extra jolt of fear,” Frost said. “I thought I‟d be 
helpful.” 

 “Awlraht, sugar,” Saint said with a deliberate drawl. “This won‟t hurt a bit.” She 
touched the field, and it rippled under her fingertips. Skids felt a cold drain, and the 
room rocked slightly as the ripples spread from Saint‟s touch. The field faltered, shrank. 
Saint let go, and a field glimmered around her. 

 “Wow,” Skids said, truly in awe. 

 Saint relaxed, and Frost closed her eyes. Saint flinched slightly, and blinked rapidly 
a few times. Then the field began to shrink. Abruptly, it vanished. Saint smiled, and 
popped it back on. 

 Shocked, Skids could only stare. 

 “Ah see it,” Saint nodded. “How you done it.” She smiled broadly. “Okay, Skids,” 
she said. “The Headmistress and Ah have worked a lot together. When Ah took your 
field, she came in and saw how it worked in mah mind. Now she can show you.” 

 “I use Saint as a baseline,” Frost clarified. “She takes on powers, and I see how 
they work. I know what‟s new, having familiarized myself with her usual background.” 
Frost smiled. “Relax.” 

 Skids felt her eyes roll back. She felt herself sensitive, unnaturally sensitive. And 
she felt the inside of her mind, of the brain in her skull. As though a hand was over 
hers, guiding her to a lightswitch, she felt a part of her mind flex that was unaccustomed 
to flexing. 

 And when she opened her eyes, the field was gone. 

 “Turn it back on,” Frost said with a peculiar hungry smile. 

 Breath trembling, Skids closed her eyes. Remembered. Followed the trail. 

 Touched something she never knew she had. 

 She didn‟t need to open her eyes to feel the slick field that separated her from the 
chair she sat on. Her eyes were full of wonder as she opened them. 

 “I can‟t believe it,” she breathed, choked up with gratitude. 

 “You are a long way from control,” Frost said calmly. “And maybe your field can 
be taught to do things besides hug you. The point is, we‟ve got a start, and you‟re closer 
to that normal life than you‟ve ever been before. Maybe you can start being friends with 
Leech without needing him, so he can know that your love is what you‟re offering as a 
gift instead of a payment for services rendered.” 

 “We can work on control later,” Saint said. “Gotta go.” She rose and left Skids and 
Frost alone. 

 “It will be hard,” Frost said softly. “The hardest thing you‟ve ever done in your 
life. But if you dedicate yourself, you can become a force to be reckoned with. I will 
show you the way.” 
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 “Thank you, Headmistress,” Skids choked. 

 Frost‟s smile was almost curious. 

 “Please,” Skids asked. “Now that… now that I might be able to control this field. 
Can… can I ask you a favor? I know you‟ve already done so much for me,” she hurried 
on, “but I want to ask one more thing. Could you watch over Leech? He‟s gonna have a 
hard life, and I kept him with me to look out for him. But… but I might not be able to 
give him what a sweet kid like him deserves. So will you watch over him? Make sure he 
has a good life?” A deadly earnestness glinted in her eyes. 

 Frost stood, her back to Skids. She stalked to the window and looked out. “I can‟t 
believe you‟d even ask me that,” she said in a low, hard voice. 

 “But I am,” Skids said. “Please. You have so much to offer him.” 

 There was a strange glitter in Frost‟s eyes as she faced Skids again. “You don‟t 
even know me.” 

 “I know you are kind, underneath it all,” Skids said, “and you really do want to 
help us.” She gestured aimlessly. “You don‟t have to tell me, you don‟t answer to me. 
Just, please. Look after Leech?” 

 “You are dismissed,” Frost said, her voice strangely unfocused, her eyes faintly 
puzzled. 

 Skids ducked her head and left. 

 Frost turned her gaze through the window, but didn‟t see anything at all. 

* 

 Vance stepped out of the bathroom, his hair awkwardly combed. Angelica sighed. 

 “Needs work,” she said. 

 “I just have one arm to work with here,” Vance snapped, gesturing at the plastic 
brace that encased his other arm. 

 “Let me help,” she replied. She took the comb, smoothed his hair down, and 
neatly parted it. “There. Painless,” she said. 

 “Thanks,” he muttered. “Look. About what I said. About the bathroom.” 

 “Forget it,” she said with a small smile. “We‟re all kind of tightly wound here. I 
think the Headmistress likes it that way.” 

 “Yeah,” Vance said, smiling with relief. “I think she does.” Angelica noted how his 
whole face changed when he smiled. She realized she had never seen him smile before. 

 The door popped open, and Rich darted in. “Xavier‟s coming,” he said quickly. He 
glanced around the room, absently pulling at the collar of the jumpsuit. “I‟ll be damned 
if this isn‟t as tidy as we can make it. Okay, people, line up in front of the window. 
Where the hell is Skids?” 

 “Still getting the big chew from the Headmistress,” Vance said sourly. 

 “Well, we better not get points off for that,” Rich growled. Then the door swung 
open, and Xavier‟s wheelchair carried him in. 
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 “Good morning, Heroes,” he said quietly, glancing around the room. “Looks tidy 
enough. Once a week or so I check to see that the toilet is clean and the vacuuming has 
been done, but I‟m not going to be a daily stickler. No need. You all have gotten 
yourself in a deep enough hole as it is,” he smiled, “and the Lady Saint is going to be the 
picky one when it comes to housecleaning. For this semester, anyway.” He eyed them. 
“She‟s teaching Math and Combat, but I‟ll be teaching Fencing and History. I look 
forward to seeing you there.” He took a last look around. 

 “Lord Xavier,” Rich said. “You‟ll teach fencing?” Curiosity sparked in his eyes. 

 “Of course,” Xavier said. “I had an excellent classical education.” He rose from 
the wheelchair, accompanied by the faint whining of braces on his legs. He smiled. 
“You‟re going to have to learn to assume less and watch more.” 

 “Thank you, Lord Xavier,” Rich said, flushing. 

 “Vance, come with me,” Xavier said. “Lady Saint has the first class, so let‟s have 
the doctor look over that arm of yours before we make decisions about how physical 
you can be.” 

 “Yes, sir,” Vance said, tossing them a panicked glance before joining the manager. 
Xavier chuckled, wheeling his chair out of the suite and down the hall. 

 “He gives me the creeps,” Angelica muttered, looking after him. “Did you see 
those eyebrows?” She shook her head. “I‟m not very good at math,” she admitted, 
biting her lip. 

 “We are so screwed,” Rich sighed… 

* 

 Xavier was back in his wheelchair. Vance followed him into the trim clinic at the 
end of the hall from the Headmistress‟s office. 

 “I have to save my strength,” Xavier confided to Vance. “It is draining using my 
walking apparatus. I need to be rested so I can teach effectively for the fencing class. 
Truth be told, I‟m still a bit clumsy,” he said with a small smile. 

 “Great,” nodded Vance, shivering slightly. 

 The room was fairly sizable, with three beds on one end and a laboratory at the 
other. A man with stooped shoulders hunched over a microscope at the other end of 
the room. He was draped in a white lab coat. 

 “Be right with you,” he said in a low, pleasant voice. He straightened, turning. “Ah, 
Vance Astrovik. I can take it from here, Lord Xavier,” he said with a smile. His face was 
pale, but strongly featured. He picked up a manila envelope and approached. 

 “Good luck,” Xavier smiled, and he wheeled away. The door closed behind him. 

 “I bet right about now you envy Alice and her whimsical Wonderland,” the doctor 
said with a crooked smile. “Have a seat on the bed here.” He opened the envelope and 
pulled out the x-rays. “Okay. I see here what‟s been done for you already. A quick 
checkup and we‟ll see how much physical activity you‟re ready for.” 

 He glanced at Vance sideways through the screen of his lank, unkempt dark hair. 
“Don‟t worry,” he said with a small smile, “you don‟t have to say a word. If it bothers 
you that I talk, just let me know. Now. Stretch your arm out over the table. I‟m going to 



 

   437 

take another x-ray and see how we‟re doing.” Vance complied, and the doctor stepped 
out of the room. There was a faint buzz click, and he returned. 

 “You are a lucky fellow. I know the Headmistress isn‟t making it easy for you all, 
but it could be a lot worse. Right before you got here, Lord Wyngarde left. He was 
going to be your manager. In a pinch, the Headmistress called in Saint. Now, I don‟t 
know why Wyngarde left,” the doctor said with a faint but genuine smile, “but I am 
certainly glad Saint came.” He shook his head. “Fine woman.” 

 “Who else is here?” Vance asked. “This is a big building.” 

 “Sure is,” the doctor nodded. “The Academy is a real institution, accredited and 
everything. And there are close to two hundred and fifty other students here. But this 
courtyard is sealed off so they can‟t get here, and it is reserved for special education 
kids. Not like learning disabilities, more like normality disabilities.” He chuckled. “I 
should write a paper. Be famous.” 

 “So why are you here?” Vance asked, emboldened. “Why not get a job with regular 
doctors and regular patients?” 

 The doctor sighed. “Because I‟m dying, and I have a rare blood disease,” he said. 
“I‟m not contagious. But I need funding to continue my research, to get materials and 
time and equipment. To find a cure before it‟s too late. Frost equipped my lab, and in 
exchange I look after you.” His smile deepened. 

 Vance‟s eyes widened. “You mean we‟re distracting you from finding a cure?” 

 “Not really,” the doctor shrugged. “There‟s no point to living longer if you aren‟t 
doing any living, right? I look forward to getting to know all of you, eventually. Keep 
me grounded. If nothing else, have somebody remember me when I die.” He shrugged. 
“I‟ll talk to Frost before tomorrow morning. In the meantime, you‟re sidelined for 
morning exercises, fencing, and combat.” He grinned. “Breaks your heart, I know.” 

 “What‟s your name?” Vance asked, curious. 

 “Heh. Look at me forget my manners,” the doctor said, extending his hand. 
“Michael Morbius. Pleased to meet you.” 

 They shook hands. 

* 

 “I could eventually learn to like this place,” Rich said, picking up the big floppy 
slice of pizza and digging in. 

 “Shoot me,” Skids muttered, head down on the table. 

 “Fencing is going to be neat,” Angelica said, eyes bright. “I don‟t like the combat, 
though.” 

 “And how about the math?” Vance sighed. 

 Rich shook his head. “Of course it‟s tough,” he said. “But we can do it. Because if 
we don‟t, those snots are going to win,” he nodded towards the Hellion table. 

 Saint approached their table. “Rich, you meet with Frost at one o‟clock. Vance, at 
two. Angelica, at three. Skids, at four. Supper is at five. The Hellions are on the half 
hours.” She smiled brightly. “Start on your homework and Latin during the down time. 
If you want to spar, exercise, or fence, the gym is open.” She returned to the dais. 
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 “Shoot me now,” Skids clarified, unmoved. 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

 “Enter,” Frost said clearly in response to the knock. The door opened, and Rich 
stepped in, glancing around. 

 “Nice office,” he said. 

 “Sit,” she replied with a gesture to the chair. Rich uneasily lowered himself into the 
chair, eyes still moving around rapidly. He absently tugged at his collar. 

 “Stop fidgeting,” she said sharply. 

 “Sorry, this thing is itchy,” he said defensively. 

 “Headmistress,” she supplied. 

 “Headmistress,” he sighed. 

 “Gloves?” she asked sharply. 

 “Sorry,” he sighed. “I was in a rush. They were Skids‟s gloves.” 

 “Very well,” she smiled, “I‟ll content myself with one more point off.” 

 He said nothing, glowering at her. 

 “You have an attitude problem,” she said simply. “One of the reasons I brought 
you here is because you are incredibly strong and you can fly and shrug off bullets. But 
that does you no good unless you develop a knack for how to use it to get what you 
want. Right now you don‟t know what you want, much less how to get it. And as long as 
you can‟t bring yourself to respect authority, that won‟t change.” 

 Rich tightened his jaw. “Look, lady, I appreciate the education you‟re offering me 
here. I‟m doing my best. But I think you‟ve singled me out, and I don‟t like it.” 

 “Of course I‟ve singled you out,” she said. “You‟re strong, and if you accept my 
teaching you could be powerful as well. But right now? You‟re gullible and easily 
manipulated.” 

 “Yeah?” he snapped. 

 Her smile was cold. “Oh yes. You decided to come here on your own, didn‟t you. 
After that incident where you killed those muggers in the alley while you were walking 
your date home. Didn‟t know your own strength. And you realized you were dangerous. 
You realized it was only a matter of time before you slipped up. That‟s when you called 
me.” 

 “How did you know that,” he whispered through nerveless lips. “I didn‟t tell 
anybody that.” 

 She shrugged with an inaudible chuckle. “You were being stubborn, confident in 
your powers. So I arranged the incident to show you the truth.” 

 Rich was very silent, painfully motionless as his eyes bored into the Headmistress. 
She was not in the least discomfited. 
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 “It gets better,” she smiled, catlike. “Those weren‟t muggers. Manuel and Roberto 
were disguised by a former colleague of mine. You thought you hit and killed them, yet 
here they are.” Triumph radiated from her in cold waves. “You ran right to me. 
Simple.” 

 “You tricked me,” Rich growled. 

 “And then some,” she shrugged. “But that makes my point, not yours. I didn‟t 
wrong you. You are gullible. For someone of your power, that‟s dangerous. I brought 
you here to teach you how to be alert for manipulation. To teach you how to get what 
you want without punching anyone. You have a choice,” she said, planting her hands on 
the desk and rising to gaze into his eyes. 

 “You can be angry that you were tricked. Storm off, or lounge around and be 
sullen and bitter. Maybe punch those punks to death, to get even. That‟s the stupid 
choice. The smart choice is to accept your hazing as the first lesson of your education 
here. You need to be less vulnerable. Don‟t pound the boys; outsmart them. I can teach 
you how to make and avoid simple traps. You want to resent me, that‟s fine. But use 
that resentment. Don‟t let it eat you. Let it push you. Be better than I am. Beat me at my 
own game. When you can do that, then you‟ve graduated.” She smiled, cold and 
unamused. 

 Rich found breathing difficult. “Why do you care about me?” he growled. 

 Her smile showed teeth. “I‟ll tell you when you‟re skilled enough to compel me 
to,” she purred. 

* 

 Rich heaved a deep sigh as he trudged into the suite. “Damn,” he muttered. “I hate 
Frost.” He unzipped his jumpsuit, shrugging his arms clear, and peeled off his shirt. He 
tossed it up on his bunk, then hung his head. He pulled the shirt down and dropped it 
in a hamper, shaking his head. “We‟re getting to be like trained monkeys, and it hasn‟t 
even been a full day yet,” he grumbled. 

 He heard Vance gasp, and he turned. Vance stared at him, pale. “What‟s the 
matter?” Rich asked, concerned. “You look like you‟ve seen a ghost.” 

 “Your shoulder,” Vance managed. “On your left shoulderblade.” 

 “Yeah?” Rich said. “It‟s a funky birthmark. Don‟t freak out.” He saw Angelica 
sitting at the table, also pale, eyes wide. “What?” he protested. 

 Vance stood, and with some difficulty managed to undo his jumpsuit and shrug 
clear, then shift his shirt off. He turned his back to them. On his shoulderblade was a 
tattoo, or oddly neat birthmark, of three interlocked circles. Rich stared. “That looks 
just like mine,” he said faintly. 

 Angelica pulled her shirt off, revealing her sports bra. She turned her back; a 
smaller copy of the same wavering interlocking three circles was on her shoulder. 

 Silence hung in the air. 

 “This is too weird,” Vance breathed. 

 The door opened, and Skids dragged in. Suddenly alert, she looked up. “What‟s 
going on?” she asked hesitantly. 
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 “Do you have one of these?” Rich asked, turning his back to show the circles. 

 Skids gasped. 

 “Okay,” Rich muttered, “what the hell is going on?” 

 

May 6 

 “This is it,” the old woman murmured. “This weekend will see the destruction of 
the Project.” 

 “Banner?” Garrett asked, frustrated, interested in spite of himself. He fired up a 
cigarette. 

 She slowly shook her head. “He is merely the key,” she said. “He will move the 
simple tumblers that control the simple bolt that keeps the entire door shut.” 

 “Riddles,” Garrett spat. “I have work to do. If anything more concrete shows up 
in the magic 8 ball, have me paged.” He left, striding fast and grumbling to himself. 

 He reached the com station. Punched in a code. 

 Messages, purred a confident voice. One message. Hunter. 

 Garrett nodded, punched the button. Garrett, this is Hunter, growled a dark, 
menacing voice. I have a bead on Banner. I will take him tonight. He’s in New York, right under 
our noses. I will slay him. 

 Garrett smiled. “You do that,” he muttered at the message. 

 In his head, a cybernetic link flickered. “Sir,” the operator said, “We have a call 
from General Ross.” 

 “I told you not to use this link unless it was an emergency,” Garrett silently 
growled into the comlink. “Route him to Station 863.” 

 The phone warbled, and he picked it up as he shut off the internal link. “General 
Ross,” he said with a smile. “Calling about the exosuits?” 

 “I‟ve waited long enough,” the man on the other end said sharply. “Are they 
ready?” 

 “We‟ve been putting them through the final tests. Better to blow up our test pilots 
than yours, am I right? I was going to put them through some live fire in a test with 
some rebels at our African site. But if you need them now, then they‟re all yours. We‟ve 
got four put together. Ideal for urban pacification.” 

 “That‟ll have to do,” the general growled. “Set it up through the usual channels.” 

 Garrett smiled as he hung up. Then his smile faded. He picked up the phone and 
dialed several numbers successively, unable to get a response. 

 “Where the hell are you, Darkholme?” he grunted at the unhelpful station. Then 
he sighed, flicking through his memory for another number. 

 “This is Garrett, code three alpha zeta four five nine tango whisky eight,” he said. 
The code confirmed, and the call rang through. 
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 “Sir, this is Garrett,” he said. “Just checking in. Darkholme has left me in charge 
while she trains an agent intensively, and I have intelligence that indicates we may be in 
some danger. Just wanted to give you the heads up for damage control. In case we fall 
apart. Sorry to be negative, but I felt it was my duty to be honest. Yes, sir. I understand, 
sir.” He hung up. Heaved a deep sigh. 

 Then he turned to see the frail old woman in the doorway behind him. Her blind 
eyes were hidden by sunglasses. 

 “What happened to protective custody?” he asked slowly. 

 “Doesn‟t matter,” she replied. “I thought I‟d enjoy my last two days. Before I die.” 

 Her unshaken calm was unnerving to Garrett. “I guess we all had better,” he said. 

 “Do you want to know how you—” 

 “No,” Garrett replied quickly. “No. Just… no. I don‟t believe in fate.” 

 She just nodded sadly. Sympathetically. 

* 

 “As I am certain you are well aware,” Xavier said evenly, “the Heroes and Hellions 
are pretty close point wise. Heroes, twenty eight; Hellions, thirty three. So this test does 
matter. The Heroes got four, and the Hellions got three. So that puts it at thirty two and 
thirty six.” He smiled. “I‟m looking forward to seeing your first Weekly Tests,” he said. 
“Class dismissed. 

 The eight students filed out of the classroom and headed for the locker room. 
Manuel stormed up behind Angelica and snatched at her arm. “Lying wretch,” he spat. 

 Rich was between them, peeling Manuel away effortlessly. He smiled, amusement 
in his eyes, and a promise of something darker. “Something wrong with the homework 
you stole and copied and returned, Manuel? Maybe some of the math problems had a 
few errors?” 

 “You were behind this?” Manuel snapped. 

 “No, you were,” Rich replied. “We didn‟t ask you to steal Angel‟s homework and 
copy the answers. But we knew you would. So if you want to suggest that we made you 
look like an idiot, then you‟re right. Just be glad we didn‟t make you look like a cheat 
too. That might be next. Consider this a warning. Stay away from our work,” Rich said, 
no longer amused. 

 Manuel trembled with rage. “This is not the smart thing for you to do. Enraging a 
de la Rocha is very dangerous, as countless gringos like yourself have discovered in the 
past. Your days are numbered,” he snarled, and he spun on his heel. “Roberto, let‟s go.” 

 “But, Combat class—” Roberto protested. 

 “We are sick. We must visit Morbius,” Manuel snapped, not slowing. Roberto 
glanced at them again, then took off after his team captain. 

 “Are you sure that was a good idea?” Angelica asked, nervous. “He looked really 
mad.” 

 “Right,” Rich nodded. “Exactly. And he‟s already made a mistake. He and Roberto 
are missing Combat class; two points off right there. And all his wrong answers on his 
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Math work got us another point closer to tying it up. That narrows us from being four 
points behind to only two. If we kick butt in class and at least tie them up on the 
Weekly Test, we win.” He grinned broadly. 

 “I don‟t know,” Angelica murmured, shaking her head. “Seems risky.” 

 “Yes,” Rich agreed decisively. “It is risky. But I want to win, after starting out ten 
points down.” 

 Then they entered the locker room, with the men‟s lockers down one side and the 
women‟s lockers down the other. A waist high wall divided the areas. 

 “Hey,” Vance said over the wall as Pryde shrugged out of her jumpsuit. She turned 
to look at him, her eyes narrow. “I was just wondering,” he went on, his mouth dry. 
“Do you have a mark? Like this? On your shoulder?” He turned his back to her. 

 “No,” she said. She paused, curious. “But Roberto does.” 

 “Really?” Rich said, stepping forward. “How about Manuel?” 

 “No,” she said. She turned and looked at Maria. “Do you? Under the fur?” 

 Maria ignored them, slamming her locker. Her fur was rumpled after being stuffed 
in the jumpsuit. Worls and tufts pushed away from her skin around the sports bra and 
athletic shorts she wore. 

 “What does it mean?” Pryde asked, leaning against the wall. 

 “We don‟t know,” Vance said. “But we‟d sure like to. 

 “Hey,” she said to Rich. “Where‟s Manuel and Roberto?” 

 “They got mad, went off to console each other,” Rich said with a toothy grin. 

 “If only,” Pryde sighed, turning her back to them, and Rich immediately regretted 
his flipness. 

 Changed, they all filed out of the dressing room to the open gym floor. Saint was 
waiting for them, dressed in athletic shorts and a sports bra, her hair up in a ponytail. 
Every inch of her was toned, fit, and lithe. She smiled a big, dazzling smile at them as 
they lined up. 

 “We‟ze missen some boys,” she said. 

 “Sick,” Rich said laconically. “They reported to Dr. Morbius, Lady Saint.” 

 “Did they,” she said, her grin undented. “Well, that‟s a damn shame. Two points 
off the Hellions. That puts the Hellions at thirty four, only a two point lead. Let‟s see 
what yall can manage to do t‟day.” 

 She quickly gestured. “Okay kids. Torso touch three step combat. Pair off. Rich 
and Vance, Maria and Angelica, Pryde and Skids. Pair off, bow and open, and go when 
yall feel ready. Not graded on victory, but on form.” 

 They paired off, bowed while clapping a fist into an open palm, then readied 
themselves an arm length away. Then, one made a move that the other countered; a 
pause, then another move and counter, then another. Then they reset. 
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 Saint walked past Rich and Vance. “Good, good, keep it under control, Rich. 
Remember that you can‟t always use brute strength; gotta be quick without it. Vance, 
keep your hands at your sides and use your telekinetics to counter him instead. Good.” 

 She walked to the next pair. She watched a couple exchanges critically as the 
nervous couple sweat under the scrutiny. “Careful, Maria,” Saint admonished. “Yer 
likely ta hurt the poor gal. She ain‟t so tough as you.” Indeed, Angelica was already 
bruising from where Maria‟s careless power slammed into her. She bit back her pain and 
went on, determined and unhappy. 

 Saint strolled on to the next pair. She watched Pryde strike, her fist darting through 
Skids‟s body altogether. Skids moved to block, and Pryde‟s arm went through hers. 

 “This is pointless,” Skids pointed out helpfully. 

 “Okay girls,” Saint said firmly. “Powers off.” 

 After five minutes, she blew her whistle curtly. “Okay,” she said. “Boys to the 
sideline. Time for some girl power.” She smiled mischievously. Then she stopped and 
turned, looking up to the balcony. “Headmistress and Lord Xavier! Glad you could 
come and observe.” 

 “Just keeping an eye on how they‟re doing,” Frost said, settling against the railing 
to peer down with interest. Xavier‟s expression was grim, as though he had just heard 
news that didn‟t sit well with him. 

 Angelica, Maria, Pryde, and Skids stood uncomfortable on the mat. Saint returned 
her attention to the girls. 

 “Now,” she said. “We gonna play a game of torso touch. If your torso is touched, 
you‟re out. No teams.” She nodded to herself. “Spread out now…. Okay, go.” 

 Quick as a cat, Maria sprang at Pryde and lashed down. Her fist went right through 
the insubstantial girl, who smiled at her. 

 “Nasty,” she said, shaking her head. Maria swiveled and sprang out of Pryde‟s 
reach, reaching at Skids. She rebounded from the force field; “Now!” Skids shouted. 
Angelica jumped forward and tagged Maria between the shoulderblades. 

 “I got you!” she said, delighted. 

 With a snarl, Maria spun, claws out. The sharp claws snagged Angelica on the front 
of her shoulder and zipped through her skin, laying it open. Anglica screamed, toppling 
back and clutching at her neck. Maria sprang back, shaking her hand off disdainfully. 

 “No teams,” Maria sniffed, eyes darting around quickly. 

 Skids fell off her feet at once, sliding awkwardly on the ground as her heart rate 
shot out of control with panic. “I can‟t shut it off!” she cried. 

 “Saint! Zero contact! Let them work it out,” Frost said authoritatively from the 
balcony. Xavier and Saint stared at her, shocked, but she had eyes only for Pryde. 
“Better hurry,” she said. “Angel‟s losing a lot of blood.” 

 Eyes wild, Pryde dropped to her knees by Angelica. Angelica‟s eyes were staring 
with panic, she was choking on blood. Pryde pressed her down on the mat. “Hush,” she 
said quickly, her stomach churning at the strangely hot blood that flecked her fingers 
and oozed under her grip. “It‟s gonna be okay. Quick!” she added, turning to where the 
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young men stood rooted to the spot in shock. “Towels! Water! Some stitching supplies 
or something!” 

 Rich gathered a bunch of towels and ran over to her; Vance, thinking more clearly, 
brought the first aid kit that was mounted on the wall. 

 “Just press on it, slow the bleedin,” Saint said with a reproachful look at the 
Headmistress. “Rich, go get Morbius.” He darted off his feet, up to the skylight, tilted it 
open and disappeared through it. 

 “Relax,” Pryde said to Angelica. “Your throat is fine. The cuts are deep, but you‟ll 
be okay,” she added, hoping she was telling the truth. 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

 A couple terse minutes slipped by, with Saint standing over the injured young 
woman and the other kids. Maria sat on a bench off to the side, trying to look bored 
instead of slightly frightened. Frost and Xavier had a conversation in low tones on the 
balcony, a conversation clearly more satisfying to Frost than it was to Xavier. 

 Then the door banged open and Morbius ran in, out of breath. He was at 
Angelica‟s side at once. 

 “She‟s fine to travel, but shouldn‟t walk. Bring her to the clinic,” he said crisply. He 
stood, exchanged a look with Saint, and then led the way. Vance dropped through the 
skylight with a stretcher. They rolled her onto it, then Vance and Rich carried the 
stretcher behind Morbius. 

 Pryde stood trembling, then stumbled over to the side of the room and promptly 
threw up on the floor. Skids stood looking uncomfortable, and Maria slouched on the 
bench. Saint stalked over to Maria. 

 Maria‟s head lowered, and for a moment she looked very like a dog who knew 
she‟d done something bad. 

 “Maybe you wasn‟t payin attention,” Saint said, her voice low. She tugged off her 
glove. “We‟re learnin ta fight, not fightin. There is very much a difference.” She tossed 
her glove on the mat and grabbed Maria‟s upper arm. “Look at me when I‟m talkin to 
ya,” she said, her voice sharp; Maria gasped, rippled somehow, and sagged in Saint‟s 
grip. 

 “That‟s right,” Saint nodded, nostrils flared, anger tense in her words. “Now. You 
wanna fight? Let‟s fight.” She raised her free hand, and black claws slit out over her 
fingernails. She lashed down, flaying Maria‟s cheek open, and she threw the furry girl 
into the wall as her hair twisted and fur uncoiled from her skin. 

 Maria snarled, hanging back, uncertain. “Let‟s see how it goes when it‟s a little 
more fair,” Saint growled, and she lashed out to cut Maria‟s arm open. “Come on!” 

 Snarling, deep fear and pain and fury warring in her eyes, Maria charged slashing. 
Saint stepped to the side, knocking her strikes away, and lay into her ribs. Chunks of 
gory fur flew clear, and Saint kicked her hard in the knee; something snapped, and the 
wolf girl tumbled down and rolled. 
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 In a spring she was on her feet, her skin swelling closed, her knee popping as it re-
shaped. 

 Saint, by far the superior in the technique of hand to hand, closed in. She kicked 
Maria across the shoulder, sending her tumbling down, then she pounced. Legs caught 
her in the belly and flung her away, but she rolled and popped up snarling, charging 
again. Maria couldn‟t deflect her this time, and she went back to the wall. She screamed 
as Saint tore her arm, tore her rib, slashed both cheeks, pounded her into the wall. Saint 
slashed at the arteries in Maria‟s neck, opening them up so blood sprayed all over; then 
she sent a last slash over the mauled wolf girl and let her slump to the ground, curled in 
a ball. She kicked her, hard. 

 “You like that?” she growled around her teeth. “You like the way those claws 
work? You like how that feels? Do you?” She kicked her, savagely, and again. Again. 

 “Saint!” Xavier said sharply. 

 She looked up at the balcony, then turned her back on the feral wolf-girl and 
stalked away, blood matting her fur. She breathed deep and focused. The hair began 
wildly shedding, her claws became brittle. 

 Maria whined as she choked in her own blood, but her healing had kicked into 
overdrive. It was close, but she was recovering. 

 Pryde and Skids watched, stunned and shocked. 

 Frost smiled quietly to herself. 

 “Only one way to deal with a bully,” Saint growled, low in her throat as her eyes 
shifted back to more familiar patterns. “This is why we teach you to fight. Maria hates 
me now, but she did before. It‟s yall that‟s gonna hafta figure out your own way ta deal 
with this. She ain‟t comin after me if she knows what‟s good for her. This is just a taste 
a what I can do.”  

 She approached Pryde. “Don‟t worry, girl, this is almost over,” she muttered. She 
touched Pryde‟s shoulder; the room seemed to spin, and Pryde dropped to one knee as 
a wave of dizzyness rolled through her. Saint approached Maria. The wolf-girl propped 
herself up on one knee, snotty bloody drool dripping from her fanged and furious 
mouth. 

 “You done? You ready to be done?” Saint asked softly. 

 Maria sprang, claws out. Saint ducked to the side and snapped a fist across her 
nose, cracking it with an audible pop. Maria let out a howl, and Saint kicked her bloody 
ribs again, then slung her against the wall. 

 “You stay here until we‟re ready ta deal with ya,” she said. As she touched Maria, 
force rippled between them; Maria became insubstantial, and her hand was pushed back 
into the wall. She screamed for real when she became substantial again, her hand locked 
with the wall, her wrist ending in blank concrete. Saint hopped lightly out of range and 
stared at Maria, who quieted at once. 

 Saint looked up at Frost. “Points?” she said. 

 “Six off Hellions,” Frost said, “reduced by two because of Maria‟s punishment and 
a further three by Pryde‟s commendable courage and level-headedness. For the Heroes, 
a point off for Skids losing control in a stressful situation, a point for Rider getting 



 

446 

help.” She smiled coldly. “Heroes are only one point down. This first test is pretty 
important, isn‟t it,” she mused. Smiling to herself, she led Xavier away from the gym. 

 Saint shook her head. “Let‟s go see how Angel is doin.” 

 They all left, and Maria stood alone. She licked at her wrist where it met concrete, 
fury and pain and self-pity boiling through her. 

* 

 By the time Saint led Pryde and Skids to the clinic, Morbius was just finishing the 
stitches. “A few weeks,” he said, “that‟ll be good as new. It‟s deep, so you need to be 
careful.” He looked over at Saint. “No calisthenics for this one.” 

 Saint nodded. “How about Manuel and Roberto. Were they sick?” 

 “No,” Morbius said, “but they cleaned and re-arranged my cabinets. I‟d say that‟s 
worth a point each.” 

 “Well they missed a test, so they‟re a point further down without a good excuse to 
re-take it,” Saint said. “So that balances out.” She looked over at Roberto and Manuel. 
“Hellions are up by one point.” 

 They sighed with relief.  

 Frost strolled in. “Is Angelica well enough to take the Weekly Test?” she asked. 

 “Next week, sure, but she really should rest for at least a few hours. I‟d like to keep 
her here for observation.” 

 Frost nodded. “Alright. The rest of you, get to lunch. The Weekly Test is at two.” 
She smiled, and left. The students trooped out after her. 

 Saint leaned back against the wall, watching Morbius. “How you doin t‟day?” she 
asked. 

 “Good,” he shrugged. “Energy is good, the world has color.” He smiled. “I‟m 
surprised that Callasantos girl isn‟t in here too.” 

 “Oh, we had words,” Saint drawled. “I suspect she‟ll be tied up until Pryde goes to 
let her out.” 

 “Ah,” Morbius said tactfully. “You gonna make it?” he asked Angelica. 

 “It‟s numb right now,” she said uncertainly. “I… I‟ve never been hurt like that 
before.” 

 He patted her good arm. “I‟m sorry it had to happen,” he said. “I hope it doesn‟t 
happen again.” 

 “I schooled Maria pretty good for you,” Saint said seriously. “She gives you any 
more trouble—” 

 “Then I have to handle it,” Angelica said heatedly. “Because if I don‟t then she‟ll 
just keep coming when there‟s no one else around. I can defend myself,” she 
murmured, her eyes haunted. “I just… I don‟t like hurting people.” 

 Saint sized her up. “You‟ve had a tough week. If the Heroes win, you can go to 
town with them. Right, doc?” 

 “Sure,” Morbius smiled. “So when the Heroes win, do you get to go to town too?” 
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 “Maybe,” she said, dipping her shoulder to him. “See you later, Michael.” 

 “Bye now, Marie,” he said. He smiled to himself and shook his head, then he 
peeled off his surgical gloves. “Rest up,” he said to Angelica. “Just take it easy.” 

* 

 As they left the lunch room, Rich caught up to Pryde. “Hey,” he said. “Thanks for 
your quick thinking back there. For helping Angel. Uh, I‟ve been wondering. About 
Manuel and Roberto. And you.” 

 She tossed him a hard look. “What‟s to wonder?” she said bitterly. 

 “Well, for one, did you go to Frost?” 

 “Yes,” Pryde said. “Let‟s go this way.” They took a turn, out to the central 
courtyard and across the way. The sky was dim with clouds, even in the early afternoon. 
Kitty walked around behind the carport and pulled a cigarette out of her cuff, a lighter 
from her pocket. She lit up. 

 “Didn‟t know you smoked,” Rich noted. 

 “Haven‟t paid much attention,” she said acidly. “Why do you care what happens to 
me? I‟m a Hellion, you‟re a Hero.” She practically spat the last. 

 “Well,” he said, uncomfortable, “we‟re all students here. Teams were kind of luck 
of the draw.” 

 “Why did you come here?” she asked. 

 Rich shrugged. “Frost tricked me, made me think I couldn‟t control my powers. I 
came here to learn. When she told me how I‟d been tricked, she told me I needed to 
protect myself from that kind of manipulation. I agree. I sure don‟t like her. But when 
she‟s right,” he shrugged, trailing off. 

 “Yeah, I got a double sting too,” Pryde shrugged. “I tried to get away from her, 
but she was in my head. So I came with her here, she said she‟d teach me how to get 
away from anything. So I get jumped by Tweedle-Grease and Tweedle-Greasier. You 
don‟t know what it‟s like,” she shuddered. “All the time. It‟s all about them. I have to 
satisfy their… their egos. Their needs.” She glared at the ground, and tapped at her 
cigarette to knock away the loose ash. “I told Frost about it. She said that‟s where I 
start. Get clear of those greaseballs. Then I will have a foundation to get away from 
anything else.” Pryde shook her head. “She doesn‟t understand.” 

 “Maybe she does, and she doesn‟t care,” Rich said. “I have about fifty reasons to 
pound them both to bloody paste, and believe me when I tell you they couldn‟t stop 
me. Same with you. I don‟t think they‟re here to learn anything. I think Frost brought 
them in as exercises for the rest of us.” Rich heaved a deep sigh. “We gotta do 
something to help you out.” 

 “Like what?” she asked bitterly. 

 Rich glanced away. “We‟ll just have to think of something.” 

 She took a last drag that pulled the smoldering of paper all the way to the filter, 
then she tossed the cigarette away. “I won‟t hold my breath,” she said as the smoke 
swirled from her nose and mouth. “I‟ll be thinking of you when the Hellions are in 
town this weekend.” She pushed past him and returned to the house. 
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 Rich sighed. Then he started back to the Heroes suite. 

 As he walked in, Vance and Skids were hunched over their books, scribbling. 

 “It was a mistake,” Vance moaned. “How are we ever gonna remember all this 
crap about French colonizing of Africa?” 

 “We agreed that was the test we were gonna make, and there it is,” Rich replied. 
“Too late to gripe now. How are we doing?” 

 Vance groaned, settling his head on the table, and Skids looked up mournfully. 

 “We‟re screwed, captain,” she said hopelessly. 

 “Come on now,” Rich said forcefully. “If you believe that, then it‟s true. We gotta 
work together and do this!” He glanced at the clock. “We have another twenty minutes 
until the test.” 

 “So screwed,” Skids clarified. 

 “We just need some practice,” Rich replied sharply, nettled. “Look, we‟re close. 
We might be able to beat them to go to town this weekend. Even if we don‟t go, we 
need to win anyway! We started out behind! We gotta show them what we‟re made of!” 

 “Gawd,” Skids said into her book. Vance sighed. 

 Rich looked them over, then shook his head. “Okay, fine. I‟m going to do my best. 
I hope you all can hold up your end of the deal.” 

 Saint walked into the room, toweling her hair off. “Ah hope Ah didn‟t hear no 
defeatist talk in here,” she said. “Xavier got his troops all whipped into a frenzy about 
this Weekly Test. They gonna rock it. I expect mine to do the same.” 

 “Lady Saint,” Rich said. “Do you think there‟s anything we can do to help out 
Pryde? That poor girl is stuck with those monsters. Can‟t we get her over on our team 
somehow?” 

 “Who‟s willin ta trade?” Saint asked mildly. “Vance, you wanna go over? Would 
you send Angel? Skids? How bout you, Rich? Anybody want to trade places with her?” 

 Guilty silence followed. 

 “Yeah, I thought so,” Saint said quietly. “Study up. Test in fifteen.” She left, 
closing the door behind her. 

 “Gotta take a walk. Clear my head,” Vance said stiffly. He got up and left. Rich 
sighed as he sat down at the table. He looked over his notes, but he didn‟t see a thing. 

* 

 Vance stole quietly down the steps on the balcony in the gym, and crouched by the 
rail. He saw Pryde standing just out of arm‟s reach of Maria. 

 “I‟m here to get you out,” Pryde said. “It‟s almost time for the test. But you gotta 
tell me you‟re not going to lay into anybody.” 

 “Better leave me here,” Maria snarled, her teeth bloody. Vance saw she had been 
chewing her wrist; blood was smeared on the concrete, it dribbled down in long 
glittering lines. 
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 Pryde shook her head. “If you go after Saint, better get her while she‟s asleep,” she 
advised. She reached out and took Maria, pulled her. She came clear of the wall, and 
stood shivering with rage and fear and hate. 

 “Come on. We have a test to take,” Pryde said quietly. 

 “Don‟t care how bills become law, or about special interest group loopholes!” 
Maria snarled. “Keep your points! Your test! Doesn‟t matter! I can‟t go into town 
looking like this!” 

 Pryde took a step back, blinking. “I—you‟re right, I hadn‟t… Look, even if we 
win, I‟ll stay here with you,” she offered. 

 “Slut,” Maria snarled. She turned and bounded away. Pryde looked after her for a 
long moment, then covered her eyes and breathed deep, a catch in the bottom of her 
breath. 

 Feeling awkward, not sure what else to do, Vance stole out as quietly as he had 
crept in. 

* 

 One by one, they filed up to the desk and put their scan-tron test sheets in the 
basket. Frost smiled at them as they left the classroom. 

 “The winner will be announced at supper,” she said. “The team with the most 
points can go into town and eat. The team that stays here gets oatmeal.” She smiled, 
satisfied. 

 Manuel was relaxed. He chuckled as they headed out. 

 “What‟s so funny?” Rich asked casually. “We‟ll probably win. Maria didn‟t show, 
so that‟s two points off for you right away. One of you would have to score perfect to 
make up for that.” 

 “Exactly,” Manuel said with a cryptic smile. He and Roberto headed for the 
Hellion suite, Pryde in tow not making eye contact with anyone. 

 Three Heroes stood watching them go. 

 “Latin be damned,” Skids said suddenly. “I‟m going to visit Leech.” 

 “I‟m taking a nap,” Vance muttered, rubbing his face. 

 Rich sighed, and headed for the gym. 

* 

 Rich tossed the basketball, and it swished through the hoop. He rebounded, 
followed the dribbling ball around, crouched and sprang, the ball flying from his 
fingertips with a lovely backspin. It banged off the rim, but he was there. He spun 
around and landed, then went up for the lay-up— 

 Everyone to the Commons. Now. 

 Frost‟s imperious voice rang in his head, and Rich dropped the ball, shocked. Then 
he ran for the locker room and his uniform. 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
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 Seven students gathered in the Commons, where Frost stood by the double doors 
leading into the administrative side. She had her arms crossed over her chest, and fury 
sparked in her eyes. Her immaculate dress and style seemed triply menacing today. 

 As Rich jogged up and formed into the Heroes line, she slapped a quirt against her 
leg. “We have a cheater in our midst,” she said coldly. “The worst kind of cheater. One 
that gets caught. And there will be punishment. The kind of punishment that 
demonstrates to the rest of you why this will never, never happen again at this school. 
Cheaters are expected to be smooth and skilled, with a complicated plan and a brilliant 
execution. This kind of clumsiness will not be permitted again! Or this time. You know 
who you are, you coward. But I‟ll save you the grief of deciding whether or not to step 
forward. Roberto da Costa, get your snivelling worthless carcass front and center, 
prepare to receive your punishment!” Her voice got quieter, but the rage in it swelled. 
He meekly stepped forward. 

 “Fool,” she snapped. “The camera in my office was only a simple distraction. The 
hidden camera behind my desk caught a picture of you.” She gestured, and the monitor 
in the Commons showed broad shoulders, the back of a Hellions uniform, hunched 
over the desk. Fumbling. Replacing envelopes. Glancing around, then leaving. There 
was no doubt who it was, even though the face was concealed. 

 “As you were kicked out of one school after another, then boarding school, then 
the military academy, so too will you be kicked out of this school. And I‟ll see to it that 
you never become anything but the worthless cheat you are. Roberto da Costa! Your 
father will get the details, and a list of other failures from this school! You are finished,” 
she hissed. 

 Tears welled out of his eyes. “Please no,” he gasped, with the voice of a man who 
had been shot through the gut. “I will do anything for you! Please! Anything! Don‟t tell 
him!” 

 “Too late for that. You no longer exist,” she said distinctly. “Saint, take him to the 
Quiet Room.” 

 Saint, fully gloved, gripped him by the elbow and steered him away as he sobbed 
like a baby. Manuel watched him go, relief filling his eyes. Frost stopped, and turned 
back. 

 “By the way,” she purred. “That subtracts two hundred points from the Hellions. 
Week totals are cumulative. See if you can work off the shame he has brought to you.” 
She turned with a flourish and left. Manuel breathed again. 

 Rich watched him narrowly. 

 “Back to your homework,” Xavier said forcefully. The Hellions reluctantly turned 
and left. 

 Rich pulled out a chair and sat down as Vance grinned. 

 “Yes!” Vance said. “One down, two to go.” 

 “It… isn‟t that simple,” Rich said as his mind worked. 

 “What do you mean?” Skids asked. 

 Rich looked up, his eyes cloudy. “I‟m not rightly sure. But this feels.. wrong.” 
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 “How?” Vance asked, incredulous. “Roberto is guilty! He‟s a scumbag! He‟s 
getting what‟s coming to him!” 

 “Yes,” Rich agreed slowly. “But… we‟re here to learn, right? What if Roberto 
could have? Learned, I mean? What can he do now? What if he kills himself over this?” 
Rich shook his head. “I don‟t like it. And we all know Manuel put him up to it. He‟s 
expendable, and now he‟s expended. Manuel is happy, Roberto took all the blame.” He 
shook his head again. “It isn‟t right.” 

 “So,” Vance said, “What are you saying?” 

 “I‟m not sure,” Rich said heatedly. “But Frost has been trying to tell me that the 
confrontation, the direct approach isn‟t as powerful as knowing how to play the field 
and come at it from a different angle. And I could swear she was challenging me with her 
eyes when she broke Roberto.” He chewed his lip. 

 “Too deep for me,” Skids said dismissively. 

 “Look,” Rich muttered, grasping at reasons. “Let‟s say Roberto gets sent away. 
We‟ve saved Pryde. Except another scumbag is going to get slotted right in when he‟s 
gone. Okay, what if we save Roberto? Then we have leverage with him, see?” 

 “Hellions aren‟t generally grateful types,” Vance mumbled, thinking back to the 
gym. 

 “I want to try to sort this out,” Rich said finally. “You can help or not.” He set his 
jaw. 

 Skids sighed. “What‟s the plan?” she asked. 

 “Working on it,” he said, glancing away. “Go get Pryde. I want her in on this. 
Bring her to the carport in the courtyard.” 

 “Yes captain,” Skids muttered, and she left. 

 “I sure hope you know what you‟re doing,” Vance said, shaking his head. 

 “Not yet,” Rich said, rubbing his hands nervously. “But I hope I will.” He glanced 
at the clock. Just after three. 

 Plenty of time… 

* 

 “Barking mad,” Pryde said, disbelief in her tone. “You‟re off your nut. Absolutely 
cocked. Round the bend.” 
 “Look, will you help us or not?” Rich said sharply. 

 “Why?” she asked, puzzled. 

 “Because I don‟t want to get in the habit of letting Frost crush people, just because 
it isn‟t me or one of my friends,” Rich suggested. 

 “Guilty,” she reminded him. “Caught at it. Stupid. Sloppy.” 

 “Who would you rather get pinched by this?” Rich demanded. “Roberto or 
Manuel?” 

 She was wary. “Ah.” 

 “We can‟t do this without you,” Rich said, quieter. “You in?” 
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 She shook her head. “This place is an asylum; why do I even pretend to be sane? 
What‟s the plan.” 

 “Here we go,” Rich said. “We need to be fast. So pay attention…” 

* 

 “Come in,” Frost called as someone rapped gently at her door. The door opened, 
and Rich walked in. He was mottled with flush and paleness all at once, and his 
breathing was shallow and fast. 

 “Yes?” she said severely. 

 “I‟d like Roberto da Costa to get a trial,” Rich managed, hating the nervousness 
that almost unmanned him. 

 She leaned back in her chair, eyes glittering with amusement and challenge. “Oh?” 

 “Not to convict anyone of cheating, or prove anyone‟s innocence,” Rich quavered. 
“Just to provide reasonable doubt. Not to dispute the 200 point penalty. Just… don‟t 
ruin da Costa.” 

 “It‟s pretty open and shut. What further evidence do you offer?” 

 Rich cleared his throat. “You‟re a mind reader,” he said. “You can figure out the 
truth any time you want to. But not everyone can. I‟m not trying to fool you. In fact, I 
felt you poking around up here a second ago,” he said, prodding at his forehead, “so 
you know my plan. And you know why I‟m doing this. It‟s not about truth. It‟s about 
proof.” He ran out of words. 

 Her smile broadened, the closest to a genuine smile he had ever seen her display. 
“Show me your evidence.” 

 He slid a video to her. She turned, putting it in the entertainment center behind her 
desk. The screen resolved to a camcorder through leaves, filming Rich. 

 “Hey, Manuel, wait up!” Rich called as he jogged up behind the other captain. Manuel turned to 
face him. 

 “What is it, Hero?” he sneered. 

 “Looks like you are out of flunkies,” Rich grinned broadly. “No more sidekick equals no more 
scheming. Looks like we’re on a level playing field. And THAT, my friend, means you lose.” Rich 
chuckled. 

 “Shows what you know, monkey boy,” Manuel snapped. “I was tired of da Costa’s incompetence, 
so I set him to a task I knew would be too much for him. Now he is gone and I remain. As for the silly 
points. You are welcome to fritter your time away in town. I will eat the oatmeal and do the studying, 
and in the end Frost will invite me to join her in the corridors of power. She knows that as a de la 
Rocha, it is my fate to be at least her equal.” 

 The picture dropped to fuzz on the carefully edited tape. 

 Rich held his breath as Frost tapped the quirt thoughtfully against her knee. 

 “This isn‟t any kind of evidence. It‟s entrapment at best,” she said finally. 

 “Of course,” Rich nodded. “I should have known that there wasn‟t enough there 
to interest you. Manuel is too clever to let anything slip that would prick your pride.” 
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 “Silly boy, dangerous game,” she replied, slowly spinning her chair to face him. She 
shook her head. “You better be damn sure. This is a foolish risk. High stakes, low 
reward, a gamble. A shot in the dark.” 

 “Are we ready to test my aim?” he asked, his hands shaking. 

 She laughed out loud. “Bring your evidence,” she smiled. 

 A moment of thought later, everyone was headed to the Commons once again. 

* 

 “Alright,” Frost declared. “This is how it‟s going to go. Roberto da Costa, you sit 
there and don‟t say a word unless someone addresses you.” He nodded, his tear-
streaked face wary and pathetic. “Xavier, you are here to defend the case as it stands. 
And young Mr. Rider is here to introduce the fruits of his investigative labors, to cast a 
shadow of doubt over our conclusions. Mr. Rider, you may begin.” 

 Roberto sat on a stool, forlorn in the middle of the Commons. All eight students 
and Morbius sat together at a pair of tables. Xavier sat apart, with Saint. And Frost sat 
in an easy chair moved into the room for the trial. 

 Rich stood up, tugging on the neck of his jumpsuit and clearing his throat. “Ahem. 
Evidence has come to light from amateur investigation that we feel is relevant to 
reconsidering da Costa‟s sentencing. Is he guilty? We won‟t address that. But consider 
these other factors.” 

 “Objection,” Xavier said smoothly. “The sentencing is not what‟s under 
consideration here. This is about whether the young man did something so horrible it 
warrants expulsion, or not.” 

 “Oh, hush,” Frost said, waving his objection away. “Give the boy some more 
rope.” Her smile was almost gleeful. Xavier sighed. 

 “Er, yes,” Rich said. “Well, uh…” He looked at the table of Heroes for support, 
and got a couple covert thumbs-ups. He nodded to himself, took a deep breath, and 
squared his shoulders. “Katherine Pryde helped with our investigation, and she went 
through the trash can. She found this.” He held up four strips of double-stick tape, 
clotted with wax. “They are fake fingerprints, made from Roberto‟s prints. They could 
have been worn by anyone wanting to leave evidence that they were Roberto at the 
scene.” He cleared his throat, tossing them back down on the table. “And, uh, some 
email.” He nodded to Pryde, who stood and handed out a sheet of paper to everyone. 

 “This email was sent right after the denouncement,” Rich said. As the audience 
read it, eyebrows lifted, and eyes widened. “It implies that the Headmistress is 
vulnerable to Manuel‟s scheming.” He looked directly at Manuel, who simmered with 
raw hate. “See, Manuel either sent this nasty and incriminating message, or he failed to 
follow the stringent security measures required of those who use the email systems here 
at the Academy.” Rich cleared his throat. “So. Combining that with these blackmail 
pictures we found, we conclude that Roberto was compelled to do this for someone 
else.” 

 Pryde took a black folder to Frost and handed it over. Frost opened it, and blinked 
at the photos inside. She smiled to herself, and shook her head, turning one picture 
sideways. 
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 Roberto sat wide-eyed, utterly shocked as he watched the proceedings. 

 “Isn‟t that girl your cousin?” Rich asked. 

 “Y-yes,” Roberto stuttered. 

 “And isn‟t it true that you were playing basketball with me after lunch? The score 
was five to three, you were ahead when we were all mentally summoned.” 

 Roberto managed to regain his composure. “Of course. Your ball playing skills 
could never rival those of a da Costa.” 

 “It is true,” Rich concluded, “that Roberto didn‟t show up for our game until 
fifteen minutes after lunch. He could have been in the locker room. He could have been 
switching test results. What I do know,” Rich added, “is that whether or not he is guilty, 
it is a better punishment to compel him to help pull the Hellion‟s burden in redeeming 
themselves against their point handicap, instead of letting him off scot free to return to 
his family. Thanks for your time.” 

 He returned to his seat and sat down, grateful to be off his unsteady legs. 

 Roberto just stared, hardly believing what was happening. 

 Frost and Xavier exchanged a long look; Frost was slightly smiling, and then 
Xavier smiled too. “Let‟s make this simple,” he said. “Do the Heroes wish to accept a 
deletion of all points for this week‟s Test and drop the charges? Or pursue this further?” 

 Rich glanced around at the other Heroes, then at Xavier. “We wish to drop the 
charges.” 

 “Done,” Xavier nodded. He turned to Frost. 

 “These proceedings are complete,” she said. “Eight points dropped from the 
Heroes for not making nor taking a test.” She stood. “Alright then. Heroes, pack up for 
your trip to town. Each of you get a hundred and fifty dollars for spending money.” 

 Rich and Vance exchanged a quick look, and Vance stood. “Excuse me,” he said. 
“Can we take a guest?” 

 “What?” Frost said, puzzled. 

 “A guest,” Vance clarified. “I‟d like to invite Pryde to go with me.” 

 Manuel stared at him with enough hate to curdle milk, but Vance ignored him. 
Between Frost, Saint, and Xavier, Manuel would be desperate to use his powers against 
his enemies at this point. 

 “You lose five points per guest,” Frost said. 

 Vance glanced back at his teammates, then nodded. “Okay,” he said. 

 “Done and done,” Frost shrugged. “Manuel, you and Roberto and Maria can have 
some lovely oatmeal while you come up with your next move.” She smiled, and left the 
room. Xavier followed. 

 “You‟re going to get what‟s coming to you, by God in Heaven I swear it,” Manuel 
spat, his eyes clouded with fury and rage. 

 Rich looked him in the eye. “Learn something from this,” he said coldly. “Or next 
time it‟ll be worse for you.” 



 

   455 

 Manuel stared at Pryde. “You hacked my account,” he seethed. 

 “And stole Roberto‟s trophy pictures,” she added, unmoved. Saint cleared her 
throat. 

 “Confessions when Ah‟m not around, thanks,” she said. 

 “Right,” Rich nodded. “Are you coming in town with us?” 

 “No,” she said, shaking her head. “Mah place is here. See you when you get back.” 

 “I‟ll get you for this, Rider,” Manuel said, his voice on the edge of hysteria. “You 
won‟t see it coming. By the Mother of God I swear it.” 

 Rich turned his back and walked away. 

 “Street clothes, here I come!” Vance gleed as he headed up the creaking stairs to 
the Heroes suite. “I can‟t believe we got away with that!” 

 Rich hesitated. “We may not have got away clean,” he said. “Frost wants to talk to 
me. I‟ll catch up.” He turned, and headed back down the stairs in response to the 
mental summons. 

 “It‟s turning out to be a bad day for the Hellions,” Angelica said with a slight 
wince, lightly touching her shoulder bandage. “The worst thing that happened to them 
today was being saved by the Heroes.” 

 “It‟s what Heroes do,” Skids said, thinking of someone else. 

* 

 Rich stood at attention before Frost‟s desk as she let her eyes play over his 
shoulders. 

 “So there‟s no mistake,” she purred, her voice soft. “I gave you this one. To reward 
and encourage your audacity. Because it will make you confident. Next time? Next time 
you had better have your case so airtight that when we start prodding it nothing gives. 
Anywhere. I don‟t know if you or the Hellions will be the first to try something like that 
again, but whoever it is will either be very careful or very sorry. Each and every one of 
your sorry, contrived evidence was irrelevant or worthless. It was so bad I thought it 
was funny. You have a long, long way to go.” 

 “Thank you, Headmistress,” Rich said. “Thank you for your patience and mercy. 
It‟s only our first week.” 

 A smile teased around her eyes. “You have potential, Rider. You realize that means 
I‟m going to make your life hell.” 

 He hesitated. “I‟m not Manuel, Headmistress,” he said. “I don‟t want to go to the 
corridors of power or anything. Just… I just want to live free.” 

 She shrugged. “It‟s early yet. We‟ll see what a taste of power does to you. In the 
meantime, remember what I said. You drew the battle lines tonight, and I let you get 
away with it because the next student to cross me gets the works. I wanted you to 
understand that up front.” 

 “I do, Headmistress.” 

 “I suspected you did,” she smiled, “and that‟s why you still get to go to town. I‟ll 
be interested to see how you go about rescuing the damsel in distress,” she added, her 
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eyes strangely bright and her teeth almost luminescent as they were bared in her smile. 
Rich‟s eyes snapped to hers, startled. 

 “You think Manuel ever had an original scheme?” she asked, mischief and malice 
twined in her voice. “Points, the Weekly Test, the rest of it. Just a battleground. Can you 
defeat Manuel? Undo his schemes?” She stood. “Enjoy your weekend in town, student. 
When you get back, we‟ll start another week.” Her smile was unnerving. 

 “Yes, Headmistress,” Rich said. He turned, and left. 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN 

 Kitty opened the door, and walked right into a backhand smack. She stumbled, 
going incorporeal, and she stared at Manuel. He stood trembling with rage. He spat at 
her. 

 “Traitor,” he seethed. “You betrayed me. You betrayed Roberto. You betrayed 
Maria. You betrayed Lord Xavier. You dared to spin lies for the Headmistress. You will 
be punished. There is no escape for you, not from the wrath of a de la Rocha.” 

 She became corporeal and poked his chest with her finger. “You ever so much as 
touch me again, Manuel, and I‟ll leave you in a wall.” Her eyes sparked with fresh anger, 
and she realized that something in her had changed. And she wasn‟t bluffing.  

 Manuel saw that in her eyes, and his jaw flexed. “You are not so very angry, really,” 
he said as her anger began to ebb. “Just lonely.” 

 He did not expect the knee to the groin that left him breathless. He staggered and 
slumped. She threw her closet open, grabbed a few things, and ran out of the room. 

 “We are going after them,” Manuel snarled. “Into town.” 

 “No,” Roberto said, shaking his head. “I dare not risk expulsion a second time.” 

 “I‟m not going,” Maria said diffidently. 

 “I only invited humans; people, not animals,” Manuel spat. She ignored him, and 
resumed pointing her bored stare at the flicker of television as she surfed the channels. 

 Rage swelled in Manuel. “You‟re going,” he snapped at Roberto. He threw his 
street clothes at him and slapped the back of his head. “Now. Dress. Come on.” 

 “Why?” Roberto asked, a plaintive note in his voice. 

 “Because we must be prepared when an opportunity presents itself. To get all of 
them back for what they did.” 

 “What they did? They saved me from expulsion!” Roberto cried. “What did you 
do? Let me take the fall. I‟m not going.” 

 “You are,” Manuel hissed, and Roberto was suddenly very afraid. He meekly 
started stripping off his uniform. 

 “That‟s right,” Manuel said. “You‟ll come with me if you know what‟s good for 
you. Because I‟m right. And I‟m the captain.” 

 “Yes, captain,” Roberto murmured, his hands shaking with empathetically 
transmitted fear. 
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* 

 Xavier quietly sipped his tea, then returned his attention to the delicately prepared 
steak on his plate. “Well, it‟s been quite a week,” he said to Saint. 

 She nodded, munching away. “I hope they have a good time in town,” she said. 
“Manuel sneaked out yet?” 

 “He‟s working on it,” Xavier shrugged. “Frost said to let him go. She wants to 
explain things to him in a way he won‟t misunderstand when he returns.” 

 “I shore am glad I won that coin toss,” Saint sighed. “I don‟t know how you 
handle that crew.” 

 “Manuel has great potential to be a peacemaker,” Xavier said with a small smile. 
“His empathic abilities could help everyone at the table remain calm until an issue was 
worked out. He could be a tremendous performing artist. That boy has great things 
ahead of him.” His face darkened. “If he can master his pride.” He turned to Saint. “I 
hope Frost can help him with that.” 

 “Her? She‟s got serious pride issues,” Saint said with a shake of the head. 

 “I hope he can grow enough to realize that. To avoid that for himself,” Xavier said 
absently. 

 “What‟s your connection to him?” Saint asked, her mind working. 

 “None at all,” Xavier said quickly. “I just knew his mother. Back when I was 
working on mind research. I went to a lot of parties.” He chuckled. “They never tired of 
hearing me tell them about the untapped potential of the human brain. After all, 
everybody‟s got one,” he said. His eyes grew distant. 

 Saint considered the sleekness of his features, his build. His age. His mental 
powers. 

 “Ah see,” she murmured. 

 “I have to hope,” Xavier said, “that any teenager can grow up to be a decent 
human being.” 

 “Don‟t you fret,” Saint said. “The difference between Hellions and Heroes is 
sometimes just the flip of a coin. But Manuel, he‟s strong enough to choose.” 

 “Yes,” Xavier sighed. “Yes he is.” 

* 

 Thunder rumbled as the first light rain sifted down over the concrete canyons of 
New York. The small bell on the door tinkled as the thin man pushed out of the bakery, 
a bag clutched to his chest. He took his glasses off and tucked them in his pocket, then 
he walked down the sidewalk with a faint smile. The rain caught in his eyelashes, in his 
rumpled mousy hair. 

 “Taxi!” he called, waving as he stepped to the curb. The yellow car streaked by, 
ignoring him. He glanced around, then froze. Fumbled at his pocket. 

 A shadow loomed, standing on the wall by the sidewalk, glaring down. The thin 
man turned, and bolted. 
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 “Dammit,” the man across the street said into his sleeve. “Hunter botched it, 
Banner saw him. I‟m taking care of this myself.” He dropped the connection and started 
running after Banner, his long athletic stride rapidly gaining on the fugitive. 

 He rounded the corner as Banner squeezed through a board fence around a 
construction site. Sighing, the assassin pulled a silenced pistol from his pocket, raised it, 
and fired in a single swift motion. The bullet whizzed between cars and slapped into 
Banner‟s head. He toppled back out of sight. 

 “Just shot him between the eyes,” the assassin said into his sleeve, where the 
receiver for his tac net was nestled by his wrist. “Damn I‟m good. I‟ll go verify the kill. 
Hunter, you even in on this at all?” The assassin shook his head, then trotted across the 
street towards the construction site. 

 Thunder seemed to growl, resonating in the pavement. The assassin hesitated. 

 And hoped it was thunder. 

* 

 The van pulled up outside the Cineplex, letting the five teenagers out. Then it 
drove away. Rich grinned as he looked over the movies. 

 “Dude, we have a hundred and fifty bucks each for a weekend,” he grinned. “We 
can get popcorn and everything!” 

 “Do you want me to make some reservations at a hotel?” Angelica said. “I don‟t 
want to have to worry about that later tonight.” 

 “Sure, Motel 8 for me,” Rich said. “I want to keep some of this money. Maybe 
take somebody out to a fancy dinner,” he added, his mind elsewhere. 

 “I‟ll check when the movies are,” Skids said. She rubbed at her pale forehead with 
the back of her hand. 

 “You okay?” Rich asked, concerned. 

 “It‟s hard. Keeping the field turned off,” she said. “I just need some more 
practice.” 

 Vance handed Pryde a wad of bills. “Here. It‟s half of mine. I figure you‟ll need to 
keep up,” he said with a lopsided grin. She looked at him with new eyes, and smiled 
slightly. 

 “Thanks,” she said. 

 A dull thud reverberated. The teenagers glanced around where they stood under 
the patio roof of the theater entrance. Some of the windows still vibrated. 

 “What was that?” Vance asked. 

 “I don‟t know,” Rich said, “but I have an itch to grab some sky anyway. I‟ll catch 
up, okay?” He threaded the crowd and ducked into a dark alley. 

 A moment later he streaked up, kicking off the ground and swooping up into the 
sky, through the hazy murk of rain and smog and refracted city lights. He drifted up 
through the sky, his blood singing with adrenaline and the thrill of flight. 

 “Hot damn,” he muttered, “I‟ve missed this.” 
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 He saw a construction site, a tilting mass of girders that had been knocked loose. A 
man scrambled away, revealed in a flash of lightning. 

 Something was following him. 

 Something big. 

 Rich dove back down into the alley, and breathlessly approached the other 
teenagers. 

 “There‟s a monster at a construction site. Let‟s go!” he said. 

 “Go?” Angelica replied, alarmed. “Go why?” 

 “You wanna let the cops handle it?” he replied heatedly. “It was big. It would 
smash cops. We can probably stop it before anybody gets hurt.” He sighed. “Okay, a 
vote. Who says we go check out the monster?” He raised his hand, and Vance 
reluctantly raised his. Pryde glanced at him, and raised hers. Skids returned, looked at 
them, and raised her hand with a grin. 

 “What am I voting for?” she asked. 

* 

 The figure wearing what looked like metal armor scrabbled away, but the huge 
creature pounced on him. It was over four meters tall, and it had metal spikes and 
projections lodged in its thick hide. A thin trickle of blood seeped down its hide here 
and there, lost in the rain that poured over its grayish bulk. Towering over the man, it 
stomped on him, then scooped him up and plucked an arm off in a shower of sparks. 

 “Hey! Ugly!” yelled the teenager standing just inside the fence. “How about you 
quit vivisecting and deal with some real power?” He raised a fist, his heart hammering. 

 It raised up to its full height, growling. Lighting flared, illuminating it for a brief 
moment. It was almost cubic, made entirely of heavy muscle and thick hide. Its head 
was almost unrecognizable as humanoid, with deep eye sockets and a tight, ferocious 
mouth. Small eyes glittered with rage in the depths of shadow that pooled under its 
protruding brows. Rich swallowed hard. 

 “Angel!” he yelled. 

 Perched up on a low girder in the just-begun building, Angelica focused. Her eyes 
flared, her hands extended as though they were warming themselves at a fire. Energy 
rippled, almost invisible, between her hands and the monster. It roared, its skin hissing 
as it contracted and dried, tearing as it shrank and its blood explosively evaporated. 

 It hopped to the side, scooped up a cement mixer, and casually flung it at the 
building. Angelica let out a scream as she fell, the mixer slamming effortlessly through a 
girder she had leaned against. Rich sprang off the ground, whirled through the rain, and 
caught her gently before she landed on a stack of rebar. “Pryde!” he yelled, rain 
slamming into his mouth as he flew around to a stop. 

 A slight shadow hopped up out of the ground and gripped at the monster. It 
turned and cocked its head, then slung a punch down to smash through the 
insubstantial girl and punish the concrete below her. It blinked, took a step back, and 
scooped up a girder to swing through her space. She retreated. 
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 “It‟s no good,” she shouted. “He‟s already half-phased or something. I can‟t get a 
lock!” 

 The monster flexed a bit, its head rocking back. It growled, and grunted as 
something slammed its chest. It looked around; invisible force whacked across its head, 
to very little effect. 

 “Right,” Vance muttered, blinking and surprised. He focused his will, lifting a 
concrete block, and whipped it at the monster. It smashed across the monster‟s head 
with no visible effect. 

 “I got nothin!” Vance yelled, retreating back to where Rich and Angel and Kitty 
waited. Skids hovered nearby, precarious on a thick force field. 

 “Okay,” Rich said, mind racing. The monster glared at them, unblinking, making 
up its mind as they warily watched it. “Pryde. Make the concrete it‟s standing on 
insubstantial. Bury it that way. I‟ll hit it from above and help drive it down. Vance, you 
pile stuff on once we‟ve got it sunk. Angel, you just be ready. And Skids? Don‟t get hit,” 
he finished with a grin. “Okay, Heroes. Let‟s go!” 

 They charged in. The monster roared, and hopped towards them, thudding to the 
ground bawling its challenge. Pryde skidded awkwardly to the ground, and flattened her 
palms on the concrete. The monster blinked, looking down; then Rich crashed into it 
from above and it dropped waist deep in the concrete. Rich grabbed Kitty and zipped 
away as Vance swept rubble against the monster‟s torso. Biting her lip, Angelica focused 
and tried to fry its head with microwaves. 

 The creature bellowed, and it flexed. As it did, it seemed to get impossibly bigger, 
and denser; the microwaves playing across it now just blackened and cooked it, because 
it was deeply thicker than it had been before.  

 “That‟s not possible,” Pryde said through nerveless lips as it flexed. “That‟s just 
not possible.” 

 Seconds later, the concrete all around it was spiderwebbed with cracks. It flexed its 
torso with a scream of pain, and bounded up from the crater that it had been 
imprisoned in. 

 A small car whizzed through the air and smacked into the monster. The creature 
turned, and saw a dark figure standing by the fence. His eyes and teeth shone white, but 
he crackled as rain touched him. He was a deep black, blacker than darkness, and energy 
roiled in his three dimensional silhouette. 

 “Back, monster, for you face Roberto da Costa!” he cried out. He flung a fence 
post that jammed into the monster‟s shoulder. 

 The creature brushed it aside, and hopped a solid twelve meters towards Roberto. 
He charged, yelling, and hit it. The monster caught the hit in the belly, and skidded a 
half step. It casually back-handed him, sending him across the street in an arcless flight, 
slamming through a wall into a building. 

 “What else can we do?” Rich asked, feeling oddly desperate and helpless. “Hit it 
again!” was the best he could manage. He charged at the monster, slamming into it from 
behind and knocking it down. Vance dragged it back down into the construction site. 
Pryde ran ahead and phased a lamp post; as it was dragged through, she re-solidified it 
in the monster‟s gut. 
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 It howled with rage, leaping to its feet and bending the post, pulling it out of its 
gut. Gloppy pale blood slapped down, but the wound was already sealing. Pryde 
struggled against nausea as she saw vertebrae glittering, half-fused with the lamp post it 
had ripped free. It fell over, losing control of its legs. But its spine was already 
regenerating. 

 Rich landed by its head, slinging hit after hit down. He was incredibly powerful. 
Bone buckled and snapped under his hammering fists, but it gurgled and creaked as it 
regenerated back tougher than before. 

 Rich didn‟t see it coming. A hand snatched him, wrapping around him from his 
shoulders to his knees. The monster bopped him into the ground, smashing concrete 
with his head. It peered at him, and began to squeeze. 

 Rich screamed, a faint and whistling sound, then he flexed. Vance sent a 
sandstorm into the monsters eyes as Angelica hit it with microwaves; as molten glass 
poured over its face and into its mouth, it gurgled a bit. Rich tore free, leaving most of 
his clothing in the monster‟s grip. 

 Spitting a wad of molten glass, the monster reared up, clumsily regaining its feet as 
it healed at unthinkable speed. It tore up a chunk of paving and flung it at Angelica; 
Vance deflected it, letting out a choked cry. He collapsed unconscious as the concrete 
plowed through several girders, making the whole skeleton of the building waver. 

 As Angelica knelt by his side, Rich gasped for breath, badly shaken as he leaned 
against a girder. “We‟re just making it mad!” he yelled, his voice hoarse. 

 “Maybe we shouldn‟t,” Manuel replied quietly from the shadow of the foreman‟s 
trailer. 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY 

Manuel lit a cigarette; the brief flash of light from the lighter illuminated his suit and tie. 
He stepped forward, into the rain. 

 “Let‟s be reasonable about this,” he said coolly as he faced the monster. It oriented 
on him, blisters still swelling on its face. It growled, low and deep. 

 “You could smash me,” Manuel said pleasantly, “but that would be messy and 
inconvenient for both of us. Don‟t you think it would be better to take a nap? Watch 
some tv? What sort of tv does a monster like you watch?” he asked lazily, his eyes half 
closed, every fiber of his being taut with strain. 

 Confusion began seeping in around the monster‟s raw rage. It made a peculiar 
mournful bawl, then it shook its head and stumbled. It pressed its head with its hands. 

 “I think it‟s shrinking!” Pryde hissed. 

 “What do you think?” Manuel asked, one nostril rimed with blood. “Will Disney 
ever come out with their movies on dvd with a boxed set per decade? I think that would 
be fantastic. You could see—see the evolution—their style,” his conversational tone 
switched to Spanish, and he continued to talk, soothing. He trembled. 

 The monster coughed slightly, and shuddered. Now it was only three meters tall. 
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 “Pryde,” Rich managed, huddling in his shredded rags as the cold rain poured 
down. “Go find Roberto. See if he‟s still alive.” 

 She nodded curtly, glancing at Manuel, then ran. Angel propped Vance up as he 
groaned softly. Skids hovered, frictionless, not daring to move as she watched the 
proceedings. 

 “Sleep—that‟s it,” Manuel said, strangely breathless. 

 The creature toppled to its knees, its eyes dull and strangely round. Its brows had 
retracted somewhat, and it was looking more and more human. It dropped to all fours, 
and grunted softly. Then it fell over on its side, rain spraying from its fallen form. Two 
meters tall, and shrinking, changing. 

 “That was awesome,” Rich said quietly. 

 Manuel nodded. “I am the most powerful and intelligent of all of you. It is good 
that you see that. Brute strength is no substitute for the intellect of a de la Rocha.” 

 Vance rolled over and vomited, and Angel patted him awkwardly on the back, not 
sure what else to do. Rich cautiously approached the scrawny man laying naked on the 
ground, coughing. All evidence that he had been a monster had evaporated. Rich was 
unsettled to see that this man was smaller than he was… 

 “Are you—are you okay?” he asked hesitantly. 

 “Fine—” the man muttered, and he managed to push himself up to his feet. He 
glanced around. “Who are you?” he asked, his hands modestly covering his nakedness. 
He shivered in the cold rain. 

 “I am Manuel de la Rocha,” Manuel replied haughtily. “Are you in danger of 
becoming that monster again?” 

 “Only if the situation calls for it,” the thin man said, his voice hard. “What‟s going 
on here?” 

 “You were rampaging, fighting some men. We came in and stopped you,” Manuel 
replied, discarding his wet cigarette. “Now you will tell us who you are,” he said, 
something threatening in his voice. 

 Rich was looking at Manuel, and the thin man glanced at Rich. He froze, his eyes 
wide. He took a step behind Rich, gripping his shoulders. 

 “Hey!” Rich yelled. 

 “This mark!” the thin man said excitedly. Rich felt the man‟s grip tremble as he 
held Rich‟s shoulders. “Where did you get it? Is it—could it be a birthmark?” 

 “Yeah,” Rich said, shrugging the man off and facing him. “What do you know 
about it?” 

 “A hell of a lot,” he said, breathlessly, his myopic eyes blinking rapidly. “I‟m the 
one who gave it to you.” 

 For a moment, the sounds of the street were distant, and the loudest noise was the 
sloshing and sluicing of rain as it sought the lowest ground. 

 Pryde supported Roberto, limping to the gap in the construction fence. She leaned 
him against the fence and caught her breath. He coughed, deep and painful. 
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 “How?” Rich demanded. “How did you give it to us?” 

 “Us?” the man said, eyes alight with excitement. “How many of you?” 

 “Everybody here but Pryde and Manuel,” Rich said, unable to catch his breath. 

 “Then everybody here but Pryde and Manuel is a part of the Inborn project,” the 
thin man said quickly. He glanced down. “Tell you what. Get me some clothes and 
some coffee and I‟ll tell you all about it.” 

 “Deal!” Rich said quickly. 

 “Who cares about some birthmarks?” Manuel said quickly. “We all need to go 
back to the Academy.” 

 “Are you nuts?” Skids blurted. “We can find out how we‟re connected! Where we 
came from! You could at least give him your jacket.” 

 Manuel hesitated, then approached the scrawny naked man and offered him his 
jacket. “Now come on, we‟ll know everything you do or you‟ll be sorry,” he muttered. 
He scrabbled up towards the sidewalk. 

* 

An hour and two thrift stores later, the thin man sat at the table in the 
coffeehouse with the teenagers. He gratefully slugged down a handful of aspirin and a 
whole cup of coffee. 

 “Okay,” he said, glancing at where Manuel sat by the window, ignoring them as 
best he could. “My name is Doctor Bruce Banner. I was a scientist once, but I‟ve been a 
fugitive for a few years now. When I got my start, I worked at Phoenix Corp, working 
with genetics and mutagens. What I didn‟t realize was that Phoenix worked for Exterior 
Technology Operations, or Extechop. Informally, the people who work with them call 
it the Project.” He shivered slightly, and re-filled his coffee from the carafe at the table. 

 “Anyway,” he said, “the Project was founded in May of 1963, in Saskatchewan, 
Canada. They are a specific division of a much bigger overarching intelligence 
community called IO, or International Operations. Exterior Technology Operations 
was designed to develop stuff for agents. You know, like Q for Bond. And that‟s how it 
started. But their mandate warped, or at least their interpretation of it did. As the cold 
war kicked into high gear, they got all absorbed in human weapon programs, 
supersoldier stuff. They couldn‟t crack the codes that produced Captain America for 
World War II.” 

 “I thought he was a propaganda piece,” Roberto said. 

 “Well, the Nazis he slaughtered didn‟t,” Banner said abruptly. He lit a cigarette. 
“Okay. Anyway. They whipped up some plasma weapons, some chemical weapons, 
gadgets, that sort of thing. Then they started with pills to keep agents awake, then make 
them stronger, then do other things. From there to physiological overhaul was a short 
step. Then they got into cybers, all kinds of stuff.” He gestured aimlessly. “So you all 
know there are people who are different among us,” he stated flatly. 

 “Right,” Rich nodded, absorbed. 

 “The Project had another satellite company, like Phoenix, that specialized in 
getting samples from these people. And what I was doing at Phoenix, though I didn‟t 
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know it, was distilling these „powers‟ into a stable, reproducible substance. This could be 
introduced to genetic coding of embryos, so if the kid survived then some aspect of the 
powers of the donator would manifest.” 

 “We‟re a government experiment?” Skids breathed. 

 “Not really,” Banner shrugged. “The Project is so secret that several governments 
think it belongs to them, just with the right hand not knowing what the left hand is 
doing. It‟s really IO that‟s running the show, or at least likes to think they are. The 
Project is so secret they‟ve parlayed themselves into a kind of independent operation. 
But yes, you all are part of a bio-weapons experiment.” 

 “That‟s not possible,” Angelica said, her eyes troubled. “My parents would never 
be involved in something like that.” 

 “Well,” Banner said, shifting uncomfortably, “I was working with a team that 
managed to distill the RNA tags and other genetic markers into a colloidal mutagen, 
and… and the Project was taking these samples we created and using their influence to 
expose fetuses to small doses.” He avoided their eyes. “Nine of every ten sampled died 
as a result. There were a lot of… of deaths, from this experimentation. But nobody 
knew it was the Project. They operated in secret, right out in public.” 

 “You‟re still a monster,” Vance said with hard eyes, “but now it‟s harder to see it.” 

 “Hey,” Banner said sharply. “The moment I found out what was going on, what 
this research was being used for, I quit. I got all the samples together and tried to 
escape. Don‟t you judge me. Don‟t you dare judge me. I paid a pretty goddamn steep 
price for what I did that day! I wanted this research to be used for good, not for 
weapons. So I tried to get away and they caught me, gave the order to kill me.” He 
leaned back, breathing hard. “I drank a bunch of the samples and got shot, okay? Shot 
dead. And when I woke up I was in one piece covered in blood. Now you just guess 
what happened.” 

 “So you know who influenced us?” Rich asked, eyes bright. “You know who the 
parents of our powers are?” 

 Banner sighed. “No, no I don‟t. Like I said, I wasn‟t in on that part, I just handled 
the science and as soon as I got nosy I got killed, and the monster Wormhole was born. 
Or Chimera. Whatever. Me. I‟ve been living in fear, living two lives. On the run. All that 
information was top secret, it was stored in the safest place the Project had. Their main 
base, in Saskatchewan.” 

 “We‟ll go there,” Rich said. “Make them tell us.” 

 “Actually that won‟t help,” Banner said, looking out the window. “I sort of blew 
that base up.”  

 “What?” Kitty said, shocked. “You mean as the monster?” 

 He smiled faintly. “The monster couldn‟t set the generators to pop,” he sighed. 
“No, that was all me, little expendable Bruce Banner. That information was so secret I 
doubt they had a copy anywhere else. So you all got to grow up without the shadow of 
the Project over you.” He blinked. “How did you all come to find each other?” 

 “Long story,” Rich said curtly. “How do we find this Project?” 
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 Banner took his time lighting a cigarette. “Well,” he said slowly, “before this gets 
out of hand, I just want to tell you that this is your chance. It‟s never a bad idea to sell 
when your stocks are higher than they were when you bought them. You know 
something. More than you knew. And this is your chance to walk away.” He took a 
deep drag on the cigarette and sat back, breathing plumes of smoke from his nose, 
watching them with glittering eyes. “For all you know, the information you‟re looking 
for no longer exists.” 

 “I have to try,” Rich said firmly. He looked at the others. “Even if I have to go 
alone.” 

 Manuel snorted. “You can‟t possibly work this out in your weekend off.” 

 “Maybe not,” Rich shot back. “Maybe not. But I want to take this to the end. 
Whatever it takes.” 

 “This is stupidity,” Manuel said, rising to his feet. “I will stomach no more of it. 
And no more of the Academy. I‟ve slowed myself down with you ridiculous puppets. I 
don‟t need you. Any of you. I am Manuel de la Rocha. Come, Roberto.” He shrugged 
his jacket on. “We have heard enough insubordinate nonsense.” 

 Roberto sat, stubbornly unmoving. 

 “Now,” Manuel clarified, menacing. 

 “Frost will not take this well,” Roberto said, “and I do not wish to be expelled. I 
am through following your orders.” He looked to Rich. “Will you say you invited me?” 
he asked, his eyes earnest. 

 “Sure,” Rich nodded. “You bet.” He looked over at Manuel. “So you‟re leaving?” 

 Eyes glittering, Manuel pushed out through the door and vanished into the rain-
swept night. 

 “Welcome aboard,” Vance said wryly. “How you doin?” 

 “Just sore,” Roberto said with a faltering smile. “Really sore.” 

 “Sorry about that,” Banner said. “I got set off by Project assassins, come to kill me. 
Got shot in the back of the head,” he said, and he trailed off. Shook his head. “The 
Wormhole is tough to kill,” he sighed. 

 “We noticed that,” Rich agreed with a grin, shrugging in his new jacket from the 
thrift store. “Project assassins, huh. Any idea where they came from?” 

 “I only know of one base in New York,” Banner said. “Once I tell you this, there‟s 
no going back.” 

 “I‟m in,” Rich said firmly. He looked to the others. “You get to make your own 
decision.” 

 “I‟m in,” Skids said. 

 “I kind of want to go back to the school,” Vance said. “We‟re already in a lot of 
trouble.” 

 “Me too,” Angelica nodded. “This is pretty dark stuff, and I might not like what 
we find if we go on.” 

 “Sorry,” Roberto said simply. “I cannot be expelled again.” 
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 “You aren‟t thinking this through,” Pryde said, shaking her head. “Do you believe 
it‟s coincidence that you all ended up at Frost‟s school? Hello? What if she‟s working 
with them? What if she‟s training us to be bio-weapons so we can be turned over to the 
Project when she‟s through with us? I may not be one of these Inborns, but she doesn‟t 
do anything without a reason and she did pull me in.” Pryde shivered. “Besides, who 
wants to go back without the group? Who wants to be the messenger to let her know 
everybody else bailed?” 

 It was very quiet. 

 “Fine, I‟m in,” Vance said, disgusted. 

 “I think we all are,” Angelica agreed, a faint note of panic in her voice. “I think it‟s 
already too late.” She glanced at the door nervously. 

 Rich nodded. “Then it‟s settled,” he said, turning to Banner. “We‟re going to go 
see what we can find out about what the Project knows about us, what Frost knows 
about us. Where is their satellite base?” 

 “You realize I‟m not going with you,” Banner said. “For me to be helpful, I either 
risk capture or become an untamable powerhouse that tears up city blocks.” 

 “You‟ve already helped us. A lot,” Rich nodded. “So where is the base?” 

 Banner took a deep breath, and smiled. 

 “It‟s a warehouse,” he began. 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY ONE 

 “Waterstreet and Nineteenth,” the tape recorder said. “Kybersly and Sons.” 

 The assassin arched an eyebrow, looking meaningfully at the big man with a bad 
suit and wild hair. 

 “They have a laser grid in the walls, so don’t try to phase through. Minigun emplacements, the 
nerve center of the defenses is upstairs in the north east corner. Usually about thirty soldiers, special 
agents aren’t often assigned but you have to assume it’s a possibility. I don’t know who they’re using 
these days, I’ve been out of the loop for a while.” 

 Garrett clicked the tape off, and sighed. “Well, Ebony, you did something right. 
You‟re supposed to be this great killer. How come you let Banner turn into the 
Chimera?” 

 “With all due respect, sir,” Ebony said reproachfully, “nobody lives through 
getting shot in the head with a hollowpoint like I used. His face was a meatloaf crater. I 
thought he was vulnerable, as Banner.” 

 “He was, but the change must have been able to complete itself anyway,” Garrett 
sighed. “I‟ve got the incident covered up. Why didn‟t you walk in and just shoot them 
all while they were together like that?” 

 “Well,” Ebony said, “for one, you didn‟t tell me to. For another, I got to listening 
in with my laser mic, which is how I got this conversation. And if these really are 
Project kids on the loose… well, how about capturing them?” 

 Garrett let that thought roll around. “Where are they now?” 
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 “I got Harpoon following them. If they make any more plans we‟ll know about it.” 

 “If I give the termination order, think you‟ll have trouble killing them?” 

 “Me?” Ebony said. He laughed. “Say the word.” 

 “The word is said,” Garrett said slowly. “Wait until they attack the warehouse. 
Then kill them all. I want you in charge of the operation.” 

 “Let‟s back that up,” Ebony said. “I need room to work. I go and kill, I don‟t tell 
G.I. Joe how to go kill. I gotta have breathing space. Put Commander Elgen in charge.” 

 “Fine,” Garrett said. “I want bodycount on this one, Ebony. No more lame 
excuses. Don‟t screw up. Harpoon is backup.” 

 “You got it, boss,” Ebony said with a grin. “Will do.” 

* 

 Rain rolled down the motel window. Rich sighed, and turned to look at the other 
five teens. “Okay, so Banner took off. He‟s running again. We can do this, though. We 
can figure out how to get into this place.” 

 “I just keep thinking,” Angelica said, hugging her knees. “One in ten. To get the 
results that make me—well, abnormal,” she breathed, “nine other babies died.” She 
shivered. “And this Project did it on purpose.” 

 “Well, I for one don‟t want to run my whole life,” Rich said heatedly. “My mom 
and my ol man kicked me out because I was different, and I scared them. I‟ve always 
wondered if I was from another planet, or what the hell happened to make it so I 
couldn‟t live a normal life. For the first time,” he said, pleading, “I have a chance to find 
out why I‟m so different. Good or bad, I gotta know.” 

 “Yeah,” Vance said softly. He looked at the others. “Frost is my legal guardian. 
Because I killed my dad. Going with you guys, I‟m risking serious jail time.” He shook 
his head. “I always felt like I had to hold back. Like I was this dangerous thing. But I 
guess… I guess tonight puts that in perspective.” He shook his head. “I‟m not just 
doing this for me,” he said quietly. “I‟m doing it for Banner too.” 

 “This is great,” Pryde said, “but we gotta figure out what we‟re going to do about 
the warehouse tomorrow. Banner described it pretty good. Let‟s come up with a plan.” 

 “Right,” Rich said, shaking off the mood. “Okay. Roberto, how about you come in 
through the underground access. Up to the back door. Skids, they won‟t know who you 
are. Maybe you could bluff your way in the front door. Now here‟s the map Banner 
drew us. If you head over here,” he said, pointing. 

 Outside, a stoic man crouched in a tree, recording every word… 

 

May 7 

 Bright mid-morning sun shone down as Skids approached the front door of the 
warehouse, mounting the steps. She noisily chewed her gum, and leaned on the rail. Her 
revealing tube top and mini skirt along with her battered leather jacket and spike heels 
made her an attractive picture indeed. She buzzed the intercom, and inspected her 
bright red nails. 
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 The door opened, and a man in a gray jumpsuit stood in the doorway. “Can I help 
you, miss?” he said sternly. 

 “Yeah maybe,” she replied. “See, last night I saw this cop, and he asst me if I saw 
anybody leave the big fight at the construction site? An I did, he tol me you people 
would buy that info.” She lazily blew a big bubble with the gum and let it pop, taking 
her time licking her lips and examining the man in the jumpsuit. 

 “Remember the cop‟s name?” the man asked. 

 “Ed or somethin,” she replied. “He had a really tight butt.” She grinned 
mischievously. 

 “I think you‟d better come inside,” the man nodded, stepping out of the way. Skids 
vanished into the building behind him. 

 “So far so good,” Rich muttered, watching with cheap binoculars they had bought 
last night. He was on a roof two blocks down. “So… if Roberto is in position, that 
leaves us batting cleanup,” he muttered. 

 “Do you really think Roberto can find anything on their computers?” Vance asked, 
worried. 

 “He said his father taught him how to make computers do what he wants them to, 
and he‟s not above using threats,” Rich shrugged. “I say let him give it a try.” 

 “Besides,” Angel murmured, “Pryde is ghosting Skids. She might be able to find 
something out that way, or at the very least get her out if things go wrong.” 

 “So glad we thought this through,” Vance said mournfully, shaking his head. 

* 

 Roberto crept under a security camera, waiting until it pointed the other direction. 
He darted to the next. It reminded him of the heady thrill of escaping his father‟s house 
when he had been a small boy. It seemed even easier. 

 At the end of the hallway, he flexed; once again he grew dark, darker, until he was 
a three dimensional silhouette crackling with strength. He gripped the door, and tugged 
just enough to break the lock. He swung it open. 

 Just in time to see the gun barrel whip up. 

 Before he could react, two bullets punched into his throat, one through his eye. He 
staggered, stumbled back, collapsed. 

 Ebony holstered the pistol and drew a long knife. 

 “Let‟s just make sure you don‟t pull a Wormhole on me,” he muttered as the last 
of the energy flickered and sparked from Roberto da Costa‟s dead form. 

* 

 “Right in here, miss,” the man in the jumpsuit said. He opened the door and 
stepped back. Skids gasped as the two men with rifles opened fire; their bullets 
screamed through her, and she stumbled back. 

 Then she turned and sprinted for the door, unhurt. The exit slammed and 
energized. 
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 A field sprang up around Skids. “We okay in here?” she asked breathlessly. A hand 
came out of hers, made the “ok” sign, and blended back in. Skids twitched a bit, 
thinking of Pryde merged with her. Then she sprinted for the crates as soldiers came 
racing after her. 

 

 Outside, Vance jumped to his feet. “Gunfire,” he said grimly. 

 “Are you sure?” Rich asked. 

 Vance stared at him, white with fury. “We have to do something,” he said. 

 

 Skids ran for the door, then gracefully t-stopped. “It‟s electrified, isn‟t it,” she said 
breathlessly. 

 Pryde slipped out of her, through her field, to stand next to her. “It is,” she said. 
She spun around as fifteen soldiers cut off their retreat, so their back was to the door. 

 One of them fired a peculiar front-heavy gun; filaments whirled out, drifting into 
Pryde‟s space, rubbing down along the force field. 

 The electricity kicked in, and the teens screamed. 

 With a mighty wrench, the door was torn from its housing; as it clattered across 
the street, a human figure zoomed towards the incapacitated women. 

 “Good work, Vance!” Rich shouted as he plowed through the filaments and into 
the troops, knocking six of them away as he flung himself sideways and let his body 
crash into them along its full length. As they were blasted back, he whooped up towards 
the ceiling as two miniguns trained on him and spun their barrels up. 

 He darted behind crates as streams of hot lead blazed after him. He managed to 
outpace their swivel, flying around one so the bullets of the other knocked it down. 
Meanwhile, a burst of invisible force sent most of the rest of the soldiers sprawling. The 
remaining troops opened fire on Pryde and Skids, who were unaffected.  

 Then a grenade tackked down right between them; they had a mere moment to 
react— 

 A wash of fire blazed from the grenade, spattering all over, covering everything on 
the floor. Soldiers screamed as they were caught in the streamers of flame. 

 “Two more,” Ebony grinned. He leveled his rifle at the acrobatic flier and pulled 
the trigger. 

 Rich felt the bang of the bullet ricocheting off his skull—he lost track of which 
way he was going, where the ground was. Disoriented, he flew slam bang into the glass 
booth in the corner of the warehouse. 

 “I love my job,” Ebony mused as he trotted up the stairs, flipping the bolt action 
on the rifle to eject the shell and load another. 

 He got as far as the top of the stairs when he saw two soldiers crash out through 
the glass windows, falling all the way to the concrete floor below. He dropped to one 
knee, raising the rifle, ready for Rich to show himself. 
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 The door popped open, and Rich zoomed out. He carried a soldier in front of him; 
Ebony fired, drilling the soldier, but the bullet lost too much force to hurt Rich.  

 Rich swung the soldier, smacking Ledge, knocking him back to rebound from the 
wall and drop to a pile of crates, rolling from there to the floor. 

 Smarting, he turned to look over the crates to see where Rich was. He was pushed 
from behind; he felt a strange sense of dislocation, and he flung out his hands to stop 
his fall. 

 They went into the floor, along with his toes, before he regained his solidity. 

 “Whu?” he managed, the horror about to strike him. 

 “Murdering son of a bitch,” Pryde snarled, and she began savagely kicking his ribs 
and head. He struggled, merged with the floor, but couldn‟t defend himself. She 
knocked the wind out of him before he could call for help. 

 “Floor‟s not electric,” she explained as she picked up a crowbar. She slammed it 
into his ribs, his back, over and over and over. 

 “Self-destruct, thirty seconds,” purred a soft, feminine voice over the loudspeakers. 
“Thirty. Twenty eight. Twenty six.” 

 An explosion rocked Pryde back off her feet, and she fled through a stack of crates 
as a swarthy man with an impassive face dropped next to Ebony, who was barely 
conscious. He pulled out a sharp spear, and got to work. 

 Meanwhile, Skids staggered to a skating run, zipping away as gunfire roared after 
her and a grenade sent her sprawling. Rich knocked a pile of crates over on his way out, 
toppling on some troops. He hoped Pryde made it, but there was no time to— 

 An explosion rocked the neighborhood as the warehouse went up in flames. 

 The survivors escaped into the city as the wail of sirens came closer. 

* 

 The motel room‟s door opened, and Rich supported Pryde in. He slung her over 
to sit on the bed. Vance lowered himself gingerly into a chair, Skids slumped in the 
other chair. Angelica was the last one in, and she closed the door. 

 “So,” Rich said, just for something to say. “No Roberto.” 

 “They knew we were coming,” Pryde said, withering. “He might have survived. 
But I doubt it. If it hadn‟t been for me, Skids wouldn‟t have survived either.” 

 Rich rubbed his face. “Man,” he murmured. 

 “Frost is going to kill us,” Vance pointed out. 

 “Look, shut up about Frost, okay?” Rich snapped. “This is way beyond her. Okay, 
so we failed. But we did find a top-secret installation in New York. I mean, what the 
hell?” 

 “And we don‟t know what else to do,” Angelica said. She slowly shook her head. 
“I think we kicked a wasp nest. We had better head back to the school before this gets 
any worse. We have no idea how to find the people that were behind this.” 

 “Actually, we do,” Skids murmured.  
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 Rich watched her alertly. “We do?” 

 She nodded. “The end of March, they attacked and killed my family.” 

 Stunned, the teenagers all looked at Skids. 

 “Holy crap,” Vance said. “Your family?” 

 “More or less,” Skids nodded. “When I was a kid I had a hard life. I grew up pretty 
much on the streets, and did a lot of things I‟m not proud of.” She took a deep breath. 
“One day my greatest secret wish came true and nobody could touch me. So I was a 
freak, an outcast, I almost starved to death. Then I found these people, who lived under 
the streets. They called themselves the Morlocks, out of some book one of them read 
once. Different people, like us. Ugly, deformed, with strange… powers and stuff. Well, 
they took me in. That‟s where I met Leech. Life was good. Until the end of March. The 
end of a lot of things,” she said bitterly. 

 “Yeah?” Rich prompted. 

 “Our leader was a woman named Callisto. She had an old grudge against 
somebody named Darkholme. They got in a big fight in the Alley, a secret hall under 
New York where the Morlocks lived. Darkholme and her gunners killed everybody they 
could find, and then some. I barely escaped with my life, thanks to the timely 
intervention of a stranger.” Tears filled her eyes. 

 “I asked him to take me away from it, from the killing and the… so many of my 
friends died. Killed for no reason. But they built a base where we lived.” 

 “You think it‟s the same people?” Rich asked breathlessly. 

 She nodded, a tear spilling out of her eye. “The ugly man with the spears that blow 
up. He was there. And the guy that was shooting at you, Rich. Him too. We didn‟t get a 
good look at the one that was fighting Banner, but… but I think he‟s the one that was 
scalping people.” 

 “Holy crap,” Vance breathed. 

 “So,” Rich said carefully, “you think Callisto is still around? And the Morlocks?” 

 “Yeah, Callisto got away,” Skids nodded, letting the tears roll. “A few Morlocks 
survived. But I just couldn‟t… I couldn‟t be reminded every day.” 

 “What happened to the guy who rescued you?” Angel asked sympathetically. 

 “He died in an explosion in Hell‟s Kitchen a couploe weeks later,” Skids 
whispered. “Scuse me.” She turned and put her face in a pillow, and quietly sobbed. 
Angel sat on the bed next to her and gently stroked her frictionless field. 

 “I thought I had it tough,” Rich muttered. “Well, there it is. We have a way to find 
out more. Me? I think we‟ve come too far to back out now.” 

 “What do we have to lose before you‟re willing to cut your losses?” Pryde asked. 

 “Yeah,” Vance added. “Roberto was our guest. He wouldn‟t even have been there 
with us if we hadn‟t gotten him off the hook. I feel pretty damn responsible.” He left 
his next thought unsaid as he watched Rich with accusing eyes. 
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 “Well if you go back to Frost you can get all the punishment you want,” Rich shot 
back. “Look, I‟m going to take this to the next level. Skids, will you introduce me? To 
the Morlocks?” 

 She looked up. “Gee, I don‟t know, Rich,” she said. “They‟re not… friendly. I 
don‟t even know if they want to see me again.” 

 Rich stood. “What if I promise to do my level best to get them the Alley back?” 
He flexed. 

 “Maybe then,” Skids said. “Maybe then.” 

 “This is crazy,” Angelica said carefully. “We‟re in enough trouble. They knew we 
were coming somehow. We‟re probably being followed right now. I half expect a 
grenade to come through the window at any point.” 

 “That‟s why we have to do this!” Rich said. “Like you said, we kicked the wasp 
nest. If we don‟t follow this through, then they‟ll be after us! Better we take the initiative 
then get tracked down one by one and nabbed when we least expect it. You heard what 
Banner said. We‟re experiments. Don‟t you think they‟ll want to see how we turned out? 
Do you want to be a lab rat? Cause I have a life I want to live.” 

 “So did Roberto,” Angelica pointed out gently. “If we explain to Frost what 
happened, I‟m sure she—” 

 “I don’t trust Frost,” Rich said, his eyes intense. “Can you be sure she won‟t turn us 
over as soon as we go to her for help?” 

 Silence. 

 “Okay then,” Rich said. “Angel, honey, if you want to go home to your family I‟ll 
understand. But, see, my family doesn‟t want to see me ever again. Vance here has 
nobody but Frost. Pryde came from an orphanage, for Chrissake. And Skids? Homeless 
when Frost picked her up.” He paused for emphasis. “Maybe for the rest of us, this is 
all we have left. To find this out, so we can get on with living and not keep an eye out 
over our shoulders for the past sneaking up on us all the time.” 

 “I don‟t give a damn,” Pryde clarified. “I think you are all nuts. Off your rockers. 
Plumb crazy. Bonkers.” 

 Rich took a moment to compose himself. “The rest of you can figure this out. I 
want to wait until it gets dark, then go with Skids. Find the Morlocks. And offer my 
services. Because I‟ve been itching to hit back against the things that have been putting 
me down my whole life, and finally here‟s something that‟s clear cut. These are the bad 
guys, people. Now maybe it‟s the luck of the draw that made me the captain for the 
Heroes. Maybe it isn‟t. But I sure want to live up to it.” He took a deep breath, let it out. 
“Gotta get some air,” he said. 

 He left, and the room was oddly quiet. 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY TWO 

 Ebony groaned as he was dumped on the floor. Harpoon stared at the big ugly 
man with the bad mustache. “We didn‟t get them all,” he said laconically. 

 “What happened,” Garrett demanded. 
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 “Girl stuck him in the ground and kicked him,” Harpoon said. Blocks of concrete 
were on Ebony‟s hands and feet. “Chopped him loose, got out before it blew.” 

 “How many did you kill?” Garrett asked, holding on to his temper. 

 “Roberto. The sparkly one there. And the girl Skids.” 

 “And?” Garrett said. “Mister Artist of Death didn‟t more than a couple?” 

 “They didn‟t all come in,” Harpoon said. “Maybe I got the runt girl. Pryde. 
Maybe.” 

 “Dammit,” Garrett grunted. “Ship Ebony off to the western base, see if they can 
put him back together. Everybody else, active duty. We‟ve got to round up a posse and 
hunt down these Inborns. I‟m ready to see an end to them.” 

 “Won‟t do any good,” said a reedy voice from the doorway. “I‟ll be dead by this 
time tomorrow. Many of you will be also.” 

 Garrett grimly ignored her. 

* 

 Rich splashed through the clotted and dank service corridor, squinting in the dim 
light of the caged, bare bulbs set at intervals in the brickwork. “I had no idea there were 
so many tunnels down here,” he muttered. 

 “This is nothing,” Skids shrugged. “See, people keep building. And they‟re so 
focused on the money that nobody cares about the leftovers. We take the leftovers and 
cobble them together. We can get anywhere,” she confided in him. “There‟s a whole 
other city under the streets. If we hadn‟t gathered in the Alley, then they never could 
have gotten us.” 

 “So when do we run into these sentries you mentioned?” he asked, wondering why 
he was whispering. 

 “Soon,” she nodded. 

 A few minutes later, she came to a metal door. She rapped on it, six times, in a 
pattern. The door opened, and a man with an eyebrow grown over one eye peered at 
her. He clutched a rust-spotted uzi. 

 “Bowler,” she said, “remember me? Skids?” She smiled. 

 “Skids,” he repeated. He nodded, pointing his gun at Rich. 

 “Rich Rider,” Skids said quickly. “He‟s a friend. I brought him to talk to Callisto. 
About revenge.” 

 “Callisto didn‟t do nothing to him.” Bowler scowled, making him look oddly 
uglier. 

 “I‟m here to help you get the Alley back,” Rich clarified. 

 Bowler blinked. 

 “Wait here,” he grunted. He slung the door shut, and vanished into the darkness 
on the other side. 

 “Cross your fingers,” Skids said nervously. “This is where we find out how it‟s 
going to go.” 
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 “You understand why I‟m doing this, don‟t you?” he said after a long pause. 

 “Not really,” she shrugged. “I don‟t want to know who my parents are. I don‟t 
want to know how I got this force field. It‟s brought me more trouble than happiness.” 

 “At least you want to get revenge for the attack on the Alley, right?” Rich asked, 
nettled. 

 She looked him in the eye. “I lost a lot of friends that day,” she said quietly. “Why 
would I want to lose more?” 

 “Then why are you even helping me?” he demanded. 

 She smiled shyly. “I‟m scared of Frost,” she admitted. “She‟s a really cool lady, but 
when she‟s mad… I don‟t want her to get mad at me. So I‟m kind of scared to go back. 
And…” She looked away. “Does a girl need a reason for everything?” she asked quietly, 
peering down the darkness of the tunnel. 

 “I guess not,” Rich said, noting that women made absolutely no sense whatsoever. 

 A few minutes later, the door was hauled open, and Bowler was back. 

 “Put da bag on yer head.” 

 Skids nodded, so Rich put the bag over his head. 

 Afterwards, he spent what felt like an eternity sloshing and stumbling through 
sewers, access corridors, and forgotten sub-basements. The stink of human waste and 
rats hung in the air, along with molding brick and seepage. Finally, he was dragged to a 
halt, the bag removed from his head. 

 He stood in a subway station, very old. Clearly unused. At least, by subways. 

 Standing before him was a handful of ragged, thin, mean-looking vagrants. The 
one in the middle was a wiry, tough woman with a mane of dark hair, a pinched face, 
and an eyepatch. Her guards were equally or more strange, and all of them looked 
experienced in the ways of killing. 

 “I am Callisto,” she said, “and these are my people. You want to attack the Alley?” 

 “I‟m Rich Rider,” he said, feeling very strange. “I do want to attack the Alley. 
Drive out the Project, let you take it back over. I need your help.” 

 “How can you help?” 

 “My friends and I have been knocking Project agents down, we blew up the 
satellite base.  We are going to punish them.” 

 “You a fighter?” she asked, squinting at him. 

 “Yeah,” he grinned. 

 She nodded. “Knock down these five, and we‟ll talk.” The five bodyguards 
stepped forward. 

 “Bring it on,” Rich nodded. 

 One of them lunged, whipping out a knife. Rich darted back and up, hovering in 
the air. They stared slack-jawed, and he zipped down to knock two of them across the 
room. One drove a knife into his back, and it skidded away leaving him unhurt. A 
backhand sent the unfortunate sailing away, and Rich spun to the remaining two  
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 One lashed out with a chain. The chain slammed across his head, and he darted 
forward and pushed the thug so he flew through the air and slammed off a pillar. The 
last one slashed at Rich with a sword. Rich sidestepped and shoulder-checked him off 
the platform to clatter down sprawling on the tracks. 

 “Like that?” Rich asked, not even short of breath. 

 “Let‟s talk,” Callisto grinned. 

* 

 The low space was cozy with lamps of all descriptions. The ceiling was too low to 
stand, but everyone was comfortably seated on cushions. Callisto was reclining in state. 
To her side were two others; one a man in a crusty black mask and suit, the other a 
lanky, rangy woman with worls and spurs of bone punching through her skin here and 
there. 

 “Missed you, Skids,” Callisto said. “Surface world everything you remember?” 

 “Worse,” Skids said, hanging her head. “A powerful one saw my field, got me and 
Leech in a school. Thought it was good. Found it was bad. Wheels and wheels, shadows 
and plots.” She shook her head. 

 “What?” Rich said, puzzled. 

 “There‟s a way you speak here, beneath things,” she muttered. “Go with it.” 

 “Right,” he sighed. 

 “Others you‟ve got?” Callisto mentioned. 

 “Maybe so, maybe no,” Skids replied. “Deciding, decision. Life or death, after all.” 

 “Right you are,” Callisto agreed. “Say we attack. How to do it?” She turned. 
“Wilson?” 

 “I know how I‟d do it,” said the faintly muffled voice of the masked man. “You 
been kicking them in their government issue crotchless panties, am I right?” he said, 
pointing his mask at Rich. 

 “Uh, yeah,” he said.  

 “Right. So we pop into the sickbay and wipe out any half-finished agent burritos 
before we drop a surprise and maybe some nerve gas in the command center. Then we 
go around the mulberry bush and pop all the weasels.” 

 “Is, that, um, normal too?” Rich muttered to Skids. 

 “He‟s new,” she shrugged. 

 “So you‟ve kept up on their defenses, right?” Rich said. 

 “Sort of,” Wilson shrugged. “See, they send hunting parties after us. So it‟s fun 
sometimes to go piss on their security cameras, just to let them know we‟re still down 
here and as pungent as ever. I think they‟ve sort of given up on getting Callisto. Or 
maybe they‟re waiting for more troops. The more the merrier down here, I say. Not 
much room to dodge. You send a couple hundred bullets down the hallway, you gotta 
hit something.” He turned to Callisto. “I just stole a crate of grenades. Can we please 
attack the Alley? I need to use some of them up or Sarra is going to start hiding them. 
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She thinks I spend too much time polishing them. I think a well shined grenade makes a 
better impression.” 

 Callisto thought it over. “Here‟s the speak, so listen close,” she said finally. 
“Callisto herself will go, and take Wilson. Volunteers ten, guns all, ready to shoot and 
run. Then Flyboy and Skids and their friends. Seek the called. So I say.” 

 “What about me?” Sarra said. “I volunteer.” 

 “Should I find the shadow ready for me there, then someone to lead I gotta leave,” 
Callisto said. “You are spirit of my own, my love, and I leave you to rule should revenge 
find me before I find revenge.” 

 “So,” Wilson said. “Skids, bring him back here by noon tomorrow with whatever 
friends you all can bring, and we‟ll make Project chop saki. It‟ll be fun. A story to tell 
the grandkids, about when you blew up the international death merchants, back around 
the turn of the century.” 

 “I think that‟s our cue,” Rich said to Skids. 

 They left. 

 

May 8 

 “Thanks for coming, you guys,” Rich said the next day as the group tread through 
the passages on their way to the rendezvous. “It means a lot to me.” 

 “We all have our reasons,” Vance said shortly. He had bruising around his eyes, 
and one arm still in a plastic cast. Kitty had bandages over some burn marks, but 
nothing serious. Angelica had changed the bandage over the wound Maria had opened 
on her chest and shoulder. Rich was bruised a bit, but nothing that would slow him 
down. 

 They rounded a corner to see Wilson. He had four pistols strapped on, and a 
submachine gun, a bandoleer of grenades, and a couple knives. The mask was bent out 
of shape by his grin underneath it. 

 “I brought the toys,” he said. “Ready to play?” 

 “Are all those guns for you?” Angelica asked, surprised. 

 “I go through ammo like a woodpecker goes through siding,” Wilson said. “Now. 
Let‟s rock and roll. Callisto is already waiting.” 

* 

 “The sick bay will be the first target,” the old woman said tonelessly. “Then the 
command center, through a way no one knows. Harpoon will die by his own hand, after 
I am killed. As for you,” she continued. 

 “No,” Garrett snapped. “Keep it to yourself. I want to find out my fate on my 
own,” he said. “Now go back to your quarters and lie down.” 

 “But my time is so short,” she said dreamily, “and that makes the air itself seem 
sweet.” 

 “Fine. Stay out here in the sweet air,” Garrett muttered.  “You,” he said to a 
technician. “Any luck raising Darkholme?” 
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 “No sir,” the tech replied. “She‟s not checking her messages.” 

 “Or she‟s ignoring me,” Garrett muttered. “Alright, fine. Fine. Triple the guard in 
the sick bay. Get Hunter prepped and alerted. Let‟s get this started. If anybody is even 
coming,” Garrett said, feeling foolish. “Prep the exosuits, too. Three of them on the 
central Concourse of the Alley.” 

 “You won‟t have to listen to me much longer,” Adler reassured Garrett. “It‟s been 
a good life,” she added reflectively. 

 Garrett stalked out of the command center. 

* 

 Callisto hunched in the near darkness watching her pocket watch. “Now they‟re 
releasing the rats,” she said with a satisfied smile. “Give it a minute, then we go in.” 

 “Rats?” Vance said, wrinkling his nose. 

 “Big ones,” Callisto agreed with a slightly mad smile. “Into their vent network. 
Play havoc with security systems.” 

 “And they‟ll probably shut them down,” Rich said as understanding dawned. 

 “At least they won‟t see where we‟re coming from,” Callisto chuckled with a wink. 

 A minute later, Wilson stood. “Recipe for terror and chaos soufflé. Two Glocks 
with hollow points, a grenade launcher, and a madly sexy warrior beast. Apply to sick 
bay for thirty seconds. Rinse out remains. Serve hot hot hot!” He grinned. “Be right 
back.” Then he crawled into the shaft alone. 

 “Should we be going with him?” Rich asked nervously. 

 “He needs to get this out of his system,” Callisto explained. “Let the man work.” 

* 

 “Tracking systems are going nuts,” the sergeant said, eyeing the wall panel with 
disgust. “Something has the rats all riled up.” 

 “I‟m glad they can‟t come in through the laser grids,” the officer nodded. He 
shivered a bit. “They have a lot of diseases.” 

 “Well, at least we‟re in the sick bay.” The sergeant looked over the ten soldiers in 
the confined space. “This is ridiculous. They aren‟t going to attack here. At least, not for 
long.” 

 Something clattered in the vent. They paused, looking up at the vent, puzzled. 

 “That sounded like—” 

 The sharp bang of the detonating grenade wiped out the laser grids in the air shaft, 
blew the end clean off, and scattered the troops. As they sought cover, their eardrums 
were too violated to hear the zipping whizz of a figure sliding down the ruptured shaft. 
Wilson dropped into the smoke, pistols barking, soldiers flying back in sprays of bone 
and hair and blood. As ropy gore slapped against the walls and floor, Wilson rolled out 
of the way and popped up, mentally counting bullets as the guns spat and bucked. 

 A blade fired past him as he whirled, kicking off the floor and sailing through the 
air sideways, firing his last three bullets. 
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 One caught Hunter in the forehead, another in the nose, and the last in the throat. 
The combined spray of the contents of his head and neck slapped against the wall 
behind him as his dark mind was finally revealed to the dim, smoky light of the sick bay. 

 Wilson hit the ground, twirled to his feet, and stared around through the smoke 
from his guns and grenade. Hunter fell forward and clattered to the floor, dead. 

 Wilson moved fast. He duct taped a grenade to the door frame, stretched the wire 
attached to its pin across ten centimeters above the floor, and slapped it to the other 
side with another strip of tape. Then he was up, moving as running combat boots 
carried reinforcements closer. 

 He might have let out a mad giggle as he dove up and pulled himself into the air 
shaft. Any further sound was covered by the explosion as the troops poured through 
the doorway to the sick bay, not noticing the click of the pin popping loose. 

* 

 Garrett stared at the smoke billowing out of the sick bay. “Casualty report,” he 
said thickly. 

 “Hard to say, sir,” the tech reported. “At least fifteen dead, and a minimum of ten 
wounded.” He collapsed, dead. 

 Garrett stared at him in alarm. “Grabe, are you alright?” he said. He approached 
him, then froze, staring around. 

 Almost as one, the rest of the techs and soldiers collapsed. They were all dead; 
Garrett‟s cybernetic systems told him that much at once. His diagnostics ran a quick 
scan. 

 “Nerve gas,” he whispered, chilled. He was protected, of course; the only human 
flesh he had left was his brain, and it was well shielded from atmospheric conditions. He 
swore softly, then lay down awkwardly on the ground. 

 Let them think him dead. 

 What was their next move? His eyes strayed to Adler, who sat composed in her 
chair, eyes closed as if she was simply sleeping… 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY THREE 

 “Lockdown set up on the command center?” Wilson demanded. 

 “Everything is going smoothly,” Callisto assured him. “The pressure seals kicked 
on and are holding the gas in. Ready to take on the Concourse?” 

 “Kill everything that moves,” Wilson replied.  

 Stepping over the bodies of the guards that had been killed by blades in a very 
quiet fashion, Wilson fired a grapple to the roof of the Concourse. Then, he pushed 
himself free, swinging down over the floor. 

 As he swung, he fired the submachine gun one bullet at a time. Each bullet caught 
a startled soldier or tech, sending them flying. The room was already in significant 
confusion, and as Callisto slid down from the gap, Rich realized this was the time to 
strike. 
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 “This is horrible,” Angelica said, pale. “All the killing…” 

 “Stay here with her,” Vance said grimly to Skids. “Just back us up if something 
goes wrong.” He turned his attention to the battle below. 

 “Might as well get this started,” Pryde muttered, and she slid down through the 
floor, out of sight. 

 The chudding stutter of heavy cannons rattled through the air of the concourse, 
and Wilson let go of his cable and flailed, crashing down to roll behind a wrecked golf 
cart that had been pulling a wagon of supplies. Three suits of power armor lumbered 
out of a corridor, blasting away at the cover the attackers dove for. 

 One of the suits suddenly pivoted with a telekinetic shove, blowing the back of 
another to ribbons. It quit shooting, but the damage was done; the armor toppled over 
and blew up, sending the other two suits staggering back. Rich streaked down and 
slammed into one, knocking it further off balance. It crashed over, and he expertly 
flipped it so its gun systems faced the floor. It struggled to rise. 

 Pryde ghosted up behind the other as it drew a bead on Rich; most unexpectedly, it 
fell into the floor until only the top of the cockpit emerged from the concrete. 

 Like a comet, a blazing spear lashed down from a balcony. Pryde looked up, 
shocked, too stunned to avoid the energy blast— 

 The harpoon curved up through the air and streaked back toward the source as 
Vance sagged against the doorway of the balcony where he watched, focusing on 
telekinetically re-directing the spear. Harpoon leaped from the balcony across the 
Concourse, but he wasn‟t fast enough. The spear arced and thudded into him, then 
detonated. Gory gobbets of seared flesh sprayed away from the blast. 

 Gunfire chattered in the hallways that lead away from the Concourse as the 
Morlocks opened fire on those trying to escape. There would be no survivors today, not 
if they could help it. 

 This was a war crime. A massacre. Revenge. Justice, at least as the Morlocks saw it. 
And it would be complete. 

 Pryde sank the remaining power armor into the floor and left it. She looked 
around, and Rich stood at her side also taking in the battlefield. 

 The battle had been startlingly short and complete. Wilson was ducking and 
weaving around the Concourse, hunting out pockets of survivors and slamming bullets 
through them until they were dead. Callisto stood in the center of the field of carnage 
and threw her head back; her grating, savage laugh was gleeful as it underpinned the 
screams of the dying and the rattle and crack of gunfire. 

 “You know,” Pryde said to Rich, “I‟m less swayed by your speech about us being 
the good guys and them being the bad guys. In case you were wondering.” 

 “I wasn‟t,” Rich muttered. “Okay, let‟s see about getting the nerve gas cleared out 
so we can see the computers.” 

 “Hey!” Wilson yelled from halfway down the Concourse. “I found a bazooka! 
Woo!” He raised it, pointing it towards the command center. 
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 “No!” Rich yelled, sprinting towards him. But it was too late. The rocket fired, 
streaked towards the command center, detonated on the armored plexiglass front. The 
explosion ripped the window to bits, shattering all the glass in the control room. 

 “Dammit!” Rich raged. “We came here to raid the computer banks! What the hell 
are you doing? You buffoon!” 

 “Hey, buffoon, me like,” Wilson said, “as long as you meant it in a friendly way and 
not a way that requires me to reload this rocket launcher.” 

 “Are there any other Extechop bases?” Pryde asked. 

 “Now, these are sad times, that such naughty words come from the mouth of one 
so young,” Wilson mugged, half serious. “What are you all really after?” 

 “Nothing a Morlock would know anything about,” Rich said, clenching his jaw as 
his vision blurred. They had been so close. 

 “Well, don‟t take it all so hard, little camper,” Wilson said jovially as gunfire spat 
and crackled sporadically in the surrounding tunnels. “Up until a couple months ago, I 
was an Extechop agent myself. And believe me, you don‟t want to see their skin care 
products. This mask, sexy as it is, serves a utilitarian function of limiting the amount of 
vomit casual viewers deposit on my elegant outfit.” 

 “You are really, really weird,” Pryde said cautiously. 

 “Look,” Rich said. “My high-powered friends and I are a result of a Project 
experiment, Inborn. We have matching birthmarks. We figured maybe the computer 
banks would have some information on it, that‟s all.” His voice was hoarse, terse. 
“Where is the Extechop main base?” 

 “You‟re standing in it,” Wilson said. “But it‟s relatively new, as of this summer. 
Before that, they had this Chicken of the Sea base in one of the Great Lakes, outside 
Duluth.” He paused. “Tell ya what. The place got blown up on New Year‟s Day, there‟s 
nothing there now. I know because I was there when it happened. Project bases are 
really, really dangerous places to be,” he confided, glancing around. “Anyhoo, to thank 
you for your help, we can jaunt to Canada and I can set you up with the mini-sub I stole 
from them when I escaped. How‟s that? You can go down and have a look for yourself. 
Get a souvenir. „I visited the busted ass Project base, and all I got was this lousy chunk 
of twisted wreckage.‟ Well, it‟d fit on an extra-large shirt.” 

 “Do you think that we might find something?” Rich asked, hope searing him once 
more. 

 “How the hell should I know?” Wilson protested. “This is your secret fetish. Mine 
mostly involve handcuffs, firearms, and rubber chickens. So who am I to judge?” he 
shrugged. 

 “Let‟s get everybody together,” Rich said in a low voice. “We gotta sort this out.” 

* 

 The five teenagers huddled over a row of tables in the corner of the McDonalds, 
the lunch crowd swirling around them. 

 Rich took a bite out of his Big Mac and chewed, staring at his fries. 
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 “This is horrible,” Angelica whispered. “Like some kind of nightmare. I wanted to 
go to Cats, it‟s playing this afternoon…” she trailed off. 

 “Fact is, we can‟t make it to Canada and go on some mini-sub dive and get back 
before we have to report to the Academy,” Pryde said flatly. “I can‟t believe I went this 
far. I‟m out.” She stood. “Good luck, Rich. I hope you find what you‟re after.” She 
turned her back and walked away, and Rich didn‟t have the heart to call after her. 

 “Why are you still here?” he asked Angelica. 

 “I… I don‟t know,” she replied. “I guess… I‟m tired of being out of control. 
And… and I‟m out of control right now. I got shuffled from school to school, all 
private schools, because when I was in danger or too much stress I couldn‟t keep my 
power under control. I‟ve been hidden, even though I didn‟t know how to hide. And… 
this once, I guess I want to get to the bottom of it. And maybe I‟m tired of being 
hidden. I don‟t know, it‟s stupid,” she sighed, looking at the lid of her drink. She 
deliberately pushed the thin plastic domes in. 

 Skids stood. “I‟m sorry,” she whispered. She turned and slipped away through the 
crowd, following Pryde. 

 Vance glanced at Angelica, and Rich. “Besides,” he said with half a smile. “This is a 
lot easier knowing that it‟s all a bad dream and we‟ll wake up tomorrow.” He wasn‟t 
sure himself whether he was joking or not. 

 “Why are you still here, Vance?” Rich asked. His voice was subdued. He didn‟t 
touch his fries. 

 Vance leaned back on the hard plastic bench. “You make me feel like a hero, 
Rich,” was all he said in reply. 

 Rich nodded. “Let‟s go find Wilson,” he said. 

* 

 “Don‟t worry about a thing,” Wilson chirped as they zoomed along the two-lane 
road at unsafe speeds. “I know a half dozen ways to get across the highly-fortified 
Canadian border, passports or no. So we‟ll get up there in no time flat. By tomorrow 
afternoon you can be singing Beatles songs and tooling along in your black and gray 
submarine.” 

 Vance and Angelica slept in the back seat. Rich watched the mile markers flash by. 
He turned to Wilson. 

 “So tell me,” he said. “How did this underwater base blow up?” 

 “Oh, a rogue agent left and got another deal and came back,” Wilson said. “He 
was actually escaping the same day I got my make-over with Oil of GooAY. He found 
some new friends who were higher up on the technology food chain, then he came back 
and got his revenge. Sort of like how I got my revenge today. I left the Project during 
the original bloodbath, back in June. Too, you know, unsporting. Picking on the 
underdog. Don‟t like it,” he said, shaking his head. “Now, blowing away dozens of 
armed soldiers, that‟s another thing,” he grinned. 

 “I don‟t understand,” Rich said. 
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 “It really doesn‟t matter,” Wilson shrugged. “That‟s always been the Project‟s 
biggest problem. Rogue agents. Logan escaped, tore the place up, I think he blew it up 
but I don‟t remember. Then Banner blew up two various bases whilst escaping over the 
course of his glorious career. Then Cable came back and blew it up, the underwater 
base. I came back and blew up the Alley. I wonder who will blow up the next one.” 

 “The next one?” Rich retorted. “Didn‟t we get everybody?” 

 “You never get everybody,” Wilson sighed. “Duh.” 

 “Do you think they‟ll come after us?” Rich asked in a small voice. 

 Wilson managed a gurgling chuckle. “Hell yes, boy. Count on it.” 

 The road rolled away beneath them as the moon rose. 

* 

 Frost stood staring at Skids and Pryde. 

 “I can‟t believe it,” she said softly. “Let me get this straight. Manuel de la Rocha 
takes off into the night in a huff. And you don‟t call me. You decide to tackle a 
paramilitary secret organization. And you don‟t call me. Roberto da Costa is killed. And 
you don‟t call me. You decide to trigger a bloodbath under the streets of New York.” She 
positively shook with rage. 

 Skids and Pryde wisely kept their mouths shut. 

 Frost took a deep breath and shakily released it. “Very well,” she said. “Each of 
you to your suites. You might have a pleasant semester of competing against each other 
and never leaving the grounds.” She took another deep breath. 

 “The boys will probably come back,” Skids offered. 

 “They might wish they hadn‟t,” Frost murmured, her voice colder than her 
namesake. 

 

May 9 

 Frost drummed her pale fingernails on the fine finish of the mahogany table. 
"Everyone here? Everyone cozy? Good." Her eyes riveted the dark man at the head of 
the table in an icy stare. "I'm busy. Cut to the chase. What is this special meeting 
about?" 

 The man at the head of the table had black hair pulled back into a short ponytail, 
his face was squarish, his dark eyes burning and intense. He was broad, a powerful and 
trim man. "Patience, White Queen," he said. "How is your school doing?" 

 The White Queen glanced around. Like the others, she was dressed in neo-
Victorian garb, with a laced bodice of pale silk and sleeves that slid up her arms, 
stopping well short of the pleasing curve of her shoulders. Across from her sat a woman 
with a flare of red hair, also stunningly beautiful, but sheathed in black silk. To her left, 
the Black King. To her right, the White King. She narrowed her eyes. "My school is 
nationally accredited and recognized for its excellence, just as it was two weeks ago," she 
said coldly. 
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 "Too bad all your new, promising students are missing," the Black Queen said, her 
own smile quite chilly. "How does that happen?" 

 "Just a few on leave. Temporary at best," the White Queen sniffed. "By the time we 
have our next meeting they'll be back. It's a practicum." 

 "Did you entrust your finances to them?" the Black Queen asked primly, opening a 
case of papers and sifting through them, her eyes lingering on the occasional figure. 
"Seems your portfolio has taken a considerable beating of late." 

 "It's the market," the White Queen said. "Not for the squeamish. There is no cause 
to fear, at least for those with the stamina and will to see it through. Is this going 
somewhere?" 

 "This report can't be right," the Black Queen said. "You are dealing with charges of 
insider trading?" 

 "Enough of this," the White Queen snapped. "Shaw!" 

 "When we are in session, you will call me the Black King," the dark man said. 
"Actually, it is most germane. As you are well aware, the task of the Queen is to use her 
superior influence to exercise the will of the King. The King's wealth, aided by the 
Queen's influence, is what makes the Inner Council great in its subtlety." 

 Her eyes registered a spark of comprehension. "I see," she said. "It's like that." 

 "This all looks very sloppy," the Black Queen said, overlooking the sheaf of paper, 
eyes scanning details. Malice ran through her voice, a sharp tang of dark joy. 

 "My King?" the White Queen said, turning to the White King. He glanced away for 
a moment. 

 "When you came to me about joining the Inner Council," he said airily, "I got a 
rather more competent image of you from your boasting." 

 It got very quiet. The White King, Worthington, did not deign to meet the White 
Queen's eyes. 

 "You knew her before you met here?" the Black Queen purred, eyes flashing. 

 "I humored her talk of the Inner Council because I had heard as much from 
Lensherr," the White King said, his voice bored. "She begged for my help deposing 
him. Hardly the act of a woman tasked with furthering his will." He shrugged. "I 
decided I wanted a seat on the Inner Council, so I destroyed Lensherr's business as she 
requested, then opened the field for her to put the capstone on my efforts and pave my 
way." He gazed at the White Queen mildly, almost pityingly. 

 "Well well," Shaw murmured, his eyes merry and his expression grim. "These are 
serious charges being leveled against the White Queen." 

 "Don't do it," the White Queen breathed to the Black King. "You of all people 
know what I'm capable of." Her face was as smooth and merciless as though it had 
been carved of marble, her eyes chilling. 

 "Only when focused," he corrected. He heaved a sigh and shook his head. "Which 
you aren't. You haven't been for a while now. Doing halfway jobs," he murmured, 
glancing at the White King. "Do you have confidence in your Queen?" he asked the 
fair-haired King. 
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 The White King threw back his head and laughed. Even the Black Queen looked 
nervously at the White Queen, gauging her reaction and preparing her defenses. The 
White King regained control of himself. 

 "I have no confidence in her," he said. "She's a backstabbing traitor. No one likes a 
traitor," he said, looking her in the eye triumphantly, well aware that she had no friends 
here. "She betrayed the last White King. What makes me any different?" 

 "The list is long," she spat, "with a lot of words you'd have to look up." 

 "Now you're lowering yourself to personal abuse," the Black King said, sadly 
shaking his head. "I call a vote of no confidence." 

 It was unanimous. 

 "You got greedy," Shaw said softly, something predatory in his eyes. "Don't worry. 
We'll take over the effort to neutralize Magnus." 

 The White Queen imperiously stood, casting her circlet with its white stone to the 
table. "You will fail," she said, her voice cold. She smiled at them, a slow curving of 
mirthless lips, revealing teeth so pearly white they almost glowed. Her eyes bored 
through each of them in turn. Then she turned, and strode away from the table, out the 
door, and away from the Inner Council. 

 The White King eyed her circlet as the door slammed behind her. "I have a 
candidate to suggest for the vacated position of White Queen," he said casually. 

 "Really! How lucky," the Black King said, amused. The Black Queen said nothing, 
biting her lip and looking slightly nervous as she glanced from one King to the other. 

 "She's perfect," Worthington assured them as he produced a large manila envelope. 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR 

 The car rolled to a stop late afternoon on Monday. Wilson got out and stretched, 
his joints popping, as the teenagers blearily dragged themselves out of the car. 

 “Here we are, kiddoes,” Wilson said. “Now. Vance, you give me a hand with this. 
And or Rich. Don‟t care.” He walked up to the boat house, let himself in.  

 Hanging from the ceiling was a miniature submarine. “Cute, ain‟t she? I named her 
Mozess, like female Moses? For the Exodus and all. A bunch of Jewish people leaving 
Egypt and getting totally lost somewhere sandy.” He shrugged. “Anyway. Go ahead and 
lower her into the water.” 

 Rich drifted up off the boards and flew over the sub, yanking the cables loose. 
Vance helped him lower it to the water. Wilson nodded, satisfied. 

 “Here, you come up here with me and I‟ll show you three how to run it,” he said. 
He cranked the top open. 

 “Whew,” he said. “Smells terrible in here. I guess it didn‟t air out from when I was 
in here last. Heh. Wonder if it‟s airtight!” he quipped. Wilson dropped down inside, 
glancing around at the gummy stains of blood all over the walls and floor. “I was kind 
of hurt,” he nodded. “Plasma through the gut. Sounds like fun, but isn‟t. Word to the 
wise.” 
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 “Very helpful,” Rich said, wrinkling his nose at the stink as he lowered himself into 
the sub. The others followed. “How do we run it?” 

 “Well, here‟s the depth control, the lateral controls. Ballast here. And, uh, pretty 
much turn on the system,” he said, flicking a switch, “and use auto pilot to return here 
after going to the pre-programmed coordinates of the base. Good luck, kids; I was there 
when that base popped, and I‟m never going back.” He jumped up and climbed out. 
“Hope you find what you‟re looking for!” he yelled down, then he slammed the hatch 
and jumped off the sub. 

 “Here we go,” Rich said tightly. “Battery power looks good, this looks pretty easy 
to run. So… I guess I push this.” He pushed a button, and the sub revved up. Then he 
watched the screen as bubbles rolled up the hull, and the sub lunged forward and 
smoothly dove. 

 “Autopilot,” Vance nodded. “Very cool.” 

 No one else had anything else to say as the sub plowed into the depths of the lake. 

* 

 Hours later, they felt the throbbing engines slow, and the controls pinged. Rich 
leaned forward, studying them. “Looks like some sort of hail or something.” He moved 
the control stick for the camera that served as a periscope. “Check it out,” he said softly. 

 Below them, dimly lit by dozens of small, faint lights, a mile or more of twisted 
wreckage and collapsed units lay discarded. 

 “Looks like an empty nest,” Rich muttered. “Damn. Doesn‟t look like there‟s 
anything left.” 

 “Well look around some,” Angelica said, irritated. “I mean, we came this far.” 

 “Look,” Rich said, pointing at the screen. The protocols of the mini-sub were 
cycling, looking through a list of airlocks for one that still worked, still paging the 
mission control for some response. 

 “It‟s dead,” Rich sighed. “I‟m half tempted to go for a swim out there… I mean, I 
think I really could, pressure and all,” he said. 

 Angelica caught her breath. “Look.” 

 Rich saw a light flicker on, then off, blinking at them. One of the modules was set 
against the slope, much higher up than the rest. The beacon flickered. Then the 
computer pinged. 

 “Airlock found,” Rich read from the computer screen. “Dock?” 

 “Hell yes!” Vance said. 

 “I don‟t know, this is creepy,” Angelica disagreed. “Do you think… could 
someone be hiding down here?” 

 “Yes,” Rich said. “Someone could be hiding down here. But it‟s worth the risk to 
me.” 

 “Obviously,” Vance snapped. He sighed. “Sorry, nerves are shot. I say let‟s check 
it out.” 
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 Rich didn‟t reply, he just pushed „yes‟ on the screen. The little sub swirled up 
towards the airlock, which extended a gripper. The sub automatically maneuvered 
around, and docked with a resounding thud and a rattle. 

 With a hiss, the airlock equalized. Rich exchanged a nervous glance with the other 
teens, then the three of them lined up in front of the airlock. 

 The door hissed open on the other side, and Rich reluctantly cycled the door on 
their side. They were hit by a chill wash of humid air that stank of rust and ooze. Slowly, 
Rich stepped forward. Vance found himself gripping Angelica‟s hand, and for a long 
moment the entire trip was worthwhile. 

 “Hello?” Rich said into the resonant darkness. With a clack, dim running lights 
flashed on. He followed the corridor to another solid bulkhead. The metal still glistened 
wet; this area had been recently pumped out so they could dock here. Rich nervously 
swallowed. 

 The door creaked, then slid open. Warmer air breathed across them as they warily 
entered the larger module. 

 The room was sizable, over fifteen meters up to the ceiling and twenty meters to a 
side. One wall had a spacious screen, over a cylinder three times the size of a man. The 
rest of the room was spare, lightly furnished. A table was in the center, a kitchenette off 
to one side. Rich couldn‟t hear anything over the hammering of his blood in his ears as 
he looked around. 

 “Hello,” said a low, smooth, thrilling voice. He flinched, whirling to look back in 
the corner at the figure that languidly waited for them. 

 She was tall, for a woman. Her body seemed sheathed in some black fabric; not 
quite plastic, not quite leather. She had a sword across her back, a pistol at her hip. Her 
entire body was sheathed except her head. Straight black iridescent hair was pinned up 
and back in a bun, and her face was deathly pale, beyond pallor to whiteness. A black 
circle had been painted around her left eye, matching her black lipstick. She smiled; her 
teeth were translucent black. 

 “What is this place?” Rich demanded, his voice higher and more quavering than he 
would have liked. 

 “This is one of the Dark Lord‟s libraries,” she purred, her voice unsettling the 
teens. “He keeps blueprints here. Blueprints of people.” She smiled wider, and they 
wished she wouldn‟t. “Who are you? By which I mean, what are your names.” 

 “I‟m Richard Rider,” Rich said. 

 “Ah,” she nodded sagely. “The Inborn project. Bryant, onscreen,” she said. 

 The screen at the end of the room flickered to life, revealing a view of a library. 
The man standing by the shelves was dressed nattily in a trim suit. His red hair was 
tightly trimmed, and his wire frame glasses flattered the shapes of his face. “Ah yes,” he 
said. “Richard Rider. He had the Carol Danvers strain.” 

 “Who are you?” Vance demanded. 

 “He‟s Bryant, as you heard,” the woman replied coyly. “My name is Beatrice.” 
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 “Okay, Beatrice,” Rich said. “We‟ll give you two names at a time if you‟ll tell us 
who they are templated from.” 

 “It was so boring before you brought your puny demands,” she smiled. “But since 
you‟re all about to die, or worse, bring your requirements. This could be amusing. 
Barring objection?” she said, turning to Bryant. 

 “Fine with me,” he shrugged, his voice rolling from the speakers. 

 “This is Vance Astrovik,” Rich said, pointing, “and I also want to know about Sally 
Blevins.” 

 “Vance Astrovik,” Bryant said. “Hm… ah yes. Jean Gray. And as for Blevins, that 
would be Susan Storm.” 

 Rich pointed at Angelica. “Angelica Jones. Then Roberto da Costa.” 

 “Angel would be Alex Summers, same as Roberto.” 

 “But their powers aren‟t the same, or even close,” Rich said. 

 “They are different strains of the same power,” Bryant said, his voice oddly 
muffled. “Now you can die happy?” 

 “Die?” Rich scowled. “It may not be that simple.” 

 Beatrice chuckled. “Curiosity is amusing as far as it goes. But we wouldn‟t tell you 
these things if you were going to just waltz out of here. In fact, I needed to hear what 
you were based on, so I could have a sense of how to kill you the most efficiently.” 

 “You have a real lack of people skills,” Rich growled. 

 “But my killing skills are something else,” Beatrice breathed. “Alright. For the 
Dark Lord. Time to buy another day of secrecy,” she said through a wicked smile. She 
unsheathed her short, straight sword and her silvered pistol. 

 Rich sprang at her, and she fired off a burst of plasma that sent packets searing 
through the air at him; they burst on impact, bathing him in searing globs of molten 
death. He shrieked, tumbling back, flaming. Vance telekinetically yanked a chunk of 
machinery out of the ceiling and slammed it down, but she gracefully and easily 
cartwheeled out of the way. She sent hyper-accurate shots of plasma raining at him as 
he managed to leap awkwardly out of the way to slide to a halt behind a massive pillar. 

 “No!” Angelica shouted, and her whole torso rippled with the force of the 
microwaves she poured towards the black and white assassin. 

 Beatrice fired into the stream, but the microwaves broke the cohesion of the 
plasma, spreading it to a quickly cooling mist that washed Angelica, only slightly hotter 
than boiling water. She screamed as she flailed back, pain exploding through her like 
nothing she had ever felt. 

 But the microwaves had done their work; Beatrice sagged back against the wall, 
breathing hard. 

 “A little help, Bryant?” she said acidly, blisters rising on her face. 

 “I think your killing skills have it under control,” the man on the screen said 
blandly. 
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 She swore a mighty oath, then pushed herself off the wall, firing madly at Vance‟s 
cover as Rich writhed, choking on screams he had no breath to utter. 

 Vance‟s cover blazed, melted; she raced towards him, firing, readying her sword to 
nail him as she cleared the cover— 

 Too late, she made the connection; perhaps she had been unwise to arm the 
telekinetic with molten metal. She sprang, and the globs of superheated metal flung 
themselves up, uncanny in their accuracy, spattering across her hands and face and belly. 
With an inhuman screech of agony, she slammed against the wall, her pistol spinning 
out of her grip. Vance kicked it away and snatched her sword from her suddenly limp 
hand. In a smooth motion, he brought it down with a wicked chop. 

 Beatrice was released from her service to the Dark Lord. 

 Rich sat up, coughing, unsteadily gasping for air, spent. Vance slid down to his 
knees, cradling Angelica, ignoring the pain from the blistering heat of her flesh as he 
touched her. 

 She mewled in agony. “Vance,” she choked. 

 “I‟m here,” he said, his heart swelling painfully, ready to burst. 

 “Did—I didn‟t kill anyone—did I?” she managed. 

 “No,” he replied. “No, your conscience is clear. You die a hero.” 

 “Oh, Vance,” she gasped. She feebly grasped at him. 

 Then she was still. 

 The only sound was the hissing and popping of molten metal, Rich‟s ragged gasps, 
Vance‟s unsteady breathing as he lowered Angelica‟s corpse to the deck plating. 

 “Touching,” Bryant noted. Their eyes turned to his screen. He shrugged. 

 “Sorry, but you die anyway,” he sighed. Vents slid open near the floor, and a 
powerful spray of frozen water blasted in with enough force to knock them flat, 
battered by the gush of water that numbed the moment it touched. 

 “You see, I was the Director of the Project, back in Saskatchewan,” he said as the 
water roared in and he watched with academic interest. “When the base was destroyed, I 
almost cycled the hatch to my secret emergency shelter in time. But just a little, just a 
touch of the explosion got in. Enough, you see.” 

 The figure on the screen sat in a comfortable chair as Rich roared in pain, taking 
flight, carrying Vance up to dangle over the thrashing, gurgling chaos of water that 
frothed below them, rising with alarming speed. 

 “My desiccated body still had brain function, so the Dark Lord re-wired me to 
continue serving him. I didn‟t realize he was behind Extechops until after I had died, so 
to speak, but… there is a certain pleasure in knowing I‟m continuing the good work. I 
have the blueprints of people, you see,” he murmured conspiratorially as the water 
rushed in and Rich looked around desperately.  

 “Gotta get back to the sub!” Rich yelled over the throb of water. 

 “Sorry, I sank it,” Bryant said with a charming smile. “Did I mention you‟re going 
to die now?” 
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 “Damn!” Rich screamed. His eyes were filled with horror as he looked down at 
Vance; he was doubly shocked to see a certain calmness in Vance‟s eyes. 

 “What do we do?” Rich demanded. 

 “When you‟re dead,” Bryant went on dreamily, “I‟ll drain the chamber, and all will 
be as it was. In readiness for the return of my Master.” The water frothed and sloshed 
up against the monitor screen. 

 “The cylinder under the screen! That‟s his body!” Vance yelled over the 
cacophony. 

 “No it isn‟t,” Bryant said sharply. 

 “So if we destroy it, the water stops?” Rich hollered, a desperate hope in his eyes.  

 Vance‟s eyes held no hope. Only peace. 

 “Get out, Rich,” he said quietly, inaudibly in the crashing disaster of the rising 
water. “Get out.” 

 Taking a deep breath, he let go of Rich‟s hand and dropped. 

 Rich hung in the air, and in that moment something froze in him; something he 
wasn‟t sure he could ever thaw. 

 The room began to rumble. 

 Vance plunged down into the torrential currents of the bitterly cold water. He 
knew now that he had always held back; always had the feeling his powers were evil, 
made him a freak. But he had the whole truth now. And he had true evil before him. 
Something completed in him, something that had never been whole before. He reached 
out and grasped the entire module with a strength he had never imagined, with a grip 
that was infinitely greater than his hand and equaled only by the painful thudding 
expanse of his heart. He squeezed. 

 He lost feeling in everything but that mighty grip that had little to do with his 
body, and everything to do with his will. 

 Bryant‟s eyes widened in alarm. “No,” he said. “No!” 

 Rich spun and charged the hull as it creaked; the whole room shuddered, but with 
the turbulent waters and racing blood and searing pain that all swirled through Rich at 
once, he couldn‟t tell what was real and what was sensation. He plowed into the wall as 
hard as he could. For a moment, he felt a dimness flood him, and he realized he may 
have just knocked himself out against a wall he could not break. But the plate loosened, 
water spraying in around it. He clung to consciousness and yanked on it, plowed down 
into the water by the force of the breach. 

 He got one good look at Vance‟s glazing eyes, as his brow creased in a final effort. 
Gritting his teeth, Rich streaked up through the onrushing waters, into the 
incomprehensible pressure, shoving his way up towards sunlight. 

 Below, he heard a modulated scream cut short, and a sea of bubbles flowed and 
twirled up around him. The pressure of the deep water pressed his tears into his eyes so 
hard he felt he would never be able to let them flow. The roar in the water around him 
was of steel crumpling to a wad of junk, in the grip of a force no mere science would 
ever be able to understand. 
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 Alone, easing out of the deep pressure and darkness, Rich did his best to say 
goodbye. 

 

May 10 

 "Come to gloat?" Frost snapped at the tall man in the dark suit who was stepping 
out of the limo in the circle drive entry to her school. 

 The man with deep eyes and shockingly white hair turned with a smile. "Not at all, 
Emma. Not at all. In fact, you owe me a favor for getting you out when I did." 

 "You?" she said, raising an eyebrow. 

 "Either that or Worthington worked up the initiative and planned it out himself," 
Magnus shrugged. "Believe what you like." He smiled. "Now we're even for you ousting 
me. Best thing that's happened to me in years. It took twenty four hours for me to see 
that, but now?" He shrugged. "I wouldn't go back. Hardly sour grapes, Emma dear. It 
really is fabulous to be on my own agenda again. But you flatter yourself," he continued, 
adjusting his tie. "I'm here to see Xavier." 

 He walked up the stairs, past her, then hesitated. Without turning, he said "Good 
luck finding your students." Then he continued into the school, leaving Frost on the 
steps alone. 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE 

 The bald man sat in his wheelchair, contemplating the view of the grounds. His 
hands were spread flat across his useless knees, and he seemed at peace. He wore a suit, 
his tie impeccable. The door behind him opened and closed, and a man came to stand 
next to him. 

 A long moment of silence stretched between them. 

 "Hello, Xavier," Magnus said. 

 "Magnus." 

 "Seems to be a time of starting over for everyone," Magnus said. He cleared his 
throat. "Why didn't you come to me after your house was destroyed?" he asked quietly. 

 "For once I wanted to succeed on my own," Xavier said forcefully, his voice quiet 
but ruthless. "I wanted to walk. I wanted to overcome my own limitations, transcend 
my difficulties, and become more than I am. I didn't… I couldn't take handouts from 
you. Not after my promises. After… after all the time we've known each other." His 
expression hardened. "My failure… weighs on me." 

 "Difficult," Magnus said, his voice distant. The two of them still looked out the 
window. "I have nothing to say to that. But I did bring something to show you. I 
thought it might cheer you up." He smiled to himself. 

 "What's that?" Xavier asked. 

 Magnus tapped the side of his head. "Do come in and have a look around." 

 Xavier glanced up at him, startled. "You're serious?" he said, surprised. 
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 "Just don't open any doors that are closed," Magnus replied with a smile. 

 Xavier's eyes grew slightly distant, then he shook his head and smiled. "A brilliant 
plan," he said. "A brilliant revenge." 

 "It's not about revenge, Xavier," Magnus said as he inspected his cufflinks. "It's 
about dispersing a threat to my current agenda. Though I won't lie to you, it is 
somewhat satisfying." He nearly grinned. "Enough fun and games." He put his hand on 
Xavier's shoulder. "My friend, enjoy Frost while you can. But do not let her bind you," 
he said, his voice serious. Their eyes met for a long moment. 

 "I would like very much to part friends," Xavier said softly. 

 Magnus extended his hand, and Xavier took it. Something passed between them in 
that moment, and a volume of history fell away. 

 

 Magnus descended the staircase, noting Frost waiting for him at the bottom. 

 “I see you have Wyngarde for your driver now,” she said, terse. 

 “It seemed you were finished with him, my dear,” Magnus said with a gentle smile.  

 “And you‟re talking to Xavier.” 

 “Old friends.” 

 “Anyone else you want to strip from my circle?” she demanded. “I still have a few 
students left.” Her nostrils were flared, her eyes hard. 

 Magnus paused, looking her in the eye. “Emma, my dear, there should be no hard 
words between us. The Inner Council is breathing its last as we speak, without our 
guidance to protect it. Shaw is lost in the petty infighting, caught up in amusement and 
bereft of purpose. The other two? Tools, nothing more. I am very proud of you. 
Building something here,” he said with an expansive gesture. “An eye to the future.” 

 Emma narrowed her eyes. “Stop it,” she said in a low voice. 

 He paused, cocking an eyebrow. “Emma,” he said softly, “I don‟t want your 
school. Honestly. I have plans of my own. Please,” he said, a wince of pain at the corner 
of his eye. “May we part friends?” 

 “Damn you.” She shook with rage, then spun on her heel and mounted the steps, 
not looking back. 

 Magnus sighed, then let himself out of the school‟s door. He was halfway down the 
steps when he paused. 

 Magnus. I need to talk to you in my office, Frost breathed into his mind. 

 He caught Wyngarde‟s eye, smiled briefly, and headed back inside, following his 
instincts to Frost‟s office. 

 He let himself in, to see her behind her desk, gripping its edges, something between 
anger and weariness in her face. “Please have a seat,” she said, and the words cost her 
considerable effort. 

 “Say nothing until I‟m done,” Frost warned him. She took a deep breath, and let it 
out as Magnus seated himself. “I have this school, Xavier‟s allegiance, students. I‟m 
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honing them to be the best. And then, when they are seasoned and trained and wrapped 
around my little finger, I‟ll use them to advance my plans.” 

 She paused, and her lip quivered almost imperceptibly. “Damn you, Magnus,” she 
said around a lump in her throat. “I told Wyngarde—when I was recruiting 
Worthington to take you out—that I wanted a Council that was not about queens 
supporting kings. I have my—my own ideas, you know?” 

 Magnus nodded, his forehead creased with concern, saying nothing. 

 “But here I am,” she continued, “and my school is a mess, I might as well close it. I 
have these—I know how to find people, and how to train them to be devious. But 
loyalty?” She looked him in the eye. “I can‟t make them be loyal. I don‟t know how that 
even looks. I, of all people, know that manipulation only gets you so far. But that‟s not 
the worst.” She stared at him, defying him to speak.  

 Magnus looked her in the eye, his sympathy respectful enough to stop short of pity. 
Then he dropped his eyes to examine the grain of her desktop. 

 “We had some good times together,” Frost said, the words bittersweet. “You came 
up with the schemes, and I found a way to get them done.” She shook her head. “I 
hated you for that. For being the one with the vision.” She paused, and her nose 
twitched. “And me. For needing someone with a vision.” 

 The silence stretched on for a long moment. Magnus looked into Frost‟s eyes. He 
nodded to himself. 

 “I‟ve already forgiven you for betraying me,” he said quietly, “and we have always 
worked well together.” He smiled slightly. “If you ever want me involved in your 
project, simply say the word. I would love to be on the same side again.” His smile 
broadened. 

 “Thank you, Eric,” Frost murmured. “Let‟s go meet the students.” 

* 

 Rich dropped from the sky to the courtyard. He stared around with bleary eyes, 
disconnected from the need to eat or sleep, to work or rest. He simply stood, and 
waited. 

 The door opened less than a minute later, and Frost stepped out. Wordlessly, they 
regarded each other. 

 The silence stretched on. Frost waited, watching him. 

 “Do… do I deserve to be punished?” Rich asked, his voice a wince. 

 “Yes,” Frost replied. “You will be punished. Angelica and Vance and Roberto will 
be killed, and you must live with their deaths.” She shrugged. “Oh, and I‟m closing the 
school. I don‟t need it anymore. Recent shift in my circumstances. And, of course, the 
fact that half my students are dead or missing.” 

 “I just charged in,” Rich whispered. 

 “Did you win?” she asked, her voice unthawed. 

 “I got what I was after,” he replied, raising his pale, reddened eyes to her. “But the 
cost. The cost was too high.” 
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 “You need to be there when I present the lies about how Angelica and Roberto 
died to their parents,” Frost said thoughtfully. “I want you to see their eyes. Their 
confusion. Their shock. You fancy yourself a leader, Rich? You think you are ready to 
talk others into taking risks for the greater good? You need to witness the price. You do 
not yet begin to comprehend the damage your personal quest did to those who went 
with you and those left behind.” 

 He stood motionless under her judgment. She sighed.  

 “But,” she relented. “I‟ve invited someone else to come. To take you in hand, to 
turn you into the hero you long to be. Since you are unwilling to listen to my advice and 
learn something about achieving a maximum impact with minimum expenditure, maybe 
you‟ll listen to him. He‟s waiting inside. I knew you‟d be back. Sooner or later. And 
probably alone,” she couldn‟t resist. He flinched slightly. 

 But he followed her inside. 

* 

 They entered the study, and Rich saw a tall, regal man gazing out the window. He 
turned to face them as they entered. His hair was pure white, his features strong, and he 
instantly commanded respect. 

 “Rich Rider,” he said, his voice deep and bracing. “I am Eric Lensherr. Frost, if 
you could give us a moment.” 

 Frost gracefully left the room, and Mr. Lensherr sized Rich up. “You may call me 
Magnus, if you wish,” he said. “I hear you have run across the first obstacles in heroics. 
The loss of friends you care about, the discovery of how vital goals can turn to ashes 
when you touch them with bloody fingers.” 

 “Yes,” Rich managed. 

 “Good,” Magnus said seriously. “Those are important formative steps in leaders. 
To understand the cost is to safeguard the will against surprise, against emotional 
moments, against changes in a secure situation. Courage is to know the price and 
proceed anyway. And I sense that courage in you.” 

 There was silence between them. 

 “Will you come with me?” Magnus asked softly. “Frost has asked me to assume 
her teaching duties. I have an enterprise in the works that requires young, strong 
leaders. Such as yourself. Your fellow students are welcome as well.” He paused, his icy 
eyes peering into Rich‟s soul. 

 “We must always honor the fallen,” Magnus murmured. “But they must not be 
allowed to haunt us.” 

 With that, Rich grasped his hand. 

 “Show me how to do this,” he whispered. “Show me how to make it worth the 
price.” 

 Magnus needed no words. He solemnly nodded. For the first time, tears pricked in 
Rich‟s eyes. 

* 
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 Rich buried his hands deep in his pockets. In spite of his coat, he felt cold, and his 
chest still burned and itched and smarted. Breathing was difficult. As he walked along 
the path that followed the perimeter of the Academy, he sighed. He glanced at Skids on 
one side, Pryde on the other. 

 “I‟m sorry,” he said quietly. “If you had come along, you‟d probably be dead too.” 

 “Buck up,” Pryde said, unable to soften her voice. “You got your names, right?” 

 “Skids,” Rich said, eyes on the ground before his feet, “your power comes from 
Susan Storm.” 

 “Okay,” she said, looking over the fence row. 

 “I was wrong,” Rich sighed. “I thought, you know. A villain was all a hero needed 
to learn to be a hero. Just… to be a foil for evil, you know? To stop bad things. I 
thought going after the bad guys… it would be enough. To be heroic.” 

 “And now?” Skids asked. 

 “Now I think I‟m glad I can talk to a real hero, learn how to do it,” he said, 
glancing back at the house. “I‟ve never met anyone like Magnus before.” 

 “I heard them talking,” Pryde said. “Magnus knows Xavier, and Saint‟s agreed to 
come along. Morbius too. So… maybe it‟ll be easier, I don‟t know. Callisantos is 
probably leaving. How about you, Skids?” 

 “Well, I was going to go back to the Morlocks, or head out for a normal life,” 
Skids said hesitantly. “But… Magnus. There‟s something about him, isn‟t there?” 

 “Yeah,” Pryde nodded. “Not just that he‟s totally hot. He‟s got… I want to make 
him happy, you know? I see why Frost respects him. Maybe he‟ll be a better 
Headmaster.” 

 “Maybe,” Rich said. He shook his head. “Did I do the right thing?” he asked 
quietly. 

 “Over my head,” Skids said quickly. “I can‟t sort that kind of thing out. I wouldn‟t 
have done it. But I didn‟t need to know.” She paused. “I‟ll miss Vance and Angel.” 

 Rich gritted his teeth, but didn‟t reply. 

 “We‟re going to do a memorial service, before we move to Magnus‟s campus,” 
Kitty said. She glanced at Rich. “Look at the bright side,” she added with a lopsided 
grin. His red-rimmed eyes met hers. “At least now there‟s room for me to be a Hero 
too.” 

 Rich stretched his lanky arm around her and pulled her close as they walked down 
the lane. “About damn time,” he said to himself, a smile touching his lips. 

 Reaching the end of the trail, they started back towards the house. 
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 The silence was broken only by the huge sorcerer‟s harsh breathing as he crouched 
in the dimness. The ledge that supported him seemed the same as the countless ledges 
above and below it, stretching out to a fogged extremity of distance that the mind could 
not comprehend. Yet the sorcerer had stopped at this one low archway on the ledge, 
which looked the same as the thousands of archways that surrounded it. 

 Slapping his hard, muscled hand against the stone of the archway, the sorcerer 
concentrated for a moment and then grunted in satisfaction. His iron-hard black nails 
relentlessly contracted against the stone, then he tugged with the considerable might at 
his command. The whole slab was sucked out of the sealed entryway. 

 Behind the seal was a darkness, an unfathomable darkness where an impossibly 
ancient monster opened its eyes and tasted freedom. The darkness seemed to coalesce, 
to take form, to surrender its inscrutability. And the sorcerer on the ledge grinned, his 
sharp black teeth glistening in the empty shadowless dim. 

 “I chose the right back door,” he murmured, his voice flickering with malice.  

 “Belasco,” purred a smooth voice from the tomblike prison. “You‟ve come for me. 
Took your time, didn‟t you?” 

 “I had to wait for the equinox on Prime,” Belasco muttered. “That is, if you wanted 
me to break you out the back way without rupturing the Seal that held you in.” 

 “Indeed,” whispered the prisoner. He quickly stepped out of the darkness onto the 
ledge as the dimensions began to slide apart again; this was a place of back doors, and 
the access it granted was not reliable. “You‟ve gone to a great deal of trouble for me,” 
the prisoner said. 

 He was tall, slender, with shocking white hair and angular, pointed features. His 
eyes were merry and sadistic, bottomlessly fascinating. He straightened, and brushed at 
his tunic. 

 “We‟re even,” Belasco growled in a low voice. “For the Weapon you gave me.” 

 “Ah, yes, that.” The prisoner grinned mirthlessly, his small sharp teeth revealed. 
“Very well, I agree. You are relieved of your debt. And you wanted something?” 

 Belasco nodded. “True. But we should not talk here.” 

 “Give me a moment,” the prisoner said, taking a deep breath. “There. Free of that 
miserable hole. Now. Let‟s go to one of my more attractive pocket dimensions.” His 
elfin hands twitched and whirled through hyperdimensional coordinates, and time and 
space bent around the two sorcerers. 

 

 A moment later, candles flickered to life in the sumptuously appointed grotto 
somewhere near, but not on, Prime. Belasco prowled into the room, glancing around. 
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Heavy iron staples held his head on to his neck, and charred ash sifted from him with 
every movement. 

 “Somewhat the worse for wear, I see,” the white-haired sorcerer noted with some 
amusement as he moved to the counter and poured himself a goblet of wine from a 
carafe.  

 “True enough, Mordred,” Belasco said. “After I was beheaded, it took me some 
time to get myself back together and get Limbo under my control once more. Then 
Illyana returned with her friends, regained her memory, and banished me once more. 
This time she and her cronies burned me to cinders in the lava flows.” 

 “I warned you about those lava flows,” Mordred noted, chuckling. Belasco was not 
amused. 

 “Of course I survived,” he said sourly. “But it‟s time I settled the whelp and took 
my dimension back.” He spread his hands and looked down at his charred reddish 
body. “As you said, I‟m a mess.” 

 “And as long as she‟s acting as World Mage of Limbo you can‟t reconstitute 
yourself,” Mordred finished. He tossed back the goblet of wine, smacking his lips just 
slightly as his eyes took a distant cast. “I can siphon enough power off her dimension 
for you to heal fully. Then I can give you the power you need to win the battle.” 

 “I know you can,” nodded Belasco. “That‟s why I freed you. What‟s your fee?” 

 Mordred was thoughtful for a moment. “I will destroy Strange,” he murmured 
thoughtfully. 

 “How about this. If you help me, then I will destroy Strange‟s apprentice,” Belasco 
growled. 

 “That‟s very good,” Mordred nodded, a smile spreading across his face. “Very good 
indeed. I agree.” 

 “Excellent,” Belasco said, a sneer threatening to warp his smile. “Illyana Rasputin is 
Strange‟s apprentice.”  

 “That was cleverly done,” Mordred said, his eyes glittering and his smile unsettling. 
“I‟ll remember your wit. At any rate, destroying this whelp can only help us both.” He 
strolled up the dais to his throne. He slid down to the cushions and threw his legs over 
the arm of the chair. 

 “Illyana believes she is World Mage of Limbo,” Mordred noted. “Does she suspect 
the power you still have in her realm?” 

 “I do not believe so,” Belasco said, “or she would have hunted me down by now.” 

 “You said she is Strange‟s apprentice. If I know Strange, he will have surrounded 
himself with a small army of flunkies by now.” Mordred rose swiftly and crossed the 
room, opening a box and reverently removing a handful of knucklebones. He strode 
over to a stone cylinder that stood out of the floor like a table. He breathed over his 
handful of bones, then cast them. They clattered down, arranging themselves in a 
pattern. He examined the divination closely, then sighed. 

 “Indeed,” he murmured. “Well, we‟ll just get all of them busy, then lure Strange 
away from Prime.” He turned to Belasco. “The World Mage of Limbo is a whelp. The 



 

498 

World Mage of Prime, the Sorcerer Supreme, is not. He sealed me away shortly after he 
arrived in this dimension. I won‟t let him do it again.” 

 “So you‟ll strip him of his people then lure him to a battleground of your 
choosing,” Belasco said with a nod. 

 “Just so,” Mordred said, watching the unmoving bones. “Hm.” He gestured, and a 
scryeing portal opened. Belasco watched with interest as Mordred skimmed through 
Limbo unchecked by mystic defenses. 

 “There,” Mordred pointed, and Belasco saw a black stone on a pedestal. The stone 
was about the size of a large marble, and it was black through and through. “That‟s a 
darkstone,” Mordred said. He grinned. “I can‟t believe she‟s got it there so ripe for the 
plucking. I‟ll send you back to Limbo. You get that stone and replace it with this,” he 
said, gesturing. A black stone just like the one on the pedestal materialized in Mordred‟s 
hand. “This is a siphon that will allow me to subtly steal enough energy from the 
dimension to heal you entirely. And it will give me a spyglass to continually monitor 
Limbo.” 

 “I am satisfied,” Belasco said, taking the dark stone. “When do we begin?” 

 Mordred just smiled. “We have already begun,” he purred. 
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PART ONE 

CHAPTER ONE 

Wednesday, September 24 

 An anomaly in the sleeping young man‟s environment made his sleep shallow as 
deeper senses cast about for what was out of place. 

 Bacon. 

 The young man blinked, and sat up. He glanced at the clock; seven thirty. In the 
morning. He sniffed; sure enough, bacon. Swinging his legs out of bed, he rose and 
padded soundlessly to the bedroom door. Peeking out, he saw the blazing red hair of an 
attractive woman who stood at the stove with her back to him. 

 He grinned. 

 Then he blinked in confusion. Strolling out into his kitchenette living room, he 
cleared his throat. “Is it Wednesday or what?” he asked. 

 “It is Wednesday,” she replied, fresh hissing rising from the pan as she turned the 
bacon. She wore dish washing gloves, a tee shirt, and hip hugging jeans that did justice 
to the curvaceous womanly shapes that filled them out. 

 “You still work at Doctor Medford‟s office, right?” he pressed on, trying to sort his 
morning out. 

 “Yes,” she nodded. “But I work part time and get Wednesdays off. You‟ve 
forgotten what‟s going on today, haven‟t you,” she added matter-of-factly. 

 He froze. Flashed through dates; birthday, anniversary of first date, day she got her 
cat. Nothing came up. He swallowed hard, fear chilling him for a moment. 

 “You know me well enough,” he said casually, “that there‟s absolutely no point in 
me playing for time until I remember. So you better just tell me what‟s special about 
Wednesday, September twenty fourth.” 

 “Tandy‟s having auditions for her band today,” the redhead said with a 
mischievous grin. She plucked the bacon out of the pan with tongs and laid the strips 
on the folded paper towels in the bowl. “I agreed to be Head Groupie.” She turned and 
looked him over, taking in the lanky young man with tousled hair, wandering over the 
pajamas he slept in. “Well worth the effort of getting up to come over, I‟d say,” she 
murmured. 

 “Hoo. You make me feel all naked when you do that, Mary Jane Watson,” the 
young man grinned with a shiver. 

 “We don‟t have time for me to make you all naked, Peter Parker,” she replied, 
turning her back on him as she grinned broadly. “And I didn‟t make you breakfast. I 
just cooked bacon. Guaranteed to get any man out of bed to investigate. I know what 
happens to your alarm clock when it wakes you up. I don‟t want that to be me.” 

 “Yeah,” he sighed as he sat at the table. “We‟re suckers for bacon. Gimmie.” 
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 She put the bowl down on the table in front of Peter and she pulled the gloves off. 
“Okay. You‟re about to start wondering how this involves you.” 

 “A step ahead of me all the way,” he said in simulated slack-jawed awe. 

 “Groupies sometimes need to lift heavy things,” she said with a dazzling smile. 
“You came to mind as someone who could be useful for hefting amps.” 

 “I knew it,” he muttered confidentially to his bacon. “She just wants me for my 
body.” 

 “I stand revealed,” she said playfully, leaning back with a wicked grin. 

 “I thought you said there wasn‟t time for that,” he said innocently. 

 She chuckled. “So, how did your photo shoot go yesterday?” she asked. 

 “Dull!” Peter said. He grabbed a strip of bacon and folded it into his mouth. 
“Glamor models bore me senseless. I will never do a fashion shoot again. I‟m gonna stick 
to taking pictures for the Planetary and maybe some freelance.” He shrugged. “I‟m not 
sure I can make it as a photographer,” he sighed. 

 “You could at least pretend to chew the bacon,” Mary Jane noted as another strip 
disappeared. 

 “Bah,” Peter said. 

 “You are a man in serious need of a hobby,” Mary Jane said thoughtfully. “Besides 
swinging around the city in tights righting wrongs and punishing evildoers.” 

 “Hey,” Peter said. “Watch it. You cooked me bacon, but that‟s not carte blanche to 
caricature my highly complex and sensitive lifestyle.” 

 “Right,” Mary Jane said dryly. “Anyway, I thought maybe you‟d get a kick out of 
hanging out with the band.” 

 “Who‟s Tandy got so far?” Peter asked as another strip absented itself from the 
bowl. 

 “Well, she‟s doing keyboards and vocals,” Mary Jane said, watching the bacon 
vanish. “Tyrone‟s got guitar. She needs a couple more people, but unless there are a few 
rock stars in the rough there she‟s gonna settle for four.” 

 “Holy cow,” Peter muttered as the last of the bacon evaporated. 

 “And I figure they need a photographer.” 

 “Hang on,” Peter said. “Am I supposed to carry heavy things or snap pictures?” 

 “Garage bands can‟t afford that kind of division of labor,” Mary Jane said primly. 
“So get dressed. I want to go in about ten minutes.” 

 “What if I have to powder my nose?” Peter asked innocently. 

 “That‟s what the visor mirrors are for,” Mary Jane replied, deadpan. 

 “Right. So is the acid grunge thing still in, or do I go preppie?” Peter muttered, 
massaging his forehead. “Music. I just can‟t keep up.” 

 “Jeans and a tee shirt, Peter,” Mary Jane said. “Never out of place.” 

 “Wow,” Peter said with a grin. “You may have just changed my life.” 
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 “Clock‟s tickin, wise guy,” Mary Jane said, referencing her watch as Peter got up 
and padded into the bedroom. 

* 

 The moody teenager sat at the counter at the truck stop. A handful of change was 
on the counter in front of him. He had counted and recounted it. With one slender 
aristocratic finger he slid the quarter in a short orbit around the dime, then the nickel 
around both of them. Counted the money again.  

 His pride stung as he looked wistfully out the plate windows of the diner. He could 
get more money. But to be reduced to… begging, however refined. He shook his head. 

 Hunger won over pride. Again. 

 He felt a shift in the air around him, and a concerned trucker walked over to him, 
his eyes worried. 

 “Hey there, young fella,” he said. “What‟s yer name?” 

 “Manuel,” he replied mournfully. 

 “That‟s a mighty long face yer pullin,” the trucker said. “Somethin the matter?” 

 Manuel looked away in an unconsciously calculated gesture. He knew the trucker 
would have money. Money for food, money for travel. He felt the trucker‟s concern like 
a temperature, and by focusing and letting his eyes slide shut he combined dramatic 
effect and some undefined ability to triple the emotion of philanthropic concern in the 
trucker. 

 “Money can‟t help family trouble,” he said mournfully, his Spanish accent slight. 

 “Lord knows I‟ve seen enough of that,” the trucker said with a shake of his head, 
sitting next to Manuel. “Is there anything I can do to help?” 

 “That depends,” Manuel said. “You headed to Los Angeles?” 

* 

 Lava gurgled and spat, and a tall foreboding figure rose from the molten stone and 
stepped out onto solid ground. His flesh hissed as stone curled and flaked from him; his 
eyes blazed with a light more terrible than the pulsing glow of magma. 

 A hulking demon, so black it was purple, moved from behind a heavy stone. He 
flicked ash off the tip of his cigar. 

 “Sym is not surprised to see Belasco,” the demon said. 

 “All those who stand in my way will be punished,” Belasco rasped, his voice 
echoing with menace. 

 “Sym serves the Swordbearer,” Sym said, not entirely convincing. 

 Belasco thrust his taloned hand forward, and hellfire burst forth from his grip, 
blasting across the demon and flinging him back to shatter a block of stone. “Oppose 
me,” Belasco snarled, “and you will suffer for a thousand years in a torment your 
stunted imaginations cannot grasp.” 

 The demons that had gathered in the shadows fell back. Belasco nodded to himself 
as Sym groaned and shifted in the hot gravel bed of what had once been a boulder. 
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Belasco sensed for a moment, then grimaced and strode towards the current World 
Mage‟s base of power in Limbo. 

 A few minutes later he walked across stunted black grass, his jaw slack and his eyes 
sparking disbelief. An apron of cooked and stunted growth served as a border between 
the blasted hellish wasteland and what seemed to be a garden oasis of sorts. Belasco 
snarled disgust as he stepped onto a paving stone on a garden path that wound between 
mounds of blooming greenery. Looking up, he saw stars and wisps of cloud where the 
roiling flames that had been the sky under his rule were rolled back. 

 “How could she do this?” he murmured, shocked by the state of the realm. He saw 
a demon, hunched down with a leather apron, turning over rich soil. “You!” he snarled. 
“Have you no dignity?!” A blast of flame sent the demon flying over a patch of 
blooming wisteria. 

 Belasco swiftly navigated the garden, coming to the spot where he could feel the 
dark stone resting. The pedestal. The stone. He took it, swiftly replacing the decoy. 
Then he turned and jogged towards the edge of the garden as quickly as he could. This 
place was unnatural, spoiled, littered with filthy greenery instead of the purity of ash-
swept rock. 

 In a matter of minutes he was back to the lava flow. He gathered his nerve; even as 
powerful a sorcerer as he was, traveling through the gate in the lava hurt a great deal.  

 A clap of thunder rocked the very stone, and a stepping disk of dark eldritch flame 
swirled up from the charred earth. In its wake stood the World Mage of Limbo. 

 She was young, in her mid twenties. Her hair was blonde, in a braid down her back. 
Her eyes flashed with rage as she regarded the invader of her realm with a coldness that 
rivaled the magma in intensity. Her shapely body sported recurve goat legs, dainty 
cloven fetlocked hooves supporting her. She gestured, and a blade fired up out of the 
rock, handle first. She gripped the haft of the hand and a half blade and raised it from 
the stone. It glittered in eldritch sorceries. A feral grin crossed her face as sleek armor 
slid up her arm and down her left side. A square golden amulet gleamed at her throat, 
and the silken drape of a peculiar gray cloak swirled around her. Horns started from her 
forehead and kinked back, and a delicate tail whipped behind her. 

 “Illyana,” Belasco sneered. “You finally noticed I was here.” 

 “What do you want, maggot?” she snapped. 

 “Strong words for a stripling to her teacher,” Belasco glowered. 

 “Indeed they would be,” she said, “if they were between a stripling and a teacher. 
What do you want in my realm?” 

 “I can see my error in ever thinking a woman could run things properly,” Belasco 
grunted, shaking his head. “You‟ve made a mess of my beautiful home.” 

 “I think it‟s time to stop talking and start killing,” Illyana snapped. “This is your last 
chance to escape.” 

 Belasco‟s face was a mask of rage carved in stone; “I‟ll not run from a whelp like 
you,” he rasped. He sprang at her, roiling flame gushing from his roaring mouth and 
shaped by his hands. 
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 “Faltine eterak!” she shouted, whirling a hand as her amulet flared. Pure white fire 
glazed around her as the dark flame gushed around her shield, and the amulet fired 
pellets of gleaming energy into the demonic attack of the dark sorcerer. 

 Illyana stood untouched as Belasco landed, lashing out at her with his iron hard 
black talons. She twirled out of his way as he snapped his hands into fists, gouts of fire 
bursting up through the rock around her. 

 “Cttrock arias!” Illyana yelled, lunging with her sword. Belasco slapped the blade to 
the side, then felt the crimson streaks of the binding swirl across his dull red flesh. Ash 
flared around him as he flexed, but the sinuous red bands twisted tight against him. 

 With a mighty roar, the dark sorcerer burst the binding and sprang at Illyana, 
snatching her cloak and swinging her around. His mighty thews strained as he slammed 
her down on the rock and shoved down hard, twisting his claws in her back. 

 His grip shifted on her mystic steel armor, and she breathlessly focused her will. 
The amulet blasted her off the rock, and as the two of them went airborne she whirled 
the sword around. It clattered off the demon sorcerer, and they landed separated and 
panting. 

 “You could have been something,” Belasco sneered. “Now I will feast on your 
tender flesh.” 

 “Where is it?” Illyana managed, more a question to herself than to the hulking 
sorcerer before her. “I know the secret of your power now, Belasco. Why I can‟t kill 
you.” Her eyes flared, and her sword gleamed. As she stared at him, she saw a sparkle 
on his wrist. 

 “Agamotto‟s light!” she said imperiously with a gesture. A strange glitter enveloped 
the startled sorcerer, and then plain to see was the heavy iron bracer on his right wrist. 
Set on the bracer was a blood red gem. 

 “That‟s it, isn‟t it,” Illyana murmured. “You‟ve got a Binding to Limbo. As long as 
you have that bracer, and as long as it is attuned to Limbo, you can‟t be killed.” Her 
voice was full of wonder.” 

 “You can‟t win, whelp,” Belasco snarled. “I am immortal. Your blade is enchanted, 
attuned to this realm. As it is attuned, so am I. And your blade cannot harm me. Left to 
physical prowess and mystic skill, you have lost before you began. Surrender and I will 
kill you quickly. Otherwise I give you to Sym.” His leer was unsettling. 

 “I think you haven‟t been paying attention,” Illyana said, her voice soft. “Come and 
see what my mystic skill and physical prowess can do.” 

 He sprang at her again, and this time she skipped to the side and snatched at him. 
In a smooth twist she dropped the sword to clatter on the stone as she latched both 
hands on his meaty wrist. Packing surprising power into her slender form, she 
redirected his energy, swinging the surprised sorcerer around and slamming his elbow 
down on the rock as she twisted his wrist. His tendons strained but did not give. She 
focused on the gem, on the bracer, pouring her will into the stone. She felt it resonate, 
felt it recognize the authority of a World Mage.  

 Then instead of physically counterattacking, Belasco hissed as his will focused into 
the stone as well. He had been in Limbo for hundreds of years, it was his realm, shaped 
in his image, and every stone remembered his indomitable will. 
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 “Not—anymore—“ Illyana gasped, and for a moment the stone teetered on the 
edge between the two masters of Limbo. She felt a livid pulse through her sky, her 
gardens, her throne. As the bracer‟s attunement to its master and to Limbo faltered, 
Illyana felt a rush of gratitude to her teacher, Strange. 

 Illyana had the slightest of advantages when she let out a hoarse shout and called 
her sword to her hand, whipped the ensorcerelled blade in a mighty arc, over her head 
and down on Belasco‟s twisted shoulder. As Illyana‟s will drove into the stone of the 
bracer, her blade bit deep into Belasco‟s shoulder. He screamed as she sheared through 
muscle, then bone, then muscle. In a mighty fountain of gore, his arm was severed, and 
dark arterial blood sprayed out to hiss and bubble on the hot rock. 

 The mystical rush of the sundered will and flesh blasted through Illyana as she 
staggered to her hooves, gripping the incredibly heavy arm. The interrupted contest was 
too much for the stone in the bracer. It shattered, spraying fine shards of stone to 
skitter across the rock and flare on the surface of the lava flow. Illyana dropped the arm, 
and as it thudded down on the stone, Belasco crawled back, eyes alight with horror. He 
faced his death. 

 Illyana stood, her breath coming in deep heaving gasps, staring at the defeated 
sorcerer. He gritted his teeth, death in his eyes as he clutched at the stump of his 
shoulder. It would not heal, now that he could no longer pull on the energies of Limbo. 

 “I take from you all control of my realm,” she managed. She thrust her hand at him, 
and he felt her probes swirl into his body and soul, stripping the last vestiges of 
influence from him. He became an outsider in the land he had ruled for centuries on 
end. “If you wish,” she added, “I will kill you quickly.” She leveled her sword at him, 
and he felt the tingle of its malice from several yards away. 

 “A stripling girl,” he managed. Then he staggered to his feet and flung himself into 
the lava flow. 

 Illyana frowned as she looked at the hissing, bubbling lava… not dead. He was not 
dead. He somehow escaped. She shrugged, feeling a new weight and a new strength 
settling on her shoulders. 

 “Now,” she murmured, “I am truly the World Mage of Limbo.” As she raised her 
hands to the flaming sky, it rolled back to reveal glittering fresh-born stars. For the first 
time, she was caressed by a cool breeze that didn‟t stink of brimstone… 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Peter finished tightening the wingnut on the stand of the tom drum, next to the 
snare and under the cymbal. He straightened, dusting his hands off. “Is that the way 
those are supposed to go?” he asked the slouching teenager with long hair. 

 “Yeah,” the teen nodded. “Where‟s the beer?” 

 “I, uh, don‟t think there‟s any beer,” Peter said. “Go ask Tyrone.” He pointed at a 
tall skinny black kid who was tightening the adjusted mike stand. 

 “So Peter,” a bouncy blonde with a huge grin said as she trotted up to him, “how 
do you like being a groupie?” 
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 “No shortage of heavy stuff to lift,” he said with a shrug, “and I‟m an expert on 
duct taping cords to the floor, so I guess I‟m a natural.” He glanced around. “There‟s no 
beer here, is there?” 

 “Tandy wouldn‟t approve,” Gwen said with a stern look. “Are we ready to start the 
auditions for drummers?” 

 “I guess,” Peter shrugged. “This is the first time I‟ve set up a… trap? They call „em 
traps?” 

 “A drum set, sure,” Gwen shrugged. She picked up her clipboard off a speaker. 
“I‟ve been looking for this,” she said. “Ah, Tandy wanted to audition bass guitarists 
first. Is it one o‟clock yet?” 

 “In about five minutes,” Peter said, glancing around so he could pretend he 
consulted a clock. 

 Tandy opened the door from the house and stepped down into the spacious three 
car garage that was open to the pleasant September afternoon. She smiled at the group 
that had already begun to assemble. Her pale blonde hair was back in a ponytail, and her 
taut dancer‟s body sported a midriff baring shirt and biker shorts, white canvas shoes on 
her feet. “Okay, people,” she said in her smooth quiet voice, a smile in her eyes. “We 
ready to kick this thing off?” 

 Mary Jane strolled in. “We got a couple people here to try for fit with the bass 
guitar,” she said. “I‟ve got them lined up, so if you and Tyrone want to get ready then 
we can start checking them out.” 

 “Right,” Tandy said. She walked over to the keyboard on a frame stand, and she 
flicked it on, played a few chords. Tyrone grinned at her, slung on his guitar, and 
jammed a couple riffs, plunked out a few chords, adjusted his strings a bit. 

 “Ready?” Tandy asked him. 

 “B-bring-g em on,” he said with a grin. 

 “Okay, let‟s have the first one,” Tandy said. Mary Jane made a check on her 
clipboard and scampered out to the driveway. Peter followed. 

 On the driveway there were three park benches and a few lawn chairs. About ten 
people were lounging around, rummaging the coolers with ice and pop and bottled 
water, or playing Frisbee on the palatial front lawn of the Bowen Estate. 

 “Todd,” Mary Jane called out. “You‟re up.” 

 A pudgy teenager with bad acne and a buzz cut picked up his duct taped guitar and 
followed Mary Jane into the garage. He had a Slipknot bumper sticker on the front of 
the black guitar and a Metallica logo on the back. He shuffled in and nodded to Tandy 
and Tyrone. 

 “Todd, hello,” Tandy said with a nod. “You ready to make some tunes?” 

 “You bet,” he said. “You guys do death metal, right?” he prodded, his voice thick 
and wheezy. 

 “Not so much,” Tandy said with a glance at Tyrone. “I figure I‟d write most of the 
songs, and we‟re sort of thinking in a more alternative pop direction.” 



 

506 

 “I‟ll change your minds,” Todd said with a grin. He plugged into an amp, quickly 
tuned, then started chugging out heavy massive chords, slamming on the guitar as he 
jerked it up and down, grunting as he mashed out blocks of noise as he swung the neck 
of the guitar back and forth. 

 Tandy politely let him finish. “We were thinking something with a little more agility 
and finesse,” she said. “But that can serve for backup. Let‟s try „Mary Had a Little 
Lamb,‟” she said. 

 “What?” Todd said, dumbfounded. 

 “Just try to keep up,” Tandy said. She rolled out a jazzy chord, then started whirling 
around a syncopated tune loosely based on Mary Had a Little Lamb as Tyrone jammed 
along the theme. Todd snorted in disbelief, then turned and marched out of the garage. 

 “I don‟t think he‟d be a good fit,” Tandy said with a straight face. Tyrone giggled as 
he tuned his guitar; using the whammy bar on the grand finale had bent his pitch ever 
so slightly. 

 “D-definitely g-gonna n-n-need more humor f-for us,” Tyrone said. 

 “Next victim,” Mary Jane said brightly, “Anita.” The guitarist slouched in, her hair 
under a Sox cap, wearing a Three Doors Down shirt. 

 “Y-you r-ready?” Tyrone said. 

 “D-duh,” Anita said, and she snorted as she giggled. 

 “Next,” Tandy said coldly, fixing Anita with a look. 

 “You haven‟t even heard me play!” Anita protested. 

 “No need,” Tandy said. “Next.” 

 “There isn’t anybody else,” Anita snapped. “I‟m outta here.” 

 She stormed out, and a couple others left with her.  

 “Nobody else here for bass guitar?” Tandy said. 

 Gwen checked her clipboard. “Mostly drummers,” she noted. “And a violin 
player.” Tandy, Tyrone, Mary Jane, and Peter blinked as they looked at Gwen. 

 “Okay,” Tandy said carefully, “I guess a violin player could be cool.” 

 “Mary Jane used to play bass guitar,” Gwen said helpfully. 

 “Really?” Tandy said. “I didn‟t know!” 

 “That was in high school,” Mary Jane said, fixing a look on Gwen. “I‟m sure I 
don‟t remember how.” 

 “You‟ve g-got to b-be better th-than them,” Tyrone said, jerking a thumb down the 
driveway. “C-c‟mon!” 

 “Mary had a Little Lamb, key of G,” Tandy said with a wide smile as Gwen picked 
up a bass guitar and handed it to Mary Jane. 

 “I can‟t believe I‟m doing this,” Mary Jane said under her breath as she caught 
Peter‟s eye. He was grinning, leaning against the wall with his arms crossed over his 
chest. She blushed furiously, cleared her throat, and plugged the guitar in. 
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 She strummed chords in the background as Tandy and Tyrone had their way with 
the nursery rhyme, and by the end of it she was no longer bright pink, she was positively 
crimson. 

 “Y-your in!” Tyrone said triumphantly. 

 “Want the part?” grinned Tandy. 

 “Do it! Do it!” Gwen said happily. 

 Peter hid his smile behind his hand as he chuckled. 

 “I can‟t believe this,” Mary Jane said, trying not to look thrilled. “Okay, fine,” she 
grumped. “I‟ll be in your band.” 

 “Time to get drummers. You can stay here, MJ,” Gwen said. She scampered out to 
the driveway. 

* 

 The traumatized demon sorcerer tumbled out of the gate and collapsed in a heap at 
Mordred‟s feet. The fey wizard regarded his scrye as Belasco tried to get his shaky 
breathing under control. The trip back through the lava gate had cauterized his stump. 

 “I thought the plan was to get the stone and return,” Mordred mused, “then 
engage the whelp when you were whole.” 

 “She attacked me,” Belasco gasped. 

 “Give me the stone, you ridiculous parody,” Mordred snapped. 

 Belasco fumbled in his belt and dropped the darkstone. Mordred gestured, and it 
rose to his hand. He smiled, a frosty and vicious expression. 

 “You are unbelievable,” he murmured. “Here I was all ready to give you your realm 
back, and you had to go off script and ruin everything. Over what. An insult from a 
stripling. I can‟t tell you how pathetic that makes you.” 

 “You can still help me win!” Belasco choked out. His eyes no longer sparked. 

 Mordred regarded Illyana through the scrye. She slumped on her throne, a 
trembling hand shielding her eyes, the naked blade across her bent knees. Demons 
ringed the throne, paying homage from a safe distance. Above, the stars blazed and on 
one horizon a dawn threatened. 

 “She reminds me of Strange, in his youth,” Mordred whispered, reaching towards 
the scrye and stopping short. “Only with more passion, more wildness. This one bears 
watching.” He smiled to himself. 

 “Mordred,” Belasco gasped, almost a whimper. 

 “Still here?” Mordred said, fixing him with a look, one eyebrow raised. He gestured, 
and Belasco yelped as he fell out of the dimension. 

* 

 “Manuel de la Rocha,” the stately brunette said in a startled voice, “what brings you 
to my door?” 

 The slim teenager looked at her a bit sheepishly. “Aunt Elsbeth,” he said, “I have 
come to you because I have nowhere else to turn. May I come in?” 
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 “Of course,” Elsbeth said, gesturing the young man into the foyer of her mansion. 
He walked in, gripping a battered valise at his side. “Would you like some food?” 

 “Yes, please,” Manuel said gratefully. 

 “Dani!” Elsbeth called. A flurry of footsteps brought a tan, athletic teenager with 
olive features and a hawkish nose down the steps. Her long black hair was in a braid 
down her back.  

 “Yes, Ms. Montessi?” 

 “Dani, please meet my nephew, Manuel de la Rocha,” Elsbeth said. “He‟ll be 
staying with us for a few days.” 

 “Charmed,” Manuel said, taking her hand and bowing. He felt her emotions, a bit 
of confusion; he sorted it out by nudging the impression that he was a fine specimen. 
She completely fell for him. He smiled into her eyes as he straightened. 

 Dani‟s smile was faltering at best, but he saw what he wanted to see. He was not 
the only one with a gift. Dani exchanged a swift glance with Elsbeth. 

 “Dani, I was wondering if you could make us lunch,” Elsbeth said coolly. 

 “Certainly, Ms. Montessi,” Dani said with a nod. She headed for the kitchen. 

 “Now, Manuel, just leave your suitcase here and we‟ll deal with that later. Come 
with me to the parlor and tell me what has brought you here.” 

 “Yes, Aunt Elsbeth.” Manuel followed her across the marbled foyer, down a 
hallway, into a wood paneled study lined with bookshelves. They sat on opposite 
loveseats. The mid-day sun streamed in through the window. 

 “I was at Frost‟s school, you may remember,” Manuel began. He licked his lips. 

 “I do,” Elsbeth nodded. 

 “Well, things didn‟t work out in that odious hole. What passes for an education 
there is laughable, and she surrounded me with shaved apes and monsters. It was all 
about them, all the time, and I was mistreated when they bothered to take note of me at 
all.” 

 “I see,” Elsbeth murmured. 

 “I couldn‟t go back to my family,” Manuel said, his eyes pleading and his voice on 
the edge of tears. The precise degree of threatening hysterics modulated in response to 
her reaction; he knew her eyes would not be dry as the full pathos of his predicament 
bloomed in her heart. He began to coax it, almost subconsciously. “Not after my fine 
words of independence. And to return to the school would invite abuse both physical 
and emotional. I was raised better than to take my life, so I ran. And I am running out 
of places to go.” 

 “Would a week suffice? I‟m sure in that time we can work out some way for you to 
return either home or to school.” 

 “A week! You are a generous aunt,” Manuel said with a reasonable impression of 
gratitude. “But please, you must swear not to contact my family or the school, or alert 
them to my presence here. I must have a plan before I go back, or I shall descend into 
hell itself.” 
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 “Very well,” Elsbeth said with a slight smile. “I promise.” 

 “You don‟t know what this means to me,” Manuel said, a weak smile on his 
tormented features. 

 “First let‟s get you some food. Dani probably has sandwiches ready by now.” 
Elsbeth rose, as did Manuel. He followed her to the sumptuously appointed kitchen. 
Dani was finishing up some sandwiches. 

 “Go ahead and eat, Manuel. I need to have a word with Dani.” He nodded and 
smiled, then perched on a stool and dug into the sandwiches with an oddly refined 
savagery somewhere between ingrained table manners and ravenous hunger. 

 Dani and Elsbeth stepped out in the hallway. 

 “I don‟t like him,” Dani said, her voice low and earnest. “He‟s… manipulative.” 

 “Yes, he is, and he thinks I don‟t notice him trying to toy with my emotions,” 
Elsbeth said, a distant look in her eyes. “Still. He is family. So he will be staying here. I 
just wanted to warn you about him.” She smiled briefly. “Looks like you have him well 
in hand.” 

 “I‟m still not sure this is a good idea,” Dani said, looking down. 

 Elsbeth squeezed her shoulder gently. “He won‟t be here long. He‟s family,” she 
shrugged; “Let‟s have some lunch.” Her smile warmed. “I won‟t be eating much. 
Tonight Stephen is going to be in town and we‟ll be having dinner here.” A certain glow 
seemed to suffuse her features at the idea, and Dani tried not to grin. 

 Together, they returned to the kitchen and their guest. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 “Well, whaddya think,” Mary Jane said, slinging her guitar off as the sixth applicant 
to be drummer in the band slouched out.  

 Tandy sighed and touched her fingertips to her eyes. “Hm. At least the last fellow 
could keep time. The two before him just couldn‟t keep the beat steady.” 

 “I th-think-k the g-g-guy w-with dr-jr-jreadlocks did good,” Tyrone managed. 

 “Not sure about the howling while he plays, though,” Mary Jane said, “and he 
reeked of pot.” 

 “Can you believe the first guy?” Tandy said. “He showed up to the audition high. 
What makes people do stuff like that?” 

 Peter idly listened to them as he relaxed in a lawn chair, looking out over the 
driveway and the handful of applicants that remained. He felt oddly at peace with 
himself and the world, comfortable in the chair, his responsibilities and worries in the 
far back of his mind.  

 That’s because that horrible bashing stopped, snitted a distinct thought pattern in his mind 
that was only slightly his; the spider id, the expression of the powers that lurked beneath 
the placid exterior of mild-mannered Peter Parker. 

 He chuckled. “As you say, it stopped. Get over it.” 
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 Musn’t do that again, the spider ghost whispered to him. Musn’t let them hit the drums so 
poorly. It hurts me. It is wrong. There is no rhythm there. They are worthless. 

 “ You are endangering my groupiehood, if you can‟t listen to the music. If it‟s too 
loud, you‟re too old.” 

 Volume isn’t the issue, grumped the spider ghost, then it subsided. 

 “What do you think, Peter?” Gwen said from the other side of the garage. 

 “Me?” Peter said, surprised. “No opinion. I‟m a groupie. Me carry heavy stuff. 
Tape down cords.” He grinned. “Snap pictures.” 

 They returned to the conversation, and Peter relaxed again. 

 Let’s show them, whispered the spider ghost. 

 “Show them what?” Peter muttered, glancing up at the endlessly blue September 
afternoon sky. 

 Show them rhythm. 

 “Bah,” Peter said. “Let them have their band.” 

 Peter felt no impression of words, just a general sensation of sulking. He sighed 
deeply. “If I do this, I get more than four hours of sleep tonight, okay?” he said to 
himself. 

 Deal. 

 “And we‟re just showboating. Just this once.” 

 The spider ghost laughed at him as it usually did any time he said „just this once.‟ 

 Peter stood up and casually strolled over to the drum set. His senses played over it, 
memorizing the tensile strength of the drum heads, the spatial relation of all the striking 
surfaces, the resonant pitches. He picked up the drumsticks, experimentally tapped one 
of the heads. Felt a shiver roll through his subconscious. The spider ghost kept track of 
the time by cross referencing the second increment against the moving target of his 
heartbeat. It could find an opening in a strobe of defense. It could swing across a city 
choosing anchor points and accounting for the variables of wind speed and velocity. It 
lived, breathed, and fed on pattern. 

 It was too late not to sit down. 

 “P.S,” Peter said quietly to his spider ghost. “We‟re with MJ now so you can‟t like 
Tandy anymore.” 

 If the spider ghost could have made a rude noise it would have, but Peter didn‟t let 
that kind of expression out. Instead, he let his adhesives grip and release the drumsticks. 
He spun them once. He had a vague feeling if he let the spider ghost taste this 
experience there would be no going back. But he was past the point of no return. 

 Tap. Tap. Tap. Ratta tatta tap. He paused as the drumbeats reverberated through 
the web of veins, arteries, and tangled nerves of his body. Something was waking up. 

 “C‟mon,” Peter said to Tandy and Tyrone. “Mary Had a Little Lamb. From the 
top.” He grinned. Mary Jane‟s eyebrow shot up and she slung on the guitar, answering 
his grin. Gwen squeaked with laughter. 
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 Tandy opened it up with a one finger rendition, then dropped into a jazzy chord, 
and Peter slapped at one drum and suddenly it wasn‟t enough. The stick spun in his 
hand of its own volition and whipped across three drum heads before he fully knew 
what was going on. Wisely, Peter took a back seat, and the spider ghost gleamed out of 
his eyes. 

 The drums held the music, teased it, stung it, wrapped around it subtly without 
taking over, played with the guitars and keyboard as though they were toys. Peter felt 
the thin heady rush that coursed through him when he was flying through the air upside 
down; his talents expressed themselves in the rhythm, pushing back on the world, 
choosing the very best openings. 

 They wrapped up, and all the other drummers were standing in the doorway to the 
garage staring at Peter. He couldn‟t help himself. The spider ghost wanted a drum solo. 

 Who was he to stop it? 

 The sticks rapped, bounced, and whirled across the drums, spinning and twirling 
and spattering impacts across all the surfaces, sending a wild wave of sound rolling out 
from the precisely touched instruments. His strength made it effortless, and he closed 
his eyes since his senses still knew where each and every instrument was. His hands 
whirled as his foot bounced on the pedal, thudding out the baseline. Then he massaged 
the cymbal with the two drumsticks, swelling up to a crescendo and then leaning back 
on the squat drummer stool, feeling somewhat spent. 

 “I th-think-k s-somebody‟s b-been h-holding out on us,” Tyrone said, wide eyed. 

 “You drum like you dance, hot shot,” Tandy said, somewhat awed. 

 Mary Jane just grinned at him and shook her head, while Gwen was slack jawed in 
wonder. 

 “You guys suck,” one of the drummer applicants said in disgust. He turned and 
left. Several others did too, throwing their pop cans on the lawn. Two were left, wide 
eyed. 

 “Dude, you are Kenny Moon reincarnated,” one said. 

 “Thanks guys, auditions are over, slot‟s filled,” Gwen said, shooing at them. 

 “But you guys haven‟t picked me yet. And I‟m not sure I have the time,” Peter said, 
foundering around for reasons as his spider ghost reveled in the afterglow of the 
networking of sound and impact. 

 “You are a freelance photographer,” Mary Jane said sternly, “and your girlfriend 
told you that you are going to be in her band, even if you rock and she sucks at this.” 

 “I guess I can‟t argue with that,” Peter said sheepishly. 

 “Well, Peter Parker,” Tandy said with a grin, “Welcome to the band.” 

* 

 “Now I‟m all situated,” Mordred said in his pocket dimension grotto. He settled 
before the scrye he had opened. “I‟ve seen Strange‟s apprentice, luscious little tart; let‟s 
see what the Mystical Presence himself is up to.” He focused through his eldritch magic, 
a fey art that was so tuned with the latent mysticism of the Earth that its subtle touch 
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was missed by even the greatest sorcerers. Flickering through the ethers of the earth, the 
scrye settled on Doctor Stephen Strange, Sorcerer Supreme, World Mage of Prime. 

 “Ah, dinner,” Mordred said, settling back with satisfaction as he saw Strange seated 
at a table. The Sorcerer Supreme was still slim almost to the point of thinness, and his 
dark hair was combed back out of his face. White steaks slid along his temples. He wore 
a moustache, but no beard. Mordred glanced around the table; Montessi, he 
remembered her. Then a couple teenagers. Mordred paid attention, bringing up sound 
in the scrye. 

 

 “Manuel, would you help Dani clear the table?” Elsbeth said. They had finished 
eating. Manuel tried to conceal his resentment, but he did a poor job of it. 

 “Of course, Aunt Elsbeth,” he said. She did not seem to notice his reluctance. The 
two teenagers collected dishes and headed into the kitchen. 

 “I‟ve detected a disturbance,” Strange said to Elsbeth, his voice low. “One of my 
seals isn‟t holding. I‟ve checked all that I could since I felt the ripple, but I can‟t find the 
broken one.” 

 

 Mordred chuckled, trying not to be nervous. He was suddenly glad Belasco had 
waited and let him out the back door of the binding. 

 

 “What do you think of my nephew?” Elsbeth asked Strange with a smile. 

 “Looks like a troublemaker,” Strange said a bit ruefully. “I‟m sure he‟s nothing you 
can‟t handle.” 

 “He‟s an emotion twister,” Elsbeth said. “Takes some looking after. He‟ll be on his 
way soon.” 

 Dani and Manuel came back in and took another load to the kitchen. 

 

 Mordred peered more closely at Manuel. “This one I can use,” he purred to 
himself. “Indeed. Let‟s see what they‟re hiding in this heap.” He quickly scryed through 
the house until he found the strongroom. Quickly glancing through the protections, he 
suddenly stopped. 

 “Oh yes,” he murmured. “Oh yes indeed.” He almost giggled with delight as a plan 
presented itself to him already complete. 

 

 Strange and Elsbeth hesitated, listening. “Did you feel something?” Strange said. 
“Just now. An echo of magic.” 

 “Just to be sure, let‟s check on the Cloak and the Eye and the other items upstairs,” 
Elsbeth said, serious. “Manuel and Dani can do the dishes.” 

 They headed through the corridors of the mansion until they reached what looked 
like a closet. Elsbeth produced a rather complex key from her pocket and let them 
through the door. It opened into a vault of mystic valuables. 



 

   513 

 Together, they went to the drawer that held the Cloak and the Eye. The sigils were 
intact. It was still safe. 

 “That‟s a relief,” Strange said. He sighed. “Well, shall we retire to the parlor?” he 
said with a smile. “I don‟t have to be back for a while yet.” 

 “That,” Elsbeth said, “is wonderful news.” 

 

 Mordred studied her. He observed the smooth alabaster lines of her throat, the 
flashing intelligence of her dark eyes, the grace and poise of her lovely figure. “Everyone 
falls in love, Strange,” he murmured, “and there‟s generally some villain in the 
background to make things complicated and somewhat one-sided. Let‟s see what she 
means to you. Later. First,” he mused, “we leave a trail of bread crumbs for the emotion 
twister…”  

 The couple left the room, and Mordred started forward in his seat. He exerted 
himself, just a breath, through the scrye. And the door slid to—but did not latch. 

 Mordred leaned back, satisfied. “Of such subtle touches is chaos wreaked.” He 
grinned, barely able to wait until Manuel was done washing dishes… 

* 

 Illyana stood on a rise, overlooking the austere lines of the almost crystalline 
structure that formed a home away from home, a place where a troubled woman could 
go to be alone and undisturbed. Except, of course, by the World Mage of Limbo. 

 Illyana trotted up to the front door and knocked politely. A moment later the door 
slid open, and an attractive woman stood gazing calmly into Illyana‟s eyes. She was trim, 
shapely, with piercing eyes and reddish blond curls that rolled back from her face. She 
was superhumanly perfect. 

 “Hey, Valeria,” Illyana said. “Strange is at a dinner party and I gotta tell somebody 
what happened to me today or I‟ll just pop.” She grinned apologetically. 

 “By all means, come on in,” Valeria said in her cultured voice. 

 “You‟ll never guess who just showed up here in Limbo,” Illyana said. “Mostly 
because you don‟t know him. Belasco. He‟s a demon sorcerer, he‟s the one that stole me 
from Russia when I was a kid. He‟s the one that made me, you know, different. At least 
I think that was him. He had me for almost a year when I was six. Logan rescued me 
and raised me. But when we ran into Belasco last, he was decapitated and dumped in a 
lava flow.” 

 “Illyana,” Valeria said, a crease of concern in her forehead, “that‟s very disturbing.” 

 “He just came back!” Illyana said. By now they had walked into the megalithic 
structure together. Illyana turned to face Valeria. “I busted him up! I beat him fair and 
square! I figured out how he was surviving all the killings, and I beat him!” 

 “That‟s great!” Valeria said with a slightly bewildered smile. 

 “I shattered his greave thing, and then I pulled all the power out of him. I mean, 
I‟m like the world mage for Limbo, and I could feel his control of the dimension, and 
after I beat him, I just kind of absorbed it. The power is incredible, Valeria! Can you feel 
the change already?” 



 

514 

 Valeria looked up. “I did notice something along those lines,” she said. Only tatters 
of flame curled in clouds, for now the sky above was a penetrating inky blue spattered 
with stars. She sighed, looking at Illyana fondly. “I hope someday I find a place of my 
own,” Valeria said. 

 Illyana felt very self-conscious in that moment. “Listen to me, rambling on,” she 
said. “You get out of it what you put into it. You built this.” She gestured around at the 
austere fortress. 

 “True,” Valeria nodded. She did not elaborate. 

 Illyana sighed. “Hey, when you‟re ready to go back to Prime, say the word,” she 
said. 

 “Thank you, but not yet,” Valeria said, looking up into the night sky. “I can‟t tell 
you what it means to me that you‟ve offered me a refuge when I needed it most.” 

 Illyana smiled to herself. “It was a refuge for me when I needed it most,” she said. 
She looked directly at Valeria. “Limbo is a great place to heal, and a lot of fun to visit. 
I‟m the world mage, Valeria,” she said, and Valeria met her eyes. “I still don‟t want to 
live here, if you know what I mean. A wise woman once told me that maybe, just 
maybe, I was hiding and Prime had more to offer than I could see.” 

 “Did you come here to lecture me?” Valeria asked with a faint but growing smile. 

 “Nah,” Illyana said. “I came here to spout off about what a fabulous day I‟ve been 
having. But you had to go and turn this into a martial arts training session.” 

 “That‟s right,” Valeria said with a smile that was rapidly becoming a grin. “Lose the 
sword, goat girl. Let‟s see how your hoofwork is today.” 

 “Dude, you should have seen when I grabbed his wrist and took that big bad boy 
off his feet, bam down on the rock. It was the same throw you showed me the first 
lesson we had here.” 

 “I can‟t tell you what it means to me that you‟re actually learning something 
useful,” Valeria said as she headed for the stone sparring circle.  

 “Strange keeps saying that,” Illyana said with something like thoughtfulness, only a 
glint of mischief in her eyes. “I like fighting you here, where there‟s no sunlight and 
you‟re a wuss like I am on Prime.” 

 “Sweet talking won‟t make me go easy on you,” Valeria said as she entered the ring. 

 Illyana just laughed as she entered the ring, and the sparring partners bowed and 
opened. 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 Manuel slowly mounted the stairs, once again feeling the warring stings of hunger 
and pride. “Aunt Elsbeth indeed,” he grumbled. “Perhaps she should write me a fat 
check and go into bankruptcy.” He flirted with the notion of risking such a dangerous 
gamble; they payoff could be impressive, but if she resisted it could go poorly for him. 
His mother had warned him that she was a wizard of some ability, and in spite of his 
enlightened education he couldn‟t bring himself to dismiss the idea as superstition. Not 
after meeting her. 
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 He stopped suddenly at the top of the stairs, listening. He had almost—had he 
heard a whisper? He looked around slowly, his eyes wide open, the hair on the back of 
his neck stiffening. He had a sense of being watched, a feeling that he was not alone. He 
almost felt a rustle in the dimness down the hallway. Swallowing hard, he took a few 
steps into the hallway to investigate. 

 “Hello?” he said. To his right, a small door slowly creaked open just a touch. He 
grasped the handle and pushed the door open. He was a de la Rocha. He had nothing to 
fear. 

 As he walked into the brightly lit room, he felt his breath shorten as he looked at 
the solid gold candelabra, at the small book case loaded with ancient rare tomes, at the 
cabinets and drawers laced with sigils and protections. He realized he had stumbled into 
a vault of wizardry. 

 “I‟ll bet that Indian girl has never been in here,” he murmured to himself, rubbing 
his hands together as he looked around. He blew on his hands; the room was oddly 
chilly. One of the drawers was open just a crack. He found the drawer to be very 
interesting, and he did not question why. He grasped the handle and pulled it open. 

 “Madre de Dios,” he breathed, looking down at the fine fabric, thick and heavy, 
made of black streaked with indigo like a pre-dawn sky. And in the middle of the folded 
fabric, a peculiar broach that looked like costume jewelry. A gold circle was surrounded 
by small gold balls in a gaudy lump of metal the size of his palm.  

 Some deep instinct made his hands tremble as he reached towards the cloth. He 
lifted it from the drawer and shook it out; the cloak unfurled, and hung in his hands 
oddly heavy. He felt as though he was holding the dead weight of an unconscious 
person. A deeper chill ran through him. He stroked the smooth fabric. A sudden raw 
human impulse to put it back thrilled through his blood. 

 “What am I afraid of?” Manuel whispered through nerveless lips. “Am I not 
Manuel de la Rocha?” Pride spurred him on, and he swung the cloak over his shoulders. 
The gold broach snapped in place. 

 Manuel screamed. 

 

 Strange burst into the room in time to see the cloak curl around Manuel, the deep 
horror in the boy‟s eyes as a fresh shout of raw terror burst ragged from his throat. The 
cloak furled into itself, the hood enveloping his head, and his hand was sucked into the 
vortex of darkness that was within the formerly quiescent cloak. It had slipped from 
Prime, and Strange was too late to stop it. A dank chuckle hung in the air, polluting it. 

 Elsbeth was on Strange‟s heels, just in time to see Manuel‟s fingertips vanish into 
the dark strip that sucked into itself, leaving nothing behind in the room. 

 “The cloak—“ she gasped. 

 “Imploded, yes,” Strange said grimly, “but that‟s because it can withdraw to 
another dimension to move freely. It has access to Prime. He could be anywhere.” 

 “My nephew,” Elsbeth said, gripping Strange‟s shirt. “You must save him, 
Stephen!” There was as much breathless fear in her eyes as there had been in Manuel‟s. 
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 “I will do my best,” Strange said softly as he removed her hands from his shirt. “I 
must move quickly. If I can return to my Sanctum in time, perhaps I can find him.” 

 “Will it devour him?” Elsbeth managed. 

 “Worse than that,” Strange murmured. “It needs a host, Elsbeth. A pilot through 
the dark.” 

 “How much time does he have? How much time before the Eye kills him?” 
Elsbeth asked breathlessly. 

 “It has already begun, though he doesn‟t know it,” Strange said truthfully. 

 “He is twisted, and a fool, but he is young and there is time for him to learn,” 
Elsbeth managed. “Please. Please save him.” 

 Strange had no more time for words. He was down the stairs and out the door. 
Elsbeth leaned weakly against the wall, feeling her heart pound, realizing that she had 
not lived up to the sacred trust Strange had given her. The artifact was loose. And her 
kin was only the first victim. When Strange faced it this time, it would be without the 
Eye… 

* 

 The bald man lay still, quiet, and unfocused in the bathtub. Warm water held him, 
motionless, as his mind slid out of the confines of his weary body. Flashing through the 
ether, glancing into people‟s minds, the consciousness of the bathing man flitted around 
the area. 

 There. A trucker bore the unique print of Manuel‟s power. And there. Following 
the trail led to the Montessi estate. The bald man winced, as though from an old injury. 
Then he sighed, the warm water cradling him. As always, he stopped just short of 
locating Manuel. The young man was very sensitive, and he might pick up on a touch. 

 “I wonder,” the bald man murmured into the suds of the tub. “Is it wise to let him 
run out of steam before taking him back?” But he already knew the answer. Manuel‟s 
discipline and desire had to keep him at Frost‟s school, or no other force could. 

 He sighed, and rubbed his face. “Xavier, my boy, you‟ve got your work cut out for 
you,” he said aloud. He shook his head. He knew the path of manipulation. There were 
trails on it he had himself blazed. 

 “I am weary,” he said. “Weary to death of choosing people‟s fates for them.” He 
ran a bit more warm water into the tub. “I‟ll just have a talk with the boy before I turn 
him over to Frost—“ 

 Scream 

 He froze, the water around him suddenly breathing with chill. He blinked rapidly, 
and guardedly opened his mind to find the source— 

 Scream, then nothing 

 His breathing was unsteady. Raw, pulsing terror rolling out of someone in waves 
strong enough to be picked up a few miles away. Xavier‟s back prickled as he hoped he 
was wrong, that the signal hadn‟t sounded like Manuel. He opened his mind further, but 
he could not sense Manuel‟s pres— 
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 With an unholy shriek of raw agony, the shadows in the corner unfurled, bloomed 
like a diseased flower. With a whipping hiss, folds of a cloak rolled across the walls, and 
the corner became a pit. A cowl tilted up as Xavier lay nervelessly stunned in the tub. 

 “Manuel?” he breathed. 

 The face in the cowl looked like Manuel‟s visage, but already the eyes had begun 
sinking back, and a peculiar woody leathern look had set in. He looked as though some 
bizarre mummification was running riot through his flesh, a hard dry rot of deathly 
energies. 

 Xavier reached out to his mind, and recoiled just in time. He sensed the energy 
storm of nightmarish turmoil coursing through the pain-sotted mind of Manuel‟s new 
form. 

 “What has happened to me?!” cried Manuel‟s voice, as though from under a lake, 
the ideas moving at a different speed than his mouth. His eyes reeked of desperation. 
“What is happening?!” 

 Then the shadows contracted, curved back along their own lines, and slithered out 
of existence. The corner was once again made of chipped plaster and paint. 

 Xavier couldn‟t quite catch his breath. 

 

 A few minutes later he had levered himself out of the bath, dried off, dressed, and 
strapped an apparatus onto his legs. The system of miniature motors, braces, and splints 
connected to a plate that attached to the small of his back. It accessed his damaged 
nerves. With a little mental persuasion, Xavier could now walk. 

 He stood uncertainly in the hotel room. What to do? He opened his mind, once 
again with caution. He did not want to plug directly into the pit of horror that thing 
used for a mind. Where Manuel was currently trapped. Xavier shivered again with a chill 
he could not seem to shake, no matter how warm the room. 

 Sitting on the bed, he expanded his consciousness. It rolled across the businessman 
next door, talking on the phone to his wife; across the teenager doing skateboard tricks 
in the parking lot; over the dim sluggish music-clouded thoughts of the commuters; 
across the crisp questing alertness behind the motel— 

 Xavier narrowed in on the remarkable mind he had discovered, and he was 
unsettled to feel it peering right back at him. He broke off contact and stood, 
wondering if the two remarkable occurrences were linked. He blinked. He knew that 
mind. Hope surged in him as he strode to the door, reaching for it as it opened. 

 “Xavier?” Doctor Strange said, a bit startled. 

 “Strange,” Xavier said. “Am I glad to see you.” 

 “It manifested here, didn‟t it,” Strange said grimly. 

 Xavier nodded. “What happened to Manuel? Was that him?” 

 “I think we had better talk,” Strange said. “May I come in?” 

 “Certainly,” Xavier said, and he stepped away from the door and sat on one of the 
two hotel beds. Strange closed the door behind himself and settled on a chair. 
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 “You first,” Strange said. “What brings you here?” 

 “I was following Manuel de la Rocha,” Xavier said. He heaved a sigh. “Manuel ran 
away from Frost‟s school. I was following him, letting him run out of steam, giving him 
a chance to think things over before I intervened. I wanted very much for him to reach 
his own conclusions. People don‟t learn what is thrust upon them as well as they 
remember what they discover for themselves.” 

 “True,” Strange nodded. 

 “I followed him all the way here from New York, undetected,” Xavier said. 
“Manuel is from a wealthy family, and he has an empathic talent. I figured he might 
target his family, so I wasn‟t surprised when he came to his aunt. Tonight, I was 
monitoring his progress when he, or something that looked disturbingly like him, 
appeared in the corner of my room. His face… it was somehow leathery. He was in 
great pain and fear, his mind was just rushing with torment and horror. Then, just as he 
had pushed out of the wall, he pulled back from it and was gone.” 

 Strange nodded thoughtfully. “What I have to say you will have to take on faith,” 
he said. “If you choose not to believe it that‟s your business. But if we are to save 
Manuel, perhaps it will help for you to know more background. Early this year the 
Shroud that you saw served as a herald and advance guard for a vampiric invasion. The 
Shroud is connected to the realm of nightmares, which is why you could not affect its 
mind. It moves from place to place by breaching dimensions. The Shroud is animated 
and powered by a predator that lives in its folds, a creature that feeds illusions to its 
victims. When they despair and lose their will to go on, it feeds on their life essence.” 

 Strange leaned back. “I defeated this creature, stripped its host and pilot out of it, 
and restrained it with the Eye of Agamotto. When the Shroud next tries to feed, the Eye 
will destroy the victim, the predator, and the host.” 

 “How much time?” Xavier asked, his talents assuring him that at the very least 
Strange was sincere in his belief that he was telling the truth. 

 “The Shroud is ravenous,” Strange said. “I‟ve got to get back to New York. I have 
devices there that might help me locate it, now that I know what I‟m looking for.” 

 “How do we cross the country in a hurry?” Xavier asked. 

 Strange smiled, a saturnine and wild expression. “Do you trust me?” he said. 

* 

 Mordred sat on his throne, smiling idly to himself as his thoughts played out 
possible outcomes of the current scheme. Then he sensed an intruder on the cusp of his 
dimension. 

 “Yes what,” he snapped. 

 “Mordred, it‟s Belasco,” came the clear reply. “I wish to speak with you.” 

 Mordred sighed. “Make it quick, I‟m busy,” he said. He opened the portal, and 
Belasco shuffled in. He looked much older. Worn. The cauterized stump of his arm 
seemed to unbalance his weight. 

 “If you will restore my power,” Belasco said, kneeling, “I will serve you.” 
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 Mordred thought it over. “Very well,” he said. “I need a teacher for a student I‟m 
going to find shortly.” 

 “I will teach a student for you,” the broken demon sorcerer said. 

 “Good,” Mordred said. “See that you do. Now, hm,” he mused. He walked over to 
the divination he had cast around Strange, and he studied it. He picked up one of the 
bones, and dropped it. He dropped it again, then touched it with his finger. He grinned, 
and opened a scrye. “I have a plan,” he said. 

 Belasco saw the whirl of fabric into itself in the scrye, and Mordred quickly slit his 
own palm and let his blood spat down on the grotto floor. It flared green, and a shifting 
translucent wall sprang up. Behind it, the cloak unfurled from nothingness and slumped 
on the floor. 

 “Wha… What‟s happening to me?” pleaded the tormented host, the pilot of the 
Shroud‟s dark energies. Manuel was twisting in pain as the Shroud seemed to gnaw his 
guts. 

 “You‟re starving for the living light,” Mordred said, “and the easiest way to get it is 
to sweep sentients into that wonderful cloak of yours. Something inside your Shroud is 
eating you alive,” he added, examining his fingernails. 

 “Help me,” Manuel managed to gasp out. 

 “Oh, I‟ll help you,” Mordred said with a soothing smile. “First.” He turned to the 
throne, and twisted a gem on the back of the seat. He turned to regard Belasco. “The 
faux darkstone you placed will now begin to draw energy to this dimension, 
destabilizing it,” he said. 

 “Why?” Belasco asked, blinking. 

 “So when Strange or Illyana traces the energy leak here, the entire grotto will 
collapse on that point. There is no escape from that. No room to maneuver. No time or 
space for cunning trickery. Just brute force to resist being crushed, in a dimension 
hostile to their magics.” He smiled briefly. “A simple trap, but one can hope Strange has 
become sloppy. Now, my friend,” he said, turning to the cloak. “I‟ll steer.” 

 “Won‟t you be devoured?” Manuel said faintly. 

 Mordred chuckled. “The predator knows a member of the Unseelie Court,” he said 
blandly. “I‟ll be safe enough. And I‟ll protect you, Belasco,” he said benignly. “I still 
have use for you.” 

 Belasco overcame the urge to snarl something snide, knowing that restraint just 
might save his life. 

 Darkness swept over them as the cloak grew impossibly large to engulf both 
sorcerers. 

 

CHAPTER FIVE 

 The cloak spilled open in the darkness at the back of an alley choked with trash. As 
Manuel gasped and his cloak slithered around him restlessly, Belasco slumped against a 
wall as the energies of Prime pushed at him. Mordred straightened, drawing strength 
from a world more ancient than the concrete that encased it. 
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 He strode forward and leaned over a bundle of clothes. “You,” he snapped, 
prodding the figure. “Wake up. I have need of you.” 

 The figure stirred, and hunched to a sitting position. “Wha?” 

 “You once worked magic, but the talent and the knowledge were stolen from you,” 
Mordred stated matter-of-factly.  

 The wino nodded vigorously, and struggled to stand in the presence of one he 
clearly sensed was superior. 

 “You would like to have your magic back, wouldn‟t you?” Mordred said slowly in a 
patronizing voice. 

 Vigorous nod. 

 “Be my slave, call me your lord and master, and I‟ll teach you more sorcery than 
you knew existed before.” 

 The wino knelt. “You are my lord and mathter,” he grunted haltingly. 

 “Excellent,” Mordred said with a thin smile. “This time, Belasco, you steer. We‟re 
taking this Primeling to a safer place, and you‟re teaching him some of the Art.” 

 “As you command,” shrugged Belasco. Mordred beckoned the cloak, and it once 
again approached. 

 “Can‟t take much more,” Manuel gasped as the cloak kinked and juked. “Starving!” 

 “You‟ll do as you‟re told,” Mordred said coldly. “Serves you right for poking your 
nose where it doesn‟t belong.” 

 The trio strode into the Shroud, and once again they whirled through impossible 
darkness. 

 

 They paused on the flat, steaming bedrock just long enough for Belasco and the 
wino to topple out of the darkness, and then Mordred took charge of the Shroud and 
forced it back to Prime. Mordred effortlessly escaped the eternal night in the cloak. He 
stood with Manuel on the stained concrete floor of an unfinished basement. 

 “I beg you,” Manuel said as he writhed in Mordred‟s merciless grip.  

 “Quit sniveling,” Mordred said shortly. He gestured, and a scrye opened, filtering 
through half a dozen scenes before Mordred settled on one. “Now look, and let the 
view into your cloak. Here is your next set of victims. When you have them, return here, 
or I shall find you and teach you the true meaning of pain.” 

 “Y-yes sir,” Manuel managed weakly as the cloak whickered and snapped around 
him. 

 Mordred‟s scrye revealed a garage… 

* 

 Strange and Xavier stood on the edge of a field. 

 “I don‟t see anything,” Xavier said. 

 Strange smiled to himself. “See what I see,” he murmured. 
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 Xavier allowed himself to move just a little into Strange‟s mind; he saw a wide, 
humming band of brilliant energy bisecting the field, some twenty feet thick. 

 He gasped. 

 “Yes,” Strange nodded. “The world is laced with lines like this. They are ley lines. 
Where they meet they form nodes. Because I am a geomancer, the earth spirits answer 
my call. As energy flows through and over the earth, so can I. We‟ll be able to enter the 
network of ley energy here, and exit it fairly close to my home in Greenwich Village, 
New York.” 

 “Is it safe?” Xavier asked. 

 “It is if you‟re with me,” Strange nodded. “I try not to do this very often because 
tinkering with the ley lines can cause unexpected side effects. But when the need is 
great,” he shrugged, “this is the fastest way I can travel.” He grasped Xavier‟s coat 
sleeve. “Here we go,” he said. 

 The two men stepped into the invisible crackling energy line, and they blurred like a 
sand painting in a water current. Then the night was again empty. 

* 

 The band sat around the card table under the unwavering fluorescent light of the 
garage. They had closed the garage door now that the evening chill had crept into the 
air, and they were laughing as they sat around pizza boxes and rapidly draining cans of 
pop. 

 “See, I‟ll do most of the song writing,” Tandy said. “I figure the way this will work 
is I write the song, then come up with some guitar tabs for you two and keyboarding for 
me, and then you just… you just do what you do,” she said to Peter. He grinned a bit 
sheepishly. 

 “Go easy on me,” Mary Jane said. “I‟m still kind of sucking at the guitar playing. 
I‟m gonna hafta practice a lot to get up to speed.” 

 “Do your parents mind that we‟re making a ruckus in their garage?” Peter asked. 

 Tandy rolled her eyes. “Dad is pretty much permanently on business trips, and 
Mom isn‟t back from downtown yet. She has an appointment at the spa, followed by an 
art show she‟s directing. I‟m kind of curious to know how long it will be before one of 
them figures out I‟ve got a band.” 

 “Ah,” Peter said with a sage nod, sorry he asked. 

 “W-will w-w-we d-do covers?” Tyrone asked Tandy. 

 She shrugged. “I don‟t know. I formed the band because I‟ve got some ideas for 
songs, some of them written. I wanted people to help me out who, you know, don‟t 
mind going out on a limb and doing some experimental stuff.” 

 “I think we‟re all mental enough,” Mary Jane said with a nod. 

 “G-gotta p-pick a n-name,” Tyrone said. 

 “I like those weird kinky band names, like Crash Test Dummies and Goo Goo 
Dolls and Red Hot Chili Peppers,” Mary Jane grinned. 

 “Those are all things. You‟re a material girl,” Peter observed. 
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 “How about,” Mary Jane said thoughtfully, squinting at the ceiling, “Mad 
Mannikins, spelled with a „k‟ to make it more artsy? Like a protest of wooden 
performance or something.” 

 “I th-th-think we c-could be B-B-Busted C-Coffin!” Tyrone said. 

 “Whatever we pick, we all have to agree on it,” Tandy said. “We‟re in this together. 
I was thinking a possibility might be Muse Unbound or something.” 

 “Hang on,” Peter said, getting up. He returned with a spiral notebook and a pen. 
Opening the book, he leaned over it and started scratching in the names. 

 “Or Three Eyed Fish,” Mary Jane said. “That‟s kinda cool.” 

 “Ch-Ch-ainsaw R-review!” Tyrone grinned. 

 “Leaf Dance,” Tandy said dreamily. “I had this cool idea for a song watching leaves 
fall onto the lake.” 

 “CGM!” Tyrone contributed, “for C-comput-ter G-generated Music!” 

 “But it isn‟t,” Mary Jane said. “Dude! How about this. Lawn Ornament.” 

 “Lawn Ornament?” Peter said skeptically. 

 “Well it‟s better than Butthole Surfers,” Mary Jane said primly. “We‟re 
brainstorming. Write it down.” 

 “We haven‟t really even talked about what kind of music we‟re going to do,” Peter 
said. “Should we let that help us decide what kind of band name to use?” 

 “D-deathtongue!” Tyrone added. 

 Tandy smiled at them. “The name is the buy-in,” she said. “Once you feel the band 
is yours then we can move on. So we must pick something everyone likes.” 

 “No snide comments out of you,” Mary Jane said, pointing sternly at Peter. “Where 
were we?” 

 “G-goreblade!” Tyrone said. “Spattercash!” 

 “Not to be rude or anything, but I was wondering,” Mary Jane said to Tyrone. “Are 
you into death metal?” He grinned at her and nodded. “I see,” she mused. 

 “Peter, you haven‟t suggested anything,” Tandy said to him directly. 

 “Ah,” Peter said. He shrugged, a bit uncomfortable. “I, uh, don‟t really listen to a 
lot of music. This is kind of new for me.” Peter stopped, stiffened, peered around the 
garage. 

 Mary Jane noticed at once and got very nervous. Tyrone blinked at him, and Tandy 
raised an eyebrow. 

 Something out of place, something out of place; the shadows! 

 Peter sprang at Mary Jane and knocked her to the side as the shadows in the back 
corner of the garage erupted and whooshed out at the table, the edges of the shroud 
defying the laws of physics as they rigidly plunged ahead and swept the entire table into 
their folds. Peter looked back, but the shroud was already gone, and so was the table, 
and the chairs, and— 
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 Tandy and Tyrone had vanished without a trace. 

 “Oh. My. God,” Mary Jane breathed. 

 “Go home,” Peter said, bounding to his feet. He rushed to the cordless phone and 
picked it up, punching in a number. 

 “No,” Mary Jane said, standing. “I‟m with you.” 

 “This is going to get ugly,” Peter said. “Please.” 

 She wavered, then nodded. “Come by my place when you‟re done,” she said. He 
nodded, and she left. 

* 

 Illyana sat at the table, munching on a pickle and peanut butter and frito sandwich. 
The phone rang. She put her sandwich down and answered it. “Strange residence, 
Illyana attending.” 

 “This is Peter, Peter Parker,” came the agitated voice on the other end. “Is Strange 
in?” 

 The front door opened, and Strange walked in looking slightly haunted. Xavier was 
on his heels; he turned to close the door then saw Illyana and smiled. His smile was 
tense. 

 “Just walked in,” Illyana said. “Strange, it‟s that Parker guy. And welcome back.” 

 “Thank you,” Strange said distractedly. He took the phone. “This isn‟t a good time, 
Peter, can I call you back?” 

 “Fifteen seconds,” Peter said. “That‟s all I need. I was here at Tandy Bowen‟s 
place, we were talking, and this shadow swept out of the corner and took her and 
Tyrone. I barely got MJ and me out of the way. I wanted to tell you that, and to see if 
you have any ideas as to how I can get them back.” 

 Strange was silent for a moment. “Peter,” he said, “you do good work. We‟ll be 
right there.” 

 “Uh, thanks,” Peter said, a bit confused. Strange hung up and turned to Xavier and 
Illyana. 

 “My associate, Peter Parker, is a bit of a trouble magnet,” Strange said. “If 
something odd is going on in the area, it tends to find its way to him. And so has our 
cloak. Peter just witnessed an attack.” 

 “Wait, the cloak?” Illyana said. “The vampiric herald? The Shroud?” 

 “Yes,” Strange replied. “It‟s out, it has a new host, and we need to rescue him 
before the Eye does its work and implodes the Shroud for good. So we have until he 
actually tries to feed, that‟s the trigger. Montessi‟s nephew is its host.” 

 “Oh man,” Illyana breathed. 

 “Let‟s go,” Strange said. “Scry for Peter, then come with us if you like.” 

 “Right, Chief,” Illyana said, and she thrust her hand out with her fingers spread as a 
disk ringed with dark eldritch flame swept up from the floor, carrying Xavier and 
Strange and Illyana to Limbo. 
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 Xavier looked around, surprised. They were in a garden, mounds of greenery lining 
the winding cobbled paths. Above, a starry sky shone down on them. In the 
background, huge standing stones punctuated the garden, some half immersed in 
climbing vines. 

 Illyana‟s legs twisted to goat feet as horns swept up out of her head, a tail lashed 
behind her. She crouched by a deep still pool of black water, and gestured over it. 
“Okay, Parker,” she said. The scry rippled, and a garage was revealed. Peter stood by the 
phone, deep in thought and worry. 

 “Bingo,” Illyana said. “Have a nice trip.” She gestured, and another stepping disk 
flared around Strange and Xavier. They appeared in her scry, and she settled to watch 
the conversation. 

 

 Peter leaped to the side as the stepping disk flared, and he blinked to see Xavier 
and Strange. 

 “Xavier?” he said uncertainly. “You‟re walking?” 

 “With mechanical assistance,” Xavier said. “I have a machine that lets my psionics 
power my movement.” 

 “Glad you found another way,” Peter said with a small smile. 

 Strange had his eyes closed, a thin line of concentration on his forehead. “It came 
from there,” he said with a gesture, “and swept through here, then disappeared.” 

 “Right,” Peter said. “People come and go in the strangest ways here.” He looked at 
Xavier. “If I don‟t understand, I figure it‟s magic and I go to Strange.” 

 “Seems a wise course,” Xavier said, looking sideways at Strange. The Sorcerer 
Supreme sat on the floor. 

 “I am going to search for the Shroud,” Strange said. “Xavier, you are welcome to 
do the same.” 

 “What should I do?” Peter asked. 

 “Protect our bodies while we‟re defenseless,” Strange nodded. 

 “I can do that,” Peter said. “Unless the Shroud comes back.” 

 “I don‟t think it will, it‟s too soon,” Strange said. “Illyana, scry for it.” Then he 
closed his eyes. Peter looked around. 

 “What, is she invisible now? What a chilling thought,” he muttered. He began to 
pace, casting glances at the two silent and motionless men from time to time, shaking 
his head. 

 

 Strange‟s astral form lifted from him, and he saw the world in a crispness that was 
impossible for mortal eyes as he saw the energies that resided in everything. Including 
the air. And the spirits of the earth. He sent out an inaudible keen, and spirits rushed to 
him as he drifted out of the garage.  
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 He looked for an echo of the Shroud. None in the area knew more than the garage 
contact. So he began to flit across the earth, a driven ghost moving at the speed of 
thought. 

 

 Xavier expanded his consciousness again, looking for the print of terror on the 
minds around him. He began a methodical sweep of the neighborhood, then he cast his 
thoughts wider. Hundreds of thoughts prickled in his mind, the signatures of a range of 
emotions, punctuated by the occasional flare of anger or spike of passion. What he 
sought was terror. It would only be a matter of time before he found it. 

 

 Illyana crouched by her pool, studying it as images flickered and danced in the still 
surface. “This is stupid,” she muttered. “I barely know what I‟m looking for.” Then her 
training returned to her; when she was a wizard, and no longer an apprentice, she would 
have more difficult searches than this. She applied herself, bending to the task, and the 
scry flickered faster. 

 “This sure would be easier if the damned thing would stay on Prime and not go 
jumping off where we can‟t follow,” she muttered. 

 

 Peter started thinking fast as a car pulled into the driveway. He didn‟t have a car 
anymore, Mary Jane had brought him. And she had left to go home. Strange and Xavier 
had no car. Tyrone had gotten a ride from Tandy. Peter peeked outside. A red Miata 
was in the driveway. A classy middle aged woman strolled up to her house, and let 
herself in. Peter breathed a sigh of relief, then resumed his vigil over his two stiff and 
motionless charges. 

 

CHAPTER SIX 

 The breathing dark in the corner of the musty basement shifted, and a darker fabric 
unfurled from depths unfathomable. With a hoarse scream, Manuel rode the Shroud out 
of the endless dark, back to Prime. He yanked the folds of the cloak open, only 
darkness beneath. From that darkness, two teens were disgorged. 

 Sputtering and gasping, Tandy and Tyrone thudded gracelessly down on the 
concrete of the floor, struggling for air. 

 “I can‟t do it!” Manuel shouted at Mordred. “The agony! I am barely sane! But this 
is too monstrous! I will not… provide… a hunting ground for the foul thing—“ a 
rattling gasp of pain cut his words short. 

 Mordred stood motionless, staring at him coldly, decidedly unamused. “You could 
have done great things, Manuel de la Rocha. You still can. But first you must accept 
what you have become.” He sniffed. “That horrible hunger that is gnawing at your guts 
and your bones is a hunger for light, for living light. You cannot slake it without 
drinking souls. After the starving predator that conceals itself in your folds has cooked 
them properly, seasoned them with despair. Manuel! Get a hold of yourself! Don‟t you 
see? Hope is gone!” 



 

526 

 Quivering under the battering assault of starvation, Manuel looked at Tandy and 
Tyrone with eyes too sunken to be seen, his fleshless face pulling his toughened skin 
ever tighter over a dark skull. 

 “Once again I must choose,” he whispered, “between hunger and pride.” 

 Tyrone pushed himself to his feet, trembling with fear. “T-t-ttake m-m-mm-me,” 
he stammered. “Let h-hher g-ggo!” 

 “Tyrone!” Tandy managed, rising. “You can‟t do this. I won‟t let you.” 

 The gold amulet at the Shroud‟s throat glittered with a cold light as Manuel stared 
at him. 

 “Your mother loves you. You have brothers, sisters. You can‟t make this call,” 
Tandy said, standing with her back to the Shroud, staring up into Tyrone‟s eyes. 

 “Tandy!” Tyrone shouted, grasping her shoulders. “For once! Let me d-do this!” 
Then he pushed past her and flung himself at the Shroud‟s inky depths. 

 He was knocked to the floor by a twitch of the sentient fabric. “No,” Manuel said, 
a strange wonder in his voice. “If a sacrifice must be made… I can do no less than this 
unfortunate one. He would give his life to save yours.” Manuel‟s teeth chattered. “I 
must… uphold… my family‟s… name…”  

 He let out a tremendous scream as he furled the Shroud around himself, ever 
tighter. And then, for their sake, he gave up all hope. 

 Mordred shook his head, a faint smile on his lips. “So passes Manuel de la Rocha,” 
he murmured. He slipped out of the basement, locking the door behind himself. 

 “Run!” Tyrone said urgently to Tandy. “Run while you can!” 

 The Shroud had collapsed upon itself, Manuel had vanished within it. Once again, 
it was fabric. For a second, it did not stir. Then it restlessly twitched, and its broad, 
pointed shoulders whirled up from the ground, the cowl peaked and empty save for the 
darkness that echoed endlessly within its malice. The Shroud swirled, the amulet at its 
throat glittering. Traces of light whipped across the fabric from the amulet, swirling 
across the surface. The Shroud lunged as Tyrone cried out; it swept at Tandy, and 
Tyrone leaped into it, topping into its endless dark. 

 “No!” Tandy shouted, scrabbling for a grip on his ankle as he vanished into the 
inky emptiness. Then darkness covered them, and they were lost. 

* 

 Xavier and Strange gasped in the same moment, and Peter whirled, ready to fight. 
Xavier opened his eyes and struggled to rise, Peter was at his side in a moment. 

 “What happened?” Peter asked urgently. 

 “It screamed,” Xavier said shortly. “Loud enough to be felt from here. Strange 
went to alert his apprentice.” 

 Strange‟s eyes opened, and he rolled easily to his feet. “Let‟s go,” he said, and a disk 
of pale darkness swept up around them, ringed in eldritch flame. 

* 
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 Tandy blinked and looked around. Her mother, her father; they sat by a Christmas 
tree that was listlessly decorated. The gas log flickered in the fireplace, a Christmas 
special was on the television. In the next room, her aunt and uncles moved quietly, 
glancing in from time to time, walking on eggshells. 

 The doorbell rang, and her parents sprang up and rushed to the door.  

 “Somebody order a pizza?” the gangly youth said, brandishing his insulated sack 
full of pizza boxes. 

 Her father‟s jaw worked, his eyes bugging out slightly, and her mother turned away 
and concealed her sorrow behind her hand.  

 “I just keep hoping,” the older woman whispered. She walked over to the mantle 
and looked at Tandy‟s senior picture as one of Tandy‟s uncles rushed to pay for the 
pizza. 

 Tandy realized that she was never going to go home. She realized that no one 
would ever know where she had gone, what had become of her. 

 As the cold rushed through her, a light kindled in her eyes, a spark of 
determination. “Mom, Dad,” she said, knowing instinctively that they couldn‟t hear her. 
“There‟s always hope. Always. I never gave up.” She smiled at them. “Merry 
Christmas,” she whispered. “Don‟t give my room away.” And she reached out to 
smooth her mother‟s hair, wondering if the gesture would bring any comfort at all, 
wondering whether she was a phantasm or they were. It was all so surreal; they looked a 
lot more real than she felt. She had to believe she could still do some good. 

 A star glittered with a cold, hard light in the night sky above. 

* 

 The stepping disk flared again, and Strange stood with Xavier and Peter and Illyana 
in the musty old basement. In the middle of the floor, the Shroud twitched and 
groaned, shifting restlessly, hungrily. Ripples of light, like sunlight on a clear stream, 
rolled and slithered across the fabric. The gold amulet shone with a merciless light, a 
pale burning glitter. 

 “Do something!” Peter demanded. “Xavier?” 

 Xavier nodded, his face ashen. “I‟ll try,” he said. He let his eyes drift closed, he 
tried to reach the mind in the Shroud. 

 He choked on a gasp and toppled over backwards, clawing at the air, as though he 
had been kicked in the chest. He curled up in a ball, jerking and whimpering. Peter 
smelled blood as it trickled from Xavier‟s nose and eyes. The stricken man was 
overcome with nightmares. 

 “Strange?” Peter said in a small voice, turning to the Sorcerer Supreme. 

 “Peter,” Strange said in a pained tone, “the amulet is doing what it was set to do. 
I‟m sorry, it‟s too late. The Shroud, and everyone in it, will be destroyed.” 

 “How do you know they‟re in there?” Peter demanded. 

 “I saw it happen,” Strange said, meeting his eyes levelly. “Peter. I‟m sorry.” 
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 “Dammit, those are my friends,” Peter said, his teeth set. “You‟ve got to do 
something!” His hands clenched and unclenched as his desperate urge to do something, 
anything, drew a blank on what he could do. 

 “Look!” Illyana said, pointing at the Shroud. “Something‟s happening!” 

 Light poured over the fabric like oil on water, and its twisting surface mixed 
breathtaking beauty and an ugly, thorough violence. The amulet contained the end of 
the world… 

 

 Tandy was drawn through the wall of her house, insubstantial. In the snow outside, 
she saw what looked like a huge, ugly, starving dog crouched in the snow. Its weak teeth 
were stained with fresh blood, and for all its patchiness it was the most horrible thing 
she had ever seen. 

 She stared at it as she drifted in the night sky, the sky that rippled with odd lights. A 
righteous wrath flared in her, and she burned with rage. Not for herself. But for all that 
had come before her. That would come after her. 

 “You must be stopped,” she said to the predator, more to speak the words than for 
it to hear them. In her anger, she groped for a weapon, for some way to stop the beast. 
Somehow she had to protect others who might find themselves in this hell. 

 Sudden light flared down from the brightest star in the heavens, filling her, and she 
kept none for herself as she opened to the monstrous creature. Light poured through 
her, smacking into the beast and driving it deep into the darkness, screaming a weird 
keening howl of pain and surprise and rage. Night fell away, and she was in a cold and 
mirthless suffusion of light. She drifted up towards the star, knowing that she had finally 
died, that she had perhaps passed some test, that heaven waited for her in the heart of 
the impossible, depthless light. 

 

 “Within that net,” Strange said, pointing at the ripple of light that swarmed over 
and through the thrashing fabric of the Shroud, “is enough energy to destroy Prime. It‟s 
a countermeasure. The creator of the Shroud wanted to be sure it could not be easily 
destroyed. It took one of my most prized artifacts to assure that if the Shroud freed 
itself somehow, when it fed it would be contained and destroyed. I can‟t interfere with 
that process.” His face was heated, his words bitter, but he was not angry with Peter. 

 “I don‟t care,” Peter said deliberately. “You‟re an awesome sorcerer, right? You can 
contain the energies! Illyana can help! You‟ve got to try!” 

  

 Tandy reached the source of the light, the brightest star in a sky that didn‟t exist. 
Oddly enough, she recognized it. A blazing eye of gold, surrounded by golden beads, an 
eye that was bigger than she was. It sent ripples of energy through the sky, and she 
realized the world was ending around her. 

 “Please,” she said to the Eye, “where is Tyrone?” 

 It is too late for him, the Eye said. He is the Host. The Shroud must be 
destroyed. 



 

   529 

 “This is no way for him to die,” Tandy said. “I faced my horror, and you helped 
me. I can end here in peace. But Tyrone. He isn‟t finished living yet. Please, let him go. I 
beg you.” 

 It is too late. 

 Her determination hardened. “I don‟t know if this is a dream, or if this is what 
happens when you die, or what. But Tyrone is a good man, willing to sacrifice himself 
for others, and I can‟t allow his life to end here if there‟s anything left I can do.” 

 The voice of the Eye seemed to filter across a thousand years. She had encountered 
an ancient intelligence, beyond all reckoning of time. In a moment of silence, she felt as 
though she were being judged. 

 If your course is set, then touch me, the Eye said, and test your resolve. Fail, 
and you will be destroyed. Succeed, and you will have the power to change the 
world. 

 Tandy took a deep breath. She thought of Tyrone‟s weary mother, of his brothers 
and sisters, of his goofy grin. Then, she drifted forward and planted her hands on the 
living gold of the Eye. 

 Energy swelled into her, through her, and she tried to block out the pain that raced 
through her blood. Too much depended on this. 

 She had no idea how much. 

 

 Strange gazed at the bundle of the Shroud, ever shrinking, as though the one inside 
was in fetal position. Light swelled across it as though from an underlit pool. He 
tightened his jaw, took a deep breath, settled himself. If nothing else, perhaps he could 
get a sense of whether they were still alive— 

 The light curled back like plastic wrap, peeling away from the Shroud and slithering 
inside it. The Eye glowed brilliantly at the throat of the Shroud, then the fabric violently 
shook and whipped open. Tandy was hurled from its depths to topple on the concrete 
floor and roll, gasping. 

 She shone; Light poured from her, she was luminescent, gleaming with an 
unearthly suffusion of angelic radiance. She unsteadily rose, and there were no shadows 
in the basement, for her Light absorbed them instead of casting them. Surreal in her 
beauty, she blinked once, then oriented on Strange. 

 “This,” she said softly. “This is yours.” She held out her hand, and Strange took the 
heavy lump of jewelry that was, at last, no longer the Eye of Agamotto. As he did, he 
saw the unearthly Light carve a circle around one of her eyes, flaring silver, a Light that 
contained within it enough beauty to melt hearts and dispel any darkness. 

 She turned and knelt by the Shroud, as Tyrone coughed. He retched, as she knelt 
by him and gripped his shoulders, soothing him. Spent and wounded, the Shroud lay 
flat on the floor around him, simple cloth. 

 “What just happened?” Illyana asked a bit shakily. 

 “Wow,” Peter replied. 
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 Strange stood, transfixed by the living Light of Agamotto. Tears slid from the 
corners of his eyes. 

 Xavier shifted, and seemed to sleep peacefully. 

 With a sucking slithering sound, the Shroud was again moving. It retracted, pulling 
within itself, and Tyrone whined in pain as it was sucked into his eye sockets. Then he 
blinked, and the fabric was gone. Wearing jeans and a tee shirt, Tyrone lay on the floor, 
gangly and awkward. He looked at Tandi, speechless at her Light. 

 “Are you gonna be okay?” Tandy asked him, seriously concerned. He nodded. 
Then he lay back, exhausted. She stood, and opened her hand. She looked down at her 
gleaming aura. 

 Then she looked at Xavier. She knelt by him, touched him, and her Light filled 
him. The nightmares were driven away; he blinked, opened his eyes. He saw her, and his 
eyes widened. 

 “Have I died?” he asked in a hushed voice. 

 “No more than I have,” she replied. She looked to Strange and Peter. “What 
happened?” 

 Strange cleared his throat. “You now bear the Light of Agamotto, as it was carried 
in the Eye for so long. Now, you have been given that power for your own. You must 
have come beneath the scrutiny of Agamotto‟s presence as remembered in the Eye.” 

 “I talked to the Eye,” Tandy said, rising. “It told me if I had sufficient resolve, I 
could change the world.” 

 Strange, unable to speak, simply nodded. He pushed his face into the crook of his 
arm, clearing his vision, then he looked at her again. “Now you are the Eye of 
Agamotto.” He glanced around the chilly, barren basement. “Let‟s go back to my 
Sanctum,” he said. “We can finish this there.” 

 Illyana squinted at Tyrone. “Okay, I don‟t see a portal there,” she said. 

 “He should be simple enough to transport when it is quiescent,” Strange said. 
“With luck, by the end of the night we‟ll have it out of him.” Everyone was gathered to 
their feet in a small group. A stepping disk flared, and the basement was empty. 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN 

 A huge man lay in a specially designed bed that was equipped to handle his bulk. 
Twice as wide as a king sized bed, and half again as long, the bed was mounted on truck 
springs that were taxed by the weight of the man that lay on them. The rest of his room 
was palatially appointed, but only a few small candles burned to illuminate it. His 
hawkish, leering face was relaxed by exhaustion as he lay unmoving. A washcloth lay 
across his empty eyes. 

 “My servants have left,” the huge man rumbled. “What do you want.” His voice 
was harsh. 

 “Nuclear weapons,” replied the smooth, cultured voice. 

 “Hah,” barked the vast man. “No. Leave or die.” 
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 “You will get me six,” the smooth voice continued. “Not warheads, bombs. They 
don‟t have to be especially powerful, but they do have to be dirty as hell.” 

 “Nukes in the United States is bad for business,” the huge man said dismissively. 
He pushed a red button by his bed. 

 “Your call button won‟t work. I wanted to speak with you in private. I have 
arranged for that to happen,” the smooth voice said, but there was an undercurrent of 
something darker in it now. “These nuclear bombs won‟t be used in the United States. 
I‟ve already made arrangements to ship them to Europe. Eastern Europe, to be more 
precise. Half the world away.” 

 “Do you have any idea what that costs?” Fisk rumbled. 

 “You will help me, Wilson Fisk,” the voice purred. “You see, I plan to blow up 
Latveria.” 

 Fisk wavered. “Latveria,” he said, as though the word tasted awful. 

 “Latveria,” soothed the other voice. 

 Fisk shifted uncomfortably. “It will be expensive,” he said. 

 Mordred just laughed. 

* 

 Strange‟s kitchen was filled with a somber group, but his kitchen table was big 
enough to seat all of them. Xavier, Tandy, Peter, and Illyana sat at the table, and Strange 
led Tyrone off to the side.  

 “I‟m going to try to remove the Shroud from you,” he said. Tyrone nodded, 
looking somewhat relieved. “By the way,” Strange added, “My name is Stephen Strange. 
Pleased to meet you.” 

 “P-pleasure‟s mine,” Tyrone said. He squinted his eyes shut hard, tense, hands 
balled into fists. “G-go on,” he said. 

 Strange let his eyes lazily drift half closed, and he raised his hand towards Tyrone. 
Then he blinked. 

 “Something‟s wrong,” he said. “Did you… did you exchange words with the 
predator in the Shroud?” 

 Tyrone shuffled a bit, sheepishly. “K-kinda,” he said. 

 “And?” Strange said, raising an eyebrow. 

 Tyrone was sweating. He shifted from foot to foot. “I p-p-pp-promised it l-light an 
a h-ho-ost-tif it w-ww-w-would-d l-let T-Tandy g-go.” 

 “That‟s probably why I was drifting out of the illusion,” Tandy said. “I saw the 
predator. Then, I got so angry at it, for what it was, and… I don‟t know. Some spark, 
and the light came through me, and it knocked the predator deep into the dark.” 

 Strange nodded. “You see,” he said, “the Shroud is tied into an incredible number 
of, how to put it, networks in this world and others. That‟s how it moves, by 
transferring from one network to another. When you make a deal with the predator, 
then all those networks provide support for the predator to enforce it. All of the ancient 
magics give great power to a vow. There was no way you could have known that.” 
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 “W-woulda d-d-done it an-n-nyway,” Tyrone said quietly, not looking at Tandy. 

 “Tyrone,” Strange said seriously, clasping his shoulders in his hands and looking 
him in the eye, “the only way you‟re going to be able to restrain the Shroud is if you get 
enough living light. And the only source besides the life force of people is Tandy.” He 
looked over at her, then back at him. “If you two are separated for more than a week or 
so, and I‟m guessing at that time frame, people could be killed. This is not a game.” 

 “If you can‟t take his power, can you take mine?” Tandy asked quietly. 

 Strange released Tyrone and looked over at her. “Even if I could, I wouldn‟t. 
Agamotto has a knack for choosing those who he wants to carry his power. If he chose 
you, I would not gainsay his wisdom.” 

 “Who is Agamotto?” Tandy asked. 

 Strange and Tyrone moved to the table and sat. “Agamotto,” Strange said with a  
small smile. “He was the first World Mage, the first Sorcerer Supreme for Prime. He 
created artifacts to embody his principles, to keep them alive while generations come 
and go, so the Sorcerer Supreme would always have a primary source to remember his 
teaching. The Eye was the most powerful of them. And now it is no longer an artifact. 
Incarnated, it is in you.” He rubbed his eyes briefly.  

 “There are bound to be side effects,” he said, looking at Tandy and Tyrone. “I am 
the one that bound the Eye and the Shroud together. You two have undone that. But 
you carry them within you now. If you have any questions, any concerns, if anything 
odd happens, do not hesitate to contact me. This could be vitally important. Okay?” 

 They both nodded. 

 “S-sir?” Tyrone said. “W-w-wwhat about the Shroud?” 

 Strange looked him in the eye. “It can teleport between dimensions, as you 
discovered. Within is a predator that drains victims of all hope and then devours their 
life force. It was a herald of vampires, and it was slave to the ruler of the dimension of 
nightmares.” He paused. “Be careful,” he said. 

 “Y-yes s-ss-sir,” Tyrone said. He couldn‟t restrain a jaw cracking yawn. “I g-gotta 
get h-home, my m-mm-momma‟s gonna k-kill me.” 

 “Before you go,” Xavier said suddenly. His eyes were bloodshot, his bald head 
seemed unsteady on his thin neck. “What of Manuel? He was the host when the Shroud 
captured you.” 

 Tandy and Tyrone exchanged a glance. Tandy sighed. “He came out of the 
shadows,” she said, “swept us away. But he kicked us out in that basement. He was 
talking to someone, someone that told him to devour us because there was no other 
way to end the hunger. He said something about having to choose between… between 
pride and hunger,” she said thoughtfully. “Tyrone offered himself to the Shroud, and 
Manuel was so impressed, he said he could do no less… something about his family 
honor. Then the Shroud… sucked him in, I suppose. And it came after us.” She 
shrugged. “It got Tyrone first.” 

 Xavier was very pale. “Thank you,” he said in a steady voice. He closed his eyes. 

 Strange reached into his coat and pulled out two business cards, sliding one to 
Tandy and one to Tyrone. “Anything,” he said. “Even if it feels trivial. Let me know.” 
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 “Thank you for your help,” Tandy said. 

 “Believe it or not,” Strange said quietly, “your convictions saved you this time.” He 
smiled briefly at them. “Illyana, can you take them home?” 

 “Yeah, come here,” she said to them. The three stepped away from the table and 
vanished in a flare of dark light. 

 “All‟s well that ends well, I guess,” Peter said, rising. “I have to go tell Mary Jane 
what happened.” He shook his head. “She‟s going to think she needs some kind of 
wacky power next.” 

 “Peter,” Strange said, searching for words. “I‟m sorry I couldn‟t do more.” 

 Peter smiled briefly. “I‟m spoiled,” he said. “I‟m used to dealing with problems I 
can punch, and if I can‟t punch it you wave your hands and it‟s fixed.” He shrugged. 
“This sort of thing is probably more what you‟re used to. The thornier problems.” 

 Strange just nodded.  

 Peter glanced away. “I shouldn‟t have snapped at you. It‟s just different when 
they‟re your friends.” He smiled again, to be polite, and left. 

 Xavier and Strange regarded each other from across the table as the door closed 
behind him. 

 “Thank you, Doctor,” Xavier said quietly. 

 “I would like to have done more,” Strange said ruefully. Xavier shrugged. 

 “You got me close,” he said. “I would never have known how the story ended if 
you had not moved be across the country in a matter of minutes. Was it minutes?” 

 “Seconds,” Strange shrugged. “Ultimately, the Shroud was my responsibility. I 
don‟t know how Manuel got to it, but I believe we are all genuinely sorry he did.” 

 “He wasn‟t your responsibility,” Xavier said, shifting uncomfortably. “I was 
reckless. I thought I could control the circumstances around Manuel when he traveled. I 
trusted him to take care of himself until he‟d had time to think. I could have stopped 
him long ago. It was my arrogance that let him run. He was my charge. I should have 
stopped him.” His jaw tightened. “I won‟t make that mistake again,” he murmured. 

 Strange stood. “They are all my charges,” he said seriously. “And I can never save 
them all.” He smiled ruefully. “I think we should stay out of the ley lines for the rest of 
the evening. Let‟s see about booking an unreasonably early flight to Los Angeles.” 

 Xavier mutely nodded. 

 Strange sighed as he regarded the phone. “No,” he said slowly. “No, that would 
take too long. Montessi deserves to know. To be told in person. I‟ll get Illyana.” He sat 
in a chair and relaxed. A moment later he opened his eyes, and a stepping disk flared, 
depositing Illyana in the kitchen. 

 “Let‟s go,” she said under her breath. “I don‟t think anybody‟s going to get any 
sleep tonight anyway.” 

* 
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 Mary Jane started up off the couch as the door to her small apartment opened. 
Peter smiled at her ruefully, and she knelt on a cushion by the coffee table, a towel laid 
out on the floor in front of her. 

 “Okay, hotshot,” she said. “I‟m ready to do your stitches.” There was an odd mix 
of tension and relief in her smile. 

 Peter closed the door behind himself, and sat on the floor by Mary Jane. He put his 
arm around her, and with his other hand he took the curved needle out of her hand. 
“Not this time,” he said. “I didn‟t throw a single punch.” 

 “Tandy and Tyrone?” Mary Jane asked breathlessly. 

 Peter rolled his head to the side, then leaned it against Mary Jane. He closed his 
eyes and listened to her heart beat. “They‟re alive,” he said. “Neither one is in the 
hospital. But… but they‟ve changed.” 

 “Changed?” 

 Peter sighed. “Tandy is now this battery of living light, and Tyrone? Well, on a bad 
day he‟s going to turn into that thing that swept them away. Now Tandy is the Eye, or 
has the light of the Eye. Tyrone is the host for something called the Shroud.” 

 “Strange couldn‟t fix it?” Mary Jane said skeptically. 

 “How did you know Strange got involved?” Peter asked. 

 “Duh, this is out of your reach,” she said. “You always get him in on it when you‟re 
stuck, and don‟t think I think any less of you because you were stuck on square one in 
this mess.” 

 “Why do you have to be right all the time?” Peter wondered aloud. 

 “So is the band still on?” she asked. 

 Peter sighed, hiding his face by her shoulder. “I didn‟t ask,” he said. “I‟m really 
tired. I… I don‟t want to talk about it. I haven‟t felt this helpless… in a long, long time, 
Mary Jane. There was nothing I could do.” 

 “Ssh,” Mary Jane said. “Come here.” She put her arms around him. “My little 
drummer boy,” she said with a fond smile. “It‟s been a hell of a day, hasn‟t it?” 

 “So much for lifting heavy stuff,” he said with a small smile as his eyes met hers. 

 “What do you think my funky power should be?” she asked thoughtfully. 

 “I knew it, I knew it,” Peter groaned. 

 She consoled him. 

* 

 Strange and Xavier walked up the steps to the entrance of Montessi‟s mansion. She 
threw the door open and rushed out to them, her eyes wide. 

 “What news?” she asked, and she looked into Strange‟s eyes. She read the tidings 
there, and she stepped back, swallowing hard. 

 “However he may have lived,” Strange said quietly, “he died a hero.” He bowed his 
head. “I‟m sorry, Elsbeth.” 
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 “You did all you could,” she said firmly, smoothing his lapel. 

 They exchanged a wordless moment, then he pulled her into an embrace.  

 “Be well, Elsbeth,” Strange said, taking a step back and touching her face. “I‟ll be 
back later.” He turned, and walked into the shadows. 

 “Xavier,” Elsbeth said to the thin man on the porch. “It‟s been a long time. What 
are you doing here?” 

 Xavier smiled. “Yes, it has,” he said. He glanced away. “I… I was following 
Manuel.” 

 “Why?” she asked. 

 “I work at Frost‟s school,” Xavier said. He shrugged. “That‟s not important right 
now. Just… would you please.…” He tried a smile. 

 “Go on,” she prompted. 

 “My deepest regards,” Xavier said. “Please give my regards to your sister, Manuel‟s 
mother. Tell Agatha that we did our best to save him. Just…” His smile faltered. 
“Remember me to her.” 

 Elsbeth nodded.  

 Xavier turned and stumbled off the porch, away from the light, into the darkness. 

* 

 Strange walked along the sidewalk in the silver moonlight. Illyana fell in step beside 
him. 

 “It‟s been a hell of a day,” she noted. 

 He nodded. “It was going so well until after supper.” 

 Illyana took a deep breath. “Belasco invaded Limbo this morning, and I faced him. 
Beat him. I became the uncontested world mage of Limbo. I used your magic and 
Valeria‟s martial arts, and I fought for my home and my future and I won without help.” 

 Strange glanced at her, slightly bemused, a pleased expression on his face. 
“Congratulations, Illyana,” he said.  

 “Thank you,” she said with a nod, breathing out. 

 “We have another task before us.” 

 “I was thinking that too,” Illyana said. “Tandy and Tyrone said there was 
somebody else in that basement, somebody that the Shroud was talking to.” 

 “Exactly,” Strange said with a nod. “The energy was eldritch. It was fey. Whatever 
was talking to him was a scion of the Unseelie Court. I‟m going to go home and double 
check a few of my seals tonight. Something nasty has gotten loose, and we have not yet 
seen the beginning of the end of it.” 

 “I thought it was an accident,” Illyana said, surprised. 

 “It was meant to look like an accident,” Strange replied with a nod. “We‟ll discuss 
this in Limbo, later. I think for now I need to go meditate.” 

 “I hear that,” Illyana said. “You ready to head home?” 
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 He nodded. “Take me away, World Mage of Limbo,” he said with a bit of a 
saturnine grin. 

 The stepping disk swept them away. 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT 

 A faint mist of rain drizzled down over the battlements, making the fresh stone and 
steel of the fortress walls slick and uncertain. Standing behind the crenellations, 
commanding a superior view of the castle, a figure in sleek steel power armor studied 
the proceedings. The power armor was draped in a green tabard, and a cowled cloak 
was carelessly draped over one shoulder. 

 Below, peasants toiled to lift huge blocks of stone into place, and machines welded 
and blazed, fusing stone and using molten metal for mortar. 

 He turned as a door opened to the parapet. “Yes?” he demanded, his clipped voice 
modulated by the armor. “What is it?” 

 A woman clad in pale white strolled out on the parapet and glanced down at the 
view. “Well, m‟lord, I‟ve got the next batch of mercenaries up to speed. It wasn‟t 
cheap,” she added. 

 “That‟s why we‟ve been hitting drug runners,” the armored figure reminded her. 
He would be taller than she was even without the armor, but with it‟s imposing bulk he 
towered over her. 

 “True,” she nodded. “Fortifications are going well. By this afternoon we should be 
ready to begin mounting the gatling mini-gun turrets on the walls.” 

 “The physical preparations and defenses are going well,” the armor nodded. 
“Remember, in case of an actual attack, they are just deterrents. I will stop the 
intruders.” He paused, lost in thought. She regarded him; his pitted faceplate, the sickly 
green light that oozed from his eye and mouth slits. 

 He shook his head. “I must go and meditate. I sense something out of place, and 
the future is nettling me. I must go and peer into it as far as I am able. Have you 
ordered the replacement parts for my backup suits?” 

 “The materials for your armorsmithing are on the way,” she replied with a curt 
nod. 

 “Good,” he said, standing straight and turning from the damp view of his small 
kingdom. “There is much yet to do before our lands are safe.” 

 She had nothing to add to that. He turned and strode into the doorway, out of the 
drizzle. She peered down at the workers as a huge block of stone thudded down in 
place. 
 “Am I doing the right thing?” she wondered. Then she sighed. She wondered how 
many military figures had served entirely sane rulers… 
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PART TWO 

 

Friday, September 26 

 Elsbeth Montessi sat in her executive office chair, gazing out over the city. She 
sighed almost imperceptibly. Then her assistant buzzed the intercom. 

 “Ms. Montessi, there‟s a man here to see you. Says his name is Robert Burns. 
Wants to talk to you about a shroud.” 

 Elsbeth‟s eyebrows contracted. “Send him in,” she said. A moment later, the door 
opened and a slender graceful man in a tastefully tailored suit stepped in, looking a bit 
uncomfortable. He had very slim features, his eyes and mouth were upswept in the 
corners just slightly. Brilliantly white hair waved over his head as though sculpted. His 
eyes were dark and expressive. 

 “Elsbeth Montessi,” she said, “but you clearly know that. Who are you?” 

 “I‟m sorry to interrupt,” he said in a smooth, low voice. “You—this sounds so 
stupid. I did a divination. Were you—do you know someone—“ he paused, and 
chuckled, a pained expression on his face. “I‟m botching this. Look, around Christmas, 
my son Steve was attacked by this darkness. I did some research, it‟s called a Shroud. 
My divinations pointed to you as someone who might—who knows—“ he sighed, 
exasperated. “I‟m so sorry. I‟ll leave.” He turned to go. 

 “The Shroud, yes,” she said. “Last week I lost someone to the Shroud. Where did 
you read about it?” 

 “Heh,” he managed, “The Scrolls of Skelos. I know, ancient hooey. But I… I have 
reason to believe,” he said earnestly. 

 “So do I,” she said with a faint smile. “I‟m sorry about your son. My nephew was 
taken.” 

 Relief broke across the visitor‟s face like a sunrise. “You know what I‟m talking 
about,” he said gratefully. “I can hardly believe it.” 

 “Hard, isn‟t it,” she mused. “I never said goodbye.” 

 He smiled at her, then shuffled a bit awkwardly. “I managed to get this far in my 
mind,” he said, “but I don‟t know what to do next. I guess it‟s just better knowing that 
others… Somebody else knows what I‟m going through.” 

 She smiled to herself. “Indeed. Say, I‟m just on my way out to lunch. Would you 
care to join me?” 

 “Would… yes! Yes, of course!” he said. He smiled again, and she could tell it was 
not an expression he used a lot. “Thanks!” 

 “Don‟t mention it, Mr. Burns.” She gracefully stood, and they left together. 

* 

 “So what are we looking at?” Illyana asked, tricked out as demon sorceress, 
complete with goat legs and a tail and horns. Strange stood next to her, looking down 
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into her scrying pool in Limbo. They saw a gate, inscribed with a mighty sigil of 
protection. 

 “That is an unbroken seal to hold an ancient evil in containment for all time, or 
close to it,” Strange said. “Is it intact?” 

 Illyana tossed some mystic probes at it. “Solid as a rock,” she said.  

 “Only one problem,” Strange said. “Watch me.” He folded himself into 
nothingness, and moments later he appeared next to the seal. 

 “Whoah,” Illyana said with genuine admiration. “You okay, chief?” she asked the 
image. Strange could not hear her. She wondered if she would ever be able to traverse 
dimensions with such ease. 

 Strange put his hand on the sigil, and it unbound under his touch. The doorway 
opened. Inside there was—nothing. Nothing at all. 

 Strange folded back into himself, and moments later he rejoined her. 

 “You are scary mobile out here in the boondock dimensions,” Illyana said 
seriously. 

 “Thank you,” he nodded. “That was a prison. It held one of the most dangerous 
sorcerers I‟ve been up against in this reality. He was the first one I seriously clashed with 
when I came here. He is an exile of the Unseelie Court.” 

 “Isn‟t the Unseelie Court dark fairies?” Illyana asked. 

 “Yes,” Strange nodded. “But not what you‟re thinking of. Not dancing nymphs and 
goat men with pan pipes. The fey are ancient, and very real. I‟ve told you about the 
balance of the energies before,” he said. “Before humanity rose, the fey maintained a 
kind of primitive balance on Prime. As humanity learned tools and changed their world, 
the fey fell back before them. But there were always two sides, you see. Not a duality, 
just different aspects.” 

Strange thought for a moment as he looked at Illyana, choosing his words. 
“The fey don‟t have the same view that humans do. The Seelie fey are benevolent and 
helpful when it suits them, and ultimately they are pleased when things go well and 
happiness is the end result. The Unseelie feed on discontent, pain, and evil. The courts 
need each other to form a circle, and where one ends the other begins. The Unseelie are 
often helpful when grief will result, and the Seelie are frequently callous to suffering 
they don‟t understand.” He shrugged. “I haven‟t taught you about the fey because… it‟s 
best to leave them to their own devices. Their time has changed, and those that cannot 
change with it fade from Prime.” 

 He squinted down into the portal. “Mordred the Mystic is a scion of the Unseelie 
Court, banished for insolence and avidly watched by those he amuses. Pain flows in his 
wake. He is a very bad creature, and he is very, very old. Needless to say, he was difficult 
to restrain because what he lacks in raw power he has in cunning. Our last fight was a 
long game of cat and mouse where I eventually snatched him when he wasn‟t expecting 
it. It could have gone either way. I don‟t want to play again.” 

 “Now you have us, though,” Illyana said. “That‟s gotta make it easier.” 
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 “Not for you,” Strange replied. “The Shroud was targeting Peter. Mordred must 
know who is in my circle by now. Be doubly careful. He will start with those around me 
and work his way in to me, when he is strong and I am weak.” 

 “Thank you for that,” Illyana said with an expression of distaste. “Makes a girl want 
to stay here, where it‟s safe.” 

 “Except from Belasco, and those like him,” Strange observed. Illyana blinked. 
“Interesting coincidence, don‟t you think?”  

 “Wow,” she murmured. “Now that you mention it, there are a few loose ends. Why 
did he come here if not to challenge me? He was almost out of the dimension when I 
caught him.” She looked around her garden and shivered. 

 “The very air has an answer,” Strange said, turning from the pool. “Your sense of 
the dimension changed when you beat Belasco, and it‟s taken you a while to normalize 
how things are supposed to feel. Indeed, the whole place is a bit different now,” he said, 
looking up. 

 Thin tatters of flame curled in the starry sky, but there were signs of sunrise on a 
horizon. A fitful breeze blew across the land, ruffling the leaves. Strange smiled quietly 
to himself 

 “This place will be truly beautiful,” he mused. He returned his attention to Illyana. 
“Someone is siphoning energy from your dimension. Not a lot, just a trickle. If you find 
the leak, that might lend insight into what Belasco was doing here.” 

 “I‟ll find it,” she nodded. “Don‟t you worry about that. When I do, I‟ll let you 
know.” 

 “Good,” Strange said. He slowly turned, looking around his garden. “You are really 
making strides here.” 

 “You showed me how,” she said seriously. 

 He faced her. “I‟ll see you on Prime,” he said quietly. He smiled. “Will you do the 
honors?” 

 “You bet,” she said, and a stepping disk slid up, carrying the Sorcerer Supreme 
back to Prime. 

* 

 Mordred strolled merrily over the pile carpet in the executive office. He drew in 
and released a deep breath as he grinned out over the city of New York, bustling below. 
A pair of workmen carried in a sofa. 

 “Where d‟ya wan it, Mr. Burns?” one said. 

 “There by the wall will do,” he said with a smile. The office smelled of fresh paint 
and new carpet. He settled himself in the leather chair, behind the large desk. 

 The workmen adjusted the couch, then straightened. “That‟s all of it, Mr. Burns,” 
one said. 

 “Good, dismissed,” Mordred said. They left, and he locked the door behind them. 
Returning to his desk, he pulled a dish out of a drawer and placed it on the desk. Then 
he reached into his coat pocket and removed the Darkstone. He put it in the dish. 
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 “Wake up, my little toy,” he breathed, and he whispered words so ancient and 
peculiar that they were more idiosyncratic expressions of an inhuman intellect than true 
language. The stone responded. It seemed to liquefy, and he reached a slim finger down 
to stroke it. The stone distended a tentacle and wrapped it around his finger, and he 
touched the glistening strip of stone with another finger, so it retracted.  

 “Hello there,” he whispered to it. “You‟ve been asleep for a long, long time. But 
now we‟re going to play another of our little games with you.” He leaned back in the 
creaking leather of his chair, malice glittering in his amused eyes. 

* 

Illyana and Valeria sat in crude chairs on one of the balconies of Valeria‟s 
fortress in Limbo. Illyana sipped at her tea as Valeria regarded the sky. 

 “That must be east,” she said, pointing. 

 “It hardly matters,” Illyana said with a puckish grin. “There‟s no magnetic north, 
and it‟s not like civilization is going to sprawl out into the wilderness. Though perhaps I 
could charge for hiking tours to the Edge of Hell. There are still some wastelands here.” 

 “I thought that might be east,” Valeria said, “because the sun might rise there.” 
Subtle shades of pastel washed the sky, underlit the clouds. 

 “I‟m kind of curious myself to see if we eventually get a sunrise,” Illyana said. “It‟s 
been like that for days.” She brightened. “Maybe we‟ll get weather!” 

 “Hard to feel the passage of time here,” Valeria said with a shake of her head. “I 
had no idea the number of things I use every day. Like these plates,” she said, touching 
them. “When I left Prime to stay here for a while, I really have come to appreciate how 
many creature comforts we all use.” 

 “I just whip „em up as I need „em,” Illyana nodded, “but then again I‟m the world 
mage.” She looked towards the potential sunrise. “I didn‟t realize how much of Belasco 
was left here,” she murmured. “I think something in me is healing. And I think 
something in Limbo is healing too.” She turned to Valeria. “How are you doing?” 

 Valeria sighed. “I‟m waiting for word from the outside world,” she said quietly. 
“Waiting to hear that Victor has gone on a killing spree, or been killed, or succumbed to 
the warpstone and died, or… I don‟t know what. I… I don‟t know how to admit this. I 
don‟t have the courage to face him again,” she said, looking directly into Illyana‟s eyes. 
“To see how badly things between us are broken. I don‟t think I could bear to see his 
mind… cracked.” Valeria shivered. “To know I was a part of what happened to him.” 

 “I‟ve seen him.” Illyana shrugged, looking away. “Since the accident.” 

 “Tell me,” Valeria said breathlessly. “What was he—how is he doing?” 

 “He‟s a lot more powerful,” Illyana said. “The warpstone augmented his mystical 
prowess greatly. And… um… not quite sure how to put it… he‟s a lot more determined. 
Maybe that‟s not the word. But he seems kind of fatalistic. And right after we left, Fisk 
and his people blew up the castle.” 

 “What?” Valeria said, sitting up straight. 
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 “Helecopters, missiles, they just blew it up. The whole front of the palace was 
rubble,” Illyana said. “I wasn‟t there, I was healing up from the beating he gave me. I 
was just watching him. It made him pretty mad.” 

 “Is he alright?”  

 “Who can tell?” Illyana shrugged. 

 “Yes, who can tell,” Valeria said. “He‟s so unpredictable. I feel like at any time he 
could just jump out and say „Boo‟. I can relax here in Limbo, I don‟t think he could find 
his way out here. But you never know, with Victor,” she mused. “That was part of his 
charm. It isn‟t anymore.” 

 They were quiet for a while in the arrested sunrise. Valeria ate one of the donuts 
Illyana had brought, Illyana sipped some tea. 

 “He‟s my husband,” Valeria murmured. “How do you divorce the king of a 
sovereign nation that doesn‟t want to divorce you?” She shook her head.  

 “I haven‟t forgiven myself for how it turned out,” Illyana said. She sighed. “Keeps 
me up at night sometimes. I can think of a dozen ways I could have handled that better. 
As I look back, what happened kind of lands in the „worst case scenario‟ pile.” 

 “You saved my life,” Valeria said. 

 “Or Victor‟s,” Illyana noted as she raised her eyebrows seriously. “Hm. Victor. He 
doesn‟t seem very victorious these days. Have you thought about visiting him?” 

 “To what end?” Valeria said sharply. “So he can try to compel me to stay?” 

 “Forget I mentioned it,” Illyana said a bit wearily. “I gotta go.” She stood and 
stretched. “Anything you need from Prime?” 

 “No,” Valeria said, her eyes distant. “Nothing.” 

 

CHAPTER NINE 

Friday, October 3 

 Dani leaned against the doorframe, watching as Elsbeth adjusted her makeup with 
small touches. Elsbeth wore a shimmering dress, with long sleeves and low heels. Her 
hair was piled up and arranged tastefully on her head. She wore glittering earrings. 

 “You look fabulous,” Dani said. “Where are you going?” 

 “I‟m going to go out dancing with Robert,” Montessi said. “It is a Friday night, 
after all.” 

 “So do I get to meet this Robert guy?” Dani asked with a small grin. 

 “Certainly, I‟ll introduce you,” Elsbeth said as she touched up her lipstick. 

 Dani glanced down at her tee shirt and jeans. “How about I go change.” 

 “Don‟t go overboard, you aren‟t coming along as chaperone,” Elsbeth said, 
amused. 
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 The doorbell rang, and Elsbeth glided up to the front door to answer it. As she 
opened the door, Dani stood in the background with what she hoped wasn‟t a silly grin. 

 “Good evening, Elsbeth,” Robert said smoothly as he stepped inside, the light 
glinting on his white hair. He turned his slim features to Dani, who was wide eyed and 
pale under her olive complexion. 

 “This must be Dani,” Robert said. He approached her, took her hand. “Charmed,” 
he said, kissing the back of her hand. She tried a smile, and he released her. “Shall we 
go?” He said to Elsbeth. 

 “Behave yourself,” Elsbeth said to Dani, looking very slightly concerned. “I‟ll be 
back by one o‟clock.” 

 Dani absently waved to her, and the couple swept out the door.  

 Dani slowly backed up to the stairs and then slid down to sit on them. “What the 
hell is he?” she breathed. 

 

Saturday, October 4 

 Illyana lay flat on her stomach on the stone table in her throne room, reading in a 
big book. With a scrabbling of claws, one of her demons ran up to her and put his claws 
up on the table. He dropped a rock. Illyana absently picked it up and flung it in a 
random direction. The demon scrabbled off. A few seconds later, the demon bounded 
back as she absently turned the page. Clunk went the rock as the demon dropped it by 
her. Illyana picked it up and tossed it over a wall. The demon scrambled after it. 

 Illyana glanced up, startled, to see Valeria stroll into her throne room. Valeria wore 
jeans, a sweater, tennis shoes. 

 “Hi!” Illyana said. “Look at you over here in my neck of the woods! Is everything 
okay?” 

 “Yeah, I just cut my hair,” Valeria said with a small smile. She tossed her head, and 
her chin-length hair swirled. “Do you like it?” 

 “Looks great on you,” Illyana said. 

 “I was wondering,” Valeria said. “Would you like to go on a walk with me in 
Central Park?” 

 Illyana grinned. “Give me a second to change into my mufti, and it‟s a deal.” 

* 

 Mordred put the stone circle on his desk, picked up the jar of knucklebones. 
“Alright, Parker,” he said. “So you can scamper out of the way of a Shroud. What can’t 
you scamper away from?” He placed the darkstone in the center of the circle, then 
tossed the knucklebones. They arranged themselves as they clattered to the stone. 
Mordred peered over them, then picked one of them up. He dropped it, picked it up, 
then dropped it again. 

 He smiled to himself, then strolled over to the window and opened a scrye. His 
eyes flickered around the scenery as he viewed the one in Peter‟s life that would be the 
most use to him. 
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 Returning to his desk, he put a ream of paper on the desk top. He dialed a number. 
“You arrange for travel, yes? Good. I need to charter a plane to Switzerland.” He 
gestured, and the ream of paper rippled and defined into stacks of cottony paper, piles 
of hundred dollar bills. “Too big for you? Very well. Give me another telephone 
number, someone who can.” He scribbled it on one of the bills, then hung up.  

 “We‟ll get this sorted out,” he murmured, “and then we‟ll kill two birds with one 
stone.” He smiled to himself. His day was looking up. 

 The phone rang, and he answered it. “Burns here,” he said shortly. 

 “It‟s Elsbeth,” she said. “I‟ve changed my mind. Do you still want to go sailing this 
afternoon?” 

 “If you‟re available,” he said with a small smile, leaning back in his chair. 

 “I‟m heading to New York on some business, I keep a residence there. I‟ll give you 
a call when I get in town, okay?” 

 “Sounds great, Elsbeth,” he said. “Are you bringing Dani?” 

 “Of course,” Elsbeth said. 

 “I thought she might have school or something,” Mordred said, flipping through 
one of the stacks of bills. 

 “She‟s home-schooled, I bring in tutors.” 

 “Sounds like everything‟s worked out, that‟s great,” Mordred said. “Just give me a 
call, okay?” 

 “I look forward to it,” Elsbeth said. “See you soon.” She hung up. 

 Mordred tossed the phone at the cradle, where it neatly hung up. “One way or 
another, Strange,” he said. “One way or another.” 

* 

 Illyana and Valeria walked along the path in the park, the crisp October weather 
bracing them.  

 “We going somewhere in particular?” Valeria asked as they strolled along. 

 “Oh, there‟s a place I like to visit every time I come to the park,” Illyana said. She 
pointed. “See that gazebo?” 

 “Yes,” Valeria said, looking over at a relatively new whitewashed gazebo. 

 “I like to look at it,” Illyana said. “It was burned down, then they rebuilt it. Just 
goes to show. You can get back up when bad things happen. It‟s possible to get over 
it.” 

 “Look, I didn‟t come here to be lectured,” Valeria said, glancing away. 

 “I didn‟t come here to lecture you,” Illyana shrugged. “You asked where we‟re 
going. I told you.” She tilted her head back and breathed deep. “This was a great idea. I 
haven‟t just taken a walk in the park for the fun of it in ages.” 

 Valeria chuckled guiltily. “This is terrible. I feel like a child that goes where she‟s 
not supposed to and fears being caught at it any moment.” 
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 “Hey, Prime is as much your home as anybody else‟s, where ever you may be from. 
If the Sorcerer Supreme declares you naturalized, that‟s as good as it gets,” Illyana 
grinned. 

 “I guess so,” Valeria agreed. 

 Illyana looked at her for a moment. “Let‟s head back to the apartment,” she said. 

 “That sounds like a good idea,” Valeria said with a distant look in her eye. 

 

 “Home sweet home,” Illyana grinned as she let herself and Valeria into the 
apartment. 

 Valeria looked around the living room. It was tidy. The big front windows let in 
beams of autumn sun. The television sat quiescent, the furniture was lumpy and well-
loved. She strolled around to glance into the kitchen, she opened the door to her room. 

 “It‟s been a while,” she admitted. “This feels kind of peculiar. This is my home, I 
guess.” She shook her head. Walking into her room, she glanced around at the walls, 
touched her bed. “I have missed Prime,” she murmured under her breath. 

 “Want some pasta?” Illyana asked, walking into the kitchen. “I went shopping a 
couple days ago. Still got all the fixins for a goulash or something.” 

 Valeria stood in the doorway to the kitchen. “That would be great,” she said. She 
glanced out the window at the afternoon sky, then wandered over to it and looked 
down at the sidewalk, at the trickle of people that moved continually past the window. 
She sighed. 

 Illyana leaned against the kitchenette archway. “Still feeling vulnerable?” 

 Valeria turned to look her in the eye. “I suppose,” she said. She shook her head, 
and looked back out at the crowd. “I already gave my glasses back to Strange.” 

 “They don‟t make you invisible, they just make you look more normal,” Illyana 
said. 

 “Right now,” Valeria said with a trace of sadness in her voice, “that would be 
concealment enough.” 

 “You can always ask for them back,” Illyana said. 

 Valeria turned to her with the ghost of a smile. “Strange gave them freely once. I 
doubt a wizard is allowed to give the same gift twice without a price tag of one kind or 
another.” 

 “Maybe you don‟t give him enough credit,” Illyana replied. 

 “Maybe,” Valeria conceded. “But for now I‟ll do without.” There was a moment of 
silence between them. “You do the pasta and I‟ll do the salad and bread.” 

 “Agreed,” Illyana said, and the two women busied themselves at the task of 
cooking. 

* 

 Afternoon began slipping into evening over New York. 



 

   545 

  “Looks good, as usual,” Strange said to the young man who sat in a cocoon of 
monitors and televisions. Strange straightened from where he had leaned over the 
young man‟s desk, looking at the blue line draft for the magazine. “Doug, you‟re a 
gem.” 

 The young man with the thin face and too much floppy blonde hair smiled. 
“Preciate that, Doc.” 

 A stepping disk flared in the office. 

 “Hope I‟m not interrupting,” Illyana said. “Hi Doug,” she flashed him a grin. 
“Strange, I found it!” she said. “I found the leak!” 

 “Are we finished?” Strange asked Doug. 

 “You bet, I can take it from here,” Doug said. 

 “Let‟s go,” Strange said to Illyana. A disk flared, and they were gone. Doug grinned 
to himself, and turned to his keyboard. 

 

 “You know what they say,” Illyana said. “You find it in the last place you look. 
Well, there it is.” She gestured at the darkstone, where it sat on its pedestal. “Belasco 
must have done something to the darkstone, I figure.” 

 “Replaced it,” Strange said thoughtfully. “That‟s a scrye stone, and a siphon. It‟s a 
fey tool. You‟ve found the leak.”  

 “Now what?” Illyana said. “Do I just ditch it?” 

 “We can follow it back,” Strange said. “Find the source. This might lead me right 
to Mordred.” 

 “Are you going to follow it?” Illyana asked. 

 “Yes,” Strange said. “Look after things while I‟m gone, will you?” 

 “Sure,” Illyana said. “I‟ll fend of invasions and pummel interdimensional invaders 
for you until you get back.” She grinned. 

 “That‟s good news,” Strange said, answering her with a smile. “I shouldn‟t be long. 
I‟ll just take a look.” He closed his eyes and relaxed, then seemed to somehow fold and 
fade and vanish. Illyana sighed. 

 “Maybe he‟ll show me how to do that,” she mused. Then she shrugged. “I wonder 
if Strange has dessert in the fridge.” She grinned, and a stepping disk whisked her to 
Prime. 

 

 Strange followed the trickle of energy through the ether, skirting several 
dimensions before he encountered the energy‟s destination; a small pocket dimension. 
Its surface swelled and flowed, Strange recognized a technique to make scrying difficult. 
He peered into the pocket dimension; no one was there. He wondered if the trail was 
cold.  

 “I‟ll just take a quick look,” he murmured. He dropped into the dimension, 
following the trail of energy from Limbo to a stone in the back of the throne. 
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 Strange materialized in front of the throne, and instantly detected danger. 

 With a rippling snap, he displaced a mystic pillar that held the bulging and swollen 
dimension up. The entire world roared in on Strange with an unstoppable liquid rush 
that threatened to instantly crush him. Whirling, his reflexes honed by hundreds of 
battles, Strange flung defenses out all around him. They were immediately overcome by 
the impossible weight of an entire miniature reality. Strange hardened his will, dug deep 
into himself, and shoved out a mystic bulwark that crashed into the collapsing 
dimension, holding it at bay. 

 His muscles trembled as sweat beaded on his forehead. Being Sorcerer Supreme on 
Prime was one thing, but he wasn‟t on Prime. Here, he was just a sorcerer. He gritted 
his teeth and forced the weight of the dimension back, even though it lay heavily on his 
shields. His will and invocations alone would have to save him here. There was no room 
for anything fancy. 

 Strange desperately tried to think of a way out. He couldn‟t hold reality back 
indefinitely. At that moment, it was all he could do to keep it from crushing him. His 
mind raced as reality creaked and bulged against his shuddering defenses… 

 There was no breathing space, and there would be  no breathing space. Strange 
knew that his situation would not improve until he improved it. His will held strong and 
sure, and his subconscious rote of mystic defenses wouldn‟t buckle immediately. Still, he 
had become the mystical center of gravity for a sundered and unstable dimension. There 
was no question which of them could outwait the other. 

 It must not come down to waiting. 

 With a single practiced shrug, Strange pulled one arm out of his coat. He shrugged 
again, and the coat drifted in the space he held open against the irresistible crush. 
Strange focused his will, and bolstered his defenses to triple strength for a moment. 
Then he turned and drove a mystic bolt into the weakest vector of the swelter of 
collapse that surrounded him. A hole was briefly punched all the way through, to the 
outside of the dimension, clear out to the ether. Before the momentary breach could 
seal itself, Strange‟s red coat shot out of the rupture, driven by Strange‟s mental 
command.  

 The dimension rebounded on Strange with unbelievable force, driving him to his 
knees as that particular world boiled on its way to its end. As he flexed, bolstering his 
defenses, he lost contact with his coat of levitation. 

 It would have to finish its mission without his help. 

 

CHAPTER TEN 

 Illyana straightened, swinging the fridge shut and putting her plate on the counter. 
Under the plastic wrap was a thick slice of chocolate cake. 

 “Oh yeah,” she said to herself. She settled on a chair. 

 With a peculiar slithering bang, reality parted long enough for a bright red coat to 
squeak into it. Illyana stared at the coat. It whirled at her, sliding up one arm and 
wrapping around to snag the other. She blinked, startled; the coat smelled of Strange‟s 
aftershave. Then the coat pulled tight around her, quivering. 
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 “Okay, that‟s freaky,” Illyana said. She stepped away from the table, and a disk 
flared up around her. 

 Landing in Limbo, she crouched over the scrying pool, gesturing at it as the coat 
twitched on her arms.  “I‟m doing it already,” she muttered. “Where is Strange?” 

 The pool shifted and flickered, through countless dimensions. She caught a vague, 
murky impression of Strange, spoiled by some odd distortion. He was clearly in pain. 

 “Oh no,” she whispered. She knew that her view was not on Prime. “I don‟t know 
how to fold between dimensions yet,” she said, turning ashen pale. 

 There was only one way to reach him. 

 Illyana quickly swirled away from the pool, the red coat swooping around her. She 
hopped up on the throne. She picked a square amulet up from the arm of the throne, 
and affixed it to the red coat by her throat. 

 “Let‟s do this,” she said nervously. 

 Relaxing beyond relaxation, she waited, emptying her mind of all thoughts. Over 
the next hour, she reached an equilibrium and spiritual balance. Then, she allowed her 
astral form to drift free. At her neck, the amulet‟s energy somehow remained. She noted 
she was still wearing Strange‟s red levitating coat. 

 “Good,” she thought. “Now take me there.” 

 Her insubstantial essence was wrapped in the coat, and it guided her as she 
navigated the ether clumsily.  

 She was already tiring badly, like an inexpert swimmer, when they reached their 
destination. Some distant part of Illyana‟s mind knew that she had never been out this 
far, she had never maintained her astral form this long. Like a swimmer, she risked 
death. If she could not maintain her form in the ether, there would be nothing to return 
to her body. She would not be the first mystic to lose her life in the trackless wasteland 
of the ether. 

 She thought of Strange, and she buckled down, focusing herself until she vibrated 
in sharp relief. Better. 

 Before her exhausted eyes, the broken pocket dimension heaved and rolled, trying 
to implode but held away from its core by the indomitable will of a single individual. 

 He was too focused to speak, to hear her, to even know she was there. She realized 
that both of them were entirely alone in this moment. Then, still more chilling and 
shocking, she realized that the survival of the Sorcerer Supreme rested squarely on her 
inventiveness, here, away from her power and beyond the limits of her training. She 
would improvise or he would die. 

 As panic flailed through her, she grasped the energy of the amulet at her throat, and 
it smoothed and bolstered her image. She nodded. 

 “Very well,” she said silently to the ether. She realized that she was at the fulcrum 
of the balance between this unknown threat and all her training and will and creative 
thinking through her life. However this turned out, she would never be the same. 

 She thought of Strange, and she thought of Logan. Then, she scowled at the 
dimension. 
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 Clearing her thoughts, pushing exhaustion and fear away, she looked at the dying 
turmoil of the dimension. She saw that it had been rigged to collapse on a specific point, 
and she realized that the dimension had been floated off its stability by an influx of 
power from her Limbo. What to do? 

 If only there were a way to puncture it, let the pressure off, then Strange could fight 
his way free. A dangerous numbness already flowed through Illyana, blurring her 
extremities. She dragged her fraying will together. 

 “A stepping disk,” she thought to herself. She had only connected Prime and 
Limbo before, but the disks were instinctive and simple for her. 

 For the first time in her life, she tried to apply the mystic teaching she had received 
to the adaptation of her natural talent. 

 “The iterations of the Munnipoorian Canticle,” she thought to herself. “Chapter 
eight, of the opening.” The spell dimly recalled itself to her mind, and she focused on it, 
tried to remember the details of opening. She squared off with the heaving dimensional 
collapse, and attempted the Opening. In the midst of the ritual, she opened a disk with 
her astral form. 

 With a thudding breach, the dimensional boundary tore. The backlash snapped 
through Illyana‟s consciousness, knocking her back. Globs and wads of the sub-reality 
whirled out into the ether. Some formed their own dimensions, some globbed onto 
others. 

 Illyana tumbled back through the nothingness, diffusing into it, as the coat closed 
about her. 

 “Well, I tried,” she thought. 

 All became blank paleness as her sense of self slipped away from her… 

* 

 The blaze of sunset sparkled in Burns‟s white hair as he furled the sail on the small 
sailboat. He sat down , and put his arm around Elsbeth. Together, they enjoyed the 
rocking sway of the small boat in the choppy harbor. 

 “I‟m so glad you could make it,” Burns said, his thin face suffused with warmth. 

 “Thank you for bringing me out here on such short notice,” Elsbeth replied. “This 
moment is worth the flight from L.A.” 

 “I‟m glad you feel that way,” Burns said with a solemn nod. “I‟m feeling incredibly 
forward, but it‟s the feeling that got me into your office, so maybe I have momentum. 
Do you… do you have any other suitors?” 

 Elsbeth laughed, the merry sound reflecting from the shifting waves. “The field is 
clear, Robert, but that‟s hardly an invitation. I enjoy my independence,” she said. 

 “Of course you do, of course you do,” Burns laughed, trying to take the news well. 
“But has no one pursued you?” 

 “My heart is drawn to unavailable men,” Elsbeth said, leveling an amused gaze at 
him. 
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 “Just my luck,” Burns said. He sighed. “I‟m going to Switzerland, my plane leaves 
tonight. It‟s a real gift that you were available to come out here with me on such short 
notice. I don‟t know when I‟ll be back, exactly.” 

 “Give me a call, anyway,” Elsbeth said. 

 He tried to smile. “I will, Elsbeth,” he said. “I certainly will.” 

* 

 “Mister Fisk has nothing to do with this if you get caught,” the tightly muscled man 
in an expensive suit said to Mordred. A damp wind blew across the garishly lit air strip. 
Mordred checked his watch; almost midnight. 

 “Of course,” Mordred replied. “I‟ve chartered a jet. I‟ll be arriving via Switzerland. 
From there, don‟t worry. Invisible contraband is a specialty of mine.” 

 “Just don‟t screw it up,” the thug said tightly. 

 “What‟s your name again?” Mordred asked him, an edge to his voice. 

 “Percy. As in Mister Fisk‟s assistant Percy. Don‟t forget it.” 

 “I won‟t,” Mordred mused. He smiled as he watched the forklift drive the third of 
six huge crates up into the belly of the cargo plane. “No, you‟ve nothing to worry about. 
Everything is proceeding as planned,” he added with a smile that revealed his oddly 
white and pointed teeth. 



 

550 

Sunday, October 5 

 Tandy answered the door and blinked, then smiled. “Tyrone!” she said. “How are 
you doing?” 

 “Um, g-good,” he said. “I w-wanted-d to p-practice.” He smiled a bit nervously. 

 “Sure,” she said. “Sure, that‟d be fine. Come on.” She stepped back into the house, 
and he followed her in. 

 “Anyb-bod-dy home?” he said. 

 “Mom‟s trying out new religions, so she‟s been gone every Sunday morning for the 
last couple months,” Tandy said, shrugging on a sweater. “Dad‟s at a convention in 
Orlando. In a word? No. Nobody‟s home but me.” 

 They walked through the spotless and sterile kitchen, opening the door and passing 
into the garage. “What else is on your mind, Tyrone?” Tandy asked, picking up a spiral 
notebook and looking at it absently. 

 “You g-gave m-me Light on Tuesday,” he said. He shifted, glancing away. “I w-w-
wanted-d to l-let it wear off when y-you were, y‟know, ar-round s-s-ss-so if I wigged out 
you could stop me.” 

 “Okay,” Tandy said. “How is your mom taking this?” 

 “You k-kidding?” Tyrone blurted. “I c-c-can‟t tell her ab-bout this! I‟m t-t-trapped-
d in m-my own shadow!” He threw his hands up, turning away. He breathed deeply for 
a few seconds, but there didn‟t seem to be much to add to that. “How about you?” he 
asked quietly. 

 “It‟s beautiful,” she said, examining her hand. She let her eyes drift half closed, and 
light swelled from one wall to another as her aura scintillated. “I‟ve never felt anything 
like this. I‟ve never felt so safe. So… alive.” 

 “Wh-w-what d-do your folk-ks th-think?” Tyrone asked. 

 “They‟d certainly notice if I grew another head,” Tandy said with a rueful smile. “I 
didn‟t. And I can hide it pretty well after a bit of practice. So it just hasn‟t come up.” 

 “M-my m-momma been pestering me to t-tell her w-what‟s wrong,” Tyrone said. 
He shook his head. “J-just a d-different set a problems,” he noted, flashing a grin at her. 
The grin slipped off his face. “I-It‟s h-h-hh-happening-g!” he managed. 

 She stood back from him, her flesh tangibly glowing. She waited, resisting the urge 
to infuse him with living Light. Tyrone staggered, then dropped to one knee. 

 “Oh,” he gasped. Then his head rocked back with sudden force, and she caught a 
glimpse of his eyes. They brimmed with uncontainable darkness. He snapped his head 
forward into his hands, and with a peculiar ripping rustle, fabric slid out between his 
hands and his face, swirling into the air, twisting and multiplying. In a swift rustle of 
cloth, Tyrone vanished. A swirl of fabric later, the chaos smoothed into a Shroud. 
Tyrone lifted his head, and she caught a glimpse of his face in the depths of the cowl. 

 His jaw was set, his skin had taken the texture of old leather. Pale spots of reflected 
light gleamed in his eye sockets. Tyrone smiled. 
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 “This is exactly what I was afraid of,” he said, his voice an octave lower. 

 “Your stutter!” Tandy said. “It‟s gone! That‟s wonderful!” 

 “Is it?” he asked quietly. “I like having a normal voice too. But only when I‟m in 
this form. I lose the darkness, I go back to being T-Tyrone.” 

 That gave her pause. “I see.” 

 “I can say anything I think, anything I want, just as fast as anybody else,” he mused 
aloud as the cloak slithered around him. He drew it close to him. “You can‟t imagine 
what it‟s like.” 

 “Being invisible because what you have to say isn‟t important?” Tandy said dryly. “I 
imagine you‟re right.” 

 “You got the Light. It did something for you. It‟s what you always wanted,” Tyrone 
said. He nodded. “That‟s good. That‟s fine. But what I can‟t tell you when I‟m just 
Tyrone is that this is what I always wanted too.” He shook his head slightly. “Not the 
risk so much. But now, don‟t you see? I‟ve never had power. I‟ve always been the 
victim. Now I don‟t have to be. Listen to me talk. I sound like a real man. And if 
anyone gets in my way I have the power to stop em for good.” 

 “You‟re bigger than that,” Tandy said, tense. “You can‟t use this for revenge.” 

 “I know,” he nodded. “When I get mad, get thinking like that, I think of you. I 
know you wouldn‟t approve. But I got to be honest. When the shroud wanted to make 
me a deal, that we would stay together and you would live, I liked both parts of that deal. 
So what I am can kill me. So can the crackheads that live at the end of the block. Don‟t 
you see? It makes me different. It makes me special. Powerful, even. I get go anywhere, 
do anything, and there‟s not a damn thing the cops can do about it.” 

 Tandy let that sink in. 

 Tyrone smiled half a smile. “The hunger aint bad now. Just when I‟ve been without 
Light, or doing a lot of stuff. Just here, like this, when I let it out and we‟re just talking? 
We‟re cool.” 

 “Tyrone,” Tandy said, thinking her words over. 

 “No, it‟s okay,” Tyrone said softly. “I get these urges to do all kinds of bad things. 
But you give me the Light. I‟m not just talking about the living Light you put in the 
cloak. I think of you, and I want to be a better man, Tandy. You remind me that we‟re 
supposed to live in a civilization here. That people with power should protect those 
without it. Dammit, Tandy, I wish I could think like you. That my first thought would 
be about how best to use what I‟ve got. But it isn‟t,” he said, and he paused. “Tandy… I 
really do need you.” 

 She offered him a heartfelt smile, tears brimming in her eyes. “Best friends,” she 
said, thrusting out her hand. 

 After a moment, he took her hand and shook it. “Best friends,” he echoed. 

 She sniffed a bit, and turned away. “Hey, you want to practice moving around in 
that thing?” she said. 

 “Let‟s go,” Tyrone said with a grin. 
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 She stepped into the folds of the Shroud, and then it furled in on itself, and the 
garage was empty. 

* 

 The young man clomped in from the snow outside, and he leaned his skis and 
poles up against a corner in the small lodge. He clopped over to the bar, still wearing his 
ski boots. He unzipped his ski jacket, his lift tags dangling from the zipper and his 
gloves clipped to his jacket. 

 “I need something hot,” he said to the barkeep in German. He grinned, a 
mischievous expression on his pointed features. He ran his slim hands through the mat 
of auburn hair on his head, dislodging melting snow. “And hurry,” he added. 

 Several of his friends joined him, laughing. The bartender served up a number of 
huge mugs of hot chocolate topped with swirls of crème. The jovial youths shared out 
the chocolate, then most of them moved to sit on the couches in front of the deep 
fireplace.  

 “Harry Osborn,” one of the men leaning against the bar said. 

 The young man with auburn hair started, and blinked. “Yes?” he said in English. 

 “I‟m glad I found you,” the man said. He wore a simple coat, almost floor length. 
His features were sharp, elfin, and pale hair was shaped on his head. “We have 
something to discuss.” 

 “Are you a lawyer?” Harry asked casually. 

 “No,” the man said, shaking his head. “No, it‟s more personal than that.” 

 “I don‟t like personal,” Harry said, his hot chocolate forgotten. “I don‟t like 
strangers, either. Especially ones that know my name.” 

 “You haven‟t heard what I‟m here to offer you,” the pale man said in a deceptively 
soft voice that chilled Harry deeper than the ski slope had. 

 “No, I haven‟t,” Harry replied. 

 The man leaned close to him. “I‟m here to offer you Peter Parker‟s secret power,” 
he murmured, his eyes deep.  He leaned back. “You‟re twice the man Parker is. I think 
it‟s time he understood that, don‟t you?” he smiled briefly, his eyes calculating. “Think it 
over. We can talk again tomorrow.” He turned and walked up the stairs.  

 Harry stood at the bar, stunned, watching him go. 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN 

Monday, October 6 

 Harry walked into the lounge as the cold morning light sifted through the falling 
flurries of snow outside. He looked around. The fire was freshly stoked, and he smelled 
breakfast cooking in the kitchen. 

 “Long night?” the stranger from yesterday said, stepping out of the shadow of the 
fireplace. 

 “What‟s the catch?” Harry said. “There‟s always a catch.” 
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 “The catch is the gift,” the pale man with white hair said. “It may not be as easy as 
it looks.” His smile grew. “But you‟ve become quite the young businessman. You know 
how to take risks for tremendous gain.” 

 “What do I have to do?” Harry asked firmly. 

 “Follow me,” the pale, thin man said. He mounted the stairs, walked to the end of 
the hall, into Harry‟s room. Harry followed. 

 “This is the secret,” the pale man murmured as he pulled a small thermos from his 
jacket. He unscrewed the lid and poured a thick black coffee sludge into one of Harry‟s 
mugs that was left on the table in his well appointed lodge room. Then he set the 
thermos aside and offered the mug to Harry, his eyes glinting. “Do you accept it?” 

 “I… I accept it,” Harry said, taking the mug. If he felt the subtle pressure on his 
mind to accept the challenge, he didn‟t show it. He took the mug and sniffed it, then 
sipped it. 

 “C-cold!” he said, surprised.  

 “Too late,” Mordred purred. “You must drink it.” 

 Feeling somehow compelled, Harry lifted the mug to his lips. He took one swallow 
before the sludge seemed to come alive. He realized it wasn‟t liquid at all as it began to 
climb down his throat. 

 He choked and gasped, toppling backwards flailing, but it was too late. With malice 
glinting in his eyes, Mordred looked down at him. 

 “Now,” he said to himself, “it‟s time to begin this properly.” His smile showed his 
pale, sharp teeth as the darkstone settled into its new home. 

* 

 Mordred drummed his fingers on the arm of the seat, his eyes absently watching 
the scenery whip by the train window. He heaved a sigh. With a rapid gesture, he 
opened a scrye. 

 “Belasco!” he said. In a moment, the chiseled and intimidating visage of the reddish 
demon sorcerer drifted into view. 

 “Yes, master?” Belasco replied. 

 “How goes the training of my new apprentice?”  

 Belasco scowled. “He‟s worthless invoking in English,” Belasco said. “I‟ve switched 
him to Cthonian, where he doesn‟t have a lisp. He‟s making progress.” 

 “We need to arm and equip him from my backup arsenals,” Mordred murmured 
thoughtfully. “Since he‟s a native to Prime, Strange won‟t be able to find him easily. We 
need to make him as formidable as we can in short order. He has his own purpose.” 

 “Yes, master,” Belasco nodded. “How go your plans?” 

 “I have a few in motion,” Belasco said. “It‟s time for me to return my attention to 
them.” With a gesture, he dismissed the scrye. For a moment, he sat in contemplation, 
watching the stark peaks of the Carpathian mountains the train climbed between. Then 
he smiled to himself, sat back, and allowed his astral form to lift from his body. 

* 
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 Peter lunged across the room and snatched the phone off the hook right before the 
answering machine got the call. “Peter here,” he said. 

 “Hey Peter,” Mary Jane said with a carefully casual tone. “You were just finishing 
getting ready, right? For dinner with my parents tonight? They‟re here from Texas. 
They‟d like to meet you. We had this conversation three days ago.” 

 “Of course,” Peter said. “I was just finishing up some prints in the darkroom.” He 
glanced at the clock and blanched. “Yeah, I‟m on my way!” he said. 

 “Just don‟t be late tonight, okay?” Mary Jane said quietly. “Please?” 

 “Be right there,” Peter said. He tossed the phone on the cradle, hopped into his 
room, stripped, whipped out khakis and a nice shirt; in a matter of seconds he had 
changed his clothes and he was out the door. 

 “Can‟t believe I almost forgot that one,” he muttered. “MJ would kill me.” 

 He made it to the end of the sidewalk when he felt an odd prickle. He stopped, 
looked around. 

 In the shadow of a tree, the ghostly outline of a man hung in the afternoon 
shadow. It gleamed slightly, and Peter could see the tree behind it. If the ghost had been 
standing in direct sunlight, Peter wouldn‟t have seen it at all. 

 “What are you?” Peter wondered breathlessly. 

 You will forget all about me in a moment, he felt in his mind. When I’m finished with you. 

 Peter sprang back, but with the speed of thought the ghost had caught him. It 
passed an arm through his head, and everything went dark. 

 Mordred‟s astral form shimmered over him. And for my next trick, Mordred 
chuckled, you’ll learn to sleep. He swiftly cast his spell as the spider ghost cowered in 
Peter‟s sleeping form… 

* 

 Peter slowly mounted the steps to Mary Jane‟s apartment, glancing around, 
haunted. He didn‟t have a chance to ring the doorbell, as the door swung open of its 
own accord. Mary Jane stood in the doorway, settled in a wide stance, her arms crossed 
across her chest, her green eyes bright and her mouth a small line. Peter noticed she was 
wearing makeup. 

 “Hi,” he faltered. 

 She didn‟t need to glance at a watch. “You called to say you were on your way over. 
Two hours ago. For you, it‟s a ten minute trip. So explain already.” She was doing her 
level best to keep her temper in check. Give him a chance. Then kill him. 

 “I honestly don‟t know,” he said, wide eyed. “I blacked out. When I came to, I was 
in Central Park. I came straight here. I lost two hours?” 

 “I thought maybe you lost a fight somewhere. I knew you didn‟t get lost. My 
parents, Peter. You just stood up my parents. Who came here from Texas. And that‟s a hell 
of a first impression.” 

 “I don‟t know what happened,” Peter said in a low voice. 
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 Her jaw was locked, her eyes bright. “You don‟t make things easy, Peter,” she said 
in a voice that she successfully kept from being cold. 

 He watched her for a moment. “I think I need to take a walk,” he said. 

 She nodded. “Maybe that‟s a good idea.” 

 He turned, and headed down the stairs. She did not slam the door to her 
apartment. 

 

 Peter aimlessly wandered the streets, glancing up at the moon. “Okay, genius butt, 
where the holy hell was I?” he demanded of his spider ghost.  

 It was quiet. Not absent, but reluctant. 

 “You?” Peter said. “Reluctant to share an opinion? Okay look. You keep track of 
the time by cross referencing the increment of a second with the beating of my heart. So 
what time is it now?” 

 Ten oh three, twelve seconds, came the reply. 

 “Oh, fine. So you‟ve been awake the whole time. What happened to me?” 

 No reply. 

 “Please?” Peter said. “This is really important. I may have just made a major league 
boo boo with the most important woman in the world, and you clam up as to what 
asinine reason could have possessed me to do so. This is worse than when we missed 
the Chemistry test because I was in jail.” 

 He concentrated on the spider ghost, focused on capturing its feeling. 

 Fear. 

 The spider ghost was afraid. Whatever it had seen had rattled it. 

 Peter blinked and sniffed. “Okay, that‟s not good,” he muttered. He glanced 
around and noticed that his wandering had brought him to Greenwich Village, not far 
from Strange‟s house. What a coincidence. 

 

 Peter strolled up the front steps to Strange‟s brownstone mansion and rapped on 
the door. He waited. Rang the doorbell. Nothing. He frowned. That was highly unusual. 
For a second he considered breaking in, but he knew better. With a shrug, he headed 
home. 

 

 Once home, he tossed his clothes off on the way to the bedroom as a peculiar 
feeling bloomed in him. He realized what it was. Sleepiness. Not something he got a lot 
of. 

 Then he toppled onto his bed and slept like the dead… 

 

Tuesday, October 7 
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 Valeria was dressed in a snazzy pant skirt suit, sleek and lovely and fresh as she 
stepped out of the elevator. She glanced around the well appointed half of the floor that 
served as Strange and his personal staff‟s offices. The only one present was Doug, 
hunched in his chair bathed in the glow of a dozen screens. She approached. 

 “Mr. Ramsey,” she said with a smile. “Been a while. How are you doing?” 

 “Valeria?” he said, actually turning his back on all his screens to look at her. “Wow! 
Welcome back!” 

 “I just came to see… if Strange was in,” she said, suddenly less comfortable. 

 “No, he‟s out,” Doug said. “Between you and me, he planned to be in today. I 
haven‟t seen him since he looked over the blue lines on Saturday. I have no idea where 
he is.” 

 “Have you seen Illyana?” Valeria asked. 

 “She disappeared too,” Doug said earnestly. “So… for now it‟s business as usual. If 
you could turn them up, that‟d be helpful. Any ideas?” 

 “There are more things in heaven and earth than are dreamed of in my philosophy, 
Doug,” Valeria said with half a smile. “Strange is the expert tracker. He‟ll turn up,” she 
said absently. “He always does, in the end.” 

 “In the meantime, I sure could use some company,” Doug said. “It‟s been a weird 
couple of days. Do you have any plans for dinner tomorrow?” 

 “No, I don‟t,” Valeria said. “Right about now some real live human company would 
be pretty handy.”  

 The elevator dinged, and slid open. Doug‟s eyes widened. “I‟m not here,” he 
managed, and he darted to the bathroom, swiftly closing the door as the elevator‟s 
passenger stepped out onto the floor and glanced around. 

 “Danielle Moonstar, what a pleasure to see you!” Valeria said with a genuine smile. 
“You‟re looking good.” 

 The young woman smiled appreciatively as she blushed slightly. She had a lovely 
olive complexion, a hooked nose, and deep earnest brown eyes. A braid of iridescent 
black hair hung down her back. Now she was slim, rather than gaunt. The last time 
Valeria had seen her, she had been in much worse shape. Dani strolled in, shrugging her 
fringe coat off. 

 “You can just call me Dani,” she said with a smile. “I‟ve been trying to catch 
somebody in, but it seems like Strange and Doug have just disappeared.” 

 “Doug‟s in the restroom,” Valeria said. “As for Strange, we were just discussing 
where he went. What brings you here?” 

 “Elsbeth is visiting her sister in Virginia. See, her nephew died, and she wanted to 
deliver the news in person. I didn‟t need to be there for that,” Dani said, looking away. 
“So I‟ve been here in New York, catching up on some homework, and wondering 
where everybody is.” 

 “At least you can get caught up on your homework,” Valeria said with a winning 
smile. “Do you want to get together and do something tomorrow?” 

 “Sure!” Dani said, brightening. “That sounds really great.” 
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 “Okay, it‟s a deal,” Valeria said. “I‟ll see you then. Let‟s meet here at eleven.”  

 “Cool,” Dani said. She shrugged her jacket back on. “I figure I‟d go catch a movie 
or something,” she said. She smiled warmly at Valeria, then left. 

 As the elevator door slid shut, Doug cautiously opened the bathroom door and 
glanced out. “She gone?” he said. 

 “I don‟t think she‟ll bite you,” Valeria said with a curious smile. 

 “You don‟t understand,” Doug said. “Has nothing to do with her personality. 
Look, it doesn‟t matter. I just… I just can‟t be around her. So don‟t try to help me get 
over it. I have my reasons and that‟s enough, okay?” 

 “Okay,” Valeria said, bemused. “Anyway,” she said, shaking the mood off. 
“Dinner, right?” 

 “See you at seven tomorrow,” Doug said with a grin. “Unless you want to help 
cook.” 

 “I‟ll be there,” Valeria said. And she felt somewhat lighter when she left than she 
had when she had arrived. 

* 

 “You guys have been practicing!” Tandy said warmly as they finished out the run-
through. They had limped and stumbled, but hung more or less together, driven by 
Peter‟s relentless beat. 

 “Think so?” Mary Jane said wryly, Band-Aids around her fingertips. 

 Tyrone just chuckled and swigged a drink from his pop can. 

 “Now we need to talk about the bridge,” Tandy said. “I think we could change 
some of the transitioning there.” 

 “I can‟t believe we‟re doing Mary Had a Little Lamb,” Mary Jane said, shaking her 
head. “Hell of a flagship piece.” 

 “We still haven‟t worked our name out,” Tandy said with a shrug. “We don‟t know 
what we‟ll be doing long term. This gives us something to practice in the meantime. I 
think it‟s cool,” she grinned. “We can make Mary rock.” 

 In the background, Peter was quietly tatta tapping on the drums, keeping time in an 
11/16ths rhythm. Mary Jane looked over at him. He looked almost morose, hunched 
over the drums, absentmindedly keeping time with a beat only he could hear. She 
strolled over to him. 

 “Nice,” she said, gesturing at the stuffed “Animal” Muppet doll that hung on the 
front of his drum set. 

 “Tyrone gave it to me,” he nodded, his drumsticks held so loosely they seemed to 
be animate as he let them wander the drums. 

 Mary Jane glanced back to where Tandy and Tyrone were discussing different 
possible bridges between verses. She turned back to Peter. “You really shouldn‟t play 
when we‟re not playing,” she said. 

 “Bah,” Peter said. 
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 “Look, Peter,” she sighed. “I‟m sorry I snapped at you yesterday. I was worried, 
and you know why I get worried. Plus, that dinner was really important to me. When it 
turned out to be nothing,” she shrugged. “I still don‟t know how to feel about that, 
Peter.” 

 His drumstick tapping got so quiet that it was just a murmur in the background as 
his perfectly controlled pressure coaxed the strangest echoes from the drum. “I feel 
kind of disoriented,” he said noncommittally. “I‟ve been sleeping at night,” he added, 
looking her in the eye. “Six hours. Sometimes more.” 

 She blinked at that; the spider ghost generally wouldn‟t tolerate more than four 
hours. Then, as she looked into his eyes she saw the haunted uncertainty there. She 
realized he was well and truly spooked. 

 “Peter, what‟s going on,” she breathed. 

 “We need to talk,” he said. He looked away. “Later.” 

 “You‟re on,” she nodded. 

 Peter looked down the driveway, and his eyes widened. He stopped drumming, a 
smile flooding his face as he stood. Mary Jane whirled. 

 “Harry!” she said, delighted. She slung her guitar off and ran down the driveway. 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE 

 Sleeker, stronger, leaner, Harry Osborn strolled up the drive. His hair was 
immaculately trimmed, he wore khakis and a turtleneck and a jacket. He smiled, looking 
every inch a full fledged adult. He opened his arms and gave Mary Jane a big hug as she 
ran to him. 

 Peter disentangled himself from the drum set and strolled down to meet them as 
Harry held Mary Jane at arm‟s length. 

 “Damn, you look fine,” he said to her. 

 “I don‟t know what you‟ve been doing, Harry, but you better keep doing it,” Mary 
Jane said. “It‟s been good to you.” She grinned. 

 “Peter,” Harry nodded as Peter approached. He shook his hand. “Good to see you 
again.” 

 “Been working out?” Peter grinned, trading grips with Harry.  

 “Yes,” Harry said. “Tandy and Tyrone. I heard I could see all my favorite people at 
once if I came over here for your practice. Where‟s Gwen?” 

 “She‟s coming by later, she had to work,” Tandy said as she reached the group. “So 
what have you been up to, President Osborn?” 

 “Got it in one,” he said ruefully. “Running Osborn Incorporated has kept me busy 
and then some. I‟ve been mixing business and pleasure, visiting all my company‟s sites 
and familiarizing myself with operations. I want to know the people that report to me, 
see them where they work so I can make the best decisions. And a little skiing,” he said 
with a puckish grin, “some kickboxing, general workout stuff. Language studies. Yeah, 
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I‟ve been busy.” He shook his head. “I heard this was a band,” he said. “Play something 
for me and I‟ll buy pizza!” 

 “You are on, Daddy Warbucks,” Mary Jane said, jogging back up to the garage. The 
band members settled themselves in as Harry leaned against the doorway to the garage.  

 “We only have one song we‟re working on so far,” Tandy shrugged apologetically, 
“but we‟re just getting started.” 

 “Got a band name?” Harry asked. 

 “Work in progress, and no that‟s not the name,” Tandy said with a smile. “Okay 
people, from the top.” 

 They launched into an only slightly drunken rendition of a jazzy „Mary Had a Little 
Lamb,‟ and Harry shook his head and smiled. When they hit the end of the second 
verse they stopped with a flourish from the drums. Harry clapped, laughing. 

 “That was fantastic,” he said. “Peter, you mind calling it in? Get whatever you guys 
want.” 

 “Sure,” Peter said, stepping out of the drums and going to the phone. 

 “MJ, a word?” Harry said. He stepped out of the garage, lighting a cigarette. 

 “I see you still smoke,” she said, following him outside. 

 He shrugged. “Everybody dies sometime,” he said. “Hey, I‟ve had a lot of time to 
think.” 

 “I thought you sounded pretty busy.” 

 “I was. But when you‟re all alone, the nights can go on for a long, long time.” 
Harry pulled on the cigarette, let the smoke breathe out his nose. “I‟ve taken the time to 
get myself together, get my head on straight. I think…” He grinned, lopsided, looked 
over the yard. “I think we should give it another try, MJ. I really want you to give me 
another chance.” He looked her in the eye. “I‟m not proposing or anything. I just want 
to see if we could work together. Now that I went and grew up.” He was unflinchingly 
serious. 

 “Harry,” Mary Jane said earnestly, “I‟m with Peter now. I can‟t just dump him.” 

 Harry smiled to himself. “It‟s good to see you again,” he said. He handed her a 
fifty. Glanced into the garage. “Bye everybody!” Harry said. “I‟ll see you around.” He 
turned, and strolled towards his Jag parked at the bottom of the Bowen driveway. 

 Mary Jane watched him go, stunned. 

 Peter hung up the phone inside. “Okay guys,” he said as he walked out to the rest 
of the band. “We gotta talk.” He cleared his throat. Mary Jane, glancing distractedly 
down the driveway, returned to the garage. 

 “Wh-wh-wuts up?” Tyrone asked. 

 “This is really awkward,” Peter said, rubbing his neck. 

 “You ordered anchovies,” guessed Tandy. 

 “It‟s a bit more complicated than that,” Peter said. “I think… I think I need to tell 
you guys about myself.” 
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 “About w-w-walkin on w-walls?” Tyrone grinned. “Or sh-sh-shooting w-webs?” 

 Peter stared at him, startled. 

 Tandy couldn‟t help but grin. “That expression is priceless, Parker. Look. Mary 
Jane just filled in some of the blanks. It didn‟t come as a surprise. No normal mortal 
dances like you do.” 

 Peter looked at Mary Jane, who looked a bit nervous. “Hey, you told me about 
their freakish powers, it seemed only fair.” 

 Peter reflected on that, shrugged. “Point,” he said. “So… yeah. Maybe our band 
name should be Circle of Freaks.” He grinned. 

 “Hey, I don‟t have powers,” Mary Jane protested. 

 “Yeah, but you‟re still a freak,” Peter grinned. She pretended to scowl, and she 
flicked a pick at him. He caught it between two fingers, then stepped over and gave her 
a kiss on the cheek. 

 “I think we‟re done for tonight,” Tandy sighed. “I have some homework to get to. 
Hey, good practice. Mary Jane, you‟re really coming along.” 

 “Tandy, you‟re just cool,” Mary Jane said, glowing with the compliment. 

 “Will you take me home?” Peter asked Mary Jane. 

 “Oh, I suppose,” she said. “See you peeps later.” She swung her guitar into the 
case, shrugged her jacket on, grabbed her purse and her boyfriend, and left. 

 As they walked down the driveway, Peter cleared his throat. “Mary Jane, I need to 
ask you a favor.” 

 “Yes?” 

 “Will you spend the night with me tonight?” 

 She looked over at him, startled. “What?” 

 “I don‟t want to cross any of our lines,” Peter said, “but… will you? Look, we can 
talk about it tonight. I just… I would really like you to spend the night at my place.” 

 She considered, looking at him. Then they reached her car. 

 “Sure, Peter,” she said. “I‟ll spend the night at your place. My parents left this 
afternoon, so they don‟t mind. I‟ll bring my teddy bear, he can chaperone me.” She 
grinned. 

 “Deal,” Peter said, and they climbed into her car and drove away. 

* 

 Victor meditated in the small chamber, seated cross legged wearing only a 
loincloth. The eerie green shine from his face bathed the walls in unnatural light. He 
was deep in concentration, effortless, calm, empty. 

 A disturbance. With a flicker, a pale projection, a translucent image of a man 
solidified in Victor‟s chamber. The image waited. 

 Victor‟s face pulsed and twitched. Green chunks of warpstone had fused with his 
skull, in some places exposed to the air and in others covered by sickly vile flesh. His 
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nose was twisted and worthless, yet he still somehow breathed. His pupils and irises 
were clearly visible through his closed eyelids, for their eerie light could not be denied 
by thin flaps of skin. His teeth glowed in time with his pulse, vaguely visible beneath 
twisted lips. 

 His repulsive eyes opened. “You. You look fey. What do you want.” 

 You are very perceptive, the astral projection replied. I have come to ask permission before 
entering your kingdom, Your Highness. If you grant me sanctuary long enough to hear my proposal, I 
may be able to return the favor. 

 “And if I refuse?” Victor‟s natural voice was whistling, weak, soft. 

 If you refuse, I will trouble you no more, the projection said with a bow. 

 Victor pondered that for a moment. “Come directly to the castle,” he said, and 
with a gesture he banished the astral form from his chamber. 

 Time to put the armor on once again… 

 

 The power armor gleamed in the light of the watchfires on the wall. Victor von 
Doom impassively watched a convoy of three trucks and a limousine approach the 
castle. The convoy was tracked by wall-mounted mini guns, scanned and rescanned by 
sophisticated technology. 

 The lead car halted twenty feet from the armored monarch. On the wall above, the 
Lady Sable was in position, a sniper rifle trained on the driver of the car, waiting for 
word from her liege lord. 

 The door of the car opened, and a slim man stepped out. His features were elfin, 
his hair sculpted and pale. He smiled as he approached Victor. 

 “You do not wish to discuss this in a conference room or a mead hall?” he asked, 
amused. 

 “Out with it or perish here,” Doom intoned. 

 “I have an offer for you,” the pale fey said. “I have brought with me six nodular 
sigil anchors. I‟ve studied your lands. If these were properly placed, then you could 
make Latveria a pocket dimension that would only be accessible through a portal that 
you controlled that opened to Symkaria. The only ones who would be able to enter your 
country then would be wizards, and you possess the means to dispatch them with haste. 
As for the Sorcerer Supreme, well,” the visitor shrugged, “he wouldn‟t be on Prime if he 
came to visit.” 

 “Six nodular sigil anchors,” Doom repeated. 

 “Cairns,” the visitor specified. 

 “What‟s your name?” Doom asked sharply. 

 “Mordred,” the visitor said with a deep vow. 

 “I don‟t like it,” Victor said reluctantly. “You have no reason to aid us. Your people 
never offer anything without a price.” 

 “I was just getting to that,” Mordred said with a curt nod. He spread his hands with 
a shrug. “Television,” he said. “The children watch it. They don‟t learn Romany, they 
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learn English. They don‟t care about the old stories, they have new ones that come with 
moving pictures. The Old and the Deep is a flavor of magic that my people cannot 
practice, but we enjoy it a great deal. It is one of the most interesting magics that the 
human race has ever conceived. Now there is television.” He sighed. “The ways of the 
Rom, the old and true ways, are fading from the world, your Majesty. You may not be 
aware of that, because you have such rich culture surrounding you. But your country is 
one of the last bastions friendly to the Rom. Indeed, the last. For the world 
governments are again gearing up for another round of pogroms and destruction. I‟m 
not sure the gypsies will survive this time,” he said seriously. “Not in a recognizable 
culture. But you,” he added softly. “You I trust to protect them. To remember the old 
ways. So I come to you, offering something that will serve us both.” 

 “You want to build a wild magic preserve here,” Doom modulated skeptically, his 
voice strong in the armor. 

 “Something like that. We would ask permission before visiting, of course,” he 
added. 

 “I will… think on this,” Victor said. “In the meantime, you may come inside.” 

 He turned with a flourish of his cloak, and led the caravan into the castle walls. 

* 

 “Okay, hot shot,” Mary Jane said to Peter as she sat on his bed, firmly clutching her 
teddy bear, “your therapist‟s meter is running, so let‟s do this.” 

 He maneuvered into his bedroom. Both of them wore sweats, he had two mugs of 
steaming hot chocolate that he put on the night stand by the filmy abused alarm clock. 

 He sat on the bed, heaving a deep sigh. “Okay.” He said. He looked at Mary Jane 
directly. “The spider ghost is scared.” 

 She blinked. “Whoah,” she said. “I thought he was like the sarcastic timex from 
hell. What spooked the spider ghost?” 

 “That‟s the thing,” Peter said. “It‟s too spooked to tell me. So I try to grill my 
subconscious, and all I get is this intimidated silence. Last night? I was unconscious for 
ten hours. Ten hours. That just doesn‟t happen.” No dreams. No subliminal feed. Just… 
nothing.” 

 Mary Jane thought that over as she sipped her hot chocolate. “So when did this 
start?” 

 “When I went to join you and your parents for dinner. That was the only time it 
happened when I was awake. After that, Monday night and last night. And I can feel it 
building for tonight. This is… this is scary, MJ,” he said in a subdued tone. “I wanted 
you to be here. To watch over me while I sleep.” 

 “And here I thought you were seducing me,” she said with a wry grin. “Trying to 
web me to the bed and make me your love slave.” 

 “I swear, woman, you and your twisted fantasies,” Peter grinned. But his heart 
wasn‟t in it. “You will stay with me tonight, won‟t you?” he asked in a small voice. 

 “I sure will, tiger,” she said, ruffling his hair. “So why haven‟t you asked Strange 
about this? Could save me a night‟s sleep.” 
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 “He‟s not home,” Peter said. “I called the office, and Doug doesn‟t know where he 
is. I can‟t find Illyana. Something is going on, but I don‟t know what. To have them 
missing is a bit unnerving all by itself. I‟m just scared,” he said hesitantly, “that 
something‟s gone haywire with my abilities. That I‟ve had my day in the sun and I‟m 
melting down or something. Some kind of magic cancer or… or… I don‟t even know 
what.” He shook his head. “Thanks for being here. I can‟t tell you what it means to be 
able to talk to somebody about this.” 

 She smiled at him with genuine warmth. “I‟ll tuck you in, ya big lug,” she said.  

 Peter downed his hot chocolate, then put the mug aside and wriggled under his 
comforter. Mary Jane pulled the comforter up to his chin, ran her hand through his hair, 
and gently kissed him on the cheek. His head lolled to the side, and he settled into deep, 
unnatural breathing. He was totally unconscious. 

 “Peter?” she said uncertainly. No response.  

 Mary Jane bit her lip, looking at Peter uncertainly. Then she pulled up a chair, 
turned on the television, and settled in for her lonely vigil… 

* 

 The heavy door opened, and the hulking manservant entered his master‟s presence. 

 “Yes, Boris?” Doom intoned. 

 “I have summoned Mordred and the Lady Sable as you requested, Sire,” Boris 
murmured. He leaned heavily on a cane. “I must ask it, my lord. What did you discuss 
with the stranger? He has an ill favored and evil look.” 

 “The future of Latveria, Boris, and the safety of my crown,” Doom replied. “Send 
him in, and leave us.” 

 Boris hesitated, then turned and limped out. As the shadow of his bulk slid through 
the doorway, Doom took a deep breath. 

 “I do this for you, Mother,” Doom murmured through the metallic tang of his 
mask‟s voice modulator. “For your people.” 

 Mordred entered and bowed elaborately. 

 “I agree to your terms,” Doom said. “Prepare the ritual. Then, on my command, 
we can proceed.” 

 “It shall be as you command,” Mordred nodded. “Is there anything further?” 

 “Go,” Doom intoned. “Make all in readiness. And send in the Lady Sable.” 

 Mordred slipped out, and a moment later the Lady Sable was at Doom‟s side. 

 “Yes sir?” she said. 

 “I am about to transplant Latveria to a pocket dimension. When I am gone and you 
rule, that arrangement will make Latveria‟s protection that much easier. In the 
meantime, before we separate the country… I wish to have my queen at my side. You 
know what to do.” 

 “Yes, sir,” the Lady Sable said with a nod. She turned and strode out to set the 
plans in motion. 



 

564 

 Doom stood looking over the glittering lake, trying to sense the future. 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

Wednesday, October 8 

 The phone rang, startling Mary Jane. She sat bolt upright in the chair, clutching her 
teddy bear. Then she creaked up out of the chair and closed her eyes for a moment, 
swallowing, sounding awake. She answered the phone. 

 “This is Mary Jane,” she said with remarkable brightness for someone who had just 
woken up. 

 “Oh,” said a very confused voice. “I‟m sorry. I was using Gwendie‟s address book, 
I got the wrong number. I was trying to call Parker.” 

 “This is his place,” Mary Jane said pertly. 

 “Ah.” 

 “It‟s okay, Mr. Stacy,” she said with a smile. “It‟s my day off and I came to wake 
him up. Do you want to talk to him?” 

 “Won‟t be necessary,” Mr. Stacy said, sounding secretly relieved. “Gwendie 
thought it would be good for you two to come have lunch with us today if you‟re free.” 

 “Sounds great, I‟ll get the big lug out of bed and we‟ll be by,” Mary Jane said. 
“What time?” 

 “Noon good?” 

 “Be there with bells on,” Mary Jane smiled. “See you later, Mr. Stacy.” 

 They finished out pleasantries and she hung up the phone. She rubbed her face, 
then she rubbed her back. The television was muted, and some morning show was on. 
Peter lay in the exact position he had been in when he fell into the bed. 

 “Damn,” she muttered, and she twisted her head, cracking three vertebrae in her 
neck. “Remind me never to do that again.” She kneeled on the bed. “Pete, wake up, 
tiger.” She shook him. She realized his whole body felt different when he wasn‟t aware, 
when he wasn‟t in it. Until she touched him when he was totally unconscious, she didn‟t 
realize how his razor sharp reflexes always adjusted, were always ready for everything. 
Slack and absent, he seemed somehow smaller. 

 He didn‟t respond. She pursed her lips. “Hey, slugger, c‟mon, up and at „em!” she 
said. She scooped up a pillow and smacked him with it.  

 Nothing. 

 She took a couple steps back, then rushed to him and put her finger on his wrist. 
He still had a pulse. She straightened, and gazed down at him with open concern. 

 His fingers twitched, then he gasped and rolled over. In a reflexive action he stood, 
then blinked stupidly as he looked around the room. A few seconds later he was fully 
alert. 

 “Holy cow, Peter, that‟s scary as hell,” Mary Jane said quietly. 

 “Yeah,” he nodded, worried. “I think so too. Was I here all night?” 



 

   565 

 “Far as I know,” Mary Jane said. “Oh, Gwen and Mr. Stacy are having lunch, they 
want us to come for it.” 

 “What time?” 

 “Noon.” 

 Peter glanced at the clock. Nine in the morning. He grinned at Mary Jane. 

 “We‟ll make it. First, I need to reward you for staying with me last night.” Then he 
caught himself. “Oh man, do you need to go to work?” he asked in potential panic. 

 “I have Wednesdays off,” she reminded him, arching an eyebrow. 

 “Right. Because it was last Wednesday we went to be groupies for Tandy and 
Tyrone.” He laughed and shook his head. “This has been a hell of a week.” 

 “Not sure this one is promising,” Mary Jane shrugged. “One thing is for sure, 
Peter, it‟s never boring being around you.” 

 “Must be my sparkling wit,” Peter said dryly. 

 “Must be,” Mary Jane agreed as she groped for the pillow she had smacked him 
with. 

* 

 Dani and Valeria strolled along the concourse in the huge mall. Dani had a modest 
bag, Valeria was eating a pretzel. 

 “I‟m glad you could come do something today,” Dani said with a hesitant grin. “I 
mean, it‟s hard to make friends. Montessi keeps a pretty close eye on me, and I guess 
I‟m glad about that. And… I feel so different.” 

 “You are,” Valeria nodded. “So am I. I understand exactly what you mean. My 
closest friend is a demon sorceress,” she said with a bit of a smile. 

 “So where you‟re from,” Dani said. “Are there a lot of people like you?” 

 “No,” Valeria said with a smile that had pain at the edges. “There were a few. A 
handful. And I never got to know them.” She looked away. “Funny, what the end of the 
world can do to your perspective.” 

 Dani sighed. “Are you ever… afraid of your powers? I mean, you can do some 
amazing stuff.” 

 “I am not afraid of my ability,” Valeria said as she sat on a bench. Dani settled next 
to her, and they were comfortably anonymous in the wash of shoppers. “Actually, I 
wish I could exercise my power a bit more. I‟ve heard stories, stories of one like me 
who made himself protector of a city, a world, and just about every day he‟d suit up in a 
colorful costume and rush out to do battle with whatever threatened his city.” 

 “Wow,” Dani said. “And he just, what, did this in public?” 

 “Yes,” Valeria nodded. “And the others… in the world where I come from, 
civilization was at something of a low ebb. Any kind of power was a welcome show of 
strength. There was nothing to hide but weakness. Here…” she shook her head. “You‟d 
think after a couple years I‟d be adjusted.” 
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 “Not really,” Dani said with a shake of her head, her eyes distant. “I‟m beginning to 
wonder if there are some things you never get used to.” 

 “Let‟s hope not,” Valeria said, reaching over and squeezing Dani‟s hand. “For both 
our sakes.” 

* 

 “Fabulous as always, Gwen,” Peter said, pushing back from the table as lunch 
wound down. 

 “Thank you,” Gwen nodded to him, her bright eyes sparkling with the compliment. 

 “I‟ll help you clean up,” Mary Jane stated. 

 “So Peter,” Mr. Stacy said, leaning back in his chair. “Brilhart give you a call?” 

 “No,” Peter said, a bit confused. “Why?” 

 “Not at the table, dad, we agreed,” Gwen said severely. He chuckled. 

 “There have been a rash of unsolved burglaries that seem to be a bit unusual,” Mr. 
Stacy said. “Come on, Peter, let‟s go solve the crime,” he added with a smile as he 
stood. 

 “I think I‟ll stick with the dishes,” Mary Jane said, collecting plates. Peter padded 
off after Mr. Stacy, to the den. Mr. Stacy picked up his pipe and a newspaper. He tossed 
the newspaper to Peter, who sat in one of the chairs in front of the desk. Mr. Stacy sat 
down and started packing his pipe. 

 Peter glanced at the highlighted article. He skimmed it. 

 “Warehouse payroll stolen. So?” he said, looking up. 

 “And this is today‟s paper,” Mr. Stacy said, sliding the paper over to him. Another 
article, a little less deep in the paper, was highlighted. Peter glanced at it, then blinked, 
then looked back and forth between the articles. 

 “A jewelry store, cleaned out in under five minutes,” Peter noted, looking at the 
current article. “Metal bars wrenched off, extremely fast…” He looked at Mr. Stacy, 
genuinely startled. “A figure in a black leotard?” 

 “Anything you want to tell me?” Mr. Stacy asked as he closely examined his work 
in preparing his pipe. 

 

 “You look tired,” Gwen said to Mary Jane. 

 “Trouble sleeping,” Mary Jane shrugged. “No big thing. Happens to the best of us 
from time to time.” 

 “How are you and Peter doing?” Gwen asked. 

 “Good, fine, what kind of a question is that,” Mary Jane replied, faintly bemused. 
“How are you and Flash doing?” 

 “Good,” Gwen shrugged. “Hey, Harry‟s back. I told him over the phone he could 
probably catch you guys practicing last night.” 

 “He did,” Mary Jane nodded. 
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 “I think the band is such a cool idea,” Gwen said with a smile. “I was thinking 
about maybe getting Tandy and Harry together for a date.” 

 “That‟s a bad idea,” Mary Jane said with a sudden forcefulness that surprised her. 
Gwen glanced over, clearly startled. She quickly returned her attention to the dishes, too 
polite to say anything. 

 “I was just thinking,” Gwen said, “Harry seems to have gotten himself sorted out 
in his travels. I thought maybe he and Tandy could be an item, that‟s all,” she said. 

 Mary Jane dried the dishes, distracted and thoughtful. 

 

 “One more robbery like that,” Mr. Stacy said, pointing at the papers with his pipe 
stem, “and it will be front page. I don‟t think you want that.” 

 “You‟re right, I don‟t,” Peter said, feeling a shortness of breath.  

 “The police are speculating it‟s a team of acrobats. I think it would be best if that 
team of acrobats remains uncaught. But those robberies. They have to stop,” Mr. Stacy 
said, shaking his head. 

 “I‟ll look into it,” Peter managed. “Can I have these?” he said, gesturing at the 
articles. 

 “You bet,” Mr. Stacy said, leaning back in his chair. “Good luck, son.” 

 

 “Hey ladies,” Peter said, strolling into the kitchen. “Gwen, you mind if I steal Mary 
Jane and stick you with the clean up?” 

 “I suppose,” Gwen said with a lopsided grin. “You two stay out of trouble, okay?” 

 “Wouldn‟t have it any other way,” Peter said with a grin. Mary Jane tossed the dish 
towel on the drainer and brushed her hands together. 

 “Bye, Gwen,” she said. “Bye, Mr. Stacy!” Then she and Peter were out the front 
door. 

 “You have newspapers,” Mary Jane said slyly. “I take it you‟ll be busy?” 

 He handed the papers to Mary Jane, and they got in her car. She glanced over the 
articles, then her eyes widened as she read the description from the security cameras of 
the thief. 

 “Peter?” she said uncertainly. 

 “One on Monday,” Peter said, “One on Tuesday. I don‟t like it. I can‟t 
convincingly prove it wasn‟t me. Not even to myself.” 

 “I was there last night,” she said uncertainly. 

 “There is a possibility,” he said evenly, “that I could sneak past you if you were 
asleep.” 

 “So this is my fault?” she said, nettled. 

 “No,” Peter said. “And I hope it isn‟t mine either. Let‟s go back to my place…” 
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 Peter walked in and immediately headed for the bedroom. “Peter?” Mary Jane said 
as she closed the door and turned to follow him. 

 “If I did it, then I used mesh,” Peter said. “So I‟ll check my mesh and see if it‟s 
been used.” 

 Effortlessly kneeling and reaching under the bed, he pulled out the shoebox he 
kept his extra mesh in. Opening it, he gasped and staggered back and up to his feet. His 
blood ran cold. 

 Mary Jane‟s hand fluttered to her chest as she looked at the shoebox. 

 Inside, there was no mesh. But the shoebox was full of diamonds, pearls, and 
jewelry. 

 “There must be a hundred thousand there easy,” Mary Jane breathed. 

 Peter stared at the sparkling hoard, his breathing shallow. “Oh no,” he whispered, 
horrified. 

 “What are you going to do with it?” Mary Jane asked, startled. 

 “I gotta go hide it,” he said. “Until I figure out how I‟m going to return it. It 
wouldn‟t be planted here unless somebody was trying to frame me, and that means the 
cops will be here any minute. Gotta move fast!” He swept the lid back on the shoebox, 
scooped it up, ran to the back window, and opened it to slip out rapidly. Mary Jane 
watched him go, bewildered, as the window slid shut with a click. 

 “A hundred thousand easy,” she managed. 

 A heavy knock rapped on the door. Mary Jane jogged over, glanced out the 
peephole, then opened the door. 

 “Hello, Detective Brilhart,” she said brightly. 

 “Ms. Watson,” Brilhart said with a winning smile. He was tall, slightly stooped, with 
eyes that were too old for his face. “Is Mr. Parker around?” 

 “No, he‟s stepped out for a minute. Would you like me to give him a message?” 

 Brilhart smiled briefly. “No message. I‟ll catch him later. No official business. Just 
had a couple questions I thought he could help me with. Have a good afternoon,” he 
said, tipping his hat. 

 “Thanks,” Mary Jane said, closing the door. She watched the detective drop into his 
car, start it, and drive away. 

 “Whoah,” she murmured to herself. 

 

 Peter shook his head as he finished using a Kleenex to polish the last bit of jewelry. 
“There,” he muttered. “No traces. Any of this look familiar to you?” he asked his spider 
ghost acidly. 

 No response. 

 “Fine,” Peter grumbled. He glanced around his room in his aunt‟s house. From 
under the bed he got the shipping envelope he had stuffed a backup suit of mesh into. 
He quickly stripped and pulled the mesh on. “I‟ll go look for myself. I can‟t believe 
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there weren‟t any traces on the jewelry as to who handled it last. Did you do this?” he 
asked the mirror. His haunted eyes didn‟t have an answer. 

 He flexed the spinnerets on his forearms as he squirted web and shaped a bag for 
his clothes. Slinging that over his shoulder, he picked up the shoebox of valuables and 
slid out the window, closing it behind himself. 

* 

 “This is One, running the op,” the mercenary said, adjusting his headset as he 
spoke in fluent Rumanian. “Everybody ready for this? Okay, from the top. Two, Three, 
Four, Five,” he said. He checked the monitor, saw the four of them with the furled net, 
waiting in the apartment. One of them sat next to a box the size of a computer tower. 
“Check. Six, Seven.” One held the camera, the other waved slightly. They were on the 
roof of the condo, by the window washing rig. “Eight,” One said. The dashboard cam 
picked up the driver in the van that One had the screens and equipment in. One glanced 
over at the back of Eight‟s head. 

 “Are we ready?” One said. 

 “Getaway driver, check,” Eight said. 

 “White noise, mystic net, checked out and check,” Two said.  

 “Pellets are a go, One,” said one of the two on the roof. 

 “Good,” One nodded. “Then we wait for showtime.” He leaned back in the seat in 
the back of the van that was parked in front of Doug Ramsey‟s condo. 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

 Twenty minutes later Peter had stashed the shoebox between the ceiling and the 
floor of the second story of the science building at Empire University. Another twenty 
minutes took him to the jewelry shop that had been robbed. 

 

 The spider ghost stood on the roof of the building and looked down at the 
unmarked police car that was parked in front of the jewelry store, the two cops inside 
having coffee. He would take a more subtle approach. He scouted briefly, then saw the 
scars where the iron bars had been ripped out of the third story window. 

 Dropping down the side of the building, he stealthily slipped inside. 

 “Okay, spider senses,” he muttered. “Do your thing.” He examined the brick where 
the bars had been. The bars had been torn casually out of the brick, that much was clear 
by the explosive force that had wrenched them free one at a time, left to right. Nothing 
had rubbed against the brickwork, so whoever entered this way couldn‟t be much bigger 
than Peter. He glanced at the floor; nothing. He examined the cases. Casually smashed, 
no blood, no traces. He looked closer, leaning right up to the glass. 

 No skin oils. Nothing. Nothing at all. He looked around the crime scene, his 
intense senses playing over everything. Slowly, he turned to look at the camera. He 
approached it.  

 There were traces of an oil of some sort on the lens. He sniffed at the camera. 
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 He smelled something very like his pheromonal breath. 

 Peter flinched from the possibility, but there was no denying the truth. 

 A voice in the hallway. Harsh voice. Peter sprang up to the corner of the room and 
made himself very small in the ample shadow. The door opened, and a heavy man 
walked in. 

 “Brilhart,” the big man said, “this is ridiculous. Get Peter Parker. I know you don‟t 
think it‟s him. But his friend. This spider ghost thing. It‟s cagey. This has every sign of it 
being him. We got inside contacts here, that Parker guy can reach him. Can we please 
quit protecting those two?” He listened for a minute as he glanced around the shop. He 
walked over to the window and inspected the frame. He sighed. 

 “Right, you‟re the boss, Brilhart. Fine. You talk to Parker. Me? I‟m gonna keep an 
eye on his tax bracket. No way this aint gonna show up. I ran a background check on 
him. Last year he wins this scholarship. It all looks like a fence to me, Brilhart. A one 
time academic award? Nah. He sold the Stark Foundation something he stole, 
something it wanted, for a huge sum a money. I know he doesn‟t seem like the thieving 
type to you. But he is. Yeah.” He listened some more. “Yeah, I know. I know, I know. 
I‟m staying away from the press. But you can‟t let him get away with another one of 
these, Brilhart. You get me? One way or another, somebody‟s got to say something. Yes 
sir. Yeah, I‟ll get it. Yeah. Bye.” He hung the phone up, then surveyed the broken cases. 
He clucked to himself, shaking his head. He headed out of the shop. 

Shivering, Peter darted to the window, slipped out, and disappeared across the 
rooftops like a shadow in clouded moonlight. 

* 

 Seconds after the light knock hit his door, Doug swept the door open and grinned 
at Valeria. “You have good timing,” he said. “I‟m almost done.” He turned back to his 
kitchenette as Valeria strolled into his condo, closing the door behind herself. 

 “Any word from Illyana?” he asked as he scattered some pepper on the pasta he 
was cooking. 

 “No,” Valeria said. “Whatever you‟re making smells wonderful.” 

 “Here‟s to hoping it tastes wonderful to,” he said absently as he stirred his 
concoction. “I‟m foolishly experimenting for company. 

 “Your bread‟s done,” she said helpfully. He opened the oven and pulled the pan 
with the bread out.  

 “I like it fresh,” he said, sniffing at the bread before putting the pan on the counter 
and turning the oven off. 

 “Doug,” Valeria said as she settled on a stool. “Thanks for welcoming me back to 
Prime. I‟ve been going through some tough times. I like having someone I don‟t have to 
explain everything to. You just look at me and the rest is details. Does that annoy you?” 

 “Hah,” said Doug. “Every gift is a curse, every curse a gift. It‟s just a matter of 
steering, if you know what I mean.” 

 “I think maybe I‟m beginning to,” Valeria said reflectively as Doug tossed chopped 
tomatoes in the salad. Then she blinked. 



 

   571 

 “Do you hear that?” she said. 

 “Hear what?” 

 “I didn‟t think so,” she said, a bit nervously. “Somebody has an industrial strength 
white noise generator on a frequency outside human hearing. Who knows I‟m having 
dinner here tonight?” 

 “Who knows about dinner?” Doug said, slightly confused. He squinted, thinking 
back. “I hardly remember. I might have posted it on the board in case people were 
looking for me, you know, at work.” 

 “Get down, Doug,” Valeria said, looking around nervously as her eyes shifted. She 
peered through the door, through the wall— 

 Too late, she heard the squeak of the window washing rig. She spun as Doug‟s bay 
window exploded in all over the living room. She darted towards the source of the 
disruption when she felt the edge chip off her speed. She squinted at the two 
mercenaries that knelt on the rig, was surprised to see they had pellet guns. 

 The first one fired, and she dodged the pellet easily—or she should have. She 
moved a fraction slower than usual, and the pellet grazed her on the way by. The graze 
burned like acid. A moment too late she realized what they were shooting at her as the 
second one plugged her in the arm with another small, innocuous black pellet. 

 The pellet‟s core flared green, and Valeria stumbled back with the fragment of 
warpstone in her arm. As nausea rushed through her, rage did too. She took a quick step 
towards the window as the door burst open. 

 Two stun guns hit her simultaneously, giving her a jolt. The two with the stun guns 
stepped aside as two more men ran into the apartment, spreading a net between them. 
Valeria‟s anger was peaking as they flung the net at her and one of them yanked the 
control cord, contracting the net around her. 

 She flexed to simply burst the net, then the sigils carved into each intersection of 
cable glittered, and she staggered with a gasp. The net was enchanted with ancient runes 
of protection and connection. She felt its magic bloom as it refused to snap. 

 Doug leaped out from behind the counter, brandishing a knife. One of the 
mercenaries stepped to the side and pounded a blow into Doug‟s face, knocking him 
back to thud down on the floor. The knife skittered out of his reach as blood spurted 
from his nose. 

 “Finish it!” one of the mercenaries said quickly in Rumanian. “Let‟s go!” The 
mercenaries with pellet guns popped a few more shots into Valeria, and she swooned. 
As she slid gracelessly to the ground, the mercenaries grabbed the net and tossed her 
onto the window washing rig. Four of them sprinted out the front door, rushing down 
the stairs, as the window washing platform whizzed down its mechanism towards the 
ground. 

 By the time Doug staggered to his feet and made it to the window, they were 
unloading a half conscious and feebly struggling Valeria from the rig and tossing her in 
the back of a waiting van. Some of them piled into the van, the rest into a small car. 
They drove in different directions, zooming off into the evening. 
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 Doug stood at the window, wildly staring after them, blood running down his face 
and oozing from his chin. “Oh no,” he whispered. “Oh no…” 

* 

 “Anything?” Mary Jane asked, leaning against the doorframe as dusk slid towards 
night. 

 “Maybe,” Peter said shortly, stripping the mesh off and sliding into his clothes. 
“I… it might have been me. I can barely wrap my head around the idea. I have no idea 
what to do.” He looked at Mary Jane, pleading in his eyes. “I fought so hard not to be a 
thief. Is this some delayed hypnosis? How to do I fight it? Where the hell is Strange?” 
He shook his head. “I don‟t know what to do. I have no idea what to do.” 

 “Ssh,” Mary Jane said, stepping over to him. “You‟re a genius, Parker. You‟ll figure 
something out. Don‟t beat yourself up, that won‟t help a thing. I have faith in you. You 
can beat this.” 

 “Yeah,” he said, pulling her into a hug so she couldn‟t see his eyes. “I‟ll figure it 
out. I‟ll figure something out…” 

 

 Five minutes later Mary Jane yawned prodigiously. “I gotta go home, Pete,” she 
said. “I can‟t even try to pull another all nighter.” 

 “Will you stay with me?” Peter asked, suddenly nervous. “Not all night. Just… just 
until I go to sleep.” 

 “Ordinarily no, Alert Lad,” Mary Jane said, trying to be arch and failing. “But 
tonight? You got yourself a babysitter. For a few minutes, anyway. I do have to work 
tomorrow.” 

 Peter lay down on the bed. “Now I lay me down to sleep,” he murmured. “Pray the 
Lord my soul to keep. Should I sneak out before I wake…” He shivered. Mary Jane 
tucked the blanket around him and lay down next to him. 

 “Good night, Peter,” she said. He lay his head down on the pillow, and 
unconsciousness stole over him with an unnatural speed that had little to do with sleep. 

 Mary Jane studied his face, the care that was pressed into it. She sighed almost 
imperceptibly as she used a finger to brush the hair back from his face, tuck it over his 
ear. 

 “Peter Parker,” she mused to him, “you are the only man I know who gets creative 
with his finances to pay off his bills, then is actually genuinely distressed to find a box of 
jewelry in his room.” She smiled as she kissed his forehead. “You are my hero,” she 
whispered to him. “You didn‟t even keep a single ring.” She pressed her forehead 
against his as he lay unnaturally still. Then, she stood and turned off the light, leaving 
him alone and senseless in the dark. She locked the door behind her, and all was still in 
the apartment… 

* 

 Doug impatiently wiped at his nose, smearing blood across his face as he scooped 
up the phone. He mashed in Illyana‟s cell phone number. Got voice mail. 
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 “Call me, it‟s Doug and this is important,” he said tersely. He left the number. He 
called the Planetary office. Nobody. He called Strange‟s Sanctum. Nobody. He called 
Peter Parker. No answer. He gritted his teeth and shouted, banging the phone on the 
counter. Picked it up again, mind racing. 

 “I don‟t have time for this,” he gritted out. “And I can‟t do it by myself.” He closed 
his eyes, breathed deep, ignoring the pounding of his pulse in his face. “Come on, 
think,” he muttered. “Why do I have to be so damned fragile?” He took in a deep 
breath, and let it out, and he realized there was only one person in town he trusted to 
help him with the daunting task before him. 

 He punched in the number. “Hello?” said a voice after two rings. 

 “Dani, this is Doug,” he said, his voice tense. “Got a minute?” 

 “Sure,” she said, surprised. 

 “Mercenaries just came here and captured Valeria. They spoke Rumanian, I picked 
up a Latverian accent. I‟m going to rescue her, but I can‟t do it alone. I need your help. 
Can you meet me at the Hiles airstrip in an hour?” 

 “Uh,” she said, her mind racing. 

 “Please,” he stated firmly. 

 “I‟ll be there,” she said with quick decision. “What should I bring?” 

 “Wear layered clothes,” Doug said with a wince. “Bring as many guns as you can 
find.” 

 “I‟ll be there,” Dani said in a small voice. Doug hung up, breathing unsteadily. 

 “Dammit. Damn it,” he muttered. 

 Chill wind swirled around him as he crunched over the broken glass on his floor 
and sat at his computer. He clicked and tapped through the internet with the graceful 
ballet of a savant, and less than twenty minutes later he had purchased a small jet with 
his unique contacts and corporate account. He arranged for it to be fueled up at Hiles 
airport and ready to fly in half an hour. 

 Doug stood, shrugged on his coat and his heavier boots, then he was through the 
door and slamming it behind himself. Supper sat forgotten on the countertop, and a 
cold wind ruffled through his abandoned space. 

 

 Dani and Doug both jumped out of taxis along the same strip of pavement. Doug 
glanced at her, then slipped his sunglasses on and hunched his shoulders. “We‟ll talk on 
the plane,” he said shortly. “I need some time to finish up the paperwork, just sit tight 
out here.” He went into the traffic controller tower, and ten minutes later he re-joined 
her. 

 “Bay eight,” he said.  

 “You know how to pilot a jet?” Dani said, surprised. 

 “I will in a minute,” he muttered. “Just… give me my space, okay Dani?” 

 “Okay,” she said, a bit puzzled and not flattered in the least. “You mind telling me 
what the plan is? What‟s going on?” 
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 “On the plane,” he muttered. “We‟ll talk on the plane.” 

 

 Ten minutes later, Doug settled himself in the cockpit. As Dani moved towards the 
copilot seat in the small jet, Doug cleared his throat. 

 “Ah, no,” he said. “Please. No. I need the cockpit to myself. Take one of the seats 
in the back.” 

 Dani looked at the back of his head, scowling. “I can‟t believe I‟m even coming 
with you,” she muttered as she sat down and strapped in. 

 “I‟m sorry,” he said. “I‟ll explain when we‟re in the air.” He glanced over the 
instruments and understood them, read the encryption of their tells, understood their 
function as though they were ciphers in the secret language of flight. Then he powered 
up the jet, taxied to the runway, and managed to get the plane off the ground. 

 Once they were in the air over water, he relaxed. 

 “I really am sorry about this,” he said to Dani. “Really. I don‟t mean anything 
against you as a person. But you may have noticed your particular talent is to read 
people, to study their dreams subconsciously and show them illusions of what they 
most fear and or what they most desire.” 

 “Enough about me, what about you?” Dani said tersely. 

 He chuckled ruefully. “My particular talent is that my subconscious interprets code. 
Any encryption, any language, any specific set of symbols that represents something 
else; even body language. I read people like you read a book.” 

 “So?” she said, trying not to be hostile. 

 “So when I look at you,” Doug said carefully, “my talent interprets your talent, 
which interprets my talent. You show me what you sense I want to see, and my talent 
interprets what you‟re showing me. As soon as I sense potential images in what you‟re 
showing me, your show changes to fit my images. So there‟s a cascade of nightmares 
and dreams that is, all in all, more than disconcerting. Frankly, it‟s maddening. And not 
in the angry sense. In the institutionalized sense. I can‟t… I can‟t face that. So I can‟t 
look at you. I really am sorry.” 

 “Sorry,” she said meekly. “I can sort of control it, but I can‟t turn it off.” 

 “Any more than you can turn off your ability to express displeasure by the set of 
your shoulders and your tone,” Doug mused, glancing across the instruments. “So I do 
need your help. But I‟m going to have to be careful. Please don‟t be insulted.” 

 Dani looked out the window at the glittering sweep of night on the ocean, finding 
herself with nothing to say to that. 

 Doug sighed. “I was thirteen when Strange came and got me out of the asylum,” he 
said quietly. 

 Dani blinked. “What?” 

 “I was in an asylum,” Doug said. “The real world has information overload for 
normal people. For me, it drove me insane. I withdrew into catatonia and no one knew 
why. My talent manifested strongly and suddenly. I had no idea what was going on. 
Drove me mad. I actually can only remember fragments of my childhood.” 
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 “That‟s terrible,” Dani said. 

 “Sorry,” Doug said, “I just feel really bad about this. I want to look you in the eye. 
But I don‟t even get a chance to see what the images are before they fly right through 
me.” 

 “Do you have a plan for when we arrive?” Dani asked, shifting the subject. 

 “I suck at field work and missions and stuff,” Doug said. “Never done it. Never 
trained for it. I have no idea what I‟m going to do when we reach Latveria.” He sighed. 
“But I know how Valeria and Victor feel about each other. If Victor has captured her, 
then we have to do everything we can to rescue her. It‟s no less than she‟d do for me, or 
for you.” 

 “So you and Valeria are an item?” Dani asked. 

 Doug grinned wryly. “Not a chance. I try to stay away from married women… 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

 The phone was ringing as Mary Jane walked in the door. She pounced over to it 
and scooped it up. “Yes?” she said. 

 “MJ, it‟s Gwen. Flash and me and Harry and Tandy are clubbing tonight, and I 
think it would be sweet if you could come along. Whaddya say?” 

 Mary Jane smiled. “I think a night at the club is just what the doctor ordered,” she 
said. “Do you want to meet there?” 

 Gwen talked to somebody in the background. “I‟ll pick you up. Twenty minutes?” 

 “More than I need, girlfriend,” Mary Jane said with a sly smile. “See you then.” 

 

 Twenty minutes later, Mary Jane opened the car door and dropped into the back 
seat of Flash‟s car. She wore a low backed dress with a modest skirt length made sassy 
by a slit up the side. She was tucked into a short jacket that revealed the clean lines of 
her torso in her one piece dress. 

 “So where we going tonight?” she asked, her face flushed and a shine in her eyes. 

 “Banzaitronica,” Flash said. “It‟s a new rave club. Been there once. It didn‟t suck,” 
he grinned. 

 “As ringing an endorsement as your vocabulary allows,” Mary Jane said with a grin. 

 “Ouch,” Flash said. “You‟ve been hanging out with Parker so much I forgot how 
much I hate having you in the back seat.” 

 “Don‟t try to butter me up, it won‟t work,” Mary Jane replied. “Gwen, fabulous 
dress,” she said, glancing over the back of the seat. Gwen blushed. 

 

 Ten minutes later they parked in the back of a rather crowded parking lot. As they 
walked towards the building, Gwen turned to Mary Jane. 
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 “Harry told us to call him when we got here,” she said. “To let him know. He 
should be her already.” 

 Mary Jane pulled out her cell phone, and took Harry‟s number from Gwen. She 
called. After one ring, the phone picked up. 

 “Osborn,” Harry said. 

 “This is MJ. We‟re outside the Banzaitronica,” she said. 

 “Cool. See you in a minute,” Harry said. 

 “Maybe more,” Mary Jane said.”There‟s a hell of a line.” 

 Harry chuckled and hung up. 

 By the time they reached the end of the line, a bouncer was waiting for them. 

 “Mr. Thompson party of three?” he inquired politely. 

 “Smee and us,” Flash said with a grin. 

 “Follow me please.” He turned and walked to the head of the line, through the 
door, past the ticketer, and into the club. He smiled at them as the trance electronica 
thudded in the air around them. 

 “Have a great evening,” he said with a polite nod, speaking over the music. He 
turned and returned to the door area as Harry waved them over to a booth. 

 “Harry,” Flash said, “I definitely missed hanging out with you, man!” 

 “Good work there,” Mary Jane said with a cool nod of appraisal. 

 “What are we sitting down for?” Gwen demanded playfully. “Let‟s dance!” 

 They hit the dance floor, Flash flailing around in a way that was dangerous to 
himself and others as Gwen swayed to the music. Tandy settled into her groove, and a 
couple young sharks drifted over to dance with her. Harry danced opposite Mary Jane, 
who knew how to use this beat to move. 

 She watched Harry dance with surprise; he had always been a good dancer, a great 
mover, but now he had a sinuous grace that he had not had before he left. He moved 
like a panther, like an athlete, like a predator. The dance floor warmed up as she looked 
into his eyes and saw something dark, a secret that teased her but revealed nothing 
more. 

 Some time later, the group was breathless as the interminable song finally wound 
down. They reclaimed their booth. 

 “I need a drink after that,” Mary Jane said, fanning herself. She headed over to the 
bar. 

 She arrived. “Coke,” she said, not making a move to get a way to pay for it. Sure 
enough, Harry strolled up behind her. 

 “Double scotch,” he said. “And whatever the lady is having, it‟s on me.” He smiled 
at the bar tender. Mary Jane noticed that he looked older. He was subtly different than 
the young man that had left almost a year ago to make his way in the world. 

 “You thought about my offer?” he asked her directly. Even in the bar lights, his 
eyes were somehow strange, somehow dark. Mary Jane smiled warmly. 
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 “You bet I‟ve thought about it,” she said. “What kind of a date did you have in 
mind?” 

 His smile grew. “Tomorrow. Dinner. Just wear something black. I‟ll handle the 
rest.” He got his drink, and raised his glass. “To good times,” he said, something about 
him hungry. 

 “I‟ll drink to that, tiger,” she said. She clinked her glass to his, and they both drank. 

 Harry looked her up and down, and he liked what he saw. “I have some business to 
take care of to clear my calendar,” he said. “I‟ll see you tomorrow.” He nodded to her, 
and left. 

 Mary Jane let out a breath she hadn‟t realized she was holding. She downed the rest 
of the coke, then returned to the table. 

 “Where‟s the founder of the feast?” Flash asked. 

 “He had to go take care of some business,” Mary Jane said lightly. “He just wanted 
to make sure we had a good time.” 

 “Harry‟s cool,” Flash said with a grin. 

 “Be back in a minute,” Tandy said, getting up and heading for the restroom. Flash 
grinned. 

 “Hey Gwendie, up for another dance?”  

 “Still catching my breath, big guy,” Gwen said with a winning smile. “Would you 
get me a drink?” 

 “You bet, hot stuff,” Flash said, getting up and heading for the bar. 

 “Hey Gwen,” Mary Jane said. “I need you to do me a favor.” 

 “Wow,” Gwen said, wide eyed. “I‟m always the one that asks you for favors.” 

 “Exactly,” Mary Jane nodded. “So you‟ll do this one for me. Tomorrow night. 
Would you mind inviting Peter over? Play scrabble with your dad, or watch movies or 
something? I just need you to keep him busy, that‟s all.” 

 “Why does Peter need looking after?” Gwen asked. 

 “He‟s been falling asleep,” Mary Jane said. “He‟s really hard to wake up when he 
does that. If his aunt finds him, you know her. She‟ll call the hospital, and all kinds of 
bills, a mess all around. So could you look after him?” 

 “You‟re going to have dinner with Harry, aren‟t you,” Gwen asked her with a 
sideways look. 

 Mary Jane rolled her eyes and sighed through gritted teeth. “It‟s not like that,” she 
said sharply. 

 “What‟s it like?” Gwen asked. “I saw you two dancing.” 

 “You know what? Forget it,” Mary Jane said, standing. “I‟ll find somebody else. 
Thanks a lot, Gwen.” 

 “Mary Jane,” Gwen said, rising, but Mary Jane was already striding off through the 
crowd. 
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 She banged the door to the women‟s restroom open. In here, the music was just 
dull tones and thuds. Tandy was touching up her makeup at the big mirror. She met 
Mary Jane‟s eyes. 

 “Tandy, I hate to be a spoilsport, but I‟ve been hanging around Peter long enough 
to be able to kill any party,” she said ruefully. “Will you take me home? I‟d call a cab, 
but I left my purse at home.” 

 “Sure,” Tandy said. “I wasn‟t really in the mood for this anyway.” 

 The two women left together, walking back out into the cold October night. 

 “Did you say goodbye to Gwen and Flash for us?” Tandy asked. 

 “Sure did,” Mary Jane said shortly. 

 They got into Tandy‟s plush car. By the time they reached the road, the heaters had 
warmed the car‟s interior. 

 “Hey Tandy,” Mary Jane said as they hit the road. 

 “Yes?” 

 “You busy tomorrow night?” Mary Jane asked quietly. 

 “Not particularly, why?” 

 “I was wondering if you could get together with Peter and work on some song 
ideas or something. I need somebody to keep an eye on him, he‟s been falling asleep a 
lot lately.” 

 Tandy looked over at her, then returned her attention to the road. “I can do that,” 
she said quietly. 

 “Thanks,” Mary Jane said, her thoughts distant as she looked out at the scenery 
that flowed past. 

 “Just be careful, Mary Jane. Okay?” Tandy said. 

 Mary Jane looked at her sharply. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” she 
demanded. 

 Tandy shrugged. “You know exactly what I mean,” she said quietly. “I don‟t want 
to fight. But I‟m your friend. So just be careful.” 

 Mary Jane bit back her reply and stared out the window. 

 The rest of the trip passed in silence. 

* 

 Noise. Lights. Shouting. 

 Peter roused from his deathlike sleep. On the floor he saw two Brinks truck cases 
overflowing with cash, blood spattered on one. A black leotard on the floor. In his 
nightmarishly half-dead world the details in the dim were clear in the bouncing 
flashlights of his home‟s invaders. He struggled to get up, to move. One arm twitched. 

 Then the SWAT team surrounded him, shouting. He faded out as a cold steel 
handcuff snapped around a wrist. He was gone again. 
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 Lights slowly strobing. Cold. Hard. Truck. He passed out. 

 

 He was conscious for the booking. Then he was dumped into the holding cell with 
the other prisoners. The cold was penetrating, and he still wore his sweats and a pajama 
shirt. 

 The police released him into the tank, then resumed their guard stations. Peter 
looked deliberately around his cell, struggling with the weird receding unconsciousness 
that had gripped him. He still couldn‟t form words. 

 “Whatchu lookinat?” a huge black man snarled at him. The rest of the drunks in 
the holding cell shrank away from him and from Peter. 

 Peter fixed him in a cold stare, too furious to be amused. 

 The black man shifted, looking away. Then he turned away and covered the side of 
his face with his hand as Peter stood rigid and immobile. The bars. The bars were 
foolish, a second of effort and he was free and armed with steel to crush whatever he 
pleased. Peter struggled to surface, struggled to restrain the spider ghost. He could 
practically taste the big man‟s blood. 

 Peter forced himself to sit in the corner. He hugged his knees, resting his mouth on 
his knees, and his glittering eyes watched everyone and everything. 

 

 Less than an hour had passed when the detention door opened again. Brilhart and 
the heavyset detective that worked with him walked up to the holding cell. Everyone in 
the cell, including the addicts and fiends, was somewhat crowded in two thirds of the 
cell. No one sat closer than that to where Peter was folded in the corner. 

 The policeman opened the cell door. “Parker,” Brilhart said quietly, “come with 
us.” 

 Peter approached them, accepted cuffs on his wrists. Stupid cuffs. One flex. That‟s 
all he‟d need. Peter struggled with the impulse and remained wordless as he was led out 
of the holding area. 

 

 The interrogation room was warm, uncomfortably warm. Peter sat at the table, 
hands cuffed behind him, eyes staring straight at the mirror on the wall. Brilhart stood 
on one side, the heavyset detective on the other. 

 “Doesn‟t look good,” the broad detective leered at Peter. “See, we know that you 
or your friend was watching that Brinks route. So we put tracers in the money cases. 
When you swung down outa nowhere, or your friend, whatever, and punched that 
guard‟s head in and took the cases, we just followed the money to your place. With 
enough evidence to put you away for good. What the hell are you on? Doesn‟t matter, 
the blood and urine tests‟ll turn it up.” He grinned triumphantly. 

 “That‟ll do, Vine,” Brilhart said, distracted. “Why don‟t you step outside.” 

 “Right,” Vine said, and he left the interrogation room. 

 Peter continued staring into the mirror. 
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 “I was always… worried this would happen,” Brilhart said reluctantly. “What got 
into you? Or the spider ghost? What the hell is going on? I didn‟t want to believe it was 
you. I still don‟t. But you have to give us something to work with.” His eyes tried not to 
convict him. 

 Peter was rigid. He said nothing. 

 Brilhart shifted uneasily. “Maybe… it would be best if you stayed in solitary,” he 
murmured. 

 When they came to take him away, Peter did not resist. 

 

Thursday, October 9 

 By mid morning, Mary Jane had arranged to see Peter. She fidgeted on the other 
side of the thick plexiglass. Peter was brought out to sit opposite her. She picked up the 
phone, he picked up the phone on his side. 

 “Peter, my God, what the hell is going on?” Mary Jane said breathlessly. “They‟re 
holding you without bail. What happened?” 

 “I woke up,” Peter said, his voice hoarse. “They were there for me. Evidence all 
around me. It doesn‟t matter,” he managed.  

 “I should have stayed with you,” Mary Jane said as tears threatened. 

 “Can‟t be there all the time,” Peter said with a shake of his head. “Look, better that 
you aren‟t involved.” 

 “Are you… okay?” she said, peering into his red eyes. 

 “No,” he said softly. “I‟m scared out of my mind. I can‟t stay. I can‟t run. I can‟t 
stop it. I don‟t even know what‟s going on. I‟m not even sure I‟m innocent.” His low 
rush of words sent chills up her spine as she looked into his eyes and saw desperation so 
intense he was numb. “If they don‟t know about me by now they will by the end of the 
day. One way or another, Peter Parker dies.” 

 “Peter,” she whispered, pressing her hand against the glass. He briefly touched his 
side, then lowered his hand. “Mary Jane,” he said seriously. “Get out of this before you 
are involved. Get out before they start asking questions. I can‟t… you must not be 
pulled into this.” 

 “Peter,” she managed around the lump in her throat. Then she slowly hung the 
phone up, stood, and deliberately left without looking back. 

 She didn‟t master herself until she reached her car in the parking lot. By then, her 
eyes were cold. 

 “After all,” she gritted out, “I gotta look good for my date tonight.” 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

 A tall man with stooped shoulders and white hair strolled into the police impound 
garage. He wore a trench coat to stave off the October chill.  
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 “Good afternoon, gentlemen,” he said with jovial smile. “This must be the truck 
from that robbery last night.” 

 “Piece of work, isn‟t it?” the mechanic noted. “What brings you down here, Stacy?” 

 “Just looking around,” Mr. Stacy said with a bit of a rueful smile. “I like to keep up 
on the weird ones.” 

 “Then this is the one for you,” said a policeman who approached from the back of 
the garage. 

 Mr. Stacy squinted at his nameplate. “Officer Petit. What do you mean?” 

 “Whoever did this,” Petit said, nodding at the truck, “must be absolutely fearless 
and a crackhead to boot. Every bone in his hands is broke today. Exhibit A,” he said, 
walking over to the bench where the back doors to the truck had been laid. “These 
things were just casually ripped off. First they had to be opened.” 

 Mr. Stacy squatted down, his knees cracking. He peered at the fist-sized dents that 
plowed deep into the steel of the armored door. The sharp rip of the hinges sundered 
by incredible force. One of the doors was spattered in blood. 

 “Two men in the hospital, one in the grave,” Petit said with a shake of his head. 
“Whoever did this was a mean sumbitch. Just took two cases of money. But they were 
all tagged,” he shrugged. “I figure if we don‟t have the right man, we got the next best 
thing.” He grinned as Mr. Stacy turned and looked him in the eye. 

 “Really?” Mr. Stacy said. 

 Petit nodded. “Peter Parker is in custody right now,” he said. “All it takes is one 
drug test.” 

 “Indeed,” Mr. Stacy said. “Thank you for the help. I must be going.” He smiled 
briefly. 

 Petit watched him go. 

* 

 Mordred sealed his scrye with a snap and a sadistic grin. “No sign of the Sorcerer 
Supreme or his brat on Prime,” he murmured. “It‟s been days. How lovely. Still,” he 
said, turning to a large mirror and primping his hair and collar. “Might as well finish out 
the end game. Of these touches are greatness made.” He smiled at his reflection, and 
the expression it returned was somewhat unsettling. 

 Boris loomed behind him. “His Majesty will see you now,” he said. He turned and 
limped back to the throne room, Mordred following respectfully. 

 In the center of the throne room, before the throne‟s dais, one of Mordred‟s cairns 
sat impassively. Doom stood examining it. 

 “Potent sorcery in this,” Doom intoned, his modulated voice silky. “I cannot 
fathom the magics used.” 

 “It is designed to keep its secrets,” Mordred said with a polite nod. “That is for 
your protection. Here is a scroll,” he said, handing it to the king. “It details how to work 
the runes on the front to activate the dimensional separation, and the subsequent travel 
between realms.” Mordred smiled. 
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 “You approve of the placement of the cairns across the kingdom then?” Doom 
inquired. “We tried to follow your instruction precisely.” 

 “Oh yes,” Mordred said with a vigorous nod. “Your people are quick and clever 
with work like this.” 
 “Mm,” Doom said.  

 “Are you ready to begin the ritual?” Mordred asked. “I would request that you give 
me sufficient notice to return to Symkaria, so I may test the portal and be sure it works 
before I leave.” 

 “Why not wait here?” Doom asked. 

 Mordred smiled condescendingly. “I can always return to Prime. I would prefer to 
test the gate bringing me to this dimension. Besides, when we have used these magics 
before, in the past, it has invariably worked better for there to be no doubt in the minds 
of the people but that their rulers are the uncontested controllers of the magic.” 

 Doom nodded. “I see,” he said. 

 “Will you be activating it today then?” Mordred inquired, examining his fingernails. 

 “Shortly,” Doom nodded. “First, I am bringing my wife home. She should arrive 
soon.” 

 “You‟re married?” Mordred inquired blandly. “I didn‟t know.” 

* 

 “Hullo, Silas,” Mr. Stacy said with a rueful grin. 

 The pudgy, balding man turned to see who interrupted his work. His eyes 
brightened. “Stacy! Why, Retired Police Captain Stacy! As I live and breathe! What 
brings you to see me?” 

 Stacy settled back against one of the steel work tables, glancing around the lab. “I‟ll 
be honest with you, Silas. You‟re working on something of great interest to me.” 

 “Of great interest to everybody,” Silas said, looking at the microscope on the table 
in front of him. “I can‟t believe my eyes!” 

 “Exactly,” Stacy said with a nod. “Exactly.” 

 “I don‟t even think this is from a human,” Silas said, “though the cellular structure 
mimics human blood and tissue.” 

 “That‟s from Peter Parker,” Stacy said slowly. 

 Silas looked up at him, suddenly wary. “Why‟d you come to see me, Stacy?” he 
asked. 

 “I know that boy,” Stacy said with a gesture towards the microscope. He half 
smiled. “He‟s a great sleuth. I‟ve seen him untangle cases. Remember that „Special 
Crimes Unit‟ that Brilhart said the commissioner pulled in for the Empire University 
Roth Hall slayings?” 

 “Yeah,” Silas said. He shuddered. “You shoulda seen what that monster was made 
of. Stuff like this,” he said with a gesture. 

 “Stuff like that,” Stacy echoed. “The „Special Crimes Unit‟ was Parker. By himself.” 
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 “No,” Silas said, breathlessly. 

 Stacy nodded. “When I was a suspect in the Antiquarian collection theft last year? 
Parker‟s detective work cleared me.” 

 “You don‟t say,” Silas said. 

 “He even sorted out that mass suicide on the West End last year. Quiet, under the 
table problem solving. He‟s one of the good guys, Silas.” 

 Silas watched him, sorting things out in his mind. 

 Stacy sighed. “Silas, in the thirty eight years I was on the Force, d‟you remember 
me ever breaking a law or even bending a rule that didn‟t need bending?” 

 Silas chuckled. “Hell no,” he said. “There were a lot of guys that were glad when you 
retired.” 

 “Right,” Stacy said. “Parker is a born sleuth. He‟s a bright kid with a bright future. 
And as you noticed yourself, he‟s not normal. Not by a long shot. But he‟s on our side.” 
Stacy paused. Then he stood, and grasped Silas‟s shoulder. 

 “I hate to ask this of you,” he said seriously. “If what you see on that slide gets out, 
Parker will spend the rest of his life in a laboratory. Please. Lose it.” 

 Silas stared at him, his eyes wide, his jaw slack. 

 “Please,” Stacy said, his eyes quietly pleading. “You can make this go away, Silas.” 

 Stacy squeezed his shoulder once, then turned and left the lab. 

 Silas stared at the samples, uncertain. 

* 

 Doom stood on the parapet and watched the plane coast down for a landing. As 
soon as it had stopped taxiing down the runway, the medical team rushed to the plane. 
The plane‟s precious cargo was loaded into the ambulance, which rushed to the castle. 

 By the time it arrived, Doom was standing outside the operating theater on the 
other side of lead lined glass. 

 Valeria was rushed into the operating theater. She was swung onto the table. In a 
matter of minutes the skilled surgeons had removed the warpstone pellets. Doom 
watched her vitals. They steadied after being dangerously low, then they crept up 
towards normal. 

 The door opened, and the Lady Sable joined him. 

 “Do we proceed?” she asked. 

 “Yes,” his modulated voice hissed. “Follow the plan.” She nodded, and left the 
room. 

 Valeria was fastened securely to the bed, then a powerful sonic device was placed 
on either side of her head. The sonics were activated; the lead-treated window vibrated 
with their force. After assuring her unconsciousness, they wheeled her over under a 
sunroof. Her unconscious body was bathed in the full force of the sun. 

 The door opened, and the Lady Sable returned. “All is in readiness,” she said curtly. 
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 Doom nodded slowly. “Prepare the people for the ritual. Once I have spoken with 
their Queen, I will activate the cairns and we will finally be free of the world.” 

 The Lady Sable nodded and left him. He opened the door to the operating theater. 
He examined Valeria‟s life signs. Then he approached her bed.  

 He turned off the sonic devices, and turned to the last two doctors. “Leave us,” he 
intoned. They left quickly, and he turned his attention to Valeria. 

 She groaned and shifted, her face lined with pain. She was still weak from the 
poison of the warpstone kryptonite that flowed through her veins, though her system 
was already purging itself. 

 “You‟ve had a long day,” Doom observed. 

 She fixed him with a blood-shot stare. “Why,” she whispered through gritted teeth. 

 “Hello, how‟ve you been,” he said chattily. “So glad you could drop by.” 

 She dragged herself up to a sitting position, then she stood and faced him. One of 
her hands slowly clenched into a fist. “Victor,” she said, “this was not the way to get my 
attention. I‟m leaving now.” 

 “Are you,” he mused, his voice faintly curious.  

 “I‟m not ready to deal with you right now,” she said her voice shaky, “and you 
don‟t want to be in a rush to get to the point where I am.” Her voice was uncertain. He 
saw the horror and curiosity in her eyes as she saw the green light that filtered out the 
fogged eye slits and mouth slit of his crude, angular mask. 

 “You never were ready to „deal with me‟,” Victor snapped. “Ask me how I know.” 

 She slumped back against the bed, rubbing at her eyes. “Why did you bring me 
here?” she managed. 

 Victor walked around her bed and gazed up through the skylight. “I have struck a 
bargain with the fey. Latveria will become a pocket dimension, a safe place for the Free 
People to come and go, where their culture can be preserved and the fey may visit it. A 
preserve for wild magic, as it were. Therefore, even without your dreams of empire 
Latveria will be safe. You, my dear, will be free in Latveria. Once we are in our own 
dimension you can roam at will. But you will always be close enough, so I will know you 
are here in my kingdom.”  

 “Running away…” Valeria said, feeling woozy, “isn‟t the answer here, Victor. You 
can‟t just move a country. Things don‟t work like that in the real world.” 

 “That‟s why we‟re leaving the real world,” Victor nodded. He turned and faced her, 
using every ounce of his will to keep his voice even. “You are not the one to lecture me 
on the failures of running away, my Queen.” 

 “Dammit, Victor,” she whispered. Then she mustered her strength and sprang at 
him. One hit. One hit should do it. 

 He easily parried her blow and hit her with a two handed shove that knocked her 
back to topple over the bed and thud gracelessly on the floor. She struggled to rise as he 
strode around the bed to face her, towering over her. 

 She managed to regain her feet. Victor neither helped nor hindered her effort. She 
squared off with him again. “What did you do to me?” she managed. 
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 “Warpstone pellets,” he shrugged. “Lady Sable‟s agents have been scouring the 
globe for bits of warpstone. I‟ve managed to gather quite a collection. You could say 
I‟ve developed a rather intense personal interest in it.” 

 “Call it kryptonite,” Valeria said bitterly. 

 “Whatever,” Victor shrugged. “You were feeling better because I had them take the 
pellets out. You are feeling poorly because you are in my presence. But it could be 
worse,” he noted. He touched his mask, and it unsealed. “You see,” he said as fresh 
nausea slid through Valeria‟s guts and left her too weak to stand, “my armor is specially 
lined with lead.” 

 He lowered his mask, revealing the pulsing mess of his face. His eyes reeked with 
unholy green light, the sickly green pulse in his teeth flared as he smiled, displacing the 
wads and twisted strips of flesh in his mutilated face. Bathed in the glow of the stones 
embedded in Victor‟s visage, Valeria swooned back on the bed. Victor nodded to 
himself and clamped the mask back in place. 

 “Now that we‟ve sorted that out,” he said in his mechanically modulated voice, “I 
think we understand each other.” 

 “Victor,” Valeria managed. “Strange… maybe he can help you.” 

 “His apprentice helped me rather enough,” Victor said bitterly. “I shall have to 
repay the favor somehow. I have not yet thought of the best way, but it will come to 
me.” 

 “You brought this on yourself with your arrogance,” Valeria spat. 

 “The same could be said of you,” Victor said quietly. He shook his head slightly. 
“Look at us. Two people accustomed to getting our way, both of us somewhat 
inconvenienced by the way things turned out.” 

 “You forced Illyana‟s hand,” Valeria said. “She did the only thing she could think 
of to prevent us from killing each other.” 

 “One of us should have died,” Victor said. “Me. You. Either way. Either way we 
would be spared this. The consequences of our survival. But we did both live. And I will 
not live without you. So here we are.” 

 For a long moment the King and the Queen looked at each other. 

 “Why that mask, Victor? Why that one? When you had so many?” Valeria asked, 
still feeling queasy from the kryptonite poisoning. 

 “This mask,” Victor mused. “I made it the day of our wedding, to calm my nerves 
with work. At least, the first one that looked like this. I have made many copies by now, 
of course. All the same. Every time I look in the mirror I wish to be reminded of the 
folly of a novice attempting the work of a craftsman. I was a novice in matters of the 
heart when I met the only woman I will ever love. I paid a dear price for my hubris. So 
whether I look upon the ruin of my face, or upon a mask, I do not ever wish to allow 
myself to forget that.” He shook his head. 

“What happened to make you so brittle?” Valeria whispered. 

“For now, Valeria, goodbye.” Victor replied. “When next we meet, Latveria 
will be a dimension apart. But I‟m afraid I have a parting gift for you. So that there are 
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no misunderstandings as to your place. I must be sure you do not misbehave, at least 
until Latveria has been removed. Then you can do what you must. Even kill me.” 

 The door opened, and three big men came in with a box. Victor put the box on the 
bed next to Valeria, and he opened it. Inside was a mask very like his own, only pitted 
and cracked. 

 “This,” he said, touching it almost lovingly, “was one of the first replacement 
masks I wore.” He picked it up out of the box, then regarded her through his fogged 
eyeslits. 

 Moving with frightening speed, he snatched her and forced her down. In her 
weakened state, the three men held her easily as he clamped the mask onto her face. 

 Valeria screamed, the sound resonating in the helmet with her as Victor spot 
welded it on in a few expert steps. They let her go, standing back, and Valeria fell to her 
knees, gripping the lead and steel mask. 

 “There should be enough residue of warpstone there to keep you busy until it is 
safe to let you roam free,” Victor said in a cold voice. “That mask is polluted by my 
face, dear queen. But you are not in danger. There are only trace elements of warpstone 
there. We just can‟t have you flying off. As long as I live,” he said coldly. He spun on 
his heel. 

 The large men dragged their queen away to the dungeon… 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

 She stirred, her fingers twitching and her forehead creasing. Then, ever so slowly, 
her eyes fluttered and opened. She groaned, feeling as though something died in her 
mouth. 

 Looking down at herself, she saw she was wrapped in a red coat. She lay on one of 
the least comfortable stone slabs she had ever lay upon. Sitting in a chair next to her 
slab, fast asleep, was the Sorcerer Supreme. He looked weary, and there was stubble on 
his sunken cheeks. 

 Illyana tried to clear her throat, tried it again, struggled to sit up. Everything felt 
heavy and logy. She managed to get propped up, and she prodded Strange slightly. 

 With a sudden intake of air, he roused. Then blinked. He saw Illyana sitting up, and 
his eyes lit up as he sprang out of his chair and gave her a hug. 

 “Illyana,” he said, delighted. “I can‟t tell you how delighted I am to see you awake!” 

 “Strange,” she croaked. “What happened?” 

 “Give me a minute,” he said, holding her close. Then he held her at arm‟s length, 
then pulled her into another hug. “Okay,” he said, clearing his throat and taking a step 
back, smoothing this shirt with his palms. 

“You breached the dimension that was collapsing on me,” he said, once again 
fairly calm and collected. “As it vented into the ether, I felt the shift, and I managed to 
hold out until it had drained enough for me to push clear. By that point you were fairly 
dissipated. Only the coat and your amulet were holding your astral form together.” 
Strange hopped up to sit on the slab next to Illyana. 
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 “I wasn‟t feeling so fresh either at that point, but I got us both back here. I 
managed to coax your tattered astral form back into your body. It wasn‟t excited about 
the idea. I think you were pretty much gone. But being here, in your home dimension, 
you managed to regenerate enough to have a fifty fifty chance. And it‟s taken you a 
week to regain consciousness.” 

 “A week?” Illyana gasped. “No way!” 

 Strange nodded. “A week.” 

 “And you… stayed here with me the whole time?” Illyana said somewhat faintly. 

 “Yes,” Strange said. “You saved my life, Illyana,” he added. Then he smiled. 
“What‟s more, you proved yourself to be creative and able when confronted with a 
situation that‟s totally out of your league.” 

 “I learned from the best,” Illyana said with a grin. And she sniffled and giggled all 
at once as her eyes teared up. 

 Strange stretched until his bones popped. “Now,” he said, smoothing his hair back, 
“I‟m going to go after Mordred. Now that I know you‟re going to be alright, I can track 
him down without distractions.” 

 “Just be a little more careful this time, okay?” Illyana said with half a grin. “I really, 
really don‟t want to go through that again anytime soon.” 

 Strange smiled at her fondly. “Fair enough. Are you ready to go back to Prime?” 

 “Gimmie a few more minutes,” Illyana said… 

* 

 A string quartet played in the background as Harry and Mary Jane were seated at 
the table with the white linen tablecloth. 

 “Wow, Harry, this is really something,” Mary Jane said, glancing around the 
colonnades and balconies of the expensive restaurant.  

 “I like it here,” Harry shrugged. 

 “You‟re going to order for me, right?” she said, a bit nervous. “No snails or raw 
fish or anything too wild.” She blushed. 

 He grinned at her. “I‟ll get you something good,” he said. 

 “So what have you been up to?” Mary Jane asked, leaning her chin on her hand and 
gazing at Harry. 

 “I‟ve been traveling the world,” Harry said. “My father left me some pretty 
sprawling business interests, so I‟ve been mixing business with pleasure as I traveled to 
places I couldn‟t even find on a map before I left. It‟s been a hell of a trip. I‟ve learned 
about business, of course. And martial arts. Origami. Cryptology. Meditation.” He 
smiled at her. “I‟ve been searching the world for what I’m good at. Everyone should know 
themselves, their strengths and weaknesses. Everyone is good at something.” 

 “That‟s great, Harry,” Mary Jane said. 

 He shrugged. “I got tired of life acting on me all the time. I need to act on life. I 
mean, I went to Empire University because my father wanted me to. I roomed with 
Peter because Peter wanted me to. I was in a car accident and I wasn‟t even driving. I 
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got evicted from the bungalow. Then my father died. It was just the last thing, you 
know, in a series of things that made me feel totally out of control in my life. Instead of 
thinking that I was holding you to me, I had this feeling that I was just at your mercy. 
That whenever you were tired of me you‟d leave, that Parker would get up the nerve to 
go for you and you‟d get pulled out from under me.” He shrugged. 

 “Now I know better,” he said. “I pushed you away. It was my own damn fault. But 
I‟ve grown up now. I‟m not in high school anymore. A year… it‟s been good to me,” he 
said with a calculated smile. “I‟m growing into my place at the head of the company 
Norman Osborn built.” 

 “So what are you good at?” Mary Jane asked him. 

 Harry smiled. “Missing you, for starters,” he said. “That‟s the one I want to talk 
about tonight.” 

 Mary Jane hesitated for a moment. “I‟m with Peter now,” she said firmly. 

 Harry leaned back and laughed. “To the normal eye, comparing me and Peter, that 
would be a bizarre choice,” Harry said. “But I understand, I really do. It‟s his little 
secret,” he said, and a darkness deepened in his eyes, spreading out of his pupil across 
his iris. “After all, who knows how kinky and exciting he‟d be in bed?” 

 “How did you find out?” Mary Jane whispered through nerveless lips. 

 “We know all our children.” The whisper slid out of Harry, but it was not his voice. 
His eyes were completely black. Mary Jane was short of breath. His smile seemed 
frozen. “I met a new friend in my travels,” he said in a voice more like his own. “Peter 
is in jail now because he‟s a freak. It‟s time for me to get my life back.” 

 “I need to go,” Mary Jane said quickly, standing and grabbing her purse and 
walking away from the table with hurried steps. 

 Harry chuckled to himself, sipped his water, and gave her a head start. 

 

 Mary Jane fumbled her cell phone out of her purse as she shouldered her way into 
the ladies‟ room. Her hands shook as she punched in Tandy‟s number.  

 “Pick up, pick up,” she whispered as she paced in front of the mirror. 

 On the third ring, Tandy picked up the phone. “Bowen residence,” she said. 

 “Tandy!” Mary Jane said quickly. “I need help. Now. Get Tyrone. Harry‟s freaking 
me out. I‟m at the Chez Royale. Hurry!” 

 “On it,” Tandy said quickly, and she hung up. 

 

 “Tyrone,” the robust voice said, “It‟s that Bowen girl on the phone!” 

 Tyrone started awake. He was sitting on the couch watching the television, some 
game show. His brother was laying on the floor coloring a picture. Tyrone stood up and 
stepped over him, maneuvered around the pile of Legos his sister was tinkering with, 
and grabbed the phone as his mother returned to whipping the mashed potatoes up 
with the mixer. 

 “M-me here,” he said. 
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 “Tyrone. I need your help, right away,” Tandy said.  

 “Y-you home?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “On-n m-my way,” Tyrone said, and he hung up the phone just in time for his 
teenage sister to pick it up and start punching in her friend‟s number. 

 “Tyrone, where you goin?” 

 “O-out, ma, b-be back s-s-soon,” and he was out the door. 

 “I don‟t like it,” his mother said darkly to herself. “That Bowen girl is gonna git my 
boy in a heap a trouble one of these days.” 

 

 Tyrone stood in the alley behind his apartment building. He focused, leaning his 
forehead against the wall. 

 “C-come on,” he whispered, and he let the light drain out of him. 

 The darkness stirred. 

 Then Tyrone grunted with the impact as the Shroud unfurled inside him; he felt the 
pressure in his eyes, and the fabric rippled free, unfurling from his eye sockets, curling 
out of him until he was covered. He gasped, leaning against the wall, supporting himself 
with his hand. Looking at his hand, he saw it appeared to be tanned leather, or 
cunningly worked wood. 

 Tyrone, now the Shroud, smiled bleakly to himself. Then he leaned back into the 
shadow that formed himself, right out of reality. In the alley, with a last flourish, the 
whirling mass of fabric was gone. 

 He navigated the shadows, the dreams, and as he had practiced, he dropped back 
into the real world in the edgy shadows of the Bowen garage. Tandy was waiting for 
him, wriggling out of an oversize sweater to reveal a racy white dress. 

 “What‟s the occasion,” Tyrone asked, thrilling to the sound of his smooth, reliable, 
deep voice. 

 “Mary Jane is in trouble,” Tandy said quickly. “She‟s at the Chez Royale, 
downtown. Let‟s go!” He opened his Shroud wide, and she stepped through him into 
the darkness he was made of. 

 The dim glow of Agamotto‟s Light held at bay the swarming kaleidoscope of 
nightmares that awaited her. By now she could ignore them; it was not good to look too 
closely. Then they were in the network of dreams and shadows that surrounded Prime. 

 “There,” Tandy said, and they emerged from the shadow of a tree trunk in the 
small park by the back entrance to the restaurant. “Wait here,” she said to the Shroud, 
then she dashed around to the front of the building. 

 

 Mary Jane was running warm water over her wrists, trying to warm up, when the 
door to the ladies restroom opened and Harry strolled in. He smiled at her, looking her 
over. 
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 “I don‟t think you‟re supposed to be in here,” Mary Jane said coolly. 

 “Not supposed to smoke, either,” Harry replied with a peculiar smile, removing a 
cigarette from his silver cigarette case. He flicked his lighter as he put the case away, and 
he lit his cigarette. His eyes glittered as he smiled at her. “Mary Jane,” he said with a 
shake of his head, “Don‟t you know? You dance with the one that brought you. I think 
it‟s time we go back to my place and you find out what it‟s like being with a real man.” 

 Mary Jane backed up, thinking fast. 

 Just then, the restroom door opened and Tandy strolled in. She stopped and 
blinked. 

 “Why Mister Osborn,” she said, amused. “They get such handsome valets in these 
restrooms. Oh! Mary Jane. Oh. My. God. You have got to see the new car my mom got 
me. Come on! Later Harry,” she said as she babbled on, grabbing Mary Jane‟s wrist and 
hauling her out of the bathroom. 

 A muscle twitched in Harry‟s cheek, then he smiled slightly. 

 “Fine,” he murmured. “We have other business to attend to tonight.” 

 In a single smooth motion, he hopped up and opened the window and slid out 
through it, letting it bang shut behind him. 

 

 “Absolutely not,” Tandy insisted as she and Mary Jane approached where the 
Shroud lurked.  

 “I am going with you,” Mary Jane said fiercely. “Harry is wigged out. He‟s some 
kind of monster. I suspected, but—look, it isn‟t important, okay? He‟s out to get Peter. 
What are we going to do?” 

 “I‟ll see if I can find him,” the Shroud murmured in his deep voice.  

 “Tyrone?” Mary Jane said, squinting. “Damn, that‟s creepy as hell!” 

 Tyrone flashed her a smile, then folded into himself and vanished with a flicker of 
fabric and shadow. 

 “I appreciate your situation,” Tandy said, putting her hand on Mary Jane‟s 
shoulder, “but—“ 

 “No,” Mary Jane said, brushing her hand off. “You‟re going to tell me that it‟s too 
dangerous, that I don‟t have any special powers to defend myself. You know what? I 
don‟t. But Peter is my man, Tandy. It‟s not going to be safe being around him. So I‟ll 
just take my chances and see what I can do. Both Harry and Peter know me, and I know 
them. You can‟t cut me out of this.” 

 Tandy studied her for a moment, then nodded. “You‟re right,” she said. “Welcome 
aboard.” 

 “Thanks,” Mary Jane said seriously. “Okay. First let‟s get some of Peter‟s mesh. He 
may not need it, for all I know. But if he does, I want to have it for him.” 

 “Let‟s get going,” Tandy said. 

* 
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 “Hey, Doug?” Dani said from her seat in the passenger compartment. “Do we 
have a plan yet?” 

 “Um,” Doug said, his nerves obviously frayed. “Doom is insane. I was hoping that 
maybe you could get his insanity to, you know, change gears and give us an 
opportunity.” 

 “Doom‟s not the only one that‟s crazier than a fruit bat in a yuppie bar,” Dani 
reflected. “I can‟t believe we‟re doing this.” 

 “Doom is devilish smart,” Doug said. “He‟s hopelessly nuts though. Maybe you 
can give him conflicting images. Snap him into a moment of clarity, or catatonia. 
Something to give us an advantage.” 

 “This is the stupidest thing I have ever done,” Dani noted. 

 “Stop building me up, I‟m gonna get cocky,” Doug muttered bleakly. “Look, it‟s us 
or nobody. Doom wouldn‟t leave enough time for Valeria to get rescued by the big 
guys. We‟re out of time.” 

 “Isn‟t that the truth,” Dani said, looking out the window as they descended over 
the Carpathian mountains. 

 

 “I have reviewed the instructions, Mordred,” Doom said, striding into throne room 
with the scroll. “It looks childishly simple. A car is waiting to take you to Symkaria, 
where I will contact you with news of success.” 

 “Excellent,” Mordred said. He stood, and bowed deeply. “I will be in touch 
shortly,” he said with a warm smile. “I wish you every success.” He followed the 
Latverian guard out to go to his car. Doom strode over to the central cairn. 

 “Excuse me, sir,” the Lady Sable said. “There is a small craft flying towards us. It 
refuses to make radio contact, but it came from New York via Britain. Shall we blast 
them out of the sky?” 

 Doom was thoughtful for a moment. “Hm. It‟s clearly not Strange or his witch.” 
He paused. “Let them land, and bring them to me. Our mystery guests will be the last 
ones to have the honor of flying an airplane into our airspace.” 

 Doom trod up to his throne and reclined, brooding over the nature of the world, 
bracing himself for the tremendous change he was about to implement to make his 
country safe forever. 

 “Why then do I hesitate?” he whispered.  

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

 

 The plane‟s walkway flopped down, and Doug stepped out, walking down the 
wobbly stairs and into the custody of the ten waiting mercenaries. Dani followed at a 
safe distance, something in her eyes terrified as the private army herded the two into the 
back of a truck and drove towards the hulking fortification at one end of the valley. 
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 After a short truck ride, they were met at the drawbridge to the castle by the Lady 
Sable, her trim body decked out in white. Doug and Dani were led out of the back of 
the truck. 

 “A couple kids,” the Lady Sable mused. “How about that. Something we can help 
you with?” 

 “I need to see King Doom,” Doug said in a voice pitched higher than he wanted it 
to be. “It‟s urgent.” 

 “You must be here to rescue Valeria,” the Lady Sable said, amused as she looked 
them over. 

 Doug swallowed hard. “Yes. We are.” 

 The Lady Sable threw her head back and laughed. “What was your plan?” she 
managed. “Ask nicely?” 

 “Something like that,” Doug said, stuffing his trembling hands in his pockets. 

 “That‟s the very best you could do,” she said in wonder. 

 “All I can do is give it my best shot,” Doug said. “Either it‟ll work out or it won‟t. 
But I had to try.” 

 The Lady Sable shook her head. “I‟ll take you to the King, just to see what he‟ll do 
to you. There‟s no due process here, kids. You are in for some rocky times.”  

 Doug was studiously avoiding looking at Dani, so he had no way of knowing how 
pale, shocked, and terrified she was as they were herded up the steps after the Lady 
Sable. 

 

 Victor von Doom, the Monarch of Latveria, sat on his throne in his gleaming 
power armor as the Lady Sable led Dani and Doug into the throne room, followed by a 
small troop of soldiers. Doug was immediately distracted by the massive stone pylon 
that had been placed in the center of the throne room. 

 “Majesty,” the Lady Sable said, “these two have come to ask you nicely to please 
return your queen to them.” She smiled, and stepped out of the way. 

 “Your Highness,” Doug said, his voice shaky. “I know you and Valeria have had 
your differences—“ 

 “Silence,” Doom said. He rose to his full height and slowly approached them. The 
soldiers backed away deferentially, so Doom confronted the two alone. 

 “I don‟t know you,” Doom said, gesturing at Doug. “Do not prattle. But you. What 
brings you here?” he said softly to Dani. 

 “Have we met?” Dani said uncertainly. 

 “I was one of the seven,” he murmured. 

 Her eyes widened. “You were the one in the armor!” she said. “I didn‟t make the 
connection.” She opened an inner sense as she looked at him, and tears started in her 
eyes. “What happened to you?” 
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 “As you well know,” Doom said quietly, his modulated voice gentle, “some dreams 
are more dangerous than others.” 

 “I know,” Dani whispered. She closed her eyes, and sensed Doom‟s dreams; they 
were powerful, strong. With a half-conscious gesture, she pulled them up into his living 
experience. 

 Doom staggered back a step as he was plunged into his greatest desires and fears 
simultaneously. He held a hand up to Sable to stop her from killing the pair instantly as 
his breathing grew harsh. 

 “I‟m sorry,” Dani said as she unleashed her full talent. Doug went down on one 
knee, covering his head with his arms. 

 

 Doom was drowning in a maelstrom if images; he saw Latveria as it had been 
before Valeria came, intact and prosperous. He saw the castle in flames, the land in 
flames, everything lost to him. He saw Valeria, loving, touching his cheek, kissing him. 
Then hate flashed in her eyes, and she clamped the helmet on him, and he realized he 
held the helmet that locked her face away as well. He dropped through a dizzying array 
of an image of himself, dead and at peace, and an image of Valeria dead and his heart 
buried with her. 

 “Enough!” he gasped, turning from Dani. She let out a small cry and fell to her 
knees next to Doug, spent. 

 Doom stood unmoving, gasping, for a few seconds. Then he straightened, and his 
eyeslits burned with a terrible light. 

 “I see it all so clearly now,” he said. “What I desire and what I fear, how they are 
fed by one another, how they blind me and give me vision.” He turned to the Lady 
Sable. “Give them my prisoner,” he said, his voice low. “Refuel their plane. Get them 
out of here as quickly as possible.” 

 “Sir?” the Lady Sable gasped, unbelieving. “You are mind controlled!” 

 “I assure you I am not,” Doom said with unswerving conviction. “Do as I say. 
Take them to their plane. Take Valeria there as well. Do not release her until you put 
her in their hands.” 

 “You heard His Majesty,” she said to the soldiers. They helped Doug and Dani to 
their feet and escorted them out. The Lady Sable made a call on the intercom, and 
Valeria was on her way. She turned to Doom. 

 “Anything else?” she asked, her voice flinty. 

 “Yes. Summon Mordred back,” Doom said, his voice dreamy. “I need his 
consultation on one more thing. Then evacuate the castle.” 

 “Sir?” 

 “Do it.” 

 His will was made reality. 

* 
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 The truck stopped by the airstrip, and two strong mercenaries got out dragging a 
listless Valeria between them. Doug and Dani gasped as they saw the angular mask that 
was welded over her features. A huge man lowered himself out of the truck and 
brandished a portable grinder. 

 In a few seconds of determined grinding, sending showers of sparks over the 
tarmac, the huge man had ground through the weld spots. He opened the mask, and 
Valeria toppled to the ground. Doug and Dani ran to her, helping her up. 

 Her limbs were floppy, and when they hauled her up to her feet they saw that her 
face was as pouchy and wrinkled as that of an old woman. Her eyes were sightless, and 
she drooled. 

 “Go, take her,” the huge man said. “But before you do, Ms. Moonstar. Could I 
have… could I have a word with you in private?” he asked in halting English. 

 Doug didn‟t even look at her, he was already supporting Valeria towards the plane. 
Dani reluctantly approached Doom‟s retainer. 

 “My name, it is Boris,” he rumbled, something in his expression pained. She saw 
from his red-rimmed eyes he had been weeping. “Please. If it is not too much trouble. I 
no longer know what I fear, what I hope for. Could you show me my dreams?” he 
begged. “Please? My desires have become a mystery to me.” 

 Dani felt tears starting in her own eyes as a lump grew in her throat. She nodded, 
then closed her eyes. She felt the dreams that hung, disrupted and turbulent, around the 
soul of the loyal retainer. Then she opened his eyes to what he carried. 

 When she opened her eyes again, his moustache was quivering as his chest jerked 
with restrained sobs. Tears poured freely from his eyes. He wrapped his huge hands 
around her slender shoulders as he bowed his head. Then he straightened, fiercely 
sniffling and he nodded to her. He was too overcome to speak. 

 Dani turned from the soldiers and jogged back to the plane as Doug got the 
engines started. Glancing back over her shoulder, she saw a lone figure in stark 
silhouette on the parapet of the fortress. 

 Then she boarded the plane, and they were on the move. 

* 

 Peter sat in his cell, waiting for it. He knew precisely what it would take to leave 
through the window. Nothing held him here but self restraint. He wondered how much 
longer that would be true. 

 He had wondered about a great many things. He had little else to do. 

 He was startled by a fwip sound. Glancing over that the barred windows, he saw a 
black tendril wrapped around one. Fwip fwip fwip fwip. More tendrils, wrapping around 
the other bars. With a sudden rasping jerk, the bars tore out of the wall. Peter sprang to 
his feet as two black-clad hands whipped up and grasped the window frame. 

 Adrenaline blazed through his system as he caught a whiff of himself. He stared, 
frozen, at the black-clad fingertips. They shifted, and merciless claws slid out of the tips. 
In a sudden burst of strength, half the wall tore away. Peter caught only the faintest 
glimpse of a figure dropping away outside the prison as a hellish giggle hung in the air. 
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 The door at the end of the cell block banged open, running feet approached. 

 Peter realized if he stayed, they might not believe he didn‟t do it. He might be 
moved somewhere more secure. He couldn‟t think of a way that he could spin this to 
his advantage. “No,” Peter muttered through gritted teeth. He sprang out of the 
shattered wall and dropped. 

 As he fell, he caught a glimpse of a lightless figure tossing something like web, 
swinging into deeper shadow. 

 “What the hell was that!” Peter demanded of his senses. 

 They had picked nothing up. Chilled and heated by fear and rage, Peter fired a web 
strand and slung over the street, whipping into the same alley his mysterious benefactor 
had taken. 

 Wind thrilled through Peter as he slung down the alley, springing and firing web, 
moving dangerously fast as his prison clothes whirled and flapped on him and the wind 
whistled across his wide-open eyes. 

 “Work with me,” he hissed between his teeth. “What are we chasing?!” 

 His spider ghost was silent. Fearful. 

 “Alright,” Peter snapped. “This time I‟m going to go sort it out with or without 
you.” 

 The chase whirled up to the rooftops as Peter saw a silhouette that looked 
remarkably like him go arcing up out of the alley on a strand, whistling through the sky 
to land on a cornice. The figure turned to look at him, huge pale eyes reflecting the 
streetlights. It puffed a breath out, and the steam wreathed its head. Peter thought he 
caught a glimpse of light reflected from teeth. Then it whirled and sprang away, lithe 
and frightening. 

 Peter wondered if that‟s what he looked like to others as he followed. 

 His flimsy shoes long gone, Peter sprang and whirled over the rooftops, ducking 
around air conditioning units and chimneys, leaping over streets and lower rooftops, led 
and taunted by the shadow of his shadow. His clothes weren‟t able to take the strain; he 
lost a sleeve from the shirt, the cuff of the other sleeve was ripped to tatters, his pants 
frayed from the knees down as he scrabbled, dashed, and sprang over the restless city. 

 Peter didn‟t feel the wind. He didn‟t notice the cold. His raw hands and feet didn‟t 
register pain. The thing he chased left no trace. He knew if he lost it he wouldn‟t be able 
to find it again. 

 He would not lose it. 

 Peter poured on fresh determination and speed, whirling and whipping over the 
city like a man possessed. Too long without exercising, without practicing. He pushed 
further, shot thinner threads, moved with unholy and inhuman speed. Nothing would 
stop him. Nothing. 

 The street lamps below flashed by, the traffic flowed with the arterial pulse of the 
city. In the distance, sirens started. Even their helicopters could not catch Peter now. 
Nothing could. Except possibly the shadow he pursued. 
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 Then, as abruptly as the chase had begun, it was over. Peter whirled up to the 
rooftop of a warehouse and landed with his muscles coiled to spring. He skidded to a 
halt. Standing on the roof of the warehouse, dimly lit by the clouds reflecting the light 
of the city, the inky shadow stood. Its chest heaved with exertion as it stood turned 
away from Peter, head cocked to the side, unnaturally aware. 

 The figure was inky black, light did not reflect from it. Its surface had an oily sheen 
that Peter‟s senses couldn‟t lock onto. Peter caught his breath for a moment, waiting to 
see what his shadow would do. 

 “I feel like Peter Pan,” he said lamely. “Chasing his shadow. What the hell are 
you?”  

 Show me what you have, hissed the shadow. 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN 

 Peter fired out webbing, spakking it right onto the dark figure. He tugged on the 
strands, but they slid right off the frictionless black. The shadow‟s shoulders bounced 
with a chuckle. It turned to face him. He saw the luminosity of its eyes. He saw its teeth; 
they were as long as fingers, black, translucent in the permanent twilight over New York 
City. 

 “Okay, you‟ve seen Aliens just one time too many. Or lots of times too many. Care 
to tango?” 

 The shadow pounced at him, and Peter spun to the side as inch long claws 
naturally protruded from the mobile flesh of the shadow, lashing through the air with 
passionate savagery. Peter whirled out of the way and bounded back, seriously rattled. 
He bounced up and caught on the side of a chimney. 

 “Come on,” he muttered. “Help me out here!” His senses picked out the creature 
he fought as a blind spot, as nothing, not even an emptiness. They simply refused to 
register that peculiar inky surface. 

 Peter was fighting by sight and sound alone. The hairs raised on the back of his 
neck as the creature chuckled. 

 Chicken? hissed the figure in an unnatural voice. Yes. You must taste like chicken. 

 “You‟re going to have to beat me,” Peter said unsteadily. “Fear won‟t do it for 
you.” He dropped from the side of the chimney down to the roof and he stood, ready. 

 The shadow stalked towards him, claws flexing, teeth glittering with an odd saliva. 
Peter realized that was what he was smelling. Then the creature flung its hands out 
towards him. From the backs of the hands, tendrils of the suit shot out, whirling 
through the air as though they were living web. 

 Peter dove to the side, shocked to his core with revulsion at the thought of being 
touched by that material. He gritted his teeth. Had to be done. He bounded off the wall, 
rolled in low, and popped up with a punch. 

 The shadow had already flung itself back out of the way of his blow, and a kick 
caught him as it sprang away. Peter slid back a few feet on the roofing, the gravel 
digging into his bare feet. 
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 He scooped up a handful of gravel and started flicking it, piece by piece, hard 
enough to dent metal. The shadow laughed, a throaty evil sound, as it caught the bits of 
stone that came at it. 

 “I‟m just going to have to beat you down, and I don‟t want to,” Peter said clearly. 
“Who and what are you? Maybe we can work something out.” 

 I am the shadow that cast your ghost, whispered the evil slithering voice of the shadow. 
It’s time you learned your place, Peter Parker. 

 “Is this a Nazi thing?” Peter asked uncertainly. “I hate those Nazi things.” 

 The figure pounced again, and this time Peter stood his ground. 

 The first flurry of blows whirled at him, shadow on shadow, and he couldn‟t pick 
out the details. His reflexes relied on his senses, and they deserted him. The first, 
second, third blow he knocked awry. The kick caught him in the knee, and then a punch 
cracked across his jaw. The thing unleashed an unholy hiss as its claws slashed at him 
and he ducked and rolled back. The claws tore through shirt, left beads of blood on his 
skin. 

 “Okay,” Peter said, tearing the shirt off. “Okay. You want to dance? Let‟s dance.” 
His eyes glittered with fury as he stood in tattered pants, his corded ripped torso 
rippling with muscle in the chill night. Blood speckled his pants. He hopped at the 
shadow and landed skidding sideways, throwing gravel at the figure with his feet. As 
bloody gravel sprayed, Peter popped up and whirled into a kick that caught the flinching 
shadow in the side of the head. It spun around, slammed off the wall, darted in at him 
snarling. 

 Cold rage blazed in Peter. He slapped its claws out of the way as he spun, planting 
his elbow in the back of its head with all the force he could command. He was going to 
put this thing down, one way or another. That blow would have punched a dent into 
steel plating, but the figure rolled with it, knocked forward into a somersault and 
popping up spinning in the air. 

 Peter sprang into the air, and the shadow fired a tendril at the roof and yanked 
down to get out of the way as Peter sailed overhead. Peter skidded to a halt by the edge 
of the roof. 

 The monster grinned at him, showing off its shimmering teeth. Then it turned and 
dashed for the opposite end of the warehouse. Peter followed at top speed. 

 Launching into the air with a tremendous leap, the creature cleared the four lanes 
of traffic below and sailed through a plate glass window in a department store. Peter 
followed, but he fired a web that tugged him off course so he punched through a 
window further along the side of the building. 

 The shadow glanced over at him as he bashed through the safety glass and landed 
rolling. It had been poised to tear at him as he came through the same window it had 
used, and it did not expect to be flanked. He smiled, traces of cuts across his body and 
face. 

 “Now you‟ve done it,” he said. He sprang over the perfume counter; behind it was 
a chair. He snatched the chair and spun, flinging it. The shadow spatted out a tendril 
that yanked the chair out of the way, but Peter was already charging with the cash 
register in one hand and a handful of perfume bottles in the other.  
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 It hopped to the side, but Peter flung the bottles with all his strength at the floor by 
the creature. They shattered, spraying the shadow with shards of glass and splashes of 
reeking fragrance. As it darted out of the way and accidentally plowed into a rack of 
shirts, Peter flexed as hard as he could, firing the cash register at the scrabbling shadow 
like a pitcher throws a fastball. 

 With a resounding bang, the register snapped into the shadow. It tore loose of the 
shirt rack and was punched through a discount rack and the shelves of jeans; the shelf 
flew over backwards and cloth was everywhere as the shadow scrabbled out of the way, 
Peter hot on its trail holding a shirt rack. 

 Peter took a moment to yank the hanger wheel off the rack, and now he had a 
metal pole about five feet long. He twirled it once, and bounded over onto the mess of 
shirts and jeans. 

 “I can smell you now,” he said, his voice cold. “I don‟t think hide-go-seek is going 
to be fun for you anymore.” He paused as scrabbling echoed to him from the dim 
recesses of the Ladies Wear. “I‟ve fought my inner spider ghost before,” he said. 
“Compared to that battle, this is cake. Nothing new. So do you want to come out here 
and be mastered, or are you going to make me chase you?” 

 What do you mean, me chase you? the shadow snarled. Peter Parker can’t come back from 
that jail break. By now they know what you are, or at least what you are not. 

 “That‟s true,” Peter said with a nod. “I‟ll sort that out later. Enough about me. 
What about you? Who are you? WHAT are you?” 

 We are better, the voice hissed. Peter spun in time to deflect the coat rack that hissed 
through the air at him, banging it with the pole to knock it aside. The strength of the 
shadow still shocked him. And he was also a bit unsettled that the cash register hadn‟t 
ended the fight. 

 “A guy can dream,” he muttered. He bounded along the trajectory of the coat rack, 
his scalp prickling with suspense as his eyes darted through the shadows, hypertense and 
waiting for the hit from out of nowhere. The scent of perfume got stronger as he 
reached the escalators. 

 He stopped short as he reached the top of the escalator. There was a puddle of 
perfume, shed from the shadow effortlessly. Peter realized that he was supposed to 
stand there looking at the perfume for a second. He threw himself back— 

 Too late. The shadow sprang from behind him, claws slashing. Peter felt them 
whip through the muscles of his arm like tissue paper, dig out a gouge along his back. 
He couldn‟t correct his jump, he crashed against a clothing rack and went down in a pile 
of fabric. 

 With a throaty snarl, the creature followed up on its advantage, tearing down at 
him. He kicked at it and missed, the shadow plunged its claws down into the clothes as 
Peter squirmed evasively. 

 Peter twisted up to the side on one knee in time to stop the backhand the shadow 
flung at him with his unprepared jaw. He sailed through the air, dark lights exploding in 
his vision, and he hit the railing of the balcony with the small of his back and toppled 
over. 
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 On the way down, he managed to fire web to the underside of the escalator and 
swing a bit to slow his fall, sliding along the floor on the level below where he had been 
hit. His back stung, his cheek was numb, he was laced with fire where the claws had 
torn him. Peter managed a kippup and wished he hadn‟t as his blood surged. 

 Instinctively, he knew the creature had followed him down. As he looked around, 
he realized he was between home appliances and hardware. 

 “Damn,” he breathed. 

 The shadows behind him swelled and deepened, and Peter slid out of the way, 
squaring off with them. 

 Then he saw the Shroud, and from inside, Tandy and Mary Jane were disgorged to 
land on their feet on the linoleum thoroughfare of the department store. 

 Tandy‟s Eye glittered, the circular glowing mark like a tattoo around her eye. Her 
face was set in determination and disapproval as she gestured, and Light flared past 
Peter, who turned from it. 

 As he turned from the Light, it picked out in sharp relief the shadow that had been 
silently dashing towards him. 

 An inhuman squeal of rage, shock, and pain swarmed out of the shadow, and its 
surface rippled and began to peel back. It stopped immediately and sprang away from 
the searing, merciless, revealing Light. Tandy rushed to Peter‟s side, her fist clenched 
with Light playing around it in a nimbus of power. The Shroud drifted behind them, 
and Mary Jane stood next to Peter. 

 “Thank God you‟re okay, Peter,” she said breathlessly. 

 “More or less okay,” Peter managed. “This is the first time I can remember having 
a bunch of my friends show up mid freak-fight.” 

 “Here,” Mary Jane said, handing him a packet of his mesh. “I thought you might 
want this.” 

 “Hot damn but you‟re a beautiful woman,” Peter said, quickly stripping to his 
underwear and sliding the mesh over his skin. “I can‟t tell you how much better this is.” 

 “It is kind of cold outside, you know,” she said, trying a smile. 

 “They wouldn‟t give me a coat,” Peter shrugged. He blinked. “You‟re awfully 
dressed up for a rescue,” he said as he looked between her black dress and Tandy‟s 
white dress. 

 “It‟s Harry,” Mary Jane said quickly. “Harry is the thing you‟re fighting. I think it‟s 
got something to do with the darkstone. When I looked into his eyes, I saw that same 
look I see when I look into yours, you know, when you‟re, uh, busy. Doing this stuff. I 
knew I had to find out more.” 

 “Hang on,” Peter said, blinking. “I‟m in jail, and you‟re going out with Harry? 
Dressed like that?” He looked alarmed. 

 “Dammit, Peter, you have to make everything difficult,” Mary Jane said in 
exasperation. She took a deep breath. “Peter Parker, will you marry me?” 

 He blinked, totally slack jawed. “Uh?” he said. 
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 “You‟re the best man I‟ve ever known,” she said steadily. “You‟re a hero, Peter. I 
want that for myself for the rest of our lives. There‟s never been a doubt, not since I got 
to know the real you, that you‟re the man for me. You make me feel loved. I was going 
to have you meet the folks first,” she said with a shrug, “but what the hell. What do you 
say, Parker? Will you marry me?” 

 Tandy and Tyrone exchanged a startled look. Tandy grinned. 

 A smile grew on Peter‟s face. “Yes,” he said. “You bet I‟ll marry you. I would have 
married you a year ago.” His smile grew into a full bore grin. “Hoo,” he said. “We‟re 
gonna get married.” 

 He pulled her into a hug, and she kissed him passionately. Then she pulled back, 
scowling. 

 “Dammit, Peter, I hate it when you get a bloody mouth.” 

 “Well I didn‟t do it on purpose,” he said, trying to be testy and just failing with the 
swell of joy that filled him. “I‟m gonna get married to Mary Jane!” he said to Tandy and 
Tyrone, who grinned back at him. 

 “I wanted to do it like this,” she said to him seriously. “So there‟s never any doubt 
in your mind that I know exactly what I‟m getting into.” 

 Peter blinked again, and nodded. “Speaking of which,” he said. “Tandy, Tyrone, 
guard this woman with your lives. I gotta go have a heart to heart with Osborn.” 

 He sprang off into the shadows as he pulled his mask down. Tandy sighed 
romantically, then looked at Mary Jane. 

 “You have some blood on you, dear,” she noted. 

 “That‟s okay,” Mary Jane said. “I‟m never going to wash this dress again. This is 
the dress I proposed to him in.” She smiled dreamily. 

 “She‟s got it bad,” the Shroud noted. 

 They vacated the premises. 

 

 Peter zipped out of the mall as the cops arrived and ran in the front door, 
answering the silent alarm. He moved cleanly, tight in his mesh, the spider ghost once 
again. He fired out weblines, tugging himself quickly and surely through the wild three 
dimensional cityscape. His brain was on fire, he felt no pain. 

 Mary Jane.  

 Yeah. 

 “Lightning for blood,” Peter whispered as he fired out a stream of web in the chilly 
night, whirling through the fourth dimension with precise timing that would be the envy 
of a concert pianist. 

 And he had a plan. Now he swung through the night, not looking back. He knew 
where he was going. 

 If Harry could pace him when he knew where he was going, then Harry deserved 
to catch him. Peter couldn‟t restrain a grin. His arm hurt, he had to favor it. His ribs 
slowly trickled blood. But he was alive, he was moving, and he was unstoppable. 
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 Before him, the Osborn Towers loomed in the urban landscape. Where Harry 
lived. Where Harry worked. Where Harry would have to confront him. He grinned as 
he poured on the speed. He did not have to look to know that Harry would be 
following him now. He had little choice. After all, once your identity is compromised, 
your options narrow dangerously. 

 

 Peter stood on the slanted roof of one of the towers, looking out over the misted 
and glittering cityscape. He waited patiently. He knew he would not have to wait long. 

 I bet you’re pretty proud of yourself, a familiar voice hissed. You tend to think very highly of 
yourself when you untangle life’s little knots. 

 “Lose the voice,” Peter said. “It isn‟t you.” 

 No, it isn’t ME, Harry hissed. It is US. WE. We are better. 

 “You and what?” Peter said. “It looks like somehow you bonded with the 
darkstone itself.” 

 In the uncertain silence that followed, Peter scanned the rooftop until he saw Harry 
hunched in a shadow, ready to spring, his inky black surface shifting like a pool of oil. 

 “Do you want to fight some more or are we ready to talk?” Peter asked quietly.  

 Harry shivered, then he sprang out. He lunged at Peter, and Peter skipped to the 
side, knocking the claws away. Harry lashed out, driven, and Peter snatched his wrist 
and threw a punch directly into the bone of his elbow. Sputtering in rage, Harry charged 
at him, claws chopping through the air. Peter twirled into the middle of the strikes, 
elbowing one wrist away and snatching the other. He stepped to the side with a heavy 
twist on the wrist, and something snapped in Harry‟s elbow as he flipped to the side. He 
finished out the flip and landed, snarling, his arm limp. 

 “I know I can tear your arm right off,” Peter said with cool assurance as he let go 
and bounced out of reach. “I know how to beat you. Now I know who you are, and 
what your power is made of. You sure you don‟t want to talk?” 

 Harry stood panting, staring at him. 

 “This is your dream, huh,” Peter said, looking him square in an oversized luminous 
eye. “You have wealth, freedom, the power of the darkstone, and the best thing you can 
think to do is come after me?” 

 You are not better than everyone else, snarled Harry. It’s time you knew that. 

 “I do,” Peter said quietly. He pulled his mesh hood off, revealing his face. “I know 
I‟m not better. I‟m just different. My powers have given me a lot, don‟t get me wrong. 
But they‟ve taken a lot away, too. I‟ve learned to appreciate what my sacrifices have 
gotten me. Like that voice in the back of your mind that whispers to you, tells you 
things, terrible things.” 

 Harry flinched with surprise. Peter nodded. 

 “It can be mastered,” he said. “Or at least tamed,” he said after a moment of 
thought. “Well, directed to something useful most of the time,” he finished with a 
rueful smile. “The point is, I know the drives you‟re feeling right now. And they‟re just 
using you. They take the anger, the fear, whatever is inside. Then they use that for whips 
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and spurs to make you do what they want you to do. And the Harry Osborn I know is 
bigger than that.” 

 Harry hesitated, and the darkness peeled back from his face. “P-Peter,” he gasped. 

 “Look, Harry,” Peter said. “You wanted MJ because I did. You left to explore the 
world because I found a purpose and you wanted one too. You even let this… this 
thing into you, so you could have power like mine.” Peter‟s eyes were gentle. “I‟ve 
always respected you, Harry,” he said. “It‟s time for you to get out of my shadow and go 
cast your own.” 

 Harry fell down on his hands and knees, cradling his broken arm against his chest. 
The dark surface that had covered him receded into his skin. He looked at Peter, his 
eyes shining with unshed tears. 

 “Help me,” he whimpered. 

 “I know a doctor that can sort this out,” Peter said with a smile. “Let‟s get you 
changed. We can take one of your cars.” 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY 

 “You summoned me, Majesty?” Mordred said politely as he was escorted in. The 
soldier who led him in left and closed the door, leaving the two alone. 

 “Thank you for reminding me,” Doom intoned, his mechanized voice rolling 
through the room. 

 “Of, what, Sire?” Mordred inquired. “The activation sequence?” 

 “Exactly,” Doom nodded. “The activation sequence.” 

 Mordred smiled warmly, turning to the cairn. “Certainly. First you activate this 
sigil—“ 

 He let out a high pitched scream as the bolt of warpstone fueled sorcery pounded 
into his back, flanked by two powerful repulsor blasts. He was pounded into the stone, 
energy rippling around him, technology and magic combining to a tearing barrage of 
destruction that shocked into him and burned. 

 The assault was choked off, and Mordred groaned as his blasted body thudded to 
the ground by the cairn, steaming, fire flickering on his robes. 

 “Thank you for reminding me that the fey are not to be trusted,” Doom snarled, 
his voice swelling with rage. “Thank you for proving in yet another way that this world 
is without hope of escape.” He roared, warpfire blazing out of his mask, his repulsors 
slamming energy into Mordred‟s wrists and ankles as the wounded sorcerer tried to 
crawl away. 

 The blaring attack once again stopped. Doom‟s footfalls echoed in the throne 
room, punctuated by Mordred‟s whine of pain as Doom approached. 

 “If you wanted a preserve for wild magic,” Doom murmured softly, dangerously, 
“your people are more than capable of making one. I wanted to believe you so badly 
that I did. I was a fool. You blended truth with lies to create something palatable, 
something you knew I would be attracted to. This has nothing to do with me. It‟s about 
Valeria, isn‟t it. Answer me, worm, your life depends on it.” 
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 “Yes,” Mordred wheezed. 

 “And you have no reason to strike at her, so this was really an oblique attack on the 
Sorcerer Supreme,” Doom continued relentlessly. 

 “Yes,” Mordred gasped. 

 Doom shook his head. “Stupid. You are stupid to attack the Sorcerer Supreme, 
however subtly. And now it is time to discover what these „cairns‟ are really.” He turned 
and punched into the stone where it was already crumbled and brittle from the overflow 
of his assault on Mordred. He tugged the aperture open wider with his armor-enhanced 
strength. 

 He stood looking inside for a long, long moment before he turned to where 
Mordred was trying to stand. 

 “Nuclear weapons,” he murmured. “Pig.” He blasted at Mordred again, and 
Mordred almost got his defenses up in time. As the eldritch wizard flew back, he fired a 
bolt at the bomb. 

 Doom easily dissipated the bolt. Another shock of energy from his repulsors 
knocked Mordred flat; Doom charged to him and stood on his shoulder, energy 
collecting for a repulsor bolt to the head. 

 “Lady Sable,” he said over the intercom as his armor patched him through. “Get 
me cold iron shackles. We have a fey sorcerer to slowly torture to death. 

 Mordred snarled a Word of Power, and Doom was flung back from him. The 
injured sorcerer moved with surprising speed, darting out the door. 

 Doom patched himself through to Sable‟s comm. unit. “Belay that,” he said. “Let 
him go. The cairns are nuclear weapons. Disarm them at once.” 

 “Yes sir,” she said, her voice awed. 

 Doom strode back up to his throne, and he sat down. He gazed at the revealed 
nuclear bomb in his throne room. 

 “I wonder,” Doom murmured to himself. “I wonder if I did the right thing. After 
all, if I had „moved‟ Latveria, then perhaps… perhaps I would once again be with my 
Queen.” 

 The silent stone had no answers, but Doom gazed at it anyway, with longing and 
with revulsion. “That was close,” he sighed. “So very, very close.” 

* 

 The door opened, and Peter led Harry inside. They glanced into the kitchen. 

 Tandy, Tyrone, Illyana, and Mary Jane looked up, surprised. 

 “Peter!” Mary Jane said, quickly standing. “Harry?” 

 “It‟s okay now,” Harry said. “I‟ve… I‟m not… Is there a doctor here?” 

 “Yeah,” Peter said. “Illyana, is Strange in?” 

 “He‟s just upstairs,” Illyana said quickly. “Um, upstairs and to the left.” 

 “We‟ll be back,” Peter said, and he mounted the stairs with Harry right behind him. 
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 Strange stood at the top of the stairs. His eyes were calm, but his hair was mussed 
and he had a week‟s growth on his sunken cheeks. He smiled politely at the two young 
men on the stairs. 

 “Can I help—“ he started, then he stopped short and stared at Harry. “The 
darkstone,” he breathed. 

 “I think the Doc knows what to do,” Peter said. “He also has a broken arm,” he 
said to Strange. 

 “Peter, please wait with the others,” Strange said. “Harry Osborn, right?” 

 “Yes sir,” Harry said, surprised. 

 “Do come with me.” 

 Harry and Strange entered one of the guest rooms upstairs. 

 “Do you want to know what happened?” Harry asked, feeling a bit awkward. 

 “You know Peter, probably from school,” Strange began. 

 “He was my roommate,” Harry volunteered. 

 “You detected that he was somehow different, but didn‟t put a lot of thought into 
it. You were going about your business when a white haired man with sharp features 
offered you the power to beat Peter. It seemed like a really good idea. He gave you 
something like cold coffee to drink.” 

 Harry stared at him slack jawed. 

 “His name is Mordred,” Strange added gently. “Don‟t ever have anything to do 
with him again.” 

 “Yes sir,” Harry said respectfully. “Can you take that thing out of me?” 

 “Mostly,” Strange said. “He got you to ask him for it first, right? You accepted it 
voluntarily?” 

 “Yes sir.” 

 Strange pursed his lips. “Very well,” he said. “I‟ll do my part, then you must do 
yours.” 

 “I will,” Harry said. “When do we begin?” 

 “Now,” Strange said. “But it helps if you are asleep first…” He passed his hand 
over Harry‟s face once, and Harry fell into a deep slumber. 

 

 Peter reached the bottom of the stairs. He limped into the kitchen and eased 
himself down into a chair. 

 “Hey, this Strange guy is a doctor, right?” Mary Jane said. 

 “Yeah,” Peter replied. 

 “Woo hoo!” Mary Jane said with a grin. “I don‟t have to do the stitches this time!” 
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 “I need some on my side, and my arm got ripped pretty good,” Peter said with a 
rueful grin. “Hey, Mary Jane. I got hit on the head. A lot. So maybe you can help me 
clarify this. You did propose to me, right?” 

 “You bet,” she said with a nod. 

 Peter leaned back in the chair. “Cool,” he said with a very satisfied smile. “That‟s 
what I thought.” 

 

 Harry blinked, then sat up. He looked down at his arm, it was in a sling. He was 
sitting on a bed. Doctor Strange sat on a chair next to him, his fingers steepled, his eyes 
dark. 

 “Will… Will I be okay?” Harry asked hesitantly. 

 “Yes,” Strange replied quietly. “If you choose to be.” 

 “Am I going to need physical therapy for this?” Harry asked, nodding at his arm. 

 “No,” Strange said. “I‟ve seen to it that your arm will knit properly, as long as you 
take care of it. A bit too much racquetball, I should think,” he said with a small smile. 

 “Right,” Harry said, shaking his head as memories teased the edge of his mind. 
“Racquetball with Peter.” 

 Strange said nothing, he simply held up a stone. It was dark, in the shape of a 
slightly irregular rounded square. One corner was chipped. “This is the darkstone,” he 
said, “reconstituted.” 

 “Almost,” Harry said, nodding towards the chip. 

 “That is within you,” Strange murmured. “You agreed to take the stone, and some 
part of you will always be haunted by a darkness that is beyond you.” 

 “So… what do I do about it?” Harry asked nervously. 

 “Nothing,” Strange said. “Absolutely nothing. If you feel a dark urge, go around it. 
Be decent. Be human. Deny the impulse to be anything else. Live a good life and you‟ll 
be free of this forever.” He deliberately put the stone down on the nightstand. “Now 
for the delicate part.” 

 “What‟s that?” Harry asked, noticing that his mouth was dry. “Payment?” 

 Strange‟s smile was an echo. “No,” he said, his thoughts far away. “Not a payment. 
The question before us is, do you want to remember that this whole incident 
happened?” 

 “Do I want to remember?” Harry asked, startled. 

 “Some people,” Strange said, “find it difficult reconciling episodes that do not fit 
with the rest of their lives to the future they wish to have. For those people, sometimes 
the past can re-shape itself in a more… palatable direction. Reduce the truth to the 
occasional troubling dream.” 

 “Absolutely not,” Harry said firmly. “This episode, as you call it, fits perfectly into 
my life. I‟ve always wondered what was under the surface. What else was going on. I 
can‟t go back to wondering. In fact, you make me curious. Can you look and see if that‟s 
happened to me before?” 
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 Strange hesitated. “Not right now,” he said. “Maybe later. You‟re sure?” 

 Harry sighed. “I‟ve learned from this,” he said. “I see now that there are things I 
need to tend to, things that my… my jealousy blinded me to. I need to be my own 
man.” He looked at Strange. “You said the white haired man was named Mordred?” 

 “Yes,” Strange said. “And he is not a man. He is a creature that looks like a man. He 
is a malicious and wicked creature that delights in simply being wicked and malicious. 
He discovered your feelings about Peter, and he used one of his toys,” Strange said, 
touching the darkstone, “to power you up and send you after Peter. In this way, he 
hoped to foster mistrust and paranoia in Peter, perhaps killing him or driving him away, 
ideally involving me and having things get ugly one way or another.” 

 “Seems like a lot of trouble to go to,” Harry said, wanting a smoke. He licked his 
lips and glanced around the room. 

 “Years ago, I locked Mordred in a prison. To keep him out of trouble. He got out. 
He took it personally,” Strange said, his eyes depthless.  

 “Thanks for your help,” Harry said sincerely. “If you need anything, just let me 
know. I won‟t forget this.” 

 Strange nodded to him. “I appreciate the offer,” he said. A faint smile played across 
his features. “We‟re always looking for advertisers for the Planetary.” 

 “Oh,” Harry said, his eyes widening. “You‟re that Doctor Strange!” He grinned, 
bemused. “I can‟t believe I didn‟t make the connection.” 

 “Don‟t worry about it,” Strange said, rising. “I get that a lot.” 

 

 They were headed down the stairs in time to hear the conversation in the kitchen. 

 “So you two have got to be in the wedding,” Mary Jane was saying to Tandy and 
Tyrone. “We‟ll be the best protected couple outside a mob wedding.” She grinned. 

 “I just hope this wedding goes better than the last one I helped out with,” Illyana 
said, shaking her head. She was the first to see Harry and Strange standing in the 
doorway. “Hey, guys.” 

 “Hey,” Harry said. He swallowed hard. “Look, I want to apologize to all of you. I 
know words are pretty weak, but I am sorry. Peter, you know I‟m sorry it turned out like 
it did. But Mary Jane,” he said, a pained expression settling on his face. “I don‟t know 
what to say to you. Except that I‟ll never do anything like that again. I know what came 
over me. I know I had a part in what happened. And as much as I wish I could say 
otherwise, some part of me really wanted to betray our friendship.” He looked into her 
eyes, speechless for a moment. “I‟m sorry,” he said quietly. “To you most of all.” 

 “I‟m not sure it‟s that easy,” Mary Jane said coolly. 

 “That‟s why I‟m not asking for forgiveness,” Harry replied. “For now, please just 
accept my apology.” 

 “Apology accepted,” Mary Jane said with a slight nod. 

 “With that,” Harry said, “I‟ll see you all later. I think I need about a week of sleep.” 
He smiled at them briefly, then left through Strange‟s front door. 
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 “I‟ll talk to him later,” Peter said to Mary Jane in a low voice. “Just what exactly 
happened?” 

 “We‟ll talk later,” she replied with an arched eyebrow. “Until then, you can stew in 
your curiosity.” 

 “You are an evil Nazi,” Peter said with half a smile. 

 “Take it or leave it,” Mary Jane replied. 

 Peter smiled, and stroked her face. “You know I‟m keeping you,” he whispered. 
Then his eyes widened. He looked at his hand. The abrasions and scrapes that covered 
it. 

 “Oh crap,” he said breathlessly. “I broke out of prison tonight!” He stood up 
quickly. “I need somebody to give me a ride to the station! I gotta turn myself in!” He 
turned to Mary Jane. “If I can‟t be Peter Parker any more, will you still love me?” 

 “Yes,” she replied simply. “We‟ll rename you Slim Guido Sarduchi.” 

 “Strange,” Peter said, turning to him. “If it comes to that, can you get me a new 
identity?” 

 Strange raised an eyebrow. “If it comes to that,” he said with a nod. “Do your best 
to keep that from happening.” 

 “You know I will,” Peter said. “Now will somebody give me a ride to the police 
station?” 

 “Maybe I can do you one better,” Illyana said with an arch smile. 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY ONE 

 Peter walked into the police station looking a bit lost and bewildered. 

 “I need to speak to Detective Brilhart immediately,” he said to the woman sitting 
behind the main desk. “My name is Peter Parker. I accidentally escaped a couple hours 
ago.” 

 

 Less than five minutes later, Peter was in a strait jacket handcuffed by his ankles to 
an interrogation chair that was bolted to the floor in an examination room. Brilhart, 
Vine, and a handful of SWAT officers stood arrayed against him. 

 “Please,” Peter said. “Give me a chance to explain.” 

 “By all means,” Vine said sarcastically, slouching against the wall, “I can‟t wait to 
hear this one.” 

 “We‟re just glad to have you back in custody,” Brilhart said seriously. “What‟s your 
explanation?” 

 “If you check the cell,” Peter said, “you‟ll notice that the bars and walls were ripped 
out from the outside of the cell, not broken from the inside. Furthermore, it should mean 
something to you that I came back. If I was guilty, you‟d better be sure I‟d run and not 
let you catch me. Honestly, guys,” he said with very earnest eyes, “if I could bust out of 
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a solitary cell on the third floor and levitate to the ground, do you think I‟d let you guys 
tie me up?” 

 “So what happened?” Brilhart asked quietly. 

 Peter sighed. “I heard this sound, a weird whippy sound, then the window was 
ripped out, then the wall. I leaned over to look, and something black hit me. I don‟t 
know what happened next.” 

 “I can‟t believe this,” Vine exploded. “You couldn‟t even bother comin up with a 
better cover than that?” 

 “Truth isn‟t always as convenient as an alibi,” Peter snapped. He looked into 
Brilhart‟s eyes. “Can we talk?” he asked, his voice low. “Just us.” 

 Brilhart chewed his lip, considering his options. He glanced at Vine. 

 “Don‟t do this, Detective,” Vine said harshly. “Don‟t let this punk jerk you 
around.” 

 “The prisoner is secure,” Brilhart said clearly. “Five minutes. Just wait outside.” 

 “Dammit Brilhart, I‟m going to report this,” Vine gritted out. 

 Brilhart smiled at him. “You do that, Detective,” he said. “I seem to recall the 
Commissioner enjoys your little reports a great deal.” 

 “Maybe Internal Affairs will too,” Vine grumbled. 

 “Out,” Brilhart said, an edge to his voice. The others left, and Brilhart was alone 
with Peter. 

 “Thank you,” Peter said. “I was hoping you‟d come through for your Special 
Crimes Unit.” 

 “Parker, I can‟t fix this for you,” Brilhart said quietly. 

 “I want to be honest with you, Detective,” Peter said, watching his eyes. “It‟s about 
time. We‟ve been through a lot together.” 

 “I don‟t want to hear this,” Brilhart said uneasily. 

 “Good,” Peter said. “That‟s why I‟m telling you. See, I am the spider ghost. You 
must have suspected. Right now I‟m wounded from fighting the one who was imitating 
me. He‟s not dead, but I… I fixed what was wrong with him. He won‟t be a problem 
again. You have my word. I am innocent,” he said, believing every word and letting the 
force of his conviction communicate itself to Brilhart. “I just couldn‟t be sure I wasn‟t 
under some kind of hypnosis or something until he broke me out and I fought him.” 

 “I believe that you‟re innocent, but this is going to have to come out in court,” 
Brilhart said. 

 “You find a suspect and have a trial, I‟ll testify,” Peter said. “But please. I don‟t 
want to be that suspect.” 

 Brilhart thought that over, then shook his head. “There‟s murder in it this time,” he 
said. 

 “I‟m not asking you to turn a blind eye to the case,” Peter said earnestly. “In fact, 
I‟ll help you recover the stolen goods. I‟ve got some solid leads on that. All I‟m saying 
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is, you‟ll have to investigate it without my help. And Brilhart. Please. Let me go. Let me 
post bail. I‟m not an escape risk. I came here tonight to prove it. Believe me when I tell 
you I could be in Brazil by now.” 

 Brilhart leaned back against the wall, his mind working as he looked at Peter 
Parker. The door to the room burst open and Vine strode in, chin out, defiant. 

 “That was a fast five minutes,” Brilhart said. 

 “Wasn‟t it?” Brilhart snapped. “You know as well as I do that this guy is the freak 
that pulled the robberies. We caught him with the goods in his apartment for God‟s sake. 
He is our guy. What did the lab turn up?” 

 Peter‟s blood ran cold and his breath froze in his chest. 

 Brilhart picked Peter‟s folder up from the table. “See for yourself,” he said mildly, 
handing the folder to Vine. 

 Vine stared at the pages, slowly flipping through. “This can‟t be right,” he said. 
“No way this is right. Take another sample.” 

 “Vine,” Brilhart said quietly, “give it up. You‟ve pegged the wrong guy.” He looked 
at Peter. “I think we‟ve learned enough here. We‟re letting him go.” He smiled wryly at 
Peter. “Just don‟t leave town, okay?” 

 “I can‟t believe this,” Vine grunted furiously. “I can‟t believe it.” 

 The paperwork got rolling. Peter started breathing again. 

* 

 The Atlantic glittered far below as the jet droned through the air, moving at 
incredible speeds across incredible distances. It seemed to hang in the air. 

 Inside, Doug popped a caffeine pill and rubbed at his eyes, then returned his 
attention to piloting.  

 In the passenger compartment, Valeria sat listlessly. Dani looked out the window 
uncomfortably, at a loss for anything to say. 

 “You look a lot better,” she offered. 

 Valeria touched her face. Indeed, most of the wrinkling had reversed. By the time 
the plane landed she would be fully back to normal. She was still haunted by a touch of 
age, however. 

 “I can feel my body still recovering from the kryptonite,” Valeria said. “I don‟t 
know how you saved me, but I‟m glad you did.” 

 “It was Doug‟s idea,” Dani said. “He didn‟t have a plan or anything, he just figured 
we‟d go to Latveria and ask nicely or something. I thought that was the stupidest thing I 
had ever heard. But it worked,” Dani said with a shrug. “God looks out for fools, I 
hear.” 

 “Good thing for me,” Valeria replied. 

 “I showed Doom his greatest hope and his greatest fear at the same time,” Dani 
said, encouraged. “Doug thought that might give us some kind of advantage. Uh, yeah it 
did. He just turned you over. I couldn‟t believe he was the same guy that came to rescue 
me last winter!” 
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 “Tough to swallow, isn‟t it,” Valeria murmured. 

 “Hey,” Dani said, “I have an idea. I‟ve been practicing with my power. I thought it 
was kind of goofy before, but after this… maybe there‟s something to it. Do you want 
me to show you your greatest wish?” she asked. 

 Valeria bit her lip, and tears built in her eyes. “I don‟t think I could bear it,” she 
whispered. 

 Dani blinked, and settled back in her seat. “Sorry,” she said in a small voice. “I 
didn‟t realize.” 

 “No, I don‟t mean to… I‟m better off not knowing, Dani,” Valeria said. “I‟ve had 
enough of nightmares. And a dream that can never come true seems somehow worse.” 
She heaved a deep sigh. “At the end of the day,” she added, her thoughts far away, “we 
all have to live in this world.” 

 “Except Illyana,” Doug called from the cockpit. 

 “Yes,” Valeria said with a shake of her head and a small smile. “Except Illyana.” 

* 

 Harry stood by the floor length windows, looking out over the slow pulse of New 
York in the wee hours of the morning. Behind him, there was a snap hiss and a wash of 
light. He didn‟t turn. 

 “Hey, Harry,” Peter said. 

 “I was waiting up for you,” Harry said. “So are you still Peter Parker?” 

 “Believe it or not, I got it all sorted out,” Peter said as he joined Harry at the 
window. “This is a hell of a view.” 

 “You can still say that when you‟ve seen it from the roof?” Harry said wryly. 

 Peter nodded. “Still can,” he said. He glanced at Harry. “I still haven‟t lost my sense 
of wonder,” he added with a bit of a grin. 

 “Maybe I‟ve gained some of mine back,” Harry said. He took a pull on his 
cigarette. Shook his head. “I never guessed at how hard it might be to be you,” he said 
quietly. “Just never grasped it. I think I understand you a lot better now. What it takes 
to be you. I don‟t envy you your power,” he said, looking at Peter. “I envy you the way 
you use it.” He licked his lips, looking back out the window. “I‟m ashamed of myself.” 

 “I‟m sorry you got pulled into this,” Peter said, putting a hand on his good 
shoulder. “I really am. That‟s one of the things that has haunted me since I got this 
power. People around me become targets. This time was a lot worse than the car crash, 
huh.” 

 “I‟m just trying to figure out how to find my way back,” Harry mused as he 
watched the ceaseless rush of the city far below his penthouse suite. “How do I repay 
you for saving me from… from what I could have been?” 

 “I have an idea for a start,” Peter said. He glanced around, then eased himself 
down on an overstuffed chair. “I just came from the police station. I had a frank 
discussion with Detective Brilhart. Told him I could recover some of the stolen goods.” 

 “I know where all of it is but the jewelry I gave you,” Harry said. 
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 “So just return it. Subtly. Anonymously. Be sure to get fingerprints off and all that,” 
Peter said. 

 “Done,” Harry nodded. 

 “Then there‟s the matter of the broken wall.” 

 “An anonymous donation?” Harry asked. 

 “Should do it,” Peter shrugged. “Here‟s the sticky part. Brilhart told me that he 
couldn‟t just make this disappear, which I understand. One of the main reasons? This 
time there was a murder.” 

 Harry thought back, then shivered. “One of the guards at the Brinks truck,” he 
breathed. 

 “Right,” Peter nodded.  

 “I‟ll see to it that the family is comfortable,” Harry said, flexing his jaw as he looked 
out over the city. “That‟s the right thing to do.” He turned to Peter. “Does that satisfy 
your sense of justice? Does that make things right between us?” 

 “Almost,” Peter said. “What happened between you and Mary Jane?” 

 Harry let out a sigh, and sat in a chair opposite Peter. He put his face in his hands, 
rubbing gently at his eyes. For a long moment, he didn‟t say anything. 

 “I won‟t say the darkstone made me do it,” he said quietly. “The urge was mine. 
But it was amplified by the… the voice in my head. It was so hard to control. It was like 
being a teenager again, only a lot worse and backed up by an adult life.” He sighed. “I 
tried to make Mary Jane come home with me. To prove I was better than you in every 
way. It was this raging obsession. Now that the stone is gone, I can vaguely remember 
the intensity, but…” He shrugged. “I was about to do something horrible. Tandy 
rescued her, and I was mad enough to go after you directly.” 

 “Did you hurt her?” Peter asked evenly. 

 “Not physically,” Harry said. “I don‟t know if our friendship will survive it.” 

 “Mary Jane is a tough woman,” Peter said. “Time will tell. Thanks for being honest. 
I needed that from you.” He stood. “If I could have somehow kept you from being 
infested with that thing, you know I would have.” 

 Harry nodded. “I know. And as horrible as it was, I‟m glad it happened. Now at 
least I know the truth. And I know what I‟m missing,” he added with a wry smile. “I 
can‟t believe you thought you could just tell me you were socially inept and clumsy and 
that would be the end of my curiosity.” 

 “At least I‟m not a hit man, like you thought,” Peter grinned. 

 “Seriously,” Harry said, “is there anything I can do to repay you for the trouble I 
caused?” 

 “Be your own man, Harry,” Peter said as he looked into his friend‟s eyes. “That will 
be more than enough.” The moment hung between them like a silent pact. Then Peter 
grinned. “Hey, I‟m starving. Want to go to Golden‟s? My treat. And they‟re still open.” 

 Harry just laughed at him. “How about I pick up the tab for this one,” he said. 
“I‟ve been saving up.” 
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 “Well, okay,” Peter said as they headed for the elevator. “As long as you don‟t have 
to break the piggy bank.” 

 They left the apartment as friends. 

* 

 Vine scowled at the monitors, jaw clamped shut. Brilhart tapped at the keyboard, 
writing up a report. 

 “Go ahead, say it,” Brilhart said, his voice weary. 

 “I compared the blood samples from the mall with the blood samples from the 
Roth Hall incident. It‟s the same guy, Brilhart.” He had the sullen sound of an unjustly 
scolded child. 

 “Yeah,” Brilhart said with a sigh. “Same guy.” 

 “Somebody monkeyed with the blood sample. Peter Parker doesn‟t have some 
wacky pal. It‟s him. I‟m sure,” Brilhart said. “I want another blood test.” 

 Brilhart leaned back in his chair and rubbed the bridge of his nose. Then he stood 
and walked around to look over Vine‟s shoulder at the grainy security camera images. 
Two lithe figures fighting for their lives, tearing up the store. 

 “Looks like a couple of monsters fighting,” Brilhart noted. “You like Godzilla, 
Vine?” 

 “No,” Vine said shortly.  

 “Me either,” Brilhart said with a shake of his head. He watched the tapes for a brief 
moment. “Can you get an i.d. on Parker from those shots?” 

 “Too damn far away, too dark, too fast, always something,” Vine grumbled. “I‟ll 
get them cleaned up, though. I‟ll get a shot. There‟s gotta be a handful on this tape, and 
I‟ll find „em.” 

 “You remember Roth Hall,” Brilhart said. “We lost a lot of cops there.” 

 Vine said nothing, his face set and his eyes glaring at the screen. 

 “This black thing that he‟s fighting,” Brilhart added. “How do you think we would 
have captured it? It‟s a hell of a lot faster than the crocodile thing was. Now it‟s gone, 
and it only killed one man. Just one man.” 

 “What are you getting at?” Vine snapped. “Parker is your Special Crimes Unit? 
Your pet vigilante? Brilhart, do you have any idea how—illegal—stupid—I mean, 
damn!” 

 Brilhart leaned over and freeze-framed the tape as a blaze of light screwed up the 
camera, catching a brief silhouette of the bare-chested fighter as something dark lunged. 

 “You would send your S.W.A.T. team in to corner that?” he said gently, pointing at 
the living shadow. 

 Vine was sullen and silent. 

 “Aren‟t you glad,” Brilhart said deliberately, “it‟s not your call?” Vine looked him in 
the eye. Saw the responsibility for sending men to their deaths. 
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 He looked back at the screen, something different in his eyes. “You‟re right,” he 
said slowly. He switched the monitor off. “It‟s not my call.” 

Brilhart nodded, then went to finish his report. 

* 

  The crisped, smoking cripple dug his fingers into the little girl‟s arm as he dragged 
her towards the shadow of the ancient wood. She whined in terror, but he didn‟t seem 
to notice. As they reached the dimness beneath the spreading arms of an ancient oak, 
the badly burned sorcerer flung the girl down on the roots. 

 With no further ceremony, he pulled a knife from his sleeve and plunged it into the 
girl, killing her. He rolled her over so her blood poured across the ancient roots of the 
tree, and he spoke words the tree‟s spirit would remember. With a creak, the roots 
shifted to form a narrow portal. That was all the sorcerer needed. 

 Mordred left Prime. 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY TWO 

 The dimension rippled slightly, and a thin portal opened. Mordred slid out and 
thudded down on the shale gracelessly. He shifted, groaning, his wounds still wisping 
smoke. 

 “Mordred,” Belasco rumbled as he strode over. “You‟re looking poorly.” 

 “Thank you for that warm welcome,” Mordred snapped. He looked around. Shale 
slabs, lava flows, a flaming sky. He shook his head. “Very creative. Never seen this 
before,” he said acidly. 

 “I like this look,” Belasco said, shifting uncomfortably. “What happened to you?” 

 “Victor von Doom happened,” Mordred said, “and make no mistake, he‟ll be 
rewarded for his efforts. When I‟m through with him, that backstabbing mortal will wish 
he had atomized himself. But I can‟t be distracted from Strange. Let‟s see. Just to make 
sure he‟s gone.” 

 The physical damage that had been inflicted to Mordred was already falling away 
now that he had escaped the rules of Prime. However, the warpfire burns still swelled 
and oozed. They would not be shrugged off so easily. 

 Mordred opened a scrye. He glanced into it, then he paled as his eyes widened with 
alarm. “Strange is back on Prime!” he said breathlessly. “And his apprentice whelp! 
How can that be?” He flickered to another view. “Osborn and Parker are eating 
together—“ the view flickered again, closer. “Strange has my darkstone!” he raged. The 
view flickered once more. “No! Valeria is in New York!” He screamed in rage, and flung 
mystic bolts out randomly as Belasco ducked. 

 Mordred stood, his thin chest heaving, anger sparking in his fey eyes. “This is 
intolerable,” he said. “Everything was going along smoothly, and now each and every 
one of my plots has unraveled but two. And that‟s ridiculous. So. So what am I going to 
do.” 

 “Which two are still in progress?” Belasco asked. 

 “You are still training my apprentice, yes?” Mordred snapped. 
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 “Yes, my master,” Belasco said. 

 “And I‟m still closing in on romantic involvement with Montessi,” Mordred said. 
He shook his head. “I‟m going to have to do some divinations,” he murmured. 
“Narrow down what I can use. And I will pick one of Strange‟s lackeys. One I can 
surely bring down.” 

 “Illyana!” Belasco said, his eyes flaring. 

“Perhaps,” Mordred said. “I‟ll choose my target over the next few days. 
Strange‟s lackeys will fall, one by one, even if I must do the honors myself…”ART 
THREE 

 

Saturday, October 11 

 Peter opened the door, knocking. “Anybody home?” 

 “In here, Peter,” a voice called from the kitchen. He closed the door behind 
himself and strolled in. 

 “How is my favorite lady this morning?” Peter asked with a grin as he opened his 
arms.  

 The frail old woman in the kitchen gave him a hug, and squeezed him for a 
moment. Then she stepped back. 

 “Why Peter,” she said, “you look positively radiant. What‟s going on?” 

 “I‟m engaged to Mary Jane!” Peter said with a grin. “I‟m going to be married, Aunt 
May!” 

 “Oh, Peter,” she glowed, “that‟s wonderful news! When did you propose?” 

 “Last night,” Peter said, letting the truth bend a little for the sake of the moment.  

 “Well, I knew it would happen,” Aunt May said primly. “I‟ve got something for 
you that I‟ve been saving for this day.” 

 

 “It‟s my grandmother‟s engagement band,” Peter explained as Mary Jane looked 
into the old ring box. “I mean, I wasn‟t really ready to hand you a ring when you 
proposed to me.” 

 “You were sort of in your underwear,” Mary Jane said slyly. Then she looked at the 
ring. It was gold, not at all fancy, a simple modest diamond. “I think it‟s perfect, Peter,” 
she said, and she gave him a hug. “This is going to make things a lot less awkward. I 
figured we‟d go ring shopping today, but that‟s pretty well fixed that.” 

 “I‟m glad you like it,” Peter said with a tinge of relief. 

 “If I was in it for the engagement rock, I‟d have stayed with Harry,” Mary Jane said 
archly. “I think it‟s sweet that you gave me your grandma‟s ring. Now. I think we should 
get married on November first.” 

 “Uh, that‟s three weeks away,” Peter said, startled. 

 “Exactly,” Mary Jane said with a nod. “I want to keep this simple, low fuss, quick, 
and cheap. After all, I‟m in it for you, big guy. And the way you live, I want to get 
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married sooner rather than later in case somebody cripples or kills one of us.” She 
smiled at him sweetly. 

 “When you‟re right, you‟re right,” Peter shrugged. 

 

 “And believe me, Parker, she‟s right,” Mordred giggled as he watched them closely 
in his scrye. “A wedding! Such a happy occasion! Everyone will be there!” He steepled 
his fingers, leaning back. “Now. How can I use this?” 

 He swiftly stood and strode over to his stone circle. He picked up the knuckle 
bones. “Parker,” he breathed. He tossed the knucklebones. They scattered, and he 
examined them closely. “Hm,” he said, tracing along one of the family lines. 
“Interesting.” He chose one of the bones, then threw the batch again.  

 “Grandfather, eh?” he mused, a smile growing on his face as he examined the new 
circle of divination. “Fascinating…” The scrye remained open in the background, he 
half listened to their insipid chatter. 

 

 “So we‟ve got Tandy and Tyrone as bridesmaid and groomsman,” Mary Jane said, 
laying on her stomach on the bed and kicking her bare feet lazily as she tapped her pen 
against her teeth. She glanced down at her spiral notebook. “I want Gwen for my 
matron of honor. God, that woman is such a matron.” 

 Peter blinked. “I thought it was maid of honor, and married women were matrons 
of honor.” 

 “Whatever. So who do you want to be your best man?” she asked. 

 Peter walked over to the window and looked out for a long moment. “I don‟t 
know,” he said quietly. “I‟ve put a lot of thought into it. I know Doug isn‟t going to 
want a public role in all this, Strange is too weird and old and stuff. Logan left without a 
forwarding address and I wouldn‟t trust him or Kravinoff to behave at a public event 
anyway. When I think through my friends…” he shook his head. Then he turned and 
leaned against the windowframe, frankly meeting Mary Jane‟s eyes. 

 “I think I know where this is going,” she said coolly. 

 “I talked to Harry,” Peter said. “I know first hand what the darkstone can do, how 
it can whisper to you, what it can drive you to do. And he‟s free of it. He‟s made his 
mistakes. But, dammit, I want to believe in him. I need to believe in him.” 

 “So you want Harry Osborn as your best man,” Mary Jane said. 

 “Yes,” Peter said. “How do you feel about that?” 

 She rolled over on her back and looked up at the ceiling. “How do I feel about 
that,” she wondered. “Well, I did date him. I know him as well as anybody. And he‟s 
done a lot of growing up. We‟ve had a lot of good times. But he still creeps me out 
after… what happened in the restaurant. I don‟t know what to think.” 

 “You two would never be alone together,” Peter said. “Maybe this is a good way to 
rebuild trust.” 

 She rolled over and met his eyes. “Aren‟t you a bit uncomfortable about having 
him as best man? Since we were a couple not too long ago?” 
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 Peter shook his head. “I was there during that relationship. I know what you two 
had. I know what we have. It just isn‟t the same thing,” Peter said quietly.  

 “That‟s awfully grown up of you,” Mary Jane said reflectively. 

 “You and me. It‟s right. I think you‟re over Harry.” 

 “I am,” Mary Jane said. “Okay. He can be in the wedding party. Now I‟ve made a 
concession so it‟s your turn to make the rest of them,” she said with a wicked grin. 
“You get to pick out the church and arrange the honeymoon.” 

 “Get a church for All Saints Day,” Peter said. “Check.” 

 “You realize it‟s the day after Halloween, so all masks get put away for this,” Mary 
Jane said. 

 “I know that,” Peter said. He paused. “You don‟t expect me to retire the mesh for 
good, do you?” 

 “No,” she said firmly. “I fell in love with you because you‟re this dangerous hero 
guy, among other things. I know you‟d just shrivel up and die if you didn‟t get to go 
mach nine with your hair on fire every now and then.” 

 “Cool,” Peter grinned. 

 “Just keep it to a dull roar around the wedding, please,” Mary Jane admonished 
sternly. “Can we please minimize the weirdness for that one day?” 

 “I‟ll marry you or die trying,” Peter said seriously. Then he grinned. “Speaking of 
weirdness, time to take a crack at the guest list. We have to get invites out there.” 

 “Three weeks to do everything,” Mary Jane mused, shaking her head. “I‟m insane.” 

 “Well, yeah, but we‟ll do it. Because this wedding is going to be my finest moment, 
when I pull it off.” 

 “Your finest?” Mary Jane said innocently. “Better than breaking a major crime 
boss?” 

 “Oh yeah.” 

 “Better than corralling mystic freak jobs?” 

 “Definitely.” 

 She grinned at him. “Better than hanging upside down in the subway taking 
pictures of trains?” 

 Silence. 

 She arched an eyebrow. 

 “Gimmie a minute to think it over!” he protested. Then he relented. “Yeah. Way 
better than that even.” 

 “Good,” Mary Jane said brightly. “Then you won‟t mind coming with me to pick 
out dresses tomorrow.” Peter groaned, and dropped to the floor and crawled under the 
bed. Mary Jane hung her head down over the side, her hair brushing the floor as she 
peered into the shadows where he hid. 
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 “It‟s not so bad,” she said relentlessly. “We can pick out tuxes too. And how do 
you feel about roses?” 

 “Poor,” he whined from the shadows under the bed. “Roses make me feel poor.” 

 Mary Jane laughed her best evil genius laugh. 

* 

 Illyana was draped across the couch in Strange‟s parlor. The lights were low, her 
hooves dangled off the end of the couch, her tail was slung over the back, and she 
munched away with a spoon and a jar of crunchy peanut butter. 

 Strange walked in and stood behind the couch, looking at the television. “How are 
you feeling?” he asked. 

 “Better,” she said. “I got some comfort food and a movie with Leonardo diCaprio 
sans shirt. Right about now Prime is the place to be.” 

 Strange chuckled. “I‟m going upstairs to do some work for the Planetary. Let me 
know if you need anything.” 

 “Check,” she said. “Any luck finding Mordred?” 

 “He‟s not on Prime,” Strange shrugged. “I can begin sweeping dimensions looking 
for him, but he relocates fairly frequently, and he‟s skilled at hiding.” Strange sighed. “I 
might be better off waiting for him to make another move.” 

 “We‟ll kick his pointy butt,” Illyana said confidently. 

 “I certainly hope you‟re right,” Strange said with a fond smile. “See you 
tomorrow.” 

 Strange ghosted out, and Illyana sighed and snuggled down into the couch, daintily 
kicking a hoof. “Life has been good to me,” she reflected. 

 The phone rang, and she picked it up. “Strange residence, Illyana attending,” she 
said politely. 

 “Illyana, this is Peter. I was hoping you‟d pick up,” he said. 

 “You were?” she said cautiously. 

 “Yes,” Peter said. “You know how you agreed to help with the wedding. We need a 
coordinator. Will you do that for us?” 

 “You bet,” Illyana said. “I like Mary Jane. She seems cool, if a little misguided. You 
I‟m still not sure about. You seem like kind of a dweeb.” 

 “So it‟s gonna be like that. Fine. At you‟re honest,” Peter muttered. “I‟m so glad 
you‟ll help. We get started tomorrow.” 

 “What‟s up?” she said. 

 “I want you to meet my Aunt May and check out the church we‟re going to try to 
get. So we can do all that at once if you come to church with Aunt May and me.” 

 “Ouch,” she said. 

 “What,” Peter said. “You don‟t think the reverend would relish the opportunity to 
preach to a demon sorceress?” 
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 “Definitely a dweeb,” Illyana sighed. “But I said I‟d help and I will.” 

 “If you could pick me up at seven thirty we can go surprise my Aunt May and take 
it from there,” Peter said with an audible grin. 

 “How should I dress?” Illyana asked innocently. “Tail, horns, hooves, armor, 
sword, pointy teeth, the usual?” 

 “You might not fit in,” Peter said delicately. “Nothing racy. Pretend you are three 
times your age and fashion impaired and you‟ll fit right in.” 

 “Ooh,” Illyana said with a delighted wince. “Score one for the choir boy. This 
might be fun after all.” 

 

Sunday, October 12 

 Aunt May answered the doorbell, puzzled as to who could be at her door. She 
opened it and her face lit up as she saw Peter in a suit. 

 “Hello, Peter,” she said. “And who is this?” 

 “This is Illyana Rasputin. She‟s going to be the wedding planner for me and MJ. I 
thought it would be a good idea for her to meet you.” 

 “Come in, come in,” Aunt May said as she stood back and let the two young adults 
into the living room. “Pleased to meet you, Ms. Rasputin. I‟ve just got another thing or 
two to finish up and I‟ll be ready to go.” 

 “Take your time,” Peter said, pretending to glance at his watch. “We‟re early.” Aunt 
May scurried off into the kitchen. 

 “You definitely look like a dweeb today,” Illyana said, glancing over Peter‟s distinctly 
boring and ill fitting gray suit. “You even have a tie tack. I didn‟t know people actually 
wore tie tacks.” 
 “Too much time hanging out with hippie wizards,” Peter grinned at her. “Hey. If 
this suit was serviceable in the late eighties it should still serve.” 

 “I hate men‟s fashion,” Illyana sniffed. “It‟s not fair.” 

 “You look good today,” Peter said. Illyana‟s square cut bangs had been curled, her 
hair up in a bun. She wore a simple knee length dress with a modest floral print, hose, 
and low heel pumps. Her sleeves extended down to her wrists. 

 “Thrift store shopping,” Illyana said with a shrug. “I took you at your word.” 

 Peter quickly hid his laugh as his aunt scurried back into the living room. “All ready 
to go,” she said brightly. “Your dress is lovely,” she added with a warm smile at Illyana, 
who had the grace to nod her thanks with a smile. 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY THREE 

 “You‟ve had enough training,” Mordred said to the wino he had rescued from the 
alleyway. “You look a bit more presentable than you once did.” 
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 The man that stood before him wore a long coat over his heavyset body. His hair 
was peculiar and wild, sweeping up and away from his square, pudgy face. He wore a 
pair of goggles over his eyes. When he smiled, his sharp teeth were revealed. 

 “Thank you, Mathter,” the apprentice replied. 

 “Are you ready for your mission?” Mordred asked in the condescending tone a 
parent would use with a small child. 

 His apprentice nodded. 

 “What is your name?” Mordred asked as it occurred to him he did not know. 

 “I am the Owl,” his apprentice replied. 

 A slow smile uncurled on Mordred‟s face. “Very well, The Owl,” he said, “my 
divination indicated that you know both Strange and Parker.” 

 “Parker,” the Owl hissed with distaste. “Thtrange.” 

 “You will not be observed, or your handiwork observed, by either of them,” 
Mordred said. “Instead, you will follow my instructions to unleash someone else that 
will. You must not be suspected, much less caught. You are a part of my overall scheme 
on Prime. Do you understand me?” 

 The Owl nodded vigorously. 

 “Good,” Mordred said. “Let‟s get Belasco and prepare to return to Prime.” 

* 

 The organ was playing the postlude when Peter and Illyana and Aunt May were in 
the receiving line after the service. 

 “I may never forgive you,” Illyana said under her breath at a volume she knew he 
could hear. 

 Peter just grinned. It was his turn to talk to the preacher. 

 “Reverend Eckridge,” he said warmly. “Great sermon. Hey, do you have a minute 
so we could talk when you‟re done here?” 

 “Certainly,” replied the reverend. He was short, with a combover hairdo and a 
heavyset build. His face beamed with general benign goodwill. Peter nodded, shook his 
hand, and stepped on down the line. 

 “Charmed,” Illyana said shortly, allowing the reverend to shake her hand and giving 
him a brief smile that stopped just short of frosty. 

 

 She cornered Peter at the other end of the foyer. “Parker,” she said, “I‟ve been 
through a number of dimensions and I‟ve seen zealotry and this is a very pale and 
watery shade of it.”  

 “Down girl,” Peter said with a grin. “I keep forgetting you were raised by wolves.” 

 She glared at him playfully for a moment. “I get it,” she said. “This is all because I 
called you a dweeb, isn‟t it.” 
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 “Pretty much,” Peter nodded, trying to keep his grin under control. “If the shoe 
fits, right?” 

* 

 Belasco stood with Mordred and the Owl. A hot wind whipped the stink of 
brimstone over the trio. 

 “Fabulous, just fabulous,” Mordred said, glancing around. He sighed. “Well. Now 
we will return to Prime,” he said. 

 “Isn‟t Strange back?” Belasco asked. “How do you plan on penetrating the barrier? 
There are no mystic groves out here.” 

 Mordred held up a scroll. “I‟ve got a rather special incantation on this scroll,” he 
said. “It will allow me to breach Prime for all of us.” 

 “May I see it?” Belasco asked, a bit haggard. 

 “Certainly,” Mordred said coolly, handing the scroll to the maimed sorcerer. 
“Before you read it and send us back, do step into the chalk circle there.” 

 Belasco nodded. “Very well. I hate Prime anyway,” he said as he moved to stand in 
the chalk circle. He clumsily shook the scroll open with his one arm, and then studied it 
over. He did not see Mordred slip a curved, wicked knife from his sleeve. He did, 
however, feel the blaze of agony as the enchanted knife plunged between his ribs into 
his heart. 

 He gasped and staggered, then fell to one knee as blood spurted up into his mouth. 

 Mordred immediately began the incantation as the life blood of the demon sorcerer 
welled out of his chest and mouth, spilling down on the hot stone and sizzling. 

 Belasco‟s life force was drawn into the chalk circle, turning it the color and 
consistency of bloody ash. The circle flared and hissed, then with a rending clap the 
dimensions were riven and the sunlight of Prime gushed into Belasco‟s dying realm. 

 With a careless shove, Mordred pushed the Owl back to Prime. He took just a 
moment to address the dying demon sorcerer. 

 “Thanks,” he said. “You were getting restless. I couldn‟t have you doing anything 
unpredictable. So I just cut to the chase. So much for your clever deal with Illyana and 
Strange‟s apprentice. You were a worthless lacky anyway,” he added. With a gesture, he 
changed the destination of the portal on Prime. Then he stepped through as Belasco‟s 
last breath faded to nothingness. 

The portal snapped shut. 

* 

 “Thanks for seeing us this afternoon,” Peter said. “I‟m Peter Parker, May Parker‟s 
nephew, and this is Illyana Rasputin.” 

 “Pleased to meet you, Illana,” the preacher said, shaking her hand. “Peter,” he said 
reproachfully. “I remember when you were yea high.” 

 Peter politely laughed, and he and Illyana sat down across the desk from the 
reverend as he settled into his leather chair. 

 “So what brings you two to my office?” he asked. 
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 “I‟m engaged to be married,” Peter said. “Illyana is my wedding planner. If I could 
reserve the church and if you would be willing to conduct the ceremony, I‟d appreciate 
it. Illyana wanted to meet you and look the building over.” 

 “Sounds fine, what day?” 

 “November first, it‟s a Saturday,” Peter said. 

 “Three weeks from now,” the reverend said, raising his eyebrows. Peter smiled 
apologetically. The reverend consulted the black-bound planner on his desk 
thoughtfully for a minute. “Well, you‟re in luck. The building is open. So is my schedule. 
So let‟s get you set up.” He picked up his pencil and scratched information onto the 
schedule book. 

 “Excuse me sir,” Illyana said politely. “May I look around the church?” 

 “Go ahead, you just go ahead, Lydia,” the reverend smiled.  

 She took her leave, and Peter got down to business with the reverend. Illyana 
breathed in and out and counted to ten as she left the office, followed a short corridor, 
skirted the children‟s event happening in the fellowship hall, and headed for the 
sanctuary. 

 She walked in, and the afternoon sunlight lay in beams across the pews, picking out 
the dancing motes of dust in the air. The room reverberated with silence. Her tread was 
noiseless on the carpet as she walked up the central aisle, looking at the dais and the 
podium, at the paintings hung on the back wall, at the arranged plants. She closed her 
eyes and leaned her head back, and simply felt the space. 

 The building wasn‟t all that old, but Illyana felt a trace of a faith tradition; this room 
was only used for worship. She let the silence and sunlight bear her up, and she felt very 
old and very young at the same time. She felt connected to the room as she felt the 
room connect to a thousand others like it, stretching across time and distance. 

 “Sacred space,” she whispered with a smile. Then she shook her head and strolled 
out the back. 

* 

 The setting sun bathed New York City in a crimson shroud of light as the hunched 
figure scurried down the alley behind the vast stone building. The Owl glanced back 
over his shoulder, a sneer affixed to his face, and he hunched by the iron bars over a 
basement window. 

 Hissing a few foul words of Cthonian, he gestured. The bars shriveled, then hissed 
and steamed a bit. He kicked at them, and the brittle bars snapped to fragments. The 
Owl scrabbled into the basement. 

 For what could have been hours, the strange hunched man wandered the sub 
basements, the annex cellars, the reserve collections, hunting for an elusive spot in a 
wall. 

 Finally, the Owl placed his trembling hand flat on the wall and whispered a few 
words, a name. A faint tremor shifted in the wall. 
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 Lenny Schmidt quietly grooved to the jazz in his headphones as he steered the 
floor buffer around the huge lobby of the dim museum. He was always careful to get 
the corners and around the bases of the statues. He was lost in a particularly delirious 
saxophone solo when a shadow detached from the others and pounced on him. He 
didn‟t stand a chance. 

 

 The janitor was bound and gagged in the center of a chalk circle on the floor. The 
Owl had cleared everything away from a stretch of wall. He set up candles around the 
circle as the janitor struggled and wordlessly shouted through his gag. Then, with 
deliberate carefulness, the Owl settled opposite the bare spot of wall. 

 He began to chant in a language that was not well suited for the human voice. He 
paused, then shouted a name, then chanted again. He began to pick up speed.  

 With a loud snap, a crack pushed across two feet of wall. The Owl, lost in his 
rhapsody of incantation, seemed to be oblivious except for the acceleration of his chant. 

 In a shower of gravel, concrete, and dust, the wall exploded outward in a sudden 
burst as whatever was within it answered the Owl‟s call. 

 The Owl threw his head back and cackled in diabolical glee as heavy frayed cables 
shot out of the wall and plunged into the janitor. The cables flexed, and blood flowed 
up through and over them, pulled towards a desperately hungering darkness in the 
wall… 

 

Saturday, October 18 

 The autumn day was crisp and clear, but warm enough for the garage to be thrown 
open to the elements. Tyrone sat at the card table, shuffling a deck of cards as Mary 
Jane and Peter strolled up to the garage. 

 “G-glad you t-two c-cc-could m-make it,” Tyrone said amiably. 

 “It‟s not like we‟re late,” Peter said. He sat at the table, looking around. “Where‟s 
Tandy?” he asked as Mary Jane sat opposite him. 

 “Sh-sh-she-e w-went-to g-gg-g-gget s-some s-songs,” Tyrone said. 

 “Hey gang,” Tandy said as she opened the door from the kitchen and joined them 
at the card table. “I wanted to take a minute and talk about songs.” 

 “Sounds good,” Peter said with a shrug. “You sing it I‟ll beat it. Something like 
that.” 

 Tandy put a spiral notebook on the table. She touched the cover as she collected 
her thoughts. “This notebook is why I wanted a band,” she said. “In here I have lyrics 
I‟ve been writing for about three years. Maybe longer. Song ideas.” She looked at the 
spiral for a moment. “I‟ve got songs about parents and being invisible to them. Songs 
about not being perfect enough. Songs about friends that have double crossed me. 
There‟s anger in here about how the world isn‟t fair. About how sometimes nothing 
makes sense.” 
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 She picked up the notebook and tossed it over to the trash can, where it thudded 
against the inside and slid to the bottom. She leaned forward, elbows on the table, and 
looked into the eyes of the other band members. 

 “Here‟s the thing,” she said as they blinked at her in surprise. “I don‟t think that‟s 
what we should be about. It‟s been keeping me up nights. This band can be really cool, 
people.  We are going to be able to get and hold the attention of listeners, we‟re going 
to have fans. As I got to thinking about that, I realized there‟s only one thing we can 
do.” 

 “What‟s that?” Mary Jane asked, her eyes wide. 

 “Bring hope,” Tandy said. “Bring light to those who are in the dark. Bring peace to 
those that are conflicted. We have to offer a better way. It‟s our responsibility.” 

 It was very quiet around the table. 

 “I‟m down with that,” Peter said, impressed. 

 “Sign me up,” Mary Jane said. 

 “C-cool,” Tyrone stuttered. He grinned ruefully. “C-can we d-dd-do Sh-sh-hiny D-
Death Metal?” 

 Tandy smiled at him. “Not really,” she said. “That does bring us to our next point. 
I‟m pretty flexible on the keyboards, within my limits. I think Parker can keep up with 
whatever we want to do. So what songs should we do for starters?” 

 “And we don‟t have a band name yet,” Mary Jane pointed out. 

 “How about Eyes Open?” Peter said. 

 “I like it,” Mary Jane said thoughtfully. Tyrone nodded his approval. 

 “I‟m flattered, guys,” Tandy said with a bit of a grin. 

 “This is your thing,” Peter said. “So what are we going to play?” 

 

 It was slow and halting, but the rendition of “Spyhunter” that rolled out of the 
garage was still sassy. A sleek Jag pulled up and parked in the driveway. Harry and 
Gwen got out of the car and approached the den of noise that the band occupied. 

 All four band members were wearing sunglasses, and Tyrone had his low-slung 
groove on while Tandy let her fingers pause and ripple around the theme. Peter 
hunched over his drum set, his stuffed Animal slowly twisting as he massaged the 
rhythm out of the drum heads with twirling sticks. Mary Jane gamely hung in there, 
hitting a chord when she knew where it landed. 

 Tandy gestured, and the band let up. Harry and Gwen applauded. 

 “So we in the right place for the wedding party or what?” Harry said. 

 “You bet,” Mary Jane said, slinging her guitar off and squinting at the clock. “Holy 
cow, noon already. Okay, people. Great practice. We‟ll put this stuff up in a minute. For 
now, it‟s time for marching orders,” she said with a grin. She looked around. “Where‟s 
Illyana?” 
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 “She said she‟d catch up,” Peter said. “She‟s getting the invites in the mail this 
morning.” 

 “Right,” Mary Jane nodded. “Okay, Gwen and Tandy and me are going to pick out 
fabric and patterns for the bridesmaid dresses. Peter, Harry, and Tyrone are going right 
now to get fitted for tuxes. I already have my dad‟s measurements,” she said, fishing a 
card out of her pocket and handing it to Peter. “So we should be all taken care of. Any 
questions?” 

 “No ma‟am,” Peter said. “We menfolk know our duty.” 

 “See you at the church at six,” Mary Jane said to Peter. 

 “I‟ll be there,” he said with a grin. “Trust me.” 

 

 “You okay back there?” Harry asked, glancing in the rearview. Tyrone sat sideways 
on the bench seat behind the two front seats. 

 “D-dude, I‟m c-cc-cool!” Tyrone grinned. “This is-z-zawesome!” 

 “Well, Peter,” Harry said, “I think it‟s really cool that you and Mary Jane are getting 
married.” His grin turned mischievous. “You nervous?” 

 “Of course,” Peter said as though it were obvious. “I‟m getting married. It‟s 
terrifying on so many levels.” 

 “Especially to Mary Jane,” Harry said. “Seig Heil!” 

 Peter laughed. “She told me I had better marry her,” he said. “I didn‟t dare refuse. 
A man could get hurt doing that.” 

 They all laughed. 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR 

 The women reached the back of the fabric store. 

 “I‟ll look at patterns,” Gwen said, sitting down at the table with large pattern books 
on it. “You all find some fabric.” 

 “Fair enough,” Mary Jane nodded. She wandered into the bolts of cloth, and Tandy 
followed her. 

 “Illyana said she knows  a really fast seamstress, so we can pick everything out 
today,” Mary Jane said. 

 “That‟s cool,” Tandy nodded. She took a drape of fabric between her fingers and 
felt the texture. “Are you sure you know what you‟re doing?” she asked quietly. 

 “Who ever does?” Mary Jane replied without looking at her. “Peter‟s life is 
dangerous. It‟s like he‟s some karmic magnet, like he did something really bad once and 
he‟s going to spend the rest of his life burning it off. But you know,” she said, turning 
to Tandy. “He‟s mysterious, and goofy, and dangerous, and hopelessly idealistic, and 
vulnerable, and the toughest guy I‟ve ever known…” She sighed. “I love him. Even if it 
doesn‟t last. Even if one or both of us get killed. It‟s worth it to me.” 

 “And he‟s a great dancer,” Tandy teased with a grin. 
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 “That too,” Mary Jane said with a sly and knowing smile. 

 “Hey, I found a pattern!” Gwen said, bringing the paper packet to Mary Jane and 
Tandy. 

 Mary Jane took one look at it and smiled triumphantly at Gwen. 

 “Perfect,” she said. 

* 

 Reverend Eckridge hummed to himself as he let himself into the locked church 
foyer as the last traces of dusk faded from the cloudy sky. He checked his watch. 
Quarter to six. He smiled to himself as he usually did when he was early for an 
appointment. Then he strolled through the dimness of the foyer, into the sanctuary, 
towards the back of the church. 

 He stopped short when he saw a shadowed figure standing at the pulpit, gripping it. 

 “Oh!” he said. “You gave me a fright. I‟m sorry, I‟ve got a meeting this evening. 
Please come back tomorrow.” He shivered as a chill breeze drifted through the 
sanctuary. 

 “But I have sinned,” the stout figure in the shadows of the dais said in a deliberate 
European accent. “There is sin in my soul, and you can help me.” 

 “How is that?” Eckridge asked uncertainly, fear seeping through him. 

 In the dimness behind the podium, Eckridge thought he saw the gleam of light on 
teeth. “Feed my sheep,” the intruder said slowly. “Or wolves. Whatever.” 

 With a startlingly loud rasping buzz, a length of frayed cable shot down at the 
Reverend from the man up front. The pudgy preacher managed a short, breathy, 
choked off scream as the cable plunged into his chest and squirmed… 

* 

 “You know, pre-marital counseling is where all the ugly stuff comes out,” Peter 
grinned at Mary Jane as they turned into the church parking lot. “This is the part where 
the preacher warns me that you tend to be domineering.” 

 “And where I‟ll finally discover that you have a classic male fear of commitment,” 
she shot back, arching an eyebrow. She parked the car. 

 They strolled up to the side door that led to the Reverend‟s office. Peter tried it, 
then blinked with surprise when it was locked. 

 “Huh,” he said. He knocked on the door. Waited. A chill breeze whirled by. Peter 
cleared his throat, glanced around. Then stiffened. 

 Mary Jane noticed. She sighed. “It was inevitable, really,” she said. “What‟s going 
on?” 

 “I don‟t know,” Peter said, sifting his senses as he stared around. “Wait in the car.” 

 “Hell no,” she said. “The safest place on this block right now is right behind you.” 

 He looked at her for a moment, then shrugged as a suitable counter-argument 
didn‟t present itself. He hopped over the railing and padded over to the windows into 
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the Reverend‟s office. The lights weren‟t on. He squinted at the windows, saw one 
where the latch wasn‟t quite latched.  

 An adhered nudge later, the window slid open. Peter‟s lithe form barely slipped 
through. He poked his head out. 

 “Stay by the door, I‟ll let you in,” he said. Then he slid the window shut. 

 Mary Jane felt very exposed and vulnerable, alone by the locked door. The moment 
seemed to stretch on forever, but she was still startled when the door rattled and slid 
open. Peter glanced at her briefly, then turned back to the church. 

 “Stay behind me,” he said. “Something is very wrong here. Can you smell it?” 

 “Smell?” Mary Jane said. She sniffed. “No.” 
 He nodded. “Just as well. Not a word, now.” They closed the door to outside, and 
Peter prowled toward the sanctuary. Mary Jane noted that if he had fur on his back it 
would be bristling right now; her cat had a similar look when stalking a mouse or a bit 
of cellophane. 

 They walked out onto the dais at the front of the sanctuary. “Wait here,” Peter said. 
“I‟ll stay in sight, but I‟m looking for clues.” 

 “Do your thing,” Mary Jane said, leaning back against the wall and glancing around 
nervously. 

 Peter‟s eyes flickered around, taking everything in as he slowly walked down to the 
middle aisle. He squatted effortlessly, and reached under a pew. Standing, he had a fat 
legal pad folder. He opened it, then closed it and put it down on the pew. He squatted 
again, and touched something under the pew. Looking around sharply, he approached 
the other side door that led to the dais. 

 “What did you find?” Mary Jane said in a stage whisper, somehow reluctant to 
speak louder. 

 “Blood,” Peter replied softly. Mary Jane shivered. 

 Senses at full battle ready alert, Peter pushed the door open and followed it into the 
narrow room that bordered the dais. He glanced around. A pew was in this space, a box 
of hymnals. He touched the pew. The cushion had been punctured, white fluff poked 
out of it. Peter glanced at the wall, looked at the trim on the other side of the room. It 
had deep scratches in it. He looked up.  

 There was a crawlspace, and its sliding door was scratched. He hopped up and 
adhered to the ceiling with the fingertips of one hand as he slowly slid the crawlspace 
open. Steeling his nerve, he popped his head up to have a look. 

 He came face to face with the eye sockets of the corpse of Reverend Eckridge. 
Shriveled, empty eyes lay flat in the sockets, the fat face was now lean and frozen in 
horror. The body had been broken and folded and stuffed between a rafter and a roof 
joist. Peter steeled his jaw and quickly dropped. 

 “Our meeting is cancelled,” he said tersely. “I need your cell phone.” 

 Mary Jane quickly fished it out of her purse and handed it to him. Peter closed his 
eyes, letting his mind remember a number for him. Then he punched it into the phone. 
Waited. 
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 “Yes,” he said in a normal voice that seemed oddly loud in the hushed church. 
“Brilhart, it‟s me Parker. Yeah. Uh, are you really busy right now? Just finished dinner? 
See, I‟ve got a problem here. Would you mind meeting me at Trinity Hill Baptist? 
Here‟s the address,” he said, rattling it off. “Look, I‟m there right now and… well, I‟m 
going to wait for you. Yes sir. Thanks. Okay. Bye.” He hung up and handed the phone 
back to Mary Jane. 

 “Are you insane?” Mary Jane said in wonder. “This place is going to be crawling 
with cops. We plan to get married here, ya know.” 

 “Our wedding is two weeks from today,” Peter said calmly. “Reverend Eckridge‟s 
dead body is neatly folded up there. If the police have the body and conduct an 
investigation, we‟ll be better off time wise than if they realize he‟s missing and start 
hunting for him. And I don‟t want to move the body or tinker with this. Furthermore, if 
we proceeded and they found him two days before the wedding, we‟d have a problem. I 
gotta protect my credibility at this point, and if I call it in as soon as I find it, to 
somebody who knows me, I‟m better off.” 

 “Do you come up with contingency plans for this stuff?” Mary Jane asked. “You 
worked that out pretty fast. I bet last night you were just laying in bed thinking, „Hm. If 
I find the mutilated body of our preacher, I‟ll call Brilhart.‟” She wavered. “There‟s a 
dead body right there?” she asked weakly, pointing. Peter nodded. 

 She sat down on the pew, struggling. “Oh God,” she said. “I don‟t want to throw 
up.” 

 “Come on,” Peter said, opening the door that led back to the recreation room. 
“Let‟s get you some… fresh…” 

 She looked up as the chill breeze drifted across her. Joining Peter, she gasped and 
put her hand over her mouth. 

 A huge hole had been torn in the back wall of the rec room, seven feet to a side, 
through brick and plaster. 

 “Okay,” Peter pattered, his eyes still keen, “I‟m guessing this is how the perp got 
in.” 

 “I just hope he‟s gone,” Mary Jane said in a small voice. 

 “I think he is,” Peter said. “For now.” 

* 

 The Owl was pacing back and forth over the dusty floor of the loft. He reached 
one stained wall and turned to measure out deliberate steps towards the other. 

 He hesitated, ears perking up. The rasp of steel on stone. He turned to the huge 
windows at one end of the warehouse loft. They were hanging open, drifting slightly in 
the breeze. A frayed steel cable squirmed up over the side, it‟s texture buzzing against 
the windowframe. The cable wrapped around a pillar and then a heavy-set man rose 
into view. The cables retracted under his long heavy coat with a rattling buzz that was 
quite disconcerting. 

 The newcomer stepped down into the room, his face gray and his horn rim glasses 
fogged with dust. He smiled, his teeth dry. 
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 “Your trip went well?” the Owl said. 

 “Indeed,” nodded the heavy man as he strode into the room. “The grandson of 
Forrest Parker knows he is threatened. They will need a new minister,” he added with a 
wide grin that did his squat face no favors. “Many thanks for finding this „Peter Parker‟ 
for me.” 

 “I am here to help you,” the Owl said with a gracious bow. He straightened. “Who 
be grandfather Parker?” 

 “A miserable thrice-cursed traitor,” the big man spat. “He had a chance to create 
greatness from the ashes of the world and he turned away from the path of power. He 
infiltrated the Red Skull‟s organization. He came with ruin in the shadows of his lies and 
plots. I, Otto Octavious, worked towards the integration of unholy magic and science to 
bring about an age of darkness that would make the worst superstitious and aggressive 
ignorance of the Dark Ages into a mere twilight. While Rasputin and I worked 
feverishly to transform the world, Parker couldn‟t see past the invisible lines of geo-
political boundaries and foolish prattling politics.” 

 He slowly turned to face the Owl, his eyes glittering behind dusted and cracked 
lenses. “It is no accident,” he growled, “that I have been awoken at this time. It is my 
fate, my fate, to kill Parker‟s grandson on the day of his wedding.” He leaned back, 
satisfied that he had made his point. Then he threw back his head and laughed, a deep 
and booming sound that rolled through the loft. The Owl cackled, his screams of 
laughter counterpoint to the glee of the mad doctor. 

* 

 Brilhart stepped off the box on the pew and hopped to the floor. He was pale, 
shaken. Peter raised his eyebrows. 

 “Nasty, huh,” he said. 

 Brilhart faced off with him. “My home number is unlisted, Parker,” he said. “I‟m 
sure the station didn‟t give it to you. You‟re the one that called in that weapons cache 
on the docks last year.” 

 “Got me,” Peter said sheepishly. 

 “That‟s been bothering me, wondering who that was,” Brilhart said. “As for this 
mess. What the hell is going on here?” 

 “I don‟t know,” Peter said with a shake of his head. He glanced over at Mary Jane, 
who sat on a chair with her back to the wall. “The body up there is our minister,” he 
said, looking back at Brilhart. “We‟re going to get married in this church. 

 “Congratulations,” Brilhart said to Mary Jane and Peter. “Why does this stuff 
happen to you?” he asked Peter. “How did you get to be such a lightning rod? Now that 
we‟ve been frank with each other, I‟m dying to know.” 

 “Me too,” Peter said, eyebrows raised. “I have no idea.” 

 “I have a theory,” Mary Jane said. “I think he‟s burning off karma for something 
really bad he did once.” 

 “Well get on with it,” Brilhart said, squinting up at the scratched crawlspace. “It‟s 
too dangerous.” 
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 “There‟s more,” Peter said. He walked over to the door that led into the rec room 
and opened it. 

 Brilhart blinked as he saw the huge hole in the wall. He followed Peter over to it. 

 “Looks like your friend‟s work again,” he said in a low voice. 

 “Believe me, that‟s the first thing I looked for,” Peter replied. “But see these 
grooves? This was done with something metal. Looks almost like a cable or a whip. 
Check out the serrations here, where a cable seemed to hit the wall and skid. This wasn‟t 
done by fists or claws or tools. I‟ve never seen anything like this before.” Peter turned 
to Brilhart. “I came to you first because I know you‟ll hear me out. I have absolutely no 
motive here. It‟s in my best interests for this to go without a hitch. The hitching. To go 
with… Okay, for this wedding to be uncomplicated.” 

 “So you called me instead of 911 because you think I‟ll make allowances for you,” 
Brilhart said, eyes narrow and jaw tight. 

 “Yes,” Peter said with a nod, putting his palms together and nodding. “Yes, 
please.” 

 Brilhart sighed and shook his head, rubbing his neck and squinting at the broken 
wall. “Dammit, I think you‟re right,” he said. “I‟m going to need a statement.” 

 “We‟ll follow you to the station,” Peter said in a small voice. 

* 

 “Can I use your phone?” Peter asked as they got into Mary Jane‟s car in the parking 
lot of the police station. 

 “I swear,” she said testily, “I‟ve been to the police station more times since I met 
you than I have in my entire life previously. I knew the desk sergeant by name, Parker.” 

 “Yeah, but can I use your phone?” 

 “Why don‟t you have your own phone?” she continued. “I mean really, you use 
more minutes on this thing than I do.” 

 “I used to just use pay phones all the time, if you can believe it,” Peter said, “but 
they‟re a dying breed. If I had a cell phone I‟d leave it places. Bottom of lakes, in the 
infrastructure of buildings, somewhere on a two mile roof chase, places like that. Can I 
use your phone?” 

 “Yes, already, just use it.” She stared at the road as she drove out of the parking lot. 

 Peter closed his eyes, remembered a number, punched it in. 

 “Illyana,” he said after a few seconds. “I think we need to talk. Something‟s come 
up with the wedding. Yeah. Our minister was murdered by something weird at the 
church. Want to take a look? Okay. Yeah, see you then.” 

 Peter disconnected the phone and stuck it back in Mary Jane‟s purse. 

 “So what was that about?” Mary Jane asked. 

 “Illyana is a wizard, Strange‟s apprentice. She can teleport around, she‟s got this 
really funky wizard outfit. Heh. Anyway. She‟s going to take a look and catch up with us 
at your place. 
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 “Fair enough,” Mary Jane said. “I suppose I don‟t get to drop you off at your place 
then.” 

 “I‟m not sure that‟s a good idea anyway,” Peter muttered as he shifted in his seat. 
“I really think we should stick together until this is worked out. I don‟t want to leave 
you alone when something like that is running around.” 

 Mary Jane heaved a sigh. “We have the most romantic sleepovers.” 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE 

 Illyana leaned against the side of the building, just out of sight of the forensics crew 
that gave the back of the church the feel of a kicked anthill. She let her eyes drift half 
closed, she opened herself to the auras and vibrations that were left behind by the 
violent entry. 

 She took a deep breath, and then shook her head and let the images go. A flare of 
light carried her to Limbo. 

 Her feet twisted into hooves and her knees slid back to bend the other direction as 
she squatted before her scrying pool. “Okay,” she said. “Show me the intruder.” 

 The pool shifted, swirls of impressions crossed it. But whatever she hunted was 
concealed and dispersed somehow. She frowned. Then she stood up, her legs shifting 
back to full human. She wiggled her toes and stepped into some clogs she kept by the 
throne. A gesture at the scrying pool pulled up an image of Peter. A stepping disk 
swirled up around her with a snap hiss and a spatter of dark eldritch fire. 

 She politely knocked on the door, and Peter answered it. “Come on in,” he said. 
“I‟ve been expecting you.” 
 “You sure got here fast,” Mary Jane noted. 

 “The shortest distance between two points is not really a straight line,” Illyana 
replied with a wink. “Now to business. The signal was funky as hell, but I managed to 
figure out what kind of boogeyman you‟ve found this time. It‟s a vampire. I‟m sure of it. 
All the signs are there, up to and including the drained victim.” 

 “Didn‟t have teeth marks in the neck,” Peter said doubtfully. 

 Illyana rolled her eyes. “Vampires feed on the life energy of their victims. The 
circulatory system carries life and air through the entire body, keeping it alive, in lock 
step with the heart. Therefore, that‟s the fastest way to plug into and drain life force. 
Vampires can use other energy sources, but that‟s the quickest and easiest and surest 
way to get energy for them. This joker didn‟t use his teeth. But he did drain the victim. I 
said it was funky, didn‟t I.” 

 “So did you find it?” Peter asked hopefully, flexing his hand into a fist. 

 “No,” Illyana said, glancing to the side. “The vamp is hidden in a network 
somewhere. They can diffuse their consciousness and energies through a system. That‟s 
what keeps them up, being able to draw from a network of power. Everything in that 
network is slowly degraded by the vampire‟s constant absorption of energy from it.” 

 “For example?” Peter said, blinking. “You lost me.” 
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 “For example,” Illyana said, sitting on Mary Jane‟s couch in her front room. Peter 
and Mary Jane followed and sat on chairs. “A vampire might settle on something as 
simple as a city block. In the tenement house on that block, violence would increase. 
Police would be afraid to go there. People living there would become listless, violent, ill 
at ease, haunted as the simple presence of the vampire grew like a tumor. It would feed 
from time to time, but the longer the vampire was there the more deeply ingrained it 
would be in its territory, drawing life force from the inhabitants in a way they could not 
even imagine. Other networks could be a corporate office, a courier service, a bridge 
club, it can be just about anything and it has a lot to do with how powerful the vampire 
is.” 

 “So you can‟t see the vampire because it‟s submerged in one of those network 
things,” Peter clarified. 

 “Right,” Illyana said. “I can‟t really pinpoint it more than that. I‟m getting these 
conflicting images. On the one hand, the signature feels pretty old. But the vampire 
must be a newcomer, it‟s got a very fresh feel to the aura.” She shook her head. “In any 
case, it‟s possible this guy had it in for the Reverend and you were just in the wrong 
place at the wrong time.” 

 “Doesn‟t matter at this point,” Peter said with a shake of his head. “We can‟t risk 
that. And even if the attack had nothing to do with me,” he added with a shiver, “I have 
this thing for vampires. I was almost turned into one myself. I‟d like to see this 
through.” 

 “It might be about you,” Illyana said, looking at him steadily. “Seems you‟re in the 
middle of this permanent disaster zone.” 

 Peter nodded. “Can I ask another favor of you?” he said. 

 “It‟ll cost you your firstborn,” she deadpanned, then she grinned. “No really, just 
kidding. What‟s your favor.” 

 “Mary Jane and I can look out for each other, but I have a lot going on… would 
you mind keeping an eye on Aunt May for me? I‟m just… I‟m worried, you know? I‟ve 
dealt with things that targeted her before just to get to me. I really don‟t want that to 
happen, and this is as much warning as anybody can ask for.” 

 Illyana sighed. “Okay. I‟ll try to keep an eye on her. I can‟t promise twenty four 
seven protection, as you know.” 

 “Right,” Peter said quickly. “I would really appreciate it.” 

 “Well,” Illyana said, rising. “It‟s been fun, next time we can toast marshmallows 
while we talk about ghost stories. In the meantime, I‟ve got to go do my homework.” 

 “You‟re still in school?” Mary Jane said, raising her eyebrows. 

 “Not quite so simple,” Illyana said with a wry grin. “Tonight I‟m going to be 
immersed in the wacky world of golem creation and destruction. Do contain your 
jealousy. I‟m Strange‟s apprentice,” she explained. 

 “Ah,” Mary Jane nodded sagely as all became clear. “Drive safely,” she nodded 
with an amused smile. 

 Illyana strolled to the back hallway and in a flare of light she was gone. 
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 “That woman is seriously creepy,” Mary Jane said with a little shiver. “She‟s totally 
cool.” 

 Peter laughed a bit nervously, then heaved a deep sigh. “It‟s not too late for you to 
get out of this,” he said. 

 She stood, pulled him up out of the chair, and led him over to the couch. They sat 
down together, and she looked at the floor to collect her thoughts.  

 “Peter,” she said, “you get threatened by this monster, and your first instinct is to 
protect your aunt. I won‟t lie to you, I‟m scared,” she said, meeting his eyes. “But I 
expect there‟s going to be a lot of that. It‟s up to you to make it worth my while,” she 
said softly as she leaned in close. 

 After a brief kiss, she leaned back. “After all, Peter Parker,” she murmured, 
“somebody has to look out for you in the real world while you‟re off fighting monsters.” 
Her eyes narrowed with determination. “That‟s gonna be me.” 

* 

 The reflections of street lamps slowly strobed over the sleek car as it purred along 
the New York streets. 

 “Thank you for a perfectly lovely dinner,” Elsbeth said to Robert. “I had a fantastic 
time.” 

 “Good,” Robert replied with a smile, his pale hair catching the light as he kept his 
eyes on the road. “I missed you when I was in Switzerland. I‟m still exhausted from the 
trip.” He pulled into the hotel parking lot. “Jet lag alone can be murder, and I‟ve been 
immersing myself in my studies. To try to forget.” 

 “I understand,” Elsbeth said, putting her hand on the back of his.  

 He parked the car, and got out. He walked around to her door and opened it, 
helped her out of the car. They strolled up into the lobby, to the elevator wordlessly. 

 “Going to see me to my room then?” Elsbeth asked with an arched eyebrow. 

 “I thought maybe we could talk for a little while,” Robert said evasively, shrugging 
with a small wince. “I haven‟t gotten to really talk with anybody for a while.” 

 They rode the elevator in silence, a few strangers in the box with them. Then they 
approached Elsbeth‟s room and stopped just outside. 

 “This is it, then,” Montessi said. “Look, I think we should both get our rest. We 
can get together later this week.” 

 “Very well,” Robert said with a small sigh. “You just… you comfort me.” 

 She smiled at him, and he leaned close to her. As his lips approached hers, she did 
not pull away. 

 Her cell phone rang. 

 She pulled back, and smiled apologetically at him as she dug it out of her purse. 
“Montessi here,” she said. She sighed slightly. “Yes, Dani. Yes I know. I‟ll be back 
shortly. I‟ve got to go.” She hung up, and shrugged at Robert.  
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 “She just called to see when I was coming back. She has no idea I‟m on the other 
side of the door from her,” Elsbeth said. She sighed. “It‟s been wonderful, Robert. I‟ll 
see you later this week.” 

 “Until then,” Robert said with a shallow bow. He turned and headed for the 
elevator, walking a bit stiffly. 

 

Sunday, October 19 

 Mary Jane made a check on her list. “Pew decorations,” she said. 

 “Got the stuff here,” Peter said, carrying a cardboard box in and setting it on the 
floor. 

 “Check,” she said, making a mark. “Catering arrangements.” 

 “Finalized them yesterday,” Peter said. 

 “Check and mate,” Mary Jane said, tossing the list aside. “We rock. Let‟s get these 
pew decorations put together.” 

 “But this is girly work!” Peter mock protested. He sat on the floor with Mary Jane 
as she pulled out her sample bow with silk flower and ribbon.  

 “This is what it looks like,” she said. “Go nuts, spider boy.” 

 “I could have been one hell of an interior designer,” Peter muttered as he pulled a 
length of ribbon out, cut it, twirled it into a bow, affixed it to the flower, the tule, 
stapled it in one smooth flourish of motion. Mary Jane just sat back. 

 “What?” Peter said. “You going to get in on this?” 

 “Peter,” she said with a gentle smile, “if I work my butt off on this I‟ll get maybe 
three done before you‟re finished. You just take over.” 

 Peter looked at her for a moment. “You‟re mean,” he said. “Fine. I‟ll do your dirty 
work. But you have to keep me company.” He glanced down and finished another 
decoration, scooped up the materials and started on the next. 

 “Deal,” Mary Jane said. 

 Peter shook his head slightly as he tossed another finished one over towards the 
growing pile. “I don‟t know about this,” he said. “A critter that targets a preacher. I was 
raised better than that. I always figured preachers were, you know, like the Red Cross. 
You don‟t target the medics and chaplains, you know what I mean?” 

 “I know,” Mary Jane said, watching with fascination as his hands twirled through 
the process of making the decorations. 

 “I can‟t help but feel somehow responsible for what happened,” Peter said, shaking 
his head slightly. “I have this horrible feeling I should move away from everyone so I 
could just roll into town like they do in the movies, and come out of nowhere to settle 
the bad guy gang that‟s going to blow up the mine and run everybody off the rancher‟s 
land and do other bad stuff like that. I feel like if I build a life I‟ll just be the 
stereotypical action hero where people I love get killed and I go on a spree of death.” 
He sighed. “But sprees of death are fun only in fiction. In the real world, killing your 
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way to the top is grim and messy business to be avoided. If I didn‟t know that before, 
Fisk taught it to me.” 

 “But you didn‟t kill anybody,” Mary Jane said. 

 Peter‟s voice was even as he kept his eyes on his work. “Call it a dry run. Neither of 
us wants to know what would have happened if Voorhees had killed you, or if Beck had 
killed Aunt May.” 

 He worked in silence, and she had nothing to say to that. 

* 

 “Damnation, you‟re boring, woman!” Illyana yelled at the scrying pool as Aunt May 
meticulously polished the plate. “The plate is dry! Put it down!” She returned her 
attention to her reading. 

 A smaller demon was keeping her company, hunched over and watching Prime 
with idle fascination. It grunted and bounced a bit. Illyana looked back into the scry. 

 It was full dark outside, Aunt May was doing the dishes, and in the dining room a 
window was slowly sliding open. 

 Illyana was on her feet in a moment, and a stepping disk swirled around her. 

 She crouched on the roof, looking down into the back yard of Aunt May‟s small 
house. She hopped down, checked the window. Slight scratches, and it was half open. 
She slid it closed, and looked around. 

 “Well well well,” said a voice laced with a European accent. “I‟ve been waiting for 
you. I thought I sniffed a wizard back at the church.” 

 She turned to see the shadowed figure standing with his back to a tree in the corner 
of the yard. She squared off with him, feeling the cold energy that radiated from his 
heavyset form. 

 “Who are you and what do you want?” Illyana coldly demanded. 

 “Hah,” he replied. “Who are you? Why are you interested in this frail old woman?” 

 “A name, chuckles,” she said. “Or we can have a disagreement,” she added with 
the best lingering malice she could manage. 

 “I am Doctor Otto Octavius,” he replied proudly. “You may call me Doctor 
Octavius. As for what I want with the old woman, that is simple. I will break her brittle 
bones, crush her skull like an eggshell, and leave her shattered remains in Peter Parker‟s 
pillowcase.” A wicked smile creased his squat face. His thick horn-rimmed glasses were 
powdered with dust. 

 “Over my dead body,” Illyana said with fierce determination. She flexed her hand, 
and reached into a small stepping disk. She whipped her gleaming blade from Limbo, 
the sword glittering in the faint light. 

 The squat figure hissed, a sharp intake of breath. “Illyana Nikolievna Rasputin!” he 
said. “How old are you now?” 

 “What?” Illyana said, the sudden shock of hearing her full name from the stranger 
leaving her numb. “Who are you?” 
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 He chuckled. “Something like a great uncle, perhaps,” he said with a twisted grin. 
“Your grandfather would be proud of the fine figure you‟ve grown into.” 

 “That‟s it,” she said harshly, and she flared a stepping disk around him to carry him 
to Limbo. 

 He didn‟t move, but he did shake his head slightly. 

 “You have no place protecting old women,” he said. “You should join forces with 
me. It would be like the glory days.” 

 “The glory days?” she said dubiously. Her knees were shaking. 

 “Yes,” Octavius sighed. “When the Red Skull was rising to ascendance, when the 
earth faced a thousand years of darkness, when monsters tore the Allies.” He sighed 
with nostalgia. 

 “Look, bub,” Illyana said tightly, “I‟m a scion of the Sorcerer Supreme and we‟re 
going to deal with this right here, right now.” She squared off, gripping the sword with 
both hands. 

 “You should see reason,” he replied softly, “or I‟ll tell your grandfather you‟ve been 
misbehaving.” 

 “Who is my grandfather?” Illyana demanded. “Dammit, answer me!”  

 He had already faded back into the shadows. Illyana snarled frustration, then 
whipped through a stepping disk and dropped to her knees by her scrying pool.  

 “Gone,” she whispered as images almost formed then failed to. “Dammit!” She 
slammed her fist on the rock by the pool. 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY SIX 

Thursday, October 30 

 “Right,” the scrawny man said. He smiled, the loose skin on his face creasing in 
familiar lines. “So you‟ll have a unity candle by Saturday.” 

 “Shouldn‟t be a problem, Reverend Pulchester,” Peter said with a nod. 

 “Do you have strong feelings about the vows?” Mary Jane asked, leaning forward 
in the creaky chair before the big desk in the church office. 

 “Well, here‟s the traditional vows,” the reverend said. He sat up straight, clearing 
his throat as he picked up a sheet of paper. “Here we go. „I, and your name, take you, 
and his name, to be my wedded husband, to have and to hold, from this day forward, 
for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to 
obey, till death do us part.‟ Then when the rings are exchanged, you‟d say „With this 
ring, I thee wed.‟ Something along those lines. But some couples do make their vows up 
these days.” 

 “Not so keen on the „obey‟ part,” Mary Jane said, wrinkling her nose. “Hey Peter, 
let‟s do our own vows.” 

 “Okay,” he said slowly. 
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 “Well, that gives me enough to go on,” Reverend Pulchester said with a sigh. “You 
can give me your vows at the rehearsal tomorrow. You have my home number and my 
pager number in case you need to reach me. I‟ll see you tomorrow at six thirty.” 

 “You got it,” Peter said, rising. Mary Jane stood with him. 

 “Thanks for pinch hitting for us,” she said with a faint blush. 

 “Not a problem,” the reverend replied with another smile. “You kids be careful.” 

 Peter and Mary Jane stepped out of the office, out the door, down the steps, 
around the corner. As the reverend busied himself with his paperwork, he utterly failed 
to notice the strange wash of dark light that bathed the parking lot for a moment as 
Peter and Mary Jane fell right out of reality. 

 

 “What. The. Hell,” Mary Jane said, standing rigid as she glanced around in the wake 
of the light. 

 “Where are we?” Peter asked Illyana. They stood on a cobbled path, surrounded by 
thick ranks of greenery. The air was warm, stirred by a cool breeze. Above, an indigo 
vault of a sky was bedewed with glimmering stars. 

 Illyana was squatted down in a courtyard, staring into a pool. Horns grew from her 
head, her legs were twisted and goatish ending in cloven hooves. She frantically gestured 
at them to approach. 

 “Peter!” she said. “I was reading, and when I looked up this slime had already 
gotten into the house. He knocked on the front door, your aunt let him in.” 

 “Who is it?” Peter asked as his blood froze. 

 “It‟s the guy, him, the guy who goes through walls,” Illyana said impatiently. “I 
didn‟t dare break it up in case it got violent. He seems peaceful enough now.” 

 “Right,” Peter said, his jaw set. “Just drop me by the front door. As soon as I‟ve led 
him off, get Aunt May out of the area one way or another.” 

 “I‟ll back you up,” she said. “If things go downhill, I‟ll do my best to save the 
situation.” 

 “Enough talk,” Peter said, squaring his shoulders. “That‟s my aunt. Let‟s go.” 

 

 Aunt May answered the doorbell, and a smile spread across her face like a sunrise 
when she saw Peter. 

 “Hi, Aunt May, anything going on?” Peter said with a winning smile. 

 “Oh,” she said. “I have a visitor, he wanted to see if I had any information on your 
grandfather Forrest.” 

 “Really!” Peter said, walking into the house with a smile. “Well hello there, how 
nice of you to take an interest,” he said, his voice as friendly as he could make it through 
gritted teeth as his eyes glittered with concealed rage. Shivers ran up and down Peter‟s 
skin; the creature before him was no longer a man, and the spider ghost knew it. 
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 “Hello,” the visitor said in his deep voice. His accent was unplaceable European. “I 
am Doctor Otto Octavius. I am a historian. My father knew Forrest Parker during the 
war. I‟m compiling my father‟s memoirs now. I thought perhaps you all would have 
something like a box in the attic that might have memories of him.” 

 Octavius was squatly built, with slightly bowed legs and long arms. His wrists were 
almost as thick as his forearms, and his fingers were square and stubby. His wide face 
seemed tainted by a permanent sneer. He wore thick horn rimmed glasses that were 
printed and rimed with dust. That was all obvious. 

 Peter sensed that he did not breathe. That his clammy skin was hard and dead. 
Some dark and vicious energy twisted and coiled in him. Peter‟s heart pounded. This 
couldn‟t turn into a fight. Not here. Not with Aunt May close enough to be killed by a 
stray blow. 

 “Tell you what,” Peter said, “Uncle Ben did get a box like that. Forrest shipped it 
off and then got killed in the war. When I moved out I accidentally took it with me. 
Would you like to come over to my place and we could go through it together?” 

 “Excellent,” Octavius said, rising. A smile squirmed across his features. “Perhaps 
we can chat about your memories later,” he said, leaning towards Aunt May. Her hand 
fluttered up to her chest and she smiled at him, backing away slightly. She flicked a 
worried glance at Peter, who beamed obliviously. 

 “Let‟s go,” Peter said. “Boy, it‟s a good thing I dropped in!” 

 “I am a lucky man,” Octavius replied through his sickly smile. “Always have been.” 

 “See you, Aunt May,” Peter said as he led Octavius out into the night. 

 “Take care, Peter,” she called after him.  

 Then the door shut, and she was on her own. 

 She let out a deep sigh, then slumped on the couch rubbing at her eyes and 
wondering why she felt such nervousness. 

 Then she tensed as she heard a strange hissing sort of noise from the dining room. 
She got up and reluctantly headed towards the kitchen. Picking up a broom, she took a 
few steps towards the dark doorway of the dining room. 

 All she saw was the gesture of a steel-clad hand, and she slumped into sleep. Before 
she hit the ground a stepping disk whirled up around her. 

 

 Illyana‟s disk whirled, depositing her in Limbo. She arranged Aunt May on a slab, 
then returned to the scrying pool. “What‟d I miss?” 

 “Come on, Peter,” Mary Jane said, her eyes full of worry. 

 

 “What‟s this all about,” Peter demanded, clenching his fists as he walked a good 
arm‟s length from Octavius.  

 “To me,” Octavius said, “it was two weeks ago when Forrest Parker embedded me 
in concrete.” He sighed the contented sigh of a happy man. “Fate has awoken me for 
my revenge. I will kill May Parker. I will kill Mary Watson. Before I am finished, I will 
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re-awaken the seed of pure evil that will cause Illyana Rasputin to bloom into the dark 
orchid she was destined to be. Perhaps I will allow her to be my consort. And, 
incidentally, once your women are slain I‟ll kill you out of courtesy.” 

 Peter had already stopped. He faced Octavius as wind whirled down the street. 

 “I will stop you,” Peter said calmly.  

 “Ah yes, the darkstone experiment,” Octavius chuckled. “I knew Forrest had 
tampered with it, but little did I guess he would try to keep it for his family. No no, I 
worked on that project, headed it up actually. It was my idea to use animal 
intermediaries. I don‟t know what animal the darkstone was with before you were 
gifted, but I imagine I can guess from the fight we‟re about to have.” 

 “You tested it on yourself,” Peter said. 

 “Of course,” Octavius said condescendingly. “Now I‟m going to hurt you badly, 
thrash you a bit, maybe break your limbs. I will allow you to live until all your women 
are dead.” 

 “You ever think you might have the wrong guy?” Peter said. “Forrest Parker was a 
double agent in Germany.” 

 “Too true, too true,” Octavius nodded. “But as an agent of the Red Skull he agreed 
to come here to the United States with me, to fight and kill Captain America. I 
discovered that he was a double agent by examining his belongings while he was out, so 
I was prepared to kill them both. He was only a mortal, after all.” 

 “Doesn‟t seem that it worked out for you,” Peter noted. 

 Octavius shrugged. “They bound me in cables,” he said. “My powers were not yet 
complete. Two inch thick cables bound me and they plunged me into a vast block of 
cement. I could not free myself in time, and then I went into a long twilight of 
lifelessness.” 

 “What woke you up?”  

 “Fate,” Octavius replied. “My prison became my weapon. You know, there is an 
animal that can regenerate, that can change colors, that has incredible patience and 
stealth.” 

 “There are a lot of animals like that,” Peter said. 

 “But as I was wrapped in the cables in the concrete, I realized that I had not tapped 
the full potential of the creature that bit me.” His smile twisted his ugly face again. “Let 
us see what your host has brought you.” 

 There was an odd ripping sound, and Peter reflexively sprang back fifteen feet. He 
stared in shock as a steel cable, two inches thick and frayed on the end, tore out of the 
back of Octavius‟s suit and snaked up into the air, wavering as though testing it. 

 “It doesn‟t matter what you are,” Peter said evenly. “You‟ve threatened my people. 
You‟re not getting out of this in one piece.”  

 Octavius roared laughter as his torso flesh and suit shredded, and three more cables 
squirmed free. Each was nearly thirty feet long, and the frayed ends flexed and twitched 
like hands. 
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 Peter was pale, his jaw set, his spider ghost playing over the thing that faced him. 
The cables whirled and snapped like living things, and they had a hypnotic coordination. 
At the center, Octavius was distracting all by himself. Peter wiped his palms on his 
jeans. 

 “You cannot win, Parker,” Octavius said simply. “Once I was gifted with the 
power of the darkstone, a vampire on our research team immortalized me so that my 
genius could live on and on through time. Ah, Necra, beautiful Necra. I shall find her in 
this time and see what she remembers of the age I have slept through.” 

 “Necra the vampire, huh,” Peter said. “She‟s dead. I saw to it myself.” 

 Octavius fixed him with a cold glare. “No matter,” he said stiffly. “I‟ve reasons 
enough to see your guts strewn about. Shall we begin?” 

 Peter sprang towards him, low to the ground and cautious. A cable whipped at him 
with the velocity of a bullet from the side, and Peter twirled away from it in time to 
catch a singing cable on the shoulder. He bounded up and twisted, over the third cable 
that rushed at his knees with enough force to bust them wide open. He landed in a roll, 
bounding clear, but he slapped a cable aside and stumbled back as Octavius pressed the 
advantage, sending three cables whizzing down through the air with a peculiar metallic 
whistle. 

 Curling to the side, Peter flexed in a powerful leap that moved him out of 
Octavius‟s startling range. Web spat from his forearms, carrying him away from the 
cables. He dared a glance back over his shoulder and saw Octavius, oddly poised, the 
center of four cables that scurried over building rooftops and sprang with disturbing 
coordination as though they were his legs. 

 “Octopus,” Peter grunted. “Gotta be.” 

 

 “Why does Peter do that!” Mary Jane said frantically, gesturing at the scrying pool. 
“Why did he bait that guy?” She turned to Illyana. “Can‟t you teleport the cable guy 
here?” 

 “No,” Illyana said, watching the chase intently. “I can‟t get him off Prime. As long 
as he has at least one limb on the ground he‟s grounded in a way I don‟t fully 
understand. And you‟ve seen that I can‟t scry on him directly.” 

 “So are you going to go help Peter out, or what?” Mary Jane demanded. 

 “I‟m going to let Peter take his shot,” Illyana said. “If he gets in trouble, I‟ll pull 
him out. If both of us engage, there‟s no backup. Besides. Peter wanted to tackle this 
guy.” She looked over at Mary Jane. “You‟re going to have to learn martial arts,” she 
said quietly. “Peter Parker doesn‟t need victims around him. You want to take some 
lessons?” 

 “Yeah,” Mary Jane said, her eyes fixed on Peter as he swung into a construction 
site. “I think that‟s a good idea.” 

 

 Peter swung wide, the web strand hitting a girder and swinging him around the way 
he came with great force. He slung at Octavius feet first, counting on the element of 
surprise. 
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 A whirling cable slammed into his ankles; Peter felt something crack as he bit back 
a scream. He was through the arms and spinning with the force of the hit to his ankles, 
he used the momentum as a wind-up and he unloaded a punch to Octavius‟s torso, 
hitting him full force. Octavius doubled up with a grunt as Peter writhed aside; the 
frayed head of a cable whistled down through where his spine had been a moment 
before and a cable smacked the back of his head. 

 Peter felt himself pinwheeling through space for a moment, disoriented; things 
seemed to slow down as he tumbled out of control. Then a rasping buzzing friction got 
his attention as an arm whirled at him from a totally unexpected direction and wrapped 
around his waist. 

 The cable acted and felt alive, and it squirmed around him two, three times. Peter 
dimly realized he was about to be squeezed nearly in half; Octavius would leave him 
alive and unable to walk. 

 Octavius cackled a laugh as one of his cables touched a girder, one wrapped around 
Peter, and the other two hovered over him as though choosing the choicest spots to 
plunge through his flesh and tear him to shreds. 

 

 “Get him out of there,” Mary Jane managed, breathless with terror. “Illyana!” 

 “Can‟t,” Illyana said, her eyes hard. “He‟s grounded. I‟m going in.” A stepping disk 
flashed up around her, and Mary Jane fell to her knees, riveted to the view in the scrying 
pool. 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN 

 The Soulsword was already whistling down in a mighty swing as the stepping disk 
deposited Illyana in the middle of the battle. The blade sheared through the cable with a 
snick, freeing Peter. Peter crashed to the ground and feebly pushed at the cable that was 
wrapped around his waist, now cut off from the source of its animation. 

 Illyana squared off with Octavius. “Okay,” she said. “You say you know my 
grandfather. Whatever. You have these ideas about who I am. Fine. Doesn‟t matter. I‟m 
going to stop you right here.” She raised her sword, gripping it in both hands. Letting 
him make the first move. 

 “I can feel it in your soul,” Octavius said, his face unreadable and his eyes hidden 
behind the dusty glasses. “The power. And the evil.” 

 “I faced the evil inside me,” Illyana said. “It almost destroyed me, but I rose above 
it. I‟ve been through that, and from now on I am one of the good guys. You missed 
your chance, Octavius. You should have come last year.” He paused, uncertain. She 
flexed her grip and narrowed her eyes. 

 “Unclean thing, your death is at hand,” she intoned in her best wizard voice. 

 Two limbs hissed at her; her amulet flared, and one of the cables recoiled from a 
flash of light as her sword swept out to meet the other, shearing off the frayed end of 
the cable. 
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 Her eyes glinted with malice as she spun with the sword, backing him off for a 
moment, then she charged with the blade brandished before her. Nothing could stand 
before her. 

 A cable snaked around and caught at her hoof, the finger-long spears of cable 
strand digging into her fetlock and arresting her progress. She screamed and skidded to 
a halt, awkward on one hoof. Spinning, she slashed at the cable and severed several feet 
of it. 

 She kicked with her punctured hoof to free it of the length of cable, and as she 
faced Octavius again he jabbed— 

 The bristled cable punched lightly at her face, and she didn‟t manage to twist out of 
the way. The cable smacked into her face, spines of steel punching through her eyeball 
and eye socket, rocking her head back on her neck as it cracked her skull. She unleashed 
a scream as she toppled to the ground, the blooded cable hovering over her. She 
clutched her face as blood poured out between her fingers. 

 “I‟ll take that,” Octavius said, picking up her soulsword. Then he sputtered as thick 
web slapped across his face. 

 He raked at it with his fingers, and when he could see again he glanced around to 
note Peter Parker, carrying Illyana, swinging up into the air. A stepping disk claimed 
them both. 

 “Very well,” Octavius said with a shrug as his cables wound around the hissing 
soulsword. “Tomorrow we finish this.” His smile was unsettling as he vanished into the 
shadows. 

* 

 Illyana unsteadily gasped with pain as she sprawled on the cobbles of Limbo. Her 
hands were pushed against her face. Peter wobbled, then wisely chose to sat down. 
Mary Jane kept her distance, shocked by all she had seen. 

 “I‟m the world mage,” Illyana whispered as she pressed her hands against her 
mutilated face and eye. “I can heal anything here. Come on. Come on.” A whine of pain 
was in her breath as she quivered, otherwise motionless. 

 “Is she going to be okay?” Mary Jane asked, fear in her eyes. 

 “You were watching?” Peter asked in return. 

 “I was,” Mary Jane said. “I‟m so glad I never got to watch your other fights.” 

 “Maybe you just don‟t need to see what‟s going on,” Peter said. “It is dangerous.” 

 “Obviously,” Mary Jane said, nodding at Illyana. 

 Illyana took a deep, shuddering breath. Then she sat up, lowering her gory hands 
from her face. 

 She had two eyes, though one of them was thoroughly bloodshot. The punctures in 
her face were already sealing. Illyana managed a painful smile. “Okay,” she said. “Okay, 
that‟s better.” 

 Peter let out a sigh of relief. “Not to say you wouldn‟t look good in an eyepatch, 
but damn.” 
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 “My sword,” Illyana murmured, her smile vanishing. “He got my sword. It‟s tucked 
into his network.” Her jaw tightened. “Awright, dammit, this guy is going down. 
Tomorrow.” She looked Peter in the eye. “It‟s time to bring in some outside help. 
Strange or Valeria. This guy warrants it.” 

 “Maybe so,” Peter said fiercely, “but I want to do this. Strange and Valeria aren‟t 
always going to be there. If I‟m going to get married and bring Mary Jane into this,” he 
said with a gesture, “I need to be able to protect her.” 

 “You‟re not cutting me out of this,” Illyana said sternly. “One, because you‟re not 
suicidal. Two, because he keeps spouting off about my grandfather. I never knew my 
grandfather, but this creep is taunting me and I‟m going to get to the bottom of it. 
Failing that, I‟ll just settle for shutting his fat mouth.” 

 “Right,” Peter said, a glint in his eye. “You and me. Crossing the generation gap to 
kick his ropy butt.” 

 “Deal,” Illyana said with a nod. 

 There was a quiet moment. Mary Jane cleared her throat. 

 “Well, with that out of the way, can we go home?” she asked. 

 “Right. Sorry,” Illyana said. “See you guys tomorrow.” She gestured, and a stepping 
disk carried Mary Jane and Peter to Mary Jane‟s apartment. 

 “Okay,” Mary Jane said as they landed in her living room. “Not to deflate your 
berserk machismo, but what the hell are you thinking? Let Tandy and Tyrone and 
Strange and this Valeria person and anybody else that wants in on it go take this freak 
show out. Let Strange snap his fingers and make it all go away. Why do you think you 
have to do this? Can‟t you save your next death-defying solo act for after we‟ve been 
married a week or two?” Her eyes flashed with anger, her face was pale, her breathing 
fast. Her nails printed half-moons on the flesh of her hands, her fists were so tight. 

 “You were watching,” Peter said. “He plans to kill Aunt May, you, everybody close 
to me. Then after I‟ve been crippled, he‟ll kill me. I don‟t want to trust his defeat to 
other hands. I mean, Strange is awesome and all. But Tandy and Tyrone were both 
caught up in something he thought he dealt with in January. No,” he said with a shake 
of his head. “I need to be involved. I need to make sure this ends. And he‟s not human. 
He‟s not alive. I‟ve got to kill it for good if I can. I don‟t believe in killing,” he said 
quietly, “but if they‟re vampires then it‟s different, isn‟t it.” 

 “Vampires with cable whips that seem more than capable of handing you your ass, 
Peter,” Mary Jane said in a hushed voice. She shook her head. “Maybe all your fights go 
like that. I don‟t want to know if that‟s true. But you seemed a hair‟s breadth from 
maiming pretty much the whole fight.” 

 “Sometimes it takes me a few minutes to figure out the style,” Peter said 
uncomfortably. 

 “You may not get the time,” Mary Jane replied.  

 Peter closed his eyes for a moment, breathing deeply. He opened his eyes.  

 “Mary Jane,” he said evenly, “this is something I‟ve got to do.” 
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 She looked into his eyes, then shrugged. “You gotta do what you gotta do, Parker,” 
she said with a small sigh. “Nail him. Whatever. But that doesn‟t get you out of 
tomorrow morning.” 

 “Tomorrow… morning…” Peter said, his mind working. “Your parents get in at 
the airport,” he said as realization dawned. “That‟s great. Look, I gotta find Octavius. I 
can catch up at the rehearsal dinner, right? I need to hunt Octavius during the day. 
That‟s when he‟ll be vulnerable.” 

 “No,” Mary Jane said simply. “One of the things you gotta do is go with me to 
meet my parents. For God‟s sake, Peter, we‟re getting married the day after tomorrow 
and they‟ve never even met you. And not for lack of trying, either. Things are tense 
enough without you ditching them again now. You need to take a shot at Octavius. 
Believe me, I understand the need for him to take a fall. But you‟re getting married to 
me, too. And I require you to come with me to pick up my parents and spend a little 
time with them. If you won‟t bring in outside help, then you‟ll just have to work around 
your schedule.” 

 Peter thought that over. “You‟re right,” he sighed. “You‟re totally right. I‟m not 
always going to be able to drop everything and handle these little threats. I really do 
need to meet the family, get this stuff ready to go. Illyana can search better than I can 
anyway.” 

 “Good,” Mary Jane said, softening. “I just want to get married, Peter,” she said 
quietly. She tried on a smile. “Just that.” 

 “I know,” Peter said, pulling her into a gentle embrace. “Me too. Um… not to 
interrupt the mood, but do you think you could tape up my ankle?” 

 “Sure. Right this way, Danger Butt,” she said, leading him to the bed. 

“We prefer „spider ghost‟ if you don‟t mind,” Peter said loftily. He stripped to 
his underwear, and her eyes lingered over every bruise, every torn contusion, every welt, 
every gash, every splinter lodged in his skin. She shook her head. 

 “Peter Parker,” she said, “You‟re a mess. You look like you were in an avalanche.” 

 “He‟s not gentle,” Peter agreed as he lay down. “You know,” he added as she put 
rubbing alcohol on a cotton swab, “this is the best time for this to happen. If I can 
somehow get this sorted out, then I‟ll know I‟ve reached some kind of balance. I‟ll 
know what I can handle.” 

 “Handle this,” she said playfully, bopping him with a pillow. 

 “Oh God,” he said, flinching and recoiling. 

 “Peter!” she said, discarding the pillow. “Oh, I‟m so sorry! I didn‟t think—“ 

 He rolled over, pulling her into a close embrace and immediately overpowering her. 
“Hah. Gotcha,” he said. “Now, had it been a feather pillow…” 

 “You want first aid or not,” she grinned. 

 “Let me think it over,” he replied, looking into her eyes as they breathed each 
other‟s air. 

* 
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 With the rattling clang and clatter of carelessly manipulated cables, the wearied 
Octavius returned to the loft. The Owl was waiting for him, pacing back and forth. 

 “How did it go?” the Owl asked. 

 “I thrashed Parker and Rasputin‟s whelps,” Octavius said gleefully as he rubbed his 
hands together. The cables began retracting into his torso. 

 “How do you know Rathputin‟s granddaughter if you were defeated in the forties?” 
the Owl asked. 

 “You have had too much time on your hands to think things over,” Octavius said 
jovially. “Rasputin was a seer, a prophet. He looked into his own future and he saw his 
bloodline, he saw a granddaughter that would grow great in sorcery and be tainted with 
evil. He told me of her when I became a vampire, so I would be watchful.” 

 “Ah,” the Owl said with a sage nod. 

 “Did you get me food?” Octavius asked sternly. The Owl smiled, and led him to 
the other end of the loft. He opened a door and dragged out three bodybags. One of 
them began to feebly twitch, and a low moan came from within. 

 With a satisfied smile, Octavius extended his cables again, and plunged one into 
each bag. The victims twitched, gasped; one managed a scream. Then the cables kinked 
and squirmed as they drained blood from their victims. 

 “Better,” Octavius said with a satisfied smile. 

 “I got you a gift,” the Owl said. 

 Octavius arched an eyebrow. “What sort of gift?” he asked as his cables slowly 
retracted from the lumpy flatness of the bodybags. 

 “I brought you a friend of Peter Parker. Tomorrow, if you threaten the girl Parker 
will give up.” 

 Octavius followed the Owl into the small room, and he looked at the young 
woman tied to the chair, her hair falling over her face. 

 “Her name is Gwen Thtathy,” the Owl said, “and it would make me feel warm if 
her killing came upon her.” 

 “That‟s arranged easily enough,” Octavius said with a cruel smile. “I will take her 
with me. It is time to prepare for tomorrow night…” 

 

Friday, October 31. Halloween. 

 

 Dawn changed the city from a galaxy of light to planes and angles of reflected sun. 
Illyana watched through her scrying pool. As soon as sun lay across the waters and 
illuminated the maze of steel and concrete, Illyana focused on her soul sword. 

 As Octavius‟s consciousness ebbed with the coming of the dawn, his network 
loosened its grip enough for Illyana to find her blade. With an imperious gesture she 
pulled it from its obfuscated surroundings and gripped the weapon once again. While 
the surroundings were concealed from her scry, her Soul Sword was a part of her very 
spirit, and it could not be easily kept from her. 
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 “So far so good,” she said, letting the scry fade to black and she twirled the blade 
once, then rested her forehead on it in relief. 

 She angled her head, listening, then she gestured. A portal opened beside her, and 
Strange stepped through. 

 “I didn‟t catch you at a bad time, did I?” he asked. 

 “Not at all,” she said. “I‟m just keeping an eye on Parker and his wedding efforts. 
I‟m the wedding coordinator,” she added. 

 Strange nodded. “That‟s fine. I‟m glad you are a part of their efforts. I came 
because I‟m going to be out of town for a few days.  Out of touch. You will not be able 
to find me by scrying, I‟ll be a bit further afield. I don‟t want you to be concerned. I 
should be back by Monday at the latest.” 

 “What‟s your plan?” Illyana asked, a bit concerned. 

 “I have a trap laid to get Mordred,” Strange said, “and I‟ve got to be ready when he 
falls into it. I don‟t think it will take him long to go after my bait.” 

 “So you‟re going to be all mysterious,” Illyana said wryly. “I suppose that‟s your 
right.” 

 “Indeed,” Strange said with a small nod. “Keep everything together while I‟m gone. 
I am more cautious this time. Hopefully I won‟t require a rescue.” He smiled briefly. 

 “Go get him, Strange,” Illyana said seriously. 

 He nodded, and stepped out of her world. 

 With a deep sigh, she plodded up to her throne and sat. She wondered why she 
hadn‟t told him about Octavius. 

 Then she shivered. Might have something to do with the bad seed, the family 
tree… she shook her head. Strange didn‟t need to know about this until she had it all 
figured out. 

 “I‟m running out of time,” she murmured. 

 Standing, she approached her scrying pool. “Okay, Octavius. Where are you 
hiding?” 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT 

 “How‟s my hair?” Mary Jane asked nervously. 

 “Your parents have seen you before,” Peter said, somewhat on edge. “They know 
you‟re beautiful. Relax.” 

 “Right,” Mary Jane said. “Relax.”  

 The pair walked into the airport terminal, packed with travelers. Mary Jane held on 
to Peter‟s belt as he swiftly navigated the crowd, checked the flight‟s arrival time, and 
maneuvered over to the gate where they‟d be getting off. 

 Conversation was impossible, so they waited until the passengers started leaving the 
plane, walking up the tube into the terminal.  
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 “They‟re going to be close to the end,” Mary Jane said. “Dad hates standing in 
lines. There‟s a certain way things are done.” 

 Peter steeled himself and waited stoically. 

 He didn‟t need to be told when Mary Jane‟s parents came up the ramp. Her father 
had sleepy eyes and an enormous paunch, thick hair on his neck, a jaunty hat on his 
head and a plaid jacket. Her mother had a pinched and worried face, painfully thin, a 
scarf tied over her head and sunglasses that were too big for her. But each one echoed 
Mary Jane. Peter drew in a breath and let it out.  

 “Showtime,” he muttered.  

 “That‟s them!” Mary Jane said, pointing. They headed over. 

 “I‟m just saying,” her father said, “for what an airline ticket costs they could spring 
for some peanuts. Hello, darling,” he said to Mary Jane, pulling her into a hug. “Would 
this be the lucky groom?” he added, his voice flat as he stared at Peter. Mary Jane 
nodded, putting a bright face on it. 

 “At least you‟re not gay,” her father said to Mary Jane with a shrug. He turned to 
Peter. “I‟m Alonzo Watson, this is my wife Angela, pleased to meet you,” he said 
deliberately as he extended his meaty hand. Peter shook his hand. 

 “Pleasure to meet you too,” he said as warmly as he could. “I‟m Peter.” 

 “Enough of this lollygagging around, let‟s get the luggage and get out of here. I 
hate airports. All the sickness and disease. It can travel around the country with the 
speed of jets now, a cold can break out in New York and we have it in Texas by the end 
of the day. It‟s very sad. I hope you won‟t mind carrying our bags,” he said to Peter as 
they reached the luggage carousel.  

 “Not at all,” Peter said, the smile fixed on his face. 

 “Oh, Angie,” Alonzo said as they waited for the luggage. “Here ya go.” He slipped 
her a folded ten dollar bill. 

 “What‟s that about?” Mary Jane asked, blinking. 

 “I figured your fiancé would stand us up at the airport, that‟s all,” Alonzo said. “So 
glad you could make it, Parker. Mary Parker.” He shook his head. “We want you to be 
happy, dear,” he said. 

 “That must be your bag,” Peter said in a voice that was supposed to be cheerful. A 
lumpy orange garment bag was slowly headed towards them on the carousel. 

 “Good eyes,” Mary Jane‟s mother said with a nod.  

 “How do you know what our luggage looks like? For all you know it could be any 
of these pieces. That was a good guess, Parker. Do you make it a practice to look for 
other people‟s luggage?” 

 “Mary Jane has a matching overnight bag,” Peter said evenly. “It‟s not a common 
color.” He smiled at them as hard as he could. 

 “Very sharp,” Mary Jane‟s mother confided to Alonzo. He snorted. 

 “You seem like a smart alec,” he said. “I can‟t stand a smart alec.” 
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 “Me either,” Peter said seriously. “Personally, I think they should all be stuck in 
cattle cars and shipped over the border.” His face betrayed no pain as Mary Jane settled 
her weight on his foot. 

 “Mom, that‟s your bag,” she said. “Great! Grab that and we‟re ready to go.” 

 Peter hefted the bags and started threading through the crowd, his entourage in 
tow.  

 “I don‟t know what‟s going to be more fun,” Peter muttered so only Mary Jane 
could hear him as they pushed through the crowd. “Tackling Octavius or going to the 
wedding rehearsal.” 

 “Peter,” Mary Jane breathed, “you will behave yourself or else. Don‟t make me 
finish the thought.” 

 Peter sighed. 

 

 “Are you ready for lunch?” Peter asked as Mary Jane threaded the car through 
traffic, the airport far behind. 

 “Yes please,” Mary Jane‟s mother said. 

 “Lunch sounds like a good idea, there‟s nothing like an airplane trip to dry you out 
and work up an appetite,” her father added. “They don‟t give you enough oxygen on 
airplanes.” It was quiet for a moment. “Where are we going to lunch?” he asked. 

 “Goldens,” Peter said. “It‟s a buffet place. Unless you‟d like some pizza.” 

 “Thousands of restaurants in New York and that‟s what you pick,” Alonzo said 
with a shake of his head. “Whaddya think, dear, pizza or cafeteria?” 

 “Pizza‟s good,” she replied. 

 “Luckee‟s Pizza it is,” Mary Jane said brightly. “We haven‟t been there together in 
almost two years!” 

 “Yeah, great, I‟m overjoyed, hope they still have pizza,” her father grumped. 

 The rest of the trip passed in awkward quiet. They arrived at the pizza place, went 
inside and took a booth. 

 “Do you think our bags will be safe in the trunk?” Alonzo asked. “Crime in New 
York is legendary.” 

 “It‟ll be safe enough, dad,” she replied. 

 “So Parker,” Alonzo said, re-orienting. “What is it that you do for a living. My girl 
says you are a freelance photographer.” 

 “Yes, for the Planetary,” Peter said. 

 “What kind of pictures do you do? Planets?” he said, smiling blandly at his own 
joke. 

 “It‟s a popular science magazine,” Peter said. “They do monthly themes, and I try 
to get pictures of what they‟re after.” 

 “Try to get pictures,” Alonzo said. “Do you sometimes not get pictures?” 
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 “No, I do,” Peter said. “I‟m kind of looking around to see if that‟s what I want to 
do for the next few years. It‟s a good job, got me through college, and my boss is a great 
guy.” 

 “Well that‟s important,” Alonzo said with a condescending nod. “Is this something 
you can support a wife on? A kid?” 

 “Half pepperoni and half sausage looks good,” Mary Jane said, intently studying the 
menu. 

 “Right,” Peter said. “I‟ll go order. And I need to wash my hands. I‟ll be back,” he 
said with a strained smile. 

 “Nice boy,” Mary Jane‟s mother noted. 

 Her father snorted. “He could use a haircut and about ten pounds. Too scrawny. Is 
that the fashion these days, that jacket he was wearing? Mary honey, are you positive 
about this?” her father asked, concerned. 

 “Yes,” she said firmly. 

 “Have you met his father?” her mother chimed in. “That‟s how you can tell what 
kind of man he‟ll turn out to be, just look at his father. He seems to be tense, dear. Did 
you think he seemed tense? It‟s just very strange that he hasn‟t wanted to meet us. And 
he has a limp. Why is he limping? Is he clumsy? Into sports? I hope he doesn‟t limp at 
the wedding.” 

 Alonzo shook his head. “He has debt, doesn‟t he. He looks like he has debt. Seems 
downtrodden. When I married your mother, I didn‟t have debt. We didn‟t have much, 
but there weren‟t any credit cards then that brought us down. If you get married to him, 
I don‟t want our little girl having to go broke. Maybe you can do better. Have you 
looked around? Whassamatta? Hey, Mary, we‟re talking to you, answer us, we‟re your 
parents.” 

 “Look, I‟m sorry,” Mary Jane said, trying to hold her temper. “I chose Peter 
Parker.” 

 “I hope you don‟t get sorrier,” her father said in a blaze of witty rhetoric. Peter 
returned to the table. 

 “All set,” he said. 

 “Good. I‟m hungry,” Alonzo said. “This place, are they slow? Fast? I hate it when 
they don‟t put enough toppings on. Remember the last time we were here? Barely any 
pepperoni.” 

 Mary Jane leaned her head back and counted to ten. 

 

 Mary Jane and Peter rode in the car, finally alone together, in stony silence. 

 “Just couldn‟t let it go,” Mary Jane said. 

 “He was nagging me about finances all through lunch,” Peter said, his voice tight. 
“Sorry. It seemed like the thing to do at the time.” 

 “You could have let him pay for lunch. That would have been a bright spot,” Mary 
Jane said through tight lips. 
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 “And ten years from now when we get together for Christmas he‟d probably tell a 
story about how the first time he met me he had to pay for lunch. I felt I was going to 
have to pay one way or the other.” He let out a deep sigh and ran his hands through his 
hair. “God. At least they live in Texas. How can you stand those people?” 

 “Look, Parker,” she said in a hard voice, eyes riveted to the road. “You may not 
like them, but they are my parents. Alright? I know they aren‟t easy to live with. But I 
don‟t think I need to sit here and listen to you run them down. Are we clear?” 

 “Crystal,” he said shortly.  

 Silence settled once more until they reached Peter‟s apartment. “You coming 
upstairs?” he asked quietly as Mary Jane parked the car. 

 “I suppose,” she said. “For a minute. I can call and double check my manicure 
appointment at two.” 

 “Good deal,” Peter said with a nod. “I got a haircut about then. Seems wrong to 
pay twenty bucks for a haircut,” he said as they got out of the car.  

 A minute later he let them into the apartment. He strolled over to the answering 
machine; a message. 

 Eep “Peter, this is Mr. Stacy. Urm… not sure how to ask this. Gwen didn‟t come 
home last night. I was wondering if maybe you knew where she is. It‟s just after noon 
now and I haven‟t seen her. It‟s okay if there‟s some batchlorette party or something, I 
just wasn‟t sure. If you could give me a call back I‟d appreciate it.” Eep 

 Peter and Mary Jane exchanged a worried look. 

 “No party?” Peter said. 

 “I have no idea where Gwen might be,” Mary Jane said, nervous. 

 “I bet I know who does,” Peter said, his voice hard. He picked up the phone, called 
Illyana‟s cell phone. “This is Peter. Scry for Gwen, she‟s missing. Get back to me as 
soon as possible.” He slammed the phone down, scowling. 

 “I could search this city, take it apart top to bottom, and still have no luck finding 
her,” he said. “Tonight I‟ve got to do something about Octavius before the wedding 
rehearsal. I simply don‟t have enough time to pull this off.” 

 “Get a haircut,” Mary Jane said. “And when you fight Octavius, tell him to leave 
your face alone. I do not want to have to Photoshop our wedding pics. I‟ve got to go get 
ready for the wedding. You go do your thing.” 

 “Will do,” Peter nodded, his eyes glinting with something beyond anger. “I might 
be a little late to the rehearsal.” 

 “Peter, my love,” Mary Jane said sincerely, “I understand.” 

* 

 Peter was headed for the subway when his senses picked up someone pursuing 
him. He turned to see Illyana shouldering through the afternoon crowd on the sidewalk. 
He waited for her. 

 “Parker!” she shouted. “I got your message. I found her.” 
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 “Let‟s go,” Peter said, taking her elbow and guiding her into a coffee shop. They 
headed for a booth, then dark light flared and they were gone. 

 “There she is,” Illyana said as her legs twisted to their goat shapes and horns 
unfurled from her forehead, a tail whipping behind her. The scrying pool rippled, and 
Peter saw Gwen. 

 Her face was dirty, she was crying and alarmed, confined in a close dark space. 

 “Get her out of there,” Peter said breathlessly. 

 “Can‟t,” Illyana said with a shrug. “I tried. She‟s tied into Octavius‟s network, so I 
can‟t pull her out even if he is asleep.” 

 “It‟s about four thirty,” Peter said, swiftly calculating. “Overcast day. We don‟t 
have much time before Octavius is on the move.” 

 “Let‟s go,” Illyana said as she grasped her sword. 

 “Hey,” Peter said, hesitating. “Is that thing bigger than I remember it?” 

 Illyana smiled, a cold and vicious smile. “My power has grown,” she said. “So has 
the symbol of it.” The rune-traced blade was now a full two handed sword, nearly six 
feet long. She gripped it and swung it as though its weight simply provided additional 
power to her blows. 

 “What the hell,” Peter said with a shrug. “It‟s Halloween, right?” He stepped 
behind one of the standing stones, and a few seconds later he came back around it. He 
tossed his clothes in a heap. He wore form fitting black mesh, smoothing over him and 
rendering him dark and sleek. Two pale eye spots covered his eyes in the black mask as 
he pulled it down over his face.  “Now let‟s go,” he said. 

 The stepping disk flared. 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY NINE 

 The pair stood in full costume on the top of one of the bridge pylons for the 
George Washington Bridge, a feat of engineering majesty. The wind tunelessly crooned 
through the cables as the suspension bridge slowly swayed. Traffic flowed fifty feet 
below. 

 “Oh. Cables. A suspension bridge. Is anybody but me having a „duh‟ moment 
here?” Peter asked no one in particular. 

 “Peter,” Illyana said. “Gwen is nearby. I can‟t pinpoint it any closer than this, 
though.” 

 “Right,” Peter said. He relaxed, letting the spider ghost‟s senses unfurl around him. 
Illyana watched the light fade from the sky. She shifted her grip on her sword and slid 
down into an effortless crouch on her haunches, her tail fluttering in the chill wind that 
whipped over the bridge. 

 Time passed uncounted. 

 “Under the bridge,” Peter said tersely. “Something is moving under the bridge. 
Sounds and feels like loose cables.” 

 “Let‟s go,” Illyana said, rising. 
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 “Mind if I carry you?” Peter asked. 

 Illyana hesitated a moment, then shrugged. “Okay,” she said. 

 Peter grasped her waist and vaulted off the top of the bridge. Illyana bit back a 
scream as her stomach lurched with the sickening drop of unsupported free-fall. 

 With a peculiar „whizz‟ like tearing silk, Peter fired off a stream of web and turned 
their fall into a graceful arc that swooped them under the bridge to sail up towards its 
underside. He let go of the web as they drifted up with an odd sense of weightlessness. 
Slapping against the underside of the bridge, Peter hung by two fingers, lightly holding 
Illyana in the other hand. 

 “Hokay,” Illyana said unsteadily. “Remind me to never, ever do that again.” 

 Peter tossed her up at the underside of the girders. She caught on to one and 
scrabbled up to hunch in a nook. She glanced around, then froze as she saw the pudgy 
man slowly swaying, hanging from the underside of the bridge by a single cable. 

 “About time you kids joined the party,” Octavius said, his voice slow and slurred. 
Peter could immediately tell Octavius wasn‟t fully awake yet. “Are you ready for another 
beating?” 

 “Oh yeah,” Peter pattered. “I‟m collecting the whole set of beatings from 
delusional and psychotic vampire scientists. Yours is Number Eighteen, right between 
Hyde and Renfield.” 

 “Force his hand,” Illyana hissed at Peter from her hiding place. “I won‟t go far.” 
The stepping disk flared around her, and Peter was alone with Octavius, slowly 
swinging in the steady swirl of wind under the suspension bridge. 

 Octavius swung towards him with a pair of cables, and one shot towards Peter. 
Peter released the webline, dropping as he fired out another pair of webs. One slapped 
across a cable in a sticky blob, the other hit the edge of the bridge‟s underside. Peter 
swung away, tugging on Octavius, who simply whirled and snapped the restraining 
webline. 

 “You‟re like some kind of big dangly wire dust bunny,” Peter said, snapping out 
another line and twirling away, firing a line at random and letting it go as cables sang 
through the air after him, seeking blood, still groggy in the twilight. 

 Octavius hopped and sprang after him, arms crossed over his chest, decidedly 
unamused as his four cable arms scrabbled and swooped his blocky body around under 
the bridge, trying to pace the maddened spider ghost. “Yes, that‟s it,” he soothed. 
“Prance and dance and swing about. With each passing second I become stronger, 
faster. Can you say the same?” 

 “You‟re boring me,” Peter snapped, letting his patience fray. “Quit talking a fight 
and come over here and make me hold still, you ridiculous rotting sack of self-
important freakish also-ran has-been. If you know so much about the darkstone, just 
spank me and take the power back.” He let himself flip with a flourish, firing out 
another line that tugged him just out of reach of the hissing cables. He noticed that 
Octavius had replaced his damaged cables with new ones after their fight the previous 
night. 
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 “You will never again see the sun,” Octavius shouted. “Tonight is my night! 
Tonight I will crush you, I will slay your women, I will destroy your place in history and 
then you will beg me to finish you! And I shall, for I am generous. Or perhaps I will 
make you immortal and crippled, that I may enjoy your torment for an eternity of night 
that shall spread across the globe as I once again serve the forces of corruption that will 
drink the civilization of man in a single screaming drought.” 

 “Hoo, a delusional ex-Nazi traitor,” Peter pattered. “Dude, those glasses have got to 
go. Check these moves out.” 
 He snapped a webline into the bridge over Octavius‟s head. The cables reflectively 
snatched at it, and the sudden force plucked Peter out of the air and flung him at 
Octavius. As Peter flew at him, his world was reduced to sensing cables; the water far 
below glittered with the sheen of light that lay across it from the city that was never 
truly dark, and above cars roared past oblivious, the wind strummed the harp of the 
bridge; Peter felt himself oddly at peace and at once fully present and absent as the 
screaming cables slashed through the air lusting for his blood. 

 He slapped one to the side, curling along it and tucking his legs up as another fired 
through where his knees had been. As though the moves had been choreographed, he 
spun in the air and took only a glancing hit from the cable that had missed and yanked 
itself in close, pushing through air instead of the small of his back. 

 As he flipped upside down, he slapped his feet onto the underside of the bridge 
and contracted his torso, his head whipping forward with the entire force of his leap, 
with all the muscular tensile strength the canny spider ghost could command. 

 With a  resounding crack, his forehead slammed into Octavius‟s face, smashing into 
his horn-rimmed glasses and snapping them at the bridge, embedding glass in 
Octavius‟s flesh. Peter rebounded, bending up backwards and firing webs in two 
directions. As the cables flailed at him awkwardly, he managed to twist around them and 
use his leaning momentum to control the elasticity of the webs, sliding clear in an 
oblique path. He flipped in midair, fired out another webline, and was out of Octavius‟s 
range in a smooth whirling glide.  

 “What?” he said as he whooshed back through the air. “I missed that gloating. 
Speak up.” He slapped against the pylon, the soles of his feet adhering to it as he rested 
his shoulderblades against the chill concrete. His eyes narrowed. “Welcome to my 
century, you son of a bitch.” 

 A certain restraint fell away in Peter‟s chest. He felt a chilly rage race through his 
veins, a certainty that he was fully capable of killing the thing that hung beneath the 
bridge. Something ancient and dark that resided in the marrow of his bones, in the 
depths of his inhuman instinct, felt itself given free rein. This thing did not live. It could 
not be killed. 

 But it could be stopped. 

 Peter let Octavius feel his smile. 

 The vampire swung gently in the breeze, hanging by a pair of cables. His face 
oozed as bits of thick glass were pushed out of it by his healing flesh. One eye was torn, 
the eyeball punctured by chunks of lens. Octavius let a sneer dig lines in his visage as he 
regarded the bit of bone, meat, and skin that taunted him. 

 “I will kill you, Parker,” he hissed. “Fate will not be denied.” 
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 “Maybe it‟s Parker fate to keep kicking your sorry ass,” Peter snapped back. And 
the weblines were out. He whirled back towards Octavius. “We can‟t both be right. 
Bring it on.” 

 Peter snapped out a glob of web that slopped across one of the frayed cable ends. 
As Octavius swung, the cable‟s frayed end was too gooped to grasp the underside of the 
bridge, so another cable took over. Peter fired out a few more wads, but Octavius was 
wise to his tactic, and the cables thrashed and twirled, providing Octavius with an odd 
balance that kept him swinging round and about under the bridge, unpredictable. Peter 
stayed well out of the way. 

 “How much web? Before you tire?” Octavius snarled maliciously. 

 Peter was closing again, snapping a webline up under the bridge that was too long 
so he dropped and was tugged back up by the elastic web, hanging weightless for a 
moment as his wrists lined up on his enemy. 

 Three cables slashed at him, wriggling with a vicious and limited intelligence of 
their own. Peter‟s hands reflexively snatched the cable and reached for another, curling 
into a ball as he smashed them together, their frayed ends frantically twisting. Thick web 
shot from his spinerettes, his forearms flexing with the unnatural force of the spat web. 
His leg shot out like a piston, catching Octavius in the bridge of the nose. The impact of 
the kick fired Peter clear, and he twirled and slapped at cable as he fell out of range. 
Web shot up and pulled him into a trajectory that let him slap against the side of 
another pylon. 

 “You are quick,” Octavius growled, almost to himself. “I tire of chasing you. Your 
feeble blows cannot stop me. You cannot even begin to understand what I am. 
Surrender to me or I will destroy you.” 

 “Or how about you quit posturing and actually do some fighting?” Peter said, 
trying not to sound out of breath. “Sooner or later I‟m going to bash that ugly face right 
in and you‟ll have to reach into your head to wipe your nose.” 

 Octavius pulled himself up so his hands slapped palm first against the underside of 
the bridge. His good eye rolled back in his head as his lips twitched in a paroxysm of 
effort. Peter felt a ripple pass through the bridge, then the pylon across the way from 
him quivered. A chunk fell out of it, and two cables lowered from it. They held Gwen, 
unconscious and grimy and slightly bloodied. One cable wrapped around her chest, the 
other around her head. Octavius leered at Peter. 

 “Well then,” he said brightly. “Isn‟t this a surprise!” He thoughtfully regarded 
Gwen‟s limp body. “I was going to put her on the list of Parker women to slaughter, 
but I thought she might be a useful spectator to our little game of tag. Do you think I 
should crush her ribs, or her head, or just twist her head right off?” 

 Peter said nothing, watchful as rage seethed through him like a swarm of wasps. 
“Understand me,” he said. “You have the power to kill this girl, and you can make me 
watch. But if you do, there is nothing on this world or any other that will stop me from 
holding your heart in my hand.” He glanced around for Illyana. This was as forced as he 
could make Octavius‟s hand. He suddenly realized how grateful he was that in this 
moment he was not alone. 

 Right on time, Illyana‟s disk flared and dropped her, sword swiftly chopping. She 
mightily whacked the sword through the two cables that held Gwen; by the time 



 

654 

Octavius realized she was present and sent the killing command through the cables they 
were severed. 

 Peter tucked into a somersault and kicked off the bottom of the bridge, firing 
himself down pushing against gravity as he slid through the air after Gwen. She fell, 
heavy cable still wrapped around her unconscious form. Peter heard the clattering bang 
of cables on girders as Octavius raced after him, but he filtered that out. Only one thing 
mattered. Only catching Gwen in time to fire a webline. 

 He knew it was already too late. He was not capable of giving up. Flexing his web 
sacs as hard as he could, he fired out a thin stream of webbing that tapped Gwen. He 
reeled her in as best he could as the vast, dizzying expanse of light-dappled waves 
rushed closer. 

 He touched her as a stepping disk flared. He barely registered Limbo flashing past 
as another disk flared and he found himself falling out over the river, fifty feet or so 
from the bridge and a hundred feet off the surface of the water. He caught Gwen easily 
and fired web out, adjusting their trajectory to whirl over to the bridge. 

 Octavius screeched rage as the stepping disk robbed him of his prey. 

 “Unclean thing,” Illyana snapped coldly. “Your business is with me.” Her gray cloak 
swirled around her goat legs where she perched on the broken hole in the pylon where 
Gwen had been concealed. The square amulet at her throat gleamed, and she leveled the 
two handed soulsword at Octavius in a single menacing gesture. “You want to tell me 
about my grandfather now?” she said imperiously. 

 “Why the coy act?” Octavius snapped impatiently. “You are drenched in the stink 
of Belasco, Rasputin‟s demon master. Why do you pretend you do not know what is 
going on?” He hissed frustration, and his cables all tensed at once. 

 Illyana reflexively pulled back into the hollow, but it was already too late. Octavius 
sprang. Her amulet blazed out at him, burning through his vampiric energy as he 
slammed against the pylon. Cables whirled and snapped and blasted chunks of concrete 
and steel out of the way as one cable writhed into Illyana‟s space, intent on pinning and 
crushing her. 

 She whipped the sword around, taking one cable off mere feet from Octavius‟s 
belly, and she shouted “Cttrock bandalia!” as a flare of red energy spun into existence 
around her as a screen. Octavius braced himself with his sturdy legs as his cables 
whipped around her mystic defense. 

 “Seconds,” he sneered, his remaining eye livid. “You have seconds.” His cables began 
squeezing into the defense as Illyana‟s knees bent, her hand thrust out and her head 
bowed as the barrier began to buckle. 

 Peter‟s hands fired into Octavius‟s back, sinking into his flesh and curling fingertips 
around his shoulderblades. Peter kicked off the underside of the bridge as he gripped 
Octavius. Startled, the vampire had no time to disentangle his cables, and only one held 
him on the bridge. As he whirled out of the way, Peter yanked his bloody hands free 
and he snatched the cable, tugging it off the girder with his incredible strength. 

 “Clear!” he shouted as Octavius flailed with one of his cables, relaxing the others. 
Octavius realized what was happening just in time to make eye contact with the demon 
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sorcereress as she thrust her mystic blade through her defense, past his cables, and right 
through his withered heart. 

 The scream that burst from his throat could not have come from a living being. As 
the cables writhed clear and twirled in confusion, Illyana kicked off his chest with her 
goat hooves, tearing her blade clear and pushing up into the air and through the hissing 
mass of suddenly stupid cables. 

Seconds later, her fall dropped her into a stepping disk as Octavius slammed 
against the river‟s surface with shattering impact. 

 Peter watched as the surface grew still again. A slow smile curled across his face.  

 

 By the time Peter got to where he had left Gwen laying on the service walkway of 
the bridge, Illyana was kneeling over her and checking her breath and pulse. She looked 
up, her red eyes dimly gleaming in the dark.  

 “She‟ll be fine,” Illyana said. Peter breathed out a sigh of relief. Illyana stood up, 
and for a moment they regarded each other. 

 Peter held his hand up, and Illyana slapped it. “You rock,” she said.  

 “Oh no, girlfriend, you rock,” Peter said with a weary grin. 

 “No no,” Illyana said as she leaned against the railing. “You rock, web-head.” 

 “Okay,” Peter said. “I rock. Now let‟s get to the wedding rehearsal that starts in 
five minutes.” 

 “Five minutes?” Illyana said. “Damn we‟re good.” 

 Peter chuckled, glancing down at his mesh. “I gotta change,” he said. He shook his 
head. “Happy Halloween.” 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY 

 “So that‟s pretty much it,” Reverend Pulchester said, blinking his rheumy eyes at 
Peter and Mary Jane. “You‟re sure you can explain it all to Gwen?” he asked. 

 “You bet,” Mary Jane nodded. “We‟ve made it as simple as possible.” 

 He nodded. “I sure hope she gets to feeling better. That just leaves one more 
thing,” he said, leaning in close to them. “Your vows. Do you have them written?” 

 “Almost done,” Peter said with a sheepish smile. “I‟ll get them to you tomorrow, 
promise.” 

 “Me too,” Mary Jane echoed with a disarming bat of her eyelashes. 

 “Okay,” the reverend shrugged. “See to it that you do. Well, we‟re done here.” 

 “Thanks,” Mary Jane said. “Are you available to come to the rehearsal dinner with 
us?” she asked. 

 “I‟m afraid not,” he said. He sighed. “My wife needs help handing out candy to 
children. I‟m late.” 
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 “Well thanks for your help,” Mary Jane said. She turned to the group of tired 
people in the sanctuary. “Okay, gang,” she said. “Let‟s go to the Sailboat Café, we have 
reservations for thirty minutes ago. Move like you got a purpose!” she commanded. 

 Her parents picked up their coats and shuffled toward the exit, and Harry joined 
them, along with Tyrone. Illyana walked over to Peter and Mary Jane. 

 “You took care of it, I trust,” Mary Jane said under her breath. 

 “Yes,” Peter said. “Illyana bisected his heart and dropped him in the river. He‟s 
done.” 

 Mary Jane breathed a sigh of relief. “Great. Look, Illyana. Peter and I need to go to 
this dinner. Can you and Tandy help Gwen out?” 

 “Am I or am I not the wedding coordinator?” Illyana replied with a wry smile. 
“Go. I‟ll deal with it. Gwen will be all ready for your wedding tomorrow.” 

 “Right,” Mary Jane said. She turned to Peter. “You intact?” 

 “Isn‟t this a little late in the process for you to be suddenly interested in my 
history?” Peter said, arching an eyebrow. 

 Mary Jane rolled her eyes. “He‟s easier to deal with when he‟s in a lot of pain,” she 
confided in Illyana. “C‟mon, you lug,” she said, grabbing Peter‟s arm and dragging him 
towards the exit. Illyana watched them go with a fond smile, then headed into the back 
of the church, up the stairs to a classroom. 

 “How is she?” she said, stepping into a dim room. Tandy looked up. Gwen was 
laying on the floor, a coat draped over her and another under her head. 

 “She took quite a physical and mental shock, but she‟ll be fine,” Tandy said quietly.  

 “Can you watch over her tonight?” Illyana asked. “I mean, maybe you could go 
have a sleepover at the Stacy residence. Her father is going to be out of his skull with 
worry.” 

 “I specialize in diplomatic missions,” Tandy said wryly. “I‟ll handle it.” She looked 
at Illyana, and for a moment Illyana had the unsettling feeling that Tandy was looking 
into her, through her very soul. Tandy stood and stepped near to her. 

 “You did a good job, Illyana,” Tandy said quietly. She pulled her into a gentle hug, 
as though that were a natural thing to do. She held Illyana at arms length and looked 
into her eyes with a quiet smile. “Peter and Mary Jane are a bit rattled. You should go 
with them to dinner.” 

 Illyana felt strange, dislocated, at peace. She had a lump in her throat, and she felt 
unshed tears glimmering in her eyes for no reason she could explain. Then a stepping 
disk flared around her and she was gone. 

 Tandy sighed, kneeling by Gwen. She touched the side of her face, and a ripple of 
Light passed through her hand. Gwen stirred, and her eyes fluttered open. 

 “Whu?” she said. 

 “It‟s time to go home,” Tandy said softly. 

* 
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 Later, Illyana and Peter and Mary Jane followed Mary Jane‟s parents to Mary Jane‟s 
car.  

 “Go ahead and take them to your place,” Peter said to Mary Jane. “It‟s been great,” 
he said to them with a small wave.  

 “See ya tomorrow, if you show up,” Mary Jane‟s father said. He got into the car 
without looking back. Peter sighed. 

 “I‟m gonna catch a ride with Illyana,” he said with a gesture, a slightly hunted look 
in his eyes. 

 Mary Jane chuckled, bone weary. She shook her head, then kissed Peter on the 
cheek. “Be safe,” she said. “I‟ll see you tomorrow.” She got into the car, started it up, 
and drove off. 

 “You are a brave man,” Illyana said reflectively as she watched them drive away. 
“Those people… they won‟t be the ones I think of when I‟m saving the world.” She 
grinned ruefully. 

 “Yeah,” Peter said, stuffing his hands in the pockets of his windbreaker. “I just 
keep telling myself I‟m marrying MJ, not her family.” 

 “Hey, now that we have a chance to talk, I gotta tell you you‟re pretty good in a 
fight, bub,” she said as she playfully socked his shoulder. He chuckled at that. 

 “Bub?” 

 “Bub,” she nodded. “I guess I misjudged you.” She shrugged. “Anyway, I‟m 
excited about tomorrow. And before I came to dinner, I checked to see if I could pick 
up Octavius‟s signal.” She shook her head. “I couldn‟t find him, but scrying underwater 
is tricky at best.” 

 “He might show up again,” Peter said with a shrug. “I‟ll let you know if he does. 
Sorry you didn‟t find out more about your grandfather.” 

 “I‟m not,” she said distantly. “I don‟t think I want to know. Upon reflection. 
Doesn‟t matter who my grandfather was. What matters,” she said, looking at Peter, “is 
who I am.” 

 “Damn straight,” Peter said softly. He smiled at her crookedly.  

 She glanced around, then gestured, and a stepping disk swirled up around them. 

 A moment later, Peter was deposited in his living room. 

 “I am so damn jealous that I can‟t see straight,” he muttered to himself. “How 
come I can‟t traverse time and space with a stray thought? No, I get stuck with a snide 
spider id.” 

 Wouldn’t you rather see what you’re swinging over? 

 “Yeah,” Peter sighed. “Utility is ever the enemy of aesthetics.” He grinned. 

 Atta boy. 

 Peter sat on his couch, picking up a clipboard with blank sheets of paper on it. 
“Time to scribble and crumple our way to some vows.” 

 I’ll help. 
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 “Gawd,” Peter sighed. “It‟s gonna be a long night.” 

* 

 Illyana sighed, her breath pluming before her face. She looked up at the bank of 
apartments, and she saw Mary Jane‟s light still on.  

 “Sleep well,” Illyana said, every fiber of her body and soul aching with the day‟s 
exertions. She gently shook her head, then started on a long walk. She began to 
understand how the weight of his responsibility, the vulnerability of his charges, kept 
Strange awake on long walks deep into the sleepless morning hours. She chose a path 
randomly into the wild landscape of electricity, steel, and concrete. Her steps were 
deliberate and sure. 

 Try as she might, she wasn‟t sure she could outpace her loneliness. 

 

 Inside, Mary Jane lay flat on her stomach on the couch, her feet sticking up in the 
air. She doodled a sun, added sunglasses, a fluffy cloud, a dead flower, a boxy sort of 
Mac truck. 

 “Having trouble, dear?” her mother asked as she padded over with a mug of hot 
chocolate. 

 “Just, you know, vows. Just between us, it‟s hard,” she confided, glancing down the 
hallway to where her father was loudly gargling. 

 “I know, dear,” her mother said. “Your grandparents didn‟t agree with my choice 
either. But when it‟s love,” she sighed, glancing at the ceiling with a secret smile. 

 “Yeah,” Mary Jane grinned. “I may be insane, but he‟s my pick.” 

 Her mother patted her hand. “Keep doodling, dear. When the words are ready, 
they‟ll come to you. Just be sure to get some sleep tonight.” She toddled off down the 
short hallway to Mary Jane‟s room, where her parents were sleeping. 

 Mary Jane let the smile that bloomed in her chest show on her face. She added rays 
to her sun, and scribbled a scorpion. Then she scrawled „I love Peter Parker‟ in the 
margin. 

 “It‟s a start,” she said. 

* 

 Gwen and Tandy sat cross legged on the floor of Gwen‟s room. 

 “You ladies are alright, you‟re sure,” Mr. Stacy said seriously from the doorway. 

 “I‟m fine, dad,” Gwen said. “I really am sorry I forgot to tell you about the slumber 
party. I promise I won‟t do it again.” 

 “Well, if there‟s anything you ladies need,” he said, “I‟ll be up for a few more 
hours.” He looked bone weary from his vigil during his daughter‟s absence. 

 “Thank you, Mr. Stacy,” Tandy smiled at him. 

 “Okay then,” he said, and he headed down the stairs. 

 They were quiet for a moment, and Tandy leaned over and pushed the door shut. 
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 “What really happened, Tandy?” Gwen asked quietly, the echo of fear in her eyes. 

 Tandy thought about the question for a minute. “Well,” she said slowly, “it was a 
Parker Moment.” 

 “Ah,” Gwen said. “And everything‟s okay now?” 

 “Yes,” Tandy nodded with certainty. 

 “I don‟t think I need to know any more,” Gwen said, looking away. “Thanks for 
spending the night. I feel a bit wobbly.” 

 “No problem,” Tandy said with a smile. She rolled over to sit on her inflatable 
mattress on the floor. “Want to make some popcorn and giggle about boys until the 
wee hours, make it a proper sleepover?” 

 “Now you‟re talking,” Gwen said with a broad smile. 

* 

 The glass office door drifted open slowly, the peculiar silhouette of the Owl framed 
in the doorway. He hesitantly entered, and got down on his knees, bowing his head. 

 “You must already know I failed,” he said miserably. 

 Mordred turned from his view of the gleaming city, a benign smile on his face. “Of 
course I know how it turned out. I watched with great interest.” He seated himself at his 
desk. “What do you think I will do to you now?” 

 The Owl shuddered. “I beg for a quick death,” he said in a quiet voice. 

 “That is because you do not understand me,” Mordred said softly. “I don‟t mind 
losing.” The Owl looked up, surprised. Mordred chuckled. 

 “You see,” he said, “even a failed attempt has brought grief and disorientation, 
dislocation and fear at every turn. See what chaos I have accomplished in Strange‟s 
ranks. That is why I use others, why I have struck with agents. Doom is the exception, 
and his excruciating torment as he begs for death will be legendary. I‟ll settle him after I 
deal with Strange. But that‟s a separate case from what we‟re dealing with here. I will 
eventually win. I have the time.” 

 He regarded the Owl for a long moment, and the silence grew weighty. 

 “You obeyed my orders precisely,” Mordred said. “You did not interfere. You did 
not involve yourself. You did not tip your hand or reveal your presence in Octavius‟s 
scheme. They have no idea you had anything to do with the attack. Octavius had every 
chance to succeed, but his failure is not on your head. You preformed flawlessly. And 
now I will send you to hide. When the time for your great purpose comes, you will be 
ready. Do you understand?” 

 “Yeth, Mathter,” the Owl said gratefully. “Truly you are great.” 

 “That‟s why I‟m going to have to take things into my own hands,” Mordred said 
sourly. He regarded the Owl. “You are dismissed. We will meet again.” 

 The Owl bowed deeply. Then he turned and scurried out. Mordred stood, and 
looked out the window once more. 

 “If you want something done right, you have to do it yourself,” Mordred 
murmured to himself. A slow smile creased his face. 
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CHAPTER THIRTY ONE 

Saturday, November 11 

 The entire morning of frantic preparation seemed nothing more than a strange 
dream. As Peter and Mary Jane stood facing each other; he was trim and snazzy in his 
tuxedo, she was stunning in her sleek and simple wedding dress. The church was 
comfortably full, but not packed. The happy couple was more than delighted to let 
Illyana handle the guest book, the gift table, and the frantic phone calls to the wedding 
photographer who had not yet arrived. 

 Behind Peter, Harry and Tyrone were slim and tall and debonair. Behind Mary 
Jane, Gwen was radiant and tearful, quietly sniffling, and Tandy looked on the 
proceedings with an introspective smile. 

 Mary Jane had already been given away, and her parents sat next to Aunt May. It 
was finally time to exchange the vows. 

 Peter held up his slightly creased and bent index card, glancing from it to Mary 
Jane. “I would fight monsters for you,” he said with a bemused smile. “You give me a 
reason to fly.” His hand lowered, the card at his side. “When no one in the world sees 
who I am, you will see into my soul for the truth. In the darkest night, you are my 
reason to come home. I love you now more than the infatuated guy you first met could 
ever imagine. I will love you all of my days,” he said, his voice unsteady by the end and 
his eyes glimmering with unshed tears. 

 Tears were rolling down Mary Jane‟s face. She breathed in, then out, and she raised 
a bit of notebook paper that had been folded over to a quarter its size. She cleared her 
throat, then looked at Peter. 

 “Your love is worth the risk of loving you,” she said in a trembling voice. She 
glanced down at her paper; it rattled as her hand shook uncontrollably. “You make me 
warm when it is cold,” she said. “You are my knight in shining armor. I‟ll be there for 
you whether you win or lose life‟s little battles.” She managed a smile, looking back into 
his eyes. “I love the way you see things that other people never will. For richer or 
poorer, in sickness or in health, I‟ll be your one true love,” she managed.  

 The first strains of “Endless Love” started playing as they headed for the unity 
candle. 

 

 “Ode to Joy” was still playing as Peter and Mary Jane and the wedding party 
formed up in the receiving line except for Tyrone, who got to single-handedly usher the 
congregation out. Illyana darted over to Peter and Mary Jane. 

 “Your photographer is in jail for indecent exposure. I know, it‟s a horrible joke that 
would be funny if it wasn‟t true,” she said in a low voice. 

 “My bag,” Peter said, “It has a camera.” 

 “Damnation,” Illyana said, rolling her eyes. “I had no idea it would be this exciting 
coordinating your wedding! Okay, okay, I‟ll get it.” She scampered off as the first people 
walked through the line. Mary Jane sniffed and rubbed at her eyes with a handkerchief. 
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 “This is why I didn‟t wear mascara today,” she said to Peter. 

 “Me either,” he nodded sagely. 

 Brilhart came through the line, looking dapper in his gray suit. He shook Mary 
Jane‟s hand formally, and there was a glint in his eye as he came to Peter. 

 “You would fight monsters, huh,” he said. 

 “Absolutely,” Peter said, his face serious and his eyes merry. 

 “I think you really would,” Brilhart said, a small smile finding its way to his lips. 
“Good luck with married life, Parker. Couldn‟t happen to a nicer guy.” He clapped him 
on the shoulder, and moved on. 

 

 As the crowd filed out in an orderly fashion, Robert Burns turned to his escort, 
Elsbeth Montessi. “So do you want to dance at the reception?” he asked. 

 “Sure,” she said with a smile. “I was hoping to see a few more of my friends here. 
Maybe we don‟t have to stay for long.” 

 “Good,” Robert nodded. “How about we just skip the reception. I‟d like to show 
you my place here in New York.” 

 “That sounds great, Robert,” Elsbeth said. She stood as he did, and under Tyrone‟s 
expert direction they left the sanctuary. 

 

 “Congratulations,” Dani said to Mary Jane, giving her a brief hug. “I know you two 
are gonna be so happy together.” She smiled fondly at Mary Jane and then shook 
Peter‟s hand. “Good luck!” she said. Then she was done with the receiving line, and as 
she milled back into the crowd she saw a familiar white shock of hair. Looking closer, 
she saw Robert leading Elsbeth out of the church. She moved over to the window, 
blinking. Were they leaving her here? 

 Then she saw Robert, and a peculiar flash of insight came to her as her talent with 
auras hiccupped. 

 “He‟s not human,” she said, her heart skipping a beat. 

 Mordred. 

 All the pieces came together for Dani in a way she could not herself explain, but 
she knew beyond a doubt that Mordred had just taken Elsbeth Montessi and he meant 
her great harm. 

 Dani‟s heart raced as she stared around the foyer wildly. Peter and Mary Jane were 
busy, Illyana was snapping pictures. Dani pushed through the crowd recklessly headed 
for Illyana, her thoughts in frantic turmoil. 

 “Hey,” said a man in a suit as she pushed against his back, spilling his drink. She 
glanced into his eyes as he turned. 

 Doug let out a screech and toppled over, clutching at his eyes as he broke eye 
contact with Dani. She gasped in dismay as he dropped to the floor, curling into a fetal 
position and letting out an eerie whining whistle of breath. 
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 “Comin through, outta the way,” Illyana said as she closed in on where Dani stood 
over Doug. Dani bit her lip, torn by embarrassment, panic, and guilt. 

 “I didn‟t mean it,” she whispered as she knelt over Doug. Illyana was at her side.  

 “Let‟s get him up to a classroom,” she said. “See if he‟s got any medication. We‟ll 
handle this,” she said to the crowd with a disarming smile. The two women easily carted 
Doug‟s light form up the stairs. 

 “Mordred has Montessi!” Dani gasped as they headed down the classroom hall. 

 “Okay,” Illyana said through gritted teeth, “where the hell is Strange?” Doug 
bucked and twitched, and Illyana bit her lip as she faced decisions upon which lives 
hung… 

* 

 “Why are we stopping?” Elsbeth asked as Robert pulled off to the side of the road. 

 “I thought we‟d do a picnic instead,” Robert said with a disarming smile. He got 
out of the car. 

 “Didn‟t you say you live downtown?” Elsbeth asked. 

 “Yes, but I like to come here sometimes,” Robert shrugged. “To think. Do come 
see the trees, they‟re lovely in the late fall.” 

 Elsbeth stepped out of the car and followed him. He stood under the shadow of 
the barren trees and took a deep breath, looking around. “Ah, nature,” he said. 

 Elsbeth looked at beer cans, chunks of broken concrete, and broken glass that 
littered the weedy gravel lot the trees grew in. “Yes, nature,” she said doubtfully. 

 “Honestly, I was hoping Strange would be at the wedding. I can‟t imagine why he 
wasn‟t. I was planning to taunt him in a room full of people.” 

 “Excuse me?” Elsbeth said, surprised. 

 “Strange has tremendous power,” Robert said, turning to face her with an 
assurance in his bearing that had been absent before. “Enough to simply overwhelm 
most opponents regardless of surroundings or circumstances. But to attempt that with 
me would be to risk the almost certain death of everyone in the building. I would leave 
with you as hostage, having mocked him once. Then our game would begin in earnest.” 
He shook his head. “It was a beautiful plan, cinematic even. So why didn‟t he come to 
the wedding?” 
 “Are… are you Mordred?” Elsbeth asked with a quiver in her voice. “Have you 
been all along?” 

 “Yes, you caught me,” he said with a small bow. “I wanted to practice my acting 
skills, I hadn‟t deceived in person for quite a while and it is a refreshingly invigorating 
pastime.” His smile turned cruel. “You can employ your magics if you like. We can have 
a fight. It might add a bit of spice to what I‟m going to do to you. But make no mistake, 
you cannot get away from me. And you will be days dying.” His smile showed all his 
slightly pointed teeth as he pulled a simple blade from his jacket. 

 “I‟m in rather a lot of trouble, aren‟t I,” Elsbeth said nervously. 

 “Oh yes,” Mordred nodded. “And now it ends as it must.” 
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 “Indeed,” resonated another voice. The red coat of levitation lifted Strange from 
Elsbeth‟s shadow. He thrust his hand forward and a cloud of dancing motes of iron 
lashed out, swirling around Mordred, disrupting him with pain as though the grains of 
iron were molten. He screamed, staggering back. 

 Strange produced a peculiar sphere of lumpy gray stone from his coat. He 
brandished it, then stepped forward and thrust it into Mordred. The eldritch sorcerer 
flickered, became a being of energy, began draining into the stone. 

 “No—final confrontation? No battle?” Mordred managed as he began to break 
apart and swirl into the stone. 

 “Only banishment and imprisonment,” Strange said quietly. “You‟ve done 
enough.” Elsbeth stood next to him, looking into the shadowy reflection of Mordred‟s 
eyes as he became less humanoid, more his true form. 

 “I am not quite so very foolish as to fall for your sad ruse,” she said with a shake of 
her head. “My heart may be with unavailable men, but I frequently find them to be most 
useful.” She smiled genuinely at him as the last traces of his consciousness were drawn 
within the stone. It was now a smooth jet-black sphere. 

 Strange tucked the stone back into his coat and turned to Elsbeth. 

 “Thank you for letting me ride along in your shadow,” he said. “It was one place I 
did not think Mordred would look for me.” 

 “He‟ll be jumping at shadows the next time he gets out, though,” Elsbeth said with 
a secret smile. “Ah, what fun, flirting with the dark fey.” 

 “Thank you for coming to me,” Strange said. “You have saved a lot of lives today.” 

 “You know why I do it,” Montessi said. She stepped very close to Strange, gently 
kissed his cheek, touched his face with her cool hand. She smiled and stepped back. 
“Mind if I take the car?” 

 “It‟s yours,” Strange said with a slightly sad smile. “Drive safely.” 

 “I will,” she replied. “You have enough to look after.” She left him, stepped into 
the car, and drove away. 

 Strange sighed. 

 Then the scene was disrupted by the snap hiss of a stepping disk, Illyana 
breathlessly dashed over to him. 

 “Come quick,” she said. “It‟s Doug.” 

* 

 Doug‟s body lay in a chalk circle on the floor of Strange‟s Sanctum Sanctorum. 
Strange gestured, and the great doors sealed. The Sorcerer Supreme assumed his seat on 
the throne, and breathed out. As he relaxed, his astral form lifted free. 

 Strange formed a pocket in the astral plane, a convenient meeting room. The room 
was a pale and empty white, with clearly defined borders like a box. Strange gestured, 
and a door opened on one side. Closing his eyes, Strange focused. 
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 Like small flies, bits of Doug‟s mental energy were drawn from where they had 
scattered through his body and through the space around him. Finally, after uncounted 
time passed, Doug‟s psyche swarmed in the confined space. Strange shut the door.  

 Gesturing, he formed a Doug-shaped husk on the floor. A few bits of his code-
breaking psyche settled on or in it. Strange waited, patient, unmoving. 

 

 It was impossible to say how much time passed before Doug had a blurry outline. 
He stirred, and pushed himself over to sit up. His fractured mind swarmed in his astral 
form, and a lot of his mind still buzzed and bounced about the empty room with no 
stimulus to interpret. He blinked blearily, looking at Strange, unable to speak. He saw 
Strange through a peculiar frosted curtain, able to see that Strange was there but little 
more. 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY TWO 

 More time slid past. Doug cleared his throat. His reconstitution was nearly 
complete. “I had hoped to never have to be here again,” he said, an empty dislocation 
between his words and the movement of his mouth. 

 Strange shrugged slightly. “You have nothing to be ashamed of,” he said. “You are 
not at fault for this.” 

 “Maybe not,” Doug said bitterly, “but I feel stupid and weak.” 

 “Everyone in my circle is fragile and gifted,” Strange said. “You are no less critical 
to me than any of the others. “You face dangers daily that they cannot imagine. Don‟t 
ever guess that the truth is otherwise.” 

 

 Strange was present and unreadable, and Doug‟s psyche pulled together more 
tightly. He sighed. “I‟m going to need time,” he said. He shuddered violently. “I can‟t—
I‟m not ready to go back to the real world. Not yet.” 

 Strange nodded, understanding. “When you are ready, you have a place.” 

 “That‟s what makes this so hard,” Doug said. “I‟m not sure how to say this… You 
remember when you came and got me from the asylum?” Strange nodded. “It took me 
years to be ready to help run the Planetary, and it was a lot smaller then. I‟m… I‟m 
going to need time. A leave of absence.” He hung his head. “I‟m sorry. I know you 
count on me.” 

 Strange nodded. “I have before and I will again, Doug,” he said. “Take the time 
you need.” He rose. “Your body is through that door, same as last time. When you‟re 
ready, return. If you need me in the meantime,” he said with a gesture, “here‟s a cell 
phone. Just push „talk‟ and leave me a message, I‟ll come and find you.” 

 “Thanks, Doc,” Doug said ruefully. Strange simply smiled, then left Doug alone in 
a quiet place with absolutely no code to crack. 

* 

 “Oh look another towel,” Peter sighed as he ripped the paper on another gift. 
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 “Here‟s one, it‟s from Strange,” Mary Jane said. She quickly opened it. Under the 
paper was a flat box about the size of an envelope. She popped the latch and tilted the 
box open. Her eyes grew very wide. 

 “Plane tickets,” she said. She plucked the note from the box. “On your special day, 
a honeymoon for two. Strange.” She examined the tickets. “Yes! Cancun!” 

 Peter joined her, and picked up the other envelope in the box, opening it. “Holy 
cow,” he said. Inside was a check for ten thousand dollars and a note in the memo, 
“Expenses”.  

 “You know, Pete,” Mary Jane said in a voice full of wonder, “the groom is 
supposed to handle the honeymoon. Knowing what I know about the situation we‟re in, 
I just wasn‟t going to say anything. Why make plans when Octavius is out there after us 
anyway, right? But this… this is cool.” She looked him in the eye. “You may be a 
dweeb, Peter Parker,” she said playfully, “but your friends are cool.” 

 “Them‟s fightin‟ words,” Peter said, scooping up a pillow and bopping her with it. 

 “See, now you‟re a wife beater,” Mary Jane scolded. 

 “What, you gonna hen peck me?” Peter replied. 

 “Something like that,” she said, grabbing a brace of pillows and squaring off, on 
her knees on the bed. “Let‟s get some marital counseling!” she howled as a war cry 
before she slung her pillows at him. 

 He laughed as they toppled to the floor, locked in combat. After a few fierce 
exchanges, they lost the pillows as Peter pinned Mary Jane to the floor. 

 “You were just luring me into a trap, weren‟t you,” he said, eyes bright as he looked 
down at his bride. 

 “Oh, Peter,” she sighed. “Have you considered going into police work?” 

 Peter chuckled until Mary Jane kissed him. 

 

Sunday, November 11 

 Strange heaved a deep sigh. He wore a tee shirt and jeans, and he sat at Doug‟s 
work station in the Planetary office. The office was closed, Strange worked alone. 

 He tapped on one of the six keyboards at Doug‟s station. He was intent on his 
work when the elevator dinged and opened. Illyana walked in cautiously, carrying a 
brown paper bag. 

 “Hello,” she said experimentally. “How is Doug doing?” 

 “He‟ll be fine,” Strange said. “He needs a leave of absence, though.” He shook his 
head. “Doug had „to do‟ lists codified numerically, based on a simple letter substitution 
code in a matrix of priority and chronology.” He sighed. “Piece of cake for Doug to 
keep track of it. We‟re in for about three to six months of continuous blindsiding, 
though.” 

 “I brought you lunch,” Illyana said brightly. She put the bag down at his work 
station. “I would love to help any way I can,” she added. “But I‟m not Doug.” 
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 “No one is,” Strange mused. “But what I need is someone who can get this mess 
under control, at least temporarily. Someone who is a genius, as fast as need be, and 
logistically oriented.” He looked Illyana in the eyes, his gaze calm. “Illyana. Get me 
Valeria.” 

 “That won‟t be easy,” Illyana said hesitantly. “What about Parker?” 

 “Parker isn‟t ready,” Strange said with a  shake of his head. “And he‟s going on a 
honeymoon. I need help as soon as I can get it. I‟m not asking you to get Valeria to aid 
me. Just… just let her know I‟d like to talk to her.” 

 “So you want to use me instead of your astral form or an earth spirit or 
something,” Illyana clarified, still oddly reluctant. 

 “It is possible she would not feel that was intrusive,” Strange said. 

 “Ah,” Illyana nodded. “Check. I‟ll do my best,” she said. A stepping disk carried 
her away. 

 Strange leaned in close to the monitors and sifted through the layouts, and then the 
shipping agreements for bulk rate in the United Kingdom… 

* 

 Illyana took her time, her delicate hooves printing the soft earth as she walked over 
the rise of the hill. Halfway down the valley wall she saw Valeria seated on a rock. 
Valeria hugged her knees to her chest, and she absorbed the brilliant fall sunshine that 
shone off her coppery hair. 

 Forest sheathed the far valley wall, and a river chopped and sprawled along over 
rocks at the bottom of the ravine. Above, a hawk circled. Illyana picked her way down 
the slope, in no particular hurry as she approached. 

 “What do you want,” Valeria demanded flatly, not turning to look, as Illyana got 
within twenty feet. 

 “Just came to talk to you,” Illyana said. “How long have you been here?” 

 “A week,” Valeria shrugged. “Watching the animals, the breathing earth, soaking 
up the sun. This planet is… it is simply incredible.” 

 Illyana nodded, and stood taking in the afternoon. 

 “What does Strange want,” Valeria sighed wearily. “I can only assume you‟re here 
on an errand for His Mystical Presence.” 

 “Of course I am,” Illyana shrugged. “I suppose I could pay you a social call. But 
you‟ve been ignoring me, going out of your way to stay out of my way. You have your 
reasons,” she noted, “but it‟s hard on a friendship. I wouldn‟t have come looking for 
you if we didn‟t need to talk.” 

 “With the cheery chit chat out of the way, spit it out. Why are you here?” Valeria 
said. 

 “Strange wants to talk to you,” Illyana said simply. 

 “No,” Valeria replied, looking out over the forest. 
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 Illyana sighed. “Doug had an accident. He‟s out of action and Strange is trying to 
pick up the threads to run the day to day. You and I both know that Strange can‟t get 
bogged down in minutia.” 

 “He found Doug,” Valeria said. “He can find someone else.” 

 “Strange never mentioned this to me,” Illyana said quietly, her face creased by a 
slight scowl, “but I know he always hoped that you‟d be there for him if he needed you. 
Like he has been there for you each and every time you needed him.” 

 Valeria looked into the deep blue sky. “Sometimes people are disappointed. Strange 
volunteered himself, I never went to him for help. He‟s gotten his use out of me. I owe 
him nothing. You say he‟s been there for me; where was he when the Beast was 
summoned? When Victor locked me into that mask in Latveria?” 

 “Sometimes you do what‟s right for people whether they deserve it or not,” Illyana 
said heatedly. She sighed. “I found out I had Tymaz Nine, and the best idea I had was 
to betray my dad to a group of very bad men because they said that was the price of the 
cure. He got away from them. But you know what? He surrendered to them first, 
because he believed that throwing his own life away would get me a cure. Even after he 
found out that wasn‟t true and escaped, he scoured the world until he had the cure and 
got it to me. He was so angry at me. He was hurt, betrayed, and hunted. But he did what 
he had to do to uphold his honor, because it was his honor and that didn‟t make 
allowances for the failings of others.” 

Illyana licked her lips. “You see, Valeria, helping people isn‟t about rewarding 
them for being good. It‟s a part of who you are. Whether they deserve it or not. That‟s 
why I‟ve always thought you were a hero. That‟s what I want to be, you know, when I 
grow up.” She smiled a wry smile. “Maybe Strange did wrong you somehow, I‟m not 
clear on that part anyway. Whether he deserves it or not, you should at least go talk to 
the man. People like you and me and Strange, we can‟t let pride stand in the way of 
what we‟re about.” 

 “Did you practice that speech?” Valeria asked, still not looking at Illyana. “Tell me, 
what are we about? Saving the world? Maintaining the status quo? Why don‟t you preach 
it to your demons.” 

 Illyana stiffened. “Okay then,” she said. She shook her head. “I didn‟t remember 
you being this selfish. Live and learn, I guess. I‟m not sure what exactly you think 
Strange did to you. But maybe you need to think long and hard about what has to 
happen for you to forgive him. I don‟t want to be the one to tell you this, but somebody 
has got to. You need him and he needs you. The world needs you both.” 

Illyana took a step back. “You offered me a chance to be more than I am, 
once. I took it. Now I‟m offering you that chance. Make the most of it. You just think 
things over and decide for yourself whether or not you‟re behaving like a spoiled little 
girl.” A stepping disk flared up, and Illyana was gone. 

Alone, Valeria brooded under the brilliant light of the sun. 

* 

 Sunset flared in the west windows as Strange leaned back, pressing the heels of his 
hands against his eye sockets. He sighed, then smiled to himself and picked up the 
cordless phone. He stood and stretched, then punched in a number. 
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 “Montessi, this is Strange,” he said. “Yes, quite a day. Listen, I was thinking. Are 
you headed back to the west coast today? Not till Wednesday. That‟s great news.” He let 
a rueful smile steal across his features. “I was wondering if you would mind moving to 
New York. After… After Mordred, I think I‟d very much like to have you closer by.” 
Warmth suffused his smile. “I appreciate that,” he said. “Look, I‟m in need of a 
secretary here at the Planetary. Do you think Dani might be interested?” He strolled 
over to the window. “Fantastic,” he said. “I‟ll see her next week. Elsbeth,” he sighed, 
shaking his head. “I don‟t know how to thank you.” 

 He chuckled. “Dinner it is then. Tomorrow, eight, I‟ll pick you up. Tamam Shud.” 
He closed the connection, and leaned his forearms on the glass of the wall. He looked 
out the window wall, down the side of the building, feeling the tension in his shoulders. 
He breathed deeply. 

 “So it begins,” he said. 

 

Monday, November 3 

 “B-bye, Mom,” Tyrone called back over his shoulder as he headed out of the 
apartment and slammed the door behind himself. He turned, heading down the narrow 
hallway and tucking his shirt in. Then he stopped and looked up, startled. 

 “Hello, Tyrone,” Strange said pleasantly. 

 “D-dd-d-Doc-ck-kt-ter,” Tyrone managed, startled. 

 “I was wondering if I could hire you,” Strange said. “I need a part time employee.” 

 “I g-got a j-job,” Tyrone said warily. 

 Strange shrugged. “I figure what I‟m offering will grow into a full time job, just part 
time while the Planetary is paying for your college.” 

 Tyrone blinked. “Wh, wh-what‟s the job?” 

 “Be my personal chauffeur and bodyguard,” Strange said with a saturnine smile. “I 
think you‟ll find the pay to be agreeable.” 

 Tyrone gaped for a minute as his mind caught up with his situation. “I g-gotta give 
my p-people t-two weeks,” he said, gesturing at his Quik Trip shirt. 

 “Two weeks it is,” Strange nodded. He pulled a slip of paper out of his coat pocket 
and handed it to Tyrone. “Here‟s a signing bonus to tide you over,” he said. Tyrone 
boggled a bit, and hesitated. 

 “A-are you s-sure?” he said. “I d-don‟t even h-have a c-c-cc-car.” 

 “We‟ll teach you what you need to know,” Strange nodded. “Martial arts class, 
driving school, operator‟s license, the works.” 

 “Sign me up,” Tyrone said. “I‟m a P-pp-planet-tary employ-yee!” 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY THREE 

 Tandy shrugged in her coat, adjusting the weight of her book bag as she walked 
towards the Empire University parking lot. She glanced up when a flash of red caught 
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her eye. Strange stood by the parking lot, looking casual and relaxed on the bustling 
campus. She smiled, and walked over to greet him. 

 “Hello, Doctor!” she said. “I‟m surprised to see you here.” 

 “I‟m here to talk to you, actually,” Strange replied. “You graduate in December.” 

 “Yes,” she said, surprised. “You are well informed.” 

 “Political Science major and Administration double major,” Strange added. 

 Tandy smiled. “You got it.” 

 “Do you have a job yet?” Strange asked, examining his fingernails. 
 “Not yet,” Tandy replied. 

 Strange handed her a manila envelope. “I am offering you a job as my personal 
assistant,” he said. “Scheduling, travel, and dealing with some of the day to day issues of 
the Planetary. Inside you‟ll find the job description, as well as benefits and salary 
details.” 

 “Wow, that‟s great,” Tandy said. “Why me?” 

 Strange smiled. “You‟re articulate, educated, and well able to take care of yourself 
and others. I also find it helpful to surround myself with people that do not require a lot 
of explanation. And finally, I miss the Light,” he said almost wistfully. 

 The last argument seemed to sway her. “I‟ll let my parents know,” she said. “They‟ll 
be delighted.” 

 “So am I,” Strange said with a trace of relief. 

 “One question, though,” Tandy said, slightly troubled. “If you‟re bringing me in… 
well, would it be possible to find a position for Tyrone?” 

 “He‟s agreed to be my bodyguard chauffeur,” Strange said. “Both of you will be 
around me quite a bit.” 

 “Excellent,” Tandy said. “So I can start in January?” 

 “That‟s the plan,” Strange said. 

 “I‟ll look forward to it. When do we sign the paperwork?” 

 “Drop by the office tomorrow,” Strange shrugged. “I‟ll see you then. 

 Tandy shook her head in pleased wonder, then took her leave. Strange strolled 
down the sidewalk, feeling the world getting a bit lighter all the time. 

* 

 Less than an hour later, the Sorcerer Supreme opened the front door of his 
Sanctum and stepped inside, closing the heavy door behind himself. He hung his red 
coat up on the coatrack, then he strayed into the kitchen after some food. He nodded to 
Valeria, who sat at the table with a mug of coffee between her hands. 

 “Hello, and welcome to my home,” Strange said. Opening the fridge, he pushed 
one of Illyana‟s pizza boxes aside and got a container of leftover pasta. 

 “I want you to know,” Valeria said evenly, “I‟m still angry. I can‟t get past it.” 
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 Strange straightened, closed the fridge, put the pasta container in the microwave, 
started it, and leaned against the counter as he faced her. 

 She glanced away from him. “I would never have dated Victor, much less married 
him, if I hadn‟t felt like you thought it might be the right thing to do. After it all fell 
apart, when I came to you for comfort or sympathy or help or something, I got a lecture.” 

 Strange waited as the microwave turned the pasta. He did not look sympathetic or 
angry. He simply waited, listening to what she had to say. She glanced at him, then 
down into her coffee. 

 “That‟s not why I‟m angry,” she said after a quiet moment. “It was, but it isn‟t 
anymore. Now I‟m angry because after taking the time to think it over, I realized that 
the things you most need to hear are usually the things you least want to hear.” She 
looked into Strange‟s eyes. “If I had been more patient, paid more attention, Victor and 
Latveria could still be mine. That hurts most of all.” 

 “I‟m sorry,” Strange said sincerely. 

 Valeria sighed, looking back at her coffee. “I had to start thinking about it when I 
realized the things Illyana said to me were echoes of what I said to her once, when she 
was being a spoiled brat,” Valeria said with a mirthless chuckle. She sniffled, touching 
her eyes for a moment before she mastered herself. “Ahem. Yeah. There‟s value even in 
places where I can‟t see it, without vision power is dangerous to its wielder.” She shook 
her head. “I‟ve lost my way, Strange, and in your time of need I‟ve come to you looking 
for a vision.” 

 “Perhaps we can find you one,” Strange said softly. 

 Valeria nodded. “I need my glasses back,” she said. 

 “No,” Strange said quickly, firmly. “That‟s not possible.” She looked at him, 
startled. He raised an eyebrow. “When I gave you those glasses, they were a gift,” he 
said. “Within their frames were woven runes that concealed your nature, that made you 
seem mortal to those who were looking for a goddess. They offered you a way to blend 
in. You took my gift and made it a leash, transformed a helpful bit of camouflage into a 
symbol of oppression. I will keep the glasses until one who will benefit from them and 
understand their use is ready for them.” 

 “Perhaps as I have been in hiding I have learned the value of anonymity,” Valeria 
said slowly as she understood what Strange was saying. “Before I got married, I thought 
that others should understand me, that my dream was to be allowed to be who I am.” 
She shook her head. “When I finally got that chance, I‟m not sure I like the „me‟ that 
emerged. In fact, I‟m not sure who I am anymore. And before I decide to show the 
world what I‟m made of, maybe I should know myself first.” 

 She looked Strange in the eye. “You once told me that I was a hero, and that‟s what 
set me apart from Illyana. That I was always striving to be better, to protect the 
innocent. I‟m not sure you were right.” She had to pause and swallow hard. “I want you 
to be right. I don‟t want to rule the world. But more and more, I want to understand it. 
You have offered me a place in the world previously.” 

 “I will again,” Strange nodded. “Life is hard, and there isn‟t much that we get right 
the very first time. Be patient with yourself. Together, we can find purpose.” 
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 “And you have hope,” Valeria said, shaking her head slowly. “In the face of 
everything, you have never given up hope.” 

 “There is always a way,” Strange agreed.  

 “Illyana said you wanted to talk to me,” Valeria said. She cleared her throat and 
touched her eyes. 

 “Doug is taking a leave of absence,” Strange said. “I want you to be my general 
manager until he can come back or I find another replacement. This is a temporary 
arrangement, but it could last some months.” 

 “I can do that,” Valeria said.  

 “It‟s funny,” Strange said with a distant smile, “but for all of Mordred‟s attacks, 
wiping out Doug has impacted me the most severely. And I get the impression that was 
accidental.” 

 “Where is Mordred?” Valeria asked. 

 “Safe, upstairs in the Sanctum Sanctorum,” Strange replied. “Mordred was a 
symptom. Any time a cosmic shift is occurring in Prime, on Earth, it disrupts a number 
of other networks. I‟m sure the timing is not coincidental. Something else is going on 
out there and it‟s coming to a head. I need to find out what. Now that Mordred is out 
of the way, I need to focus on that. I really appreciate you taking on Doug‟s duties.” 

 “It has become my pleasure,” Valeria said. “When you find the big bad guy behind 
the curtain? Let me know. I‟ll go with you to do something about it.” 

 Strange smiled at her. “Thank you, Valeria,” he said. 

 She rose from the table. “I‟ll see you tomorrow, Strange,” she said, and she left 
quietly through the front door. 

 She reached the bottom of the porch steps when she saw Illyana approaching on 
the sidewalk. Illyana had already spotted her, and she wore a wary smile. 

 “How‟d it go?” Illyana asked. 

 “I‟m back,” Valeria said, and she hugged Illyana. “Thanks,” she whispered. 

 “Hey,” Illyana said with a grin as she hugged Valeria back. “That‟s what little sisters 
are for. See you back at the apartment later.” 

 Valeria released her, then wiped at her nose as she sniffed. Then she headed down 
the sidewalk as Illyana bounded up to the Sanctum. 

 Illyana opened the door and stepped in, closing the heavy door and shrugging her 
coat off. She noted that Strange stood on the landing of the stairs. 

 “Good work,” Strange said with a smile. 

 “I have got to get my own place with a landing or balcony by the front door when 
I‟m a full fledged wizard,” Illyana grinned. “Tandy and Tyrone said yes, right?” 

 “Dani, too,” Strange nodded. “Now you can help me. I need to get ready for 
dinner with Montessi tonight. Can you take care of some items on my „to do‟ list?” 

 “You got it, boss,” she said. 
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 Strange ticked items off on his fingers. “Take the employment proposal I worked 
up for Banner, find him and give it to him. Arrange for Tandy and Tyrone to train with 
Valeria in martial arts.” 

 “Mary Jane Parker too,” Illyana nodded. “Maybe Dani?” 

 “Sure,” Strange shrugged. “And make sure Valeria gets settled in.” 

 “You got it,” Illyana said. 

 Strange regarded her. “I am proud to be your teacher,” he said. 

 Illyana blushed. “You say the nicest things after piling me up with work,” she said. 

 He grinned. “I‟ll go check on Mordred, then catch up on my email,” he said. 

 “Groovy,” she replied. “Maybe tomorrow we can start looking for the next mystic 
threat. That‟s what I like about this job. For all the danger, the job security rocks. At 
least the crisis situations have variety.” 

 “Indeed they do,” Strange said with a smile as he mounted the stairs. “Indeed they 
do.” 

* 

 Mordred was patient, in the darkness that was deeper than darkness. He had filled 
out to the edges of his prison, and he patiently waited. He knew, sooner or later, there 
would be a crack in the defenses and he would again be free. 

 “Such a trip,” he mused to himself as he savored the discord, pain, and chaos he 
had sown. Then, as they often did in the timeless dark bereft of reference points, his 
thoughts drifted to the Owl. 

 “Soon enough I‟ll be free again,” he whispered to himself in a language older than 
words. “Let Strange beware. Next time. Next time he won‟t see it coming.” 

 Again and again, in the endless and timeless dark, Mordred recounted the names of 
those that would taste the bitter ruin of his vengeance… 

 For now, the prison held. 
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Moves Like a Queen 
 

May 9 

 The White Queen imperiously stood, casting her circlet with its white stone to the 
table. "You will fail," she said, her voice cold. She smiled at them, a slow curving of 
mirthless lips, revealing teeth so pearly white they almost glowed. Her eyes bored 
through each of them in turn. Then she turned, and strode away from the table, out the 
door, and away from the Inner Council. 

 The White King eyed her circlet as the door slammed behind her. "I have a 
candidate to suggest for the vacated position of White Queen," he said casually. 

 "Really! How lucky," the Black King said, amused. The Black Queen said nothing, 
biting her lip and looking slightly nervous as she glanced from one King to the other. 

 "She's perfect," Worthington assured them. He produced a large manila envelope, 
drew pictures out of it. He passed the pictures to the Black King. 

 "This is Elizabeth Braddock," the Black King said, looking slightly puzzled. He let 
the idea grow on him, and he became thoughtful. 

 "Who?" the Black Queen asked, feeling a bit left out. 

 The White King looked over at her, trying to hide the condescension in his eyes. 
"Elizabeth Braddock was a British aristocrat. She was into fashion and design, she also 
posed as a model. Her studies were in literature. Then, about halfway through her 
college education, she manifested psychic powers. Finishing her degree in record speed, 
she was recruited by an international weapons project, very hush-hush operation. That 
didn't last, and when she left them she joined up with the Institute that Lensherr was 
overseeing." 

 "So you're looking for another psycher," the Black Queen murmured. 

 "That does help," the White King said, "but it's not the whole story. At the 
Institute they cosmetically altered her to look Asian, tricking a ninja clan into training 
her. They put her through an intensive year long training program in the art of the ninja. 
Some of her disavowed project friends helped her escape. After that," he shrugged, 
adjusting his white tabard, "she seems to have gotten herself in a ninja gang war of 
sorts. She must have won, because now she's teaching at a private girl's school in 
Boston." He smiled. 

 The Black King almost chuckled, but he looked very serious at the same time. "All 
this is really fascinating, but so… what? Your report," he said, gesturing at the envelope, 
"is comprehensive, but I still don't see why she's a good White Queen." 

 "Look again," the White King said with a nod at the envelope. "Her finances are 
telling. Cleverly concealed cash accounts in eight places globally give her nearly two 
million in liquid assets, but she doesn't own a house. She has serious financial skill, but 
she doesn't seem to be addicted to money. Though she clearly doesn't shy away from it. 
She has tremendous acumen. When I see a psycher, beautiful and aristocratic, with 
combat training and infiltration skills and a lot of discretion, I see a White Queen." He 
gazed at the picture. 
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 The Black King sighed. "Normally we only interview those with the talent and 
initiative to discover the Inner Council on their own," he said. 

 "I don't think she has the ambition for this group's goals to appeal to her," the 
White King said. 

 "Then she is unfit," the Black King replied. 

 "On the contrary," the White King said, "the primary purpose of the Queen is to 
use her superior influence to support the King's agenda and superior wealth. Am I 
right?" 

 "More or less," the Black King conceded.  

 "I want her," the White King said. "I can see her potential to do great things in my 
service. Look at some of the statistics from the tests the Institute ran on her." 

 The Black King returned his attention to the reports. His eyebrows raised as he 
looked the figures over. 

 "All she lacks," the White King said, "is ambition. And by the gods, that's kindled 
easily enough." 

 The Black King returned the papers to the envelope, his mind working. "Arrange 
an interview," he said. "And that concludes our business for today." 

 They stood, smiled at one another, and departed to go their separate ways.  

 Ten minutes later, the Black Queen and the Black King re-entered the chamber, 
watching out the window as Worthington's car drove away. 

 "He's an impudent puppy," Sebastian Shaw said, no longer dressed as the Black 
King. He wore a suit instead. 

 "Of course he is," shrugged Madelyn Pryor, no longer dressed as the Black Queen. 
She sported black leather with a silver ankh necklace. "What do you want done about 
it?" 

 "Nothing for now. But he will not be here for long. When I am ready to move, see 
to it that I have things in place to crush him immediately." 

 "Yes my lord," she said with a curtsey. "Is there anything else?" 

 "Not today," Shaw said. 

 Pryor watched him stride out of the room, then she smiled. 

 "Not today," she echoed. And she turned on her heel and vanished into the 
Hellfire Club's outer rooms. 

* 

 The private elevator slid open, the sound covered by the rolling swells of a piano 
concerto coming from the other room. The stealthy guest padded through immensely 
opulent surroundings, around twisted statuary, past paintings of weird and unsettling 
paintings. 

 Warren Worthington the Third sat at the piano, looking through the plate glass at 
the city that stretched out far below his rooftop penthouse. His fingers danced and 
flickered over the keys as the music rolled through his living space; he was lost in it. 
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And then the composition had been played out. He sat, eyes closed, listening to the last 
notes fade from the air. 

 "Lovely," the intruder said softly. 

 Worthington spun around on the bench, eyes wild for a moment. He saw Pryor, 
and let a breath out. He stood, glancing around. 

 "How did you get up here without security notifying me?" 

 "You think I'm a Queen on the basis of my good looks?" she asked archly. She 
shook her head. "Your security is kind of cute, in a micky mouse sort of way." She 
laughed. 

 "Alright then," he said, nettled, "what do you want?" 

 "I agree with you," she said with a shrug. "A more easily controlled Queen is just 
what we need to get what we want. And getting what we want is what the Inner Council 
is all about. And," she added, her eyes glittering as she adjusted her posture and 
fastidiously arranged her clothes, "I know what you want." 

 He laughed aloud. "Don't flatter yourself, Pryor," he said. He picked his drink up 
from the piano and tipped it back, draining the cup. 

 She held up a slide, from a medical x-ray. His eyes bulged, his drink sprayed out of 
his mouth. He tossed the cup aside and stood trembling, fighting mad. "Where did you 
get that?" he snarled. 

 She turned and slapped the x-ray film against the window. Apparently she had put 
adhesive on the back, because it stayed. The sunlight filtered through, revealing a 
tangled mess on the x-ray. It took a moment for those who did not know what they 
were looking at to realize they were seeing wings attached to a human skeleton. 

 "I took it from your private museum while Wyngarde had it traveling the country 
to protect it from Magnus." 

 "That lying little worm," Worthington spat.  

 "Yes, how could he betray you," she said mildly. "When you were so faithful to him." 
She shrugged that off. "It's yours, I'm returning it. But it did motivate me to go check 
out your birth records." 

 "They were destroyed," he said, stone faced. 

 "Of course," she soothed. "But I ignored the filing system and went back to look 
for them by hand. And would you believe it? They were misfiled. So while they were 
supposed to be destroyed, they survived." Her smile was brilliant. "Born with wings. I 
have never heard of such a thing." 

 "Get out," he whispered. 

 Her eyes changed. She took a few steps toward him, gazing intently into his eyes, 
into his soul. His world narrowed to just those fascinating, endless green eyes. 

 "Warren," she breathed, "I know you have scars in your soul to match the ones on 
your back. You long for the wind. For what was stolen from you." 

 He could not fight the tide of her will. "M-my mother. She was an angel. She died 
birthing me because she passed me her soul. My father. He was furious with me for her 
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death. He made the doctor cut off my wings. But some part of me remembered." He 
blinked, shook his head, fury coming to the fore. "What's it to you?" 

 She released him, turned her back on him, looked out the window. "I know a 
man," she said, "who can make you wings." 

 She smiled at the resounding silence behind her. Then she went on. "He's a 
magician, a specialist, he has uncanny skill with cybernetics. He made himself a hand, a 
leg, eyes that see. He can make you wings." She turned and hit him with the full force of 
her gaze. "You can fly." 

 "And…" Worthington said, shaken and wary, "what do you want in return?" 

 "Remember who your friends are," she shrugged. "Crossing Magnus was incredibly 
dangerous. But you have no idea what you've done in double-crossing Frost. You'll 
need friends," she concluded simply. "We can talk again later." She turned and walked 
back to the elevator, leaving the billionaire to contemplate the x-ray film. 

 He tugged the film off the window, and as he stared at it he shuddered with 
emotion. 

 

May 16 

 The two neckless thugs didn't see her as she walked between them. The one on the 
left didn't notice as she took his keycard and opened the door, and neither one noticed 
as she returned the card and vanished through the door, closing it softly behind herself.  

 The one on the right knew where the panel was, and the code to shut off the 
infrared alarm beams. That proved helpful to her; she touched his mind and knew as 
much as he did. She deactivated the beams. A nanotech lock held the door at the end of 
the hallway shut, but she opened it with the master key that only the club manager knew 
about; the one he kept on his person at all times, except when it was in the safe by his 
bed. When he woke up it would be right where he left it.  

 That simply, the intruder was in the meeting room of the Inner Council of the 
Hellfire Club. 

 There were no security cameras in this room, no alarms. Most of the security of the 
Inner Council depended on the fact that its existence and meeting place were secret. 
The whole thing would fall apart if they recorded their sessions. So much relied on their 
mutual trust… 

 The intruder settled herself on a throne. She chose the one with the black gem set 
in the carving of a crown on the throne's high back, the seat of the Black King. From 
there she saw that across the room was a coat of arms with paired dueling rapiers set 
behind the shield. Smiling to herself, she stood and crossed the room. 

 She waited, centering her instinct. Then she got to work. 

 

June 9 

 Worthington ignored the doorman, pushing past the heavy doors and into the open 
mezzanine that connected to the Inner Council Chamber. He quickly closed in on the 
woman in black leather, who was casually seated on the couch waiting for him. 
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 "I must know," Worthington said to Pryor. She looked up at him lazily, something 
bemused in her expression, a hint of a smile on her face. 

 "Must you?" she said dreamily. 

 "Don't toy with me, woman," he breathed. "What is your price? I want the name of 
your contact." 

 "When the time comes," she said softly, "I want you to help me take Shaw down." 

 "Done," he said quickly, carelessly. He smiled nervously. "Queens don't seem that 
useful to their Kings these days." 

 She ignored that. "I'll go call my contact now," she said. "He'll be in touch with 
you." 

 Worthington stood straighter, breathed deep and pressed his palms down the sides 
of his jacket. "Good," he said, much calmer. He graced her with a winning smile, and 
went to change his clothes. 

 

 Worthington dressed in garb more fitting to the White King. The tunic, the half-
cloak, the bracers; all were a pale, dazzling white. He approached the Black King from 
behind, looked over his shoulder at the limousine that pulled up to the curb and let out 
the attractive young woman they recognized from the file. Elizabeth Braddock was on 
her way inside. 

 "Do you think she'll remember you?" the White King asked the Black King. 

 "Perhaps," the Black King shrugged. "But you're the one inviting her. She was most 
familiar with Magnus, and Frost was the psycher. So any memory of me is less 
substantial than a shadow in the background." An ironic smile toyed with his lips. "It's 
time for the projects to replace their shapers." 

 "Is all in readiness?" the Black Queen asked, standing next to the lone chair that 
was on the floor facing the dais and its four thrones. The table had been removed, the 
thrones spread in a semi circle so they all faced the lone chair. 

 "Indeed," the Black King said. "Let us take our places." 

 Shortly after they settled themselves, the club manager opened the door to their 
chamber and escorted in a lovely Asian woman. She nodded graciously to him, and he 
quickly closed the door behind himself as he left. Elizabeth Braddock had smooth, 
straight hair that she had arranged in a bun. She wore shades of deep purple, a pant suit 
of shimmering silk. She stood before the only chair in the room besides the thrones, not 
in the least discomfited by the Inner Council's archaic wardrobe. 

 "Welcome to a meeting of the Inner Council of the Hellfire Club," the Black King 
said, somewhat amused. "You are invited here by the White King," he added, gesturing. 
"You are auditioning to be the White Queen. I am the Black King, and this is the Black 
Queen. You are Elizabeth Braddock. That concludes introductions," he said with a 
smile. 

 "Kings and queens," Braddock said softly in her cultured British accent. "Any… 
relationship implied?" 
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 "Do please be seated," the Black King said. "No romantic relationship is implied by 
the titles. The Kings control vast wealth, and the Queens apply their influence to put it 
to the best use. It is a symbiotic relationship. Your task, should you accept the post, 
would be to protect the White King and watch his back, fending off maneuvering of his 
enemies. The reward is insider information, association with those truly worthy to be 
called your peers, and access to assistance for taking on especially difficult projects that 
could require the talents of all four of us." 

 "So what is your overall vision?" she asked, her eyes coolly traveling from one to 
the other. "Clearly not simple wealth." 

 "To globalize the earth," the Black King said, "without concentrating its power in 
any one set of hands besides our own." He shrugged. "Opening all the world means 
standardization, which requires procedures and technologies and monopolies. Control 
the standards, then extend them worldwide, and you have global power without a 
mandate from the people. That is our goal." 

 "And if I say no, you'll just have to kill me, is that it? Now that I know your 
secret?" Braddock asked calmly. 

 "Not at all," the Black King shrugged. "The Black Queen will take the information 
from your mind and you won't even know you were here. There is one thing that is 
required of you, to demonstrate your good faith. We need a dowry before we take you 
on." 

 "Honestly," she murmured. "What's used for currency in a group like this?" 

 "Not money, as you've astutely understood already," the Black King said. 
"Something rare and fabulous. To demonstrate what your influence grants you access 
to." 

 "I see," she said thoughtfully. "I think I have just the thing. How about a dose of 
the Elixir of Kuma-Soul?" 
 The Black King went very pale. "What kind of elixir?" 

 "Something I ran across in my travels," she said. "The Breath of Kuma-Soul. It was 
created in Japan, about a thousand years ago, by an alchemist. Upon ingestion, it is 
rumored to give the drinker a tremendous, luminous charisma so that others cannot 
withstand the rush of their presence." She adjusted her hair. "I have a sample on the 
way to me, through a contact. I have little use for it, as my primary power is through 
subtlety. But perhaps one of you might find use for such a thing?" 

 The Inner Council watched her, each thinking through the possibilities, each one 
excited by the notion of radiating supernatural majesty. The Black King spoke first. 

 "We would require a test," he said. She smiled. 

 "I'll bring it here in one month, and we shall have that test," she said. 

 The Black King nodded. "Agreed. The Black Queen will contact you. In the 
meantime," he said, looking to the Black Queen, "our guest needs to forget she was ever 
here." 

 The Black Queen nodded, and as she concentrated, Braddock's face went limp and 
her mouth hung open. The Black Queen pushed a button and summoned the club 
manager, who escorted the limp but mobile Braddock out. 
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 "She'll wake up with selective memory on the drive home," the Black Queen said. 
She sniffed. "Braddock's psionics were greatly exaggerated in the report. I found them 
elementary at best." 

 "Very good," the Black King said, rising. The other stood also. The Black King 
clapped the White King on the shoulder. "Excellent taste. All is in motion." He smiled. 
"Next month, we shall see what comes of all this." 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Worthington tossed his keys on the end table and walked into his living room. 
Then he stopped short. A man in the shadows, across the room, pointed a peculiar snub 
nosed gun at Worthingtion's chest. 

 "Hello," Worthington said. "Who are you? And why doesn't my security ever slow 
anybody down?" 

 "The question is, what do you want?" the other man said in a low voice. He had 
austere features, long black hair in a tight braid, his eyes glittered in the dark. 
Worthington saw that the hand holding the gun was sheathed in metal. 

 "You must be the techno wizard Pryor mentioned," Worthington said, 
understanding. "I have no idea how she contacted you, but she promised me she'd put 
us in touch. Drink?" 

 The intruder shook his head. "It's been a long day and I'm not in the mood. How 
did you find me and what do you want?" 

 "I found you through a contact of mine, that's all you need know. As for what I 
want," he said with a bit of a smile as he poured himself a drink, "I was told you're one 
of the few on this earth who can make me a fully functional set of wings." He raised his 
drink and took a sip, watching the intruder over the rim of the glass. "Put the gun 
down, you look ridiculous." 

 The man standing in the corner blinked, then pocketed the gun. "Wings?" he said. 
Already his mind was working rapidly on the basic principles of such a system. 

 "What's your name?" Worthington asked. 

 "Forge," the intruder replied. "I make things. You are Worthington. You buy 
things. I suppose this is a good meeting." He nodded to himself. "I can make you wings. 
Detachable, even. On one condition." 

 "Name it," Worthington said, controlling the tremor in his voice. 

 "To pay for my materials, and to help me jump start another project I'm working 
on right now, I'm going to need a billion dollars." 

 Worthington nodded. "Done. Half now, half when the wings are finished." 

 "Those are acceptable terms," Forge said with a bit of a smile. "If you're not busy 
this afternoon, it would help me a great deal to get some telemetry readings and skeletal 
readouts. Would you mind accompanying me to my lab?" 

 "Believe me," Worthington breathed, "I'm not too busy for this. When will they be 
ready?" 
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 "Not sure yet," Forge mused. "I'll have to work on it. But I won't keep you waiting 
over six months or so." 

 "Hot damn," Worthington said to himself. "What are we waiting for? Let's get to 
work!" 

 

July 9 

 "Seems the month has just flown by," the Black Queen murmured to the White 
King, who smiled his pearly smile. 

 "Indeed," he said. "And I've made a new friend." 

 "Good," she nodded to him. 

 The Black King joined them. "Is she coming?" he asked. 

 The Black Queen focused for a moment, then nodded. "She's in the building." 

 "Then let us assume our places," the Black King said. He was a bit pale, excitement 
flashing in his eyes. 

 Braddock entered, and assumed her place in the lone seat. "Gentlemen," she said 
with a nod, "Lady." 

 "You have it?" the Black King asked, trying to sound airy. 

 She produced a briefcase, opened it, and pulled out the flask. She carried it up to 
the Black King and knelt before him, bowing her head, surrendering the elixir. 

 "Dismissed," the Black King said hoarsely. "We'll be in touch." 

 "Thank you," she said, standing. She turned, walked down the stairs, collected her 
briefcase, and left. 

 Shaw broke the seal on the top and tilted the flask, just slightly, touching the tip of 
his tongue to the rim of the container. He got just the faintest taste, and his features 
were suffused with expression as he leaned back, satisfied. 

 "This is it," he whispered to himself, his eyes flaring. He regarded the container 
with a smile, and he stood. "Now it is mine." 

 "Excuse me," the White King said, "why not split it?" 

 The Black King rounded on him. "Because to split it dilutes it, so that the effect is 
not permanent. Foolish child. I'll be with you in a moment." 

 The White King was off his throne and beside the Black King in a flash. "Not so 
simply, I think," he said in a hard voice. 

 "Oh?" the Black King said, raising his eyebrows. "You think to challenge me?" 

 "Who says the Black King rules the board?" the White King said haughtily. 

 "Because, you brat," the Black King said, "the White King goes first." His smile 
was positively nasty. "A duel!" 

 The White King nodded. "I accept," he said. The Black King laughed as he stepped 
off the dais, and the Black Queen exchanged a triumphant look with the White King. 
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 "My Queen!" the Black King said sharply. She rushed to his side. "Hold this," he 
said, handing the vial to her. "I'll take that when I've finished the boy." She took the vial 
and stood off to the side as the Black King tore two rapiers out of the coat of arms on 
the wall. He tossed one to Worthington, who jogged down off the dais into the open 
room. They saluted each other with the blades, both possessed of a fine classical 
education that included fencing. Then they settled into their postures and began. 

 As they squared off, the glint in their eyes made it clear they'd both been itching for 
an excuse to do this since they had first met… 

 "So what's so special about this elixir anyway?" the White King asked, expertly 
lunging at the Black King. The Black King easily parried and flickered a riposte at his 
attacker, and steel rang on steel as the blades parried and cut, thrust and blocked. 

 "Life force!" the Black King shouted, his sudden rush of attacks beating the White 
King's defenses back. "Each of the seven Elixirs is made of the souls of a hundred holy 
men harvested for the dark ritual that imparts tremendous focus and understanding, 
euphoric wisdom to the winner!" The White King was steadily driven back, his reflexes 
slowing, his footwork sloppy. Alarm registered in the White King's eyes. 

 "What are you doing!" he demanded. 

 The Black King hopped back, and rested for a moment. Muscles strained in the 
White King's arm as he lifted the suddenly weighty rapier. He clutched it in both hands, 
staggering as he faced off with the older and slower man. 

 "Something the matter?" the Black King asked, his eyes glittering. He darted 
forward, knocking the White King's blade aside with his own. "Yield," he demanded. 

 "No!" the White King snarled, slashing with the heavy blade. The Black King easily 
parried it, and passed his razor sharp rapier through the White King's arm, skimming 
bone and cutting deep as the blade slid free. The White King howled in pain and 
collapsed to his knees, sword dropped. 

 "Yield?" the Black King asked softly, amused. 

 "How are you doing this to me?" the White King demanded. 

 The Black King examined his blade. "The earth pulls on all her children," he said, 
amused. "You just get a little extra gravity today." 

 The White King let out a hoarse bellow, scooped up his heavy sword, and rammed 
it at the Black King's leg. The blade bowed as though he had stabbed a wall. 

 "Gravity's helping me, too," he said, "or rather density is. But that was rude." He 
passed the sword through the White King's left side, missing all the vital organs. A thick 
glistening mat of bright red blood had already flared across the White King's clothing 
from the cut on his arm, and now blood flowed freely from his torso as well. He 
collapsed back on the floor, groaning and clutching his wounds. 

 The Black King stood over him, rapier touching his throat. "Yield," he murmured, 
menace filling his voice. The White King blinked and swallowed nervously, looking over 
at the Black Queen. 

 The Black Queen watched the proceedings, waited patiently until they were both 
quite busy, then smiled to herself as she upended the flask and drank every drop of the 
elixir. 
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 The shock of the sight registered in the White King's eyes, and the Black King 
whirled, lithe as a panther, in time to see his Queen toss the flask away, her eyes flaring. 

 "Yes!" she shouted. "Oh, gods, YES!" She staggered, clutching at her short cloak as 
ecstasy and power roiled through her. 

 Five steps carried the Black King across the room, but in the midst of her change 
the Black Queen didn't quite register what was going on until she felt a sudden and 
exquisite pain. She looked down to see the hilt of the rapier, gripped in the fearsome 
strength of the Black King, pushed against her chest. She realized her heart was 
sundered. 

 The Black King tore the blade free and slashed her throat for good measure. Her 
eyes were desperate as they met the White King's helpless stare, then she fell. The Black 
King spat on her. He slowly rounded on the White King. 

 "Idiot," he growled. "And curse me for a fool as well." He walked over to the coat 
of arms that he had taken the rapiers from, sword still in hand and dribbling blood on 
the carpet as he walked. He yanked the coat of arms off the wall, punched in the code 
to open the safe, deactivated the laser grid, reached in, took the box out. He knelt, put 
the box on the floor, opened it. Pulled out a flask just like the one Braddock had given 
them. 

 He opened it, tasted it. Roared his rage as he flung the fake away from himself. 

 "Damn her," he snarled. "I'll find her. Kill her." He approached the White King. 
"Your applicant stole her dowry from me, boy. I was saving that for a special occasion. 
And now it's gone. The souls of a hundred holy men, wasted." 

 "So sorry," the White King gasped out around the blood. 

 "I'm not," said a cool, collected voice from the doorway. 

 The Black King slowly turned to see Braddock standing in the doorway, tossing the 
special key aside. 

 "Serves me right," he murmured to himself, "Allowing the Inner Council to fill up 
with tools and puppets. Best, perhaps, that I'm going to start over from the ground up." 
He locked gazes with her. "Anyway," he said to her, "time for you to die." 

 She smiled slowly. "Not going to offer me a position as your Black Queen?" Her 
eyes gleamed. 

 He thought that over for a moment. "No," he said finally. "You stole from me. 
Time to die." He extended his hand toward her, felt her energies, focused. Her smiled 
broadened, and he couldn't quite lock on to her life force; it was oddly elusive. 

 "If I were you, Shaw," she said in a cool and collected voice, "I'd flee the country. 
Now. The IRS just initiated an audit of your holdings. Also, the authorities are most 
interested in three ships in your shipping fleet right now, and I don't think I need to tell 
you which ones. The Coast Guard is about to make some fabulous finds.  

 Rage swelled through the Black King. He growled, flexed, and applied quadruple 
gravity to the entire area around the woman in the doorway. With a flicker of motion 
she was out of the way, and as he spun to face her the doorway cracked and sagged, the 
floor broke, the roof sent seams of dust down as increased gravity rolled after her, like 
an invisible tunneling beast. 



 

684 

 She was in range; he lunged with his rapier but she turned the blade aside with her 
palm; so fast; then he saw a blaze of light as she punched him in the forehead and he 
collapsed, unconscious. 

 Braddock turned her gaze over to Worthington where he lay on the floor bleeding, 
his eyes huge. She slowly, silently, gracefully approached him. 

 "You should think twice about destroying someone's life then letting them live," 
she said softly. "It's very dangerous." 

 "So you're going to kill me and Shaw?" Worthington whimpered. 

 "No," she said. "I made that choice before I even met you; I'll just live with the 
danger," she said. She tossed a cell phone on his lap. "I suggest you call 911 and report a 
homicide and attempted homicide. You were having," she said, looking over his garb 
with amusement, "a costume party. Let the authorities handle Shaw." 

 Shaw managed to prop himself up on his elbow; his crown had slipped off his 
head, but as he rubbed his face with his free hand he didn't seem to notice. 
Worthington swallowed hard, holding the phone uncertainly. 

 Braddock squared off with Shaw. "Run," she suggested coolly. "Or I will show you 
a breed of pain you never imagined." 

 He struggled to his feet and locked his hate filled gaze on her, as though he could 
batter her and memorize her all at once. Then he turned, pain streaking through his 
head as he did, and he lumbered out. 

 "So," Worthington said from the floor. "Did you initiate any action against the club 
itself?" 

 She turned and looked at him, unable to contain the disgust in her eyes. "No," she 
said. 

 "I think I'll keep it, for my troubles," he managed with a ghost of a smile. "Magnus 
knew, didn't he," Worthington whispered, looking into Braddock's eyes. "He knew 
you'd do this." 

 She was already gone… 

 Worthington giggled to himself, light headed with blood loss. "You all thought you 
were so smart, so very smart," he said. He looked over at the Black Queen's very 
surprised looking corpse. "In the end," he said to her, "I'm on top and I‟m the survivor. 
Maybe the Inner Council could use some revival," he mused. In the meantime, his 
unsteady and blood-streaked finger punched in 9-1-1. "Time for me to soar," he 
whispered to himself.  

* 

 "Your plan worked well, Magnus," the greasy man noted. He lit up a cigarette. The 
guard standing three meters away did not notice. 

 Magnus nodded. "That it did," he mused. He stood on the concourse, watching 
through the plate glass as the small private jet took to the skies. "Goodbye, Shaw," he 
murmured to the retreating plane. "Take your time coming back." He smiled to himself. 
"Check and mate. Pity we had to trade all our pieces." 

 "Not all," Wyngarde corrected. "Worthington seems to have survived." 
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 "The task is complete," Magnus said. "The Inner Council will trouble me no more. 
Shaw will be smarting from his losses in the States; after this they'll take everything of 
his that they can find. He'll sulk in the East, at least for a while." 

 "Do you plan to let Worthington just walk away?" Wyngarde asked, resentment in 
his tone. 

 "He served his purpose," Magnus shrugged. "He's nothing more than a tool. He is 
beneath my notice. I believe he has been punished enough. If he ever crosses my path 
again," he added, eyes narrowing, "he will die." 

 Wyngarde grunted and quietly folded. As he slid to the ground, Magnus turned. 
Elizabeth Braddock stood an arm's length away, silent. He waited, smiling faintly. 

 "They were just accomplices," Braddock said clearly. "The Institute was your 
project. You were behind Xavier, who was behind Geraint." 

 "Xavier came to me," Magnus shrugged. "I'm not sorry for my part in your 
remarkable… transformation." 

 For a long moment they watched each other. Braddock nodded. 

 "I am not fully innocent in this either," she said. "It is true that I didn't volunteer to 
become a human death machine, or to have my face re-arranged. But I would be a liar if 
I did not admit that the abilities I learned in that year have been useful to me." 

She tilted her head back, looked him in the eye. "I am not who I was when 
they started. I am a different person. I think we've helped each other, Lensherr. You 
were behind what happened to me, and I took care of the Inner Council for you. But 
neither of us deserves any thanks from the other. No obligation. No favors." 

 She took a step closer, close enough for them to breathe each other's air. The 
security guard noticed nothing; not the man on the floor, not the confrontation next to 
him. Braddock made sure she had Magnus's attention. "If we cross paths again," she 
said, "expect nothing but what you deserve." 

 Magnus smiled. "I see now what Xavier saw in you," he said distantly. 

 Braddock took a step back. "As long as we're clear," she said with a nod. Then she 
turned and vanished into the crowd. 

 Magnus sighed. "She would have made a fine queen," he mused. "A fine queen." 
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Pressure Points 
 

April 20 

 A hiss of steam gushed up off the heated rocks as the old man poured a ladle full 
of water on them. Opposite the old man, a much younger man sat cross legged on the 
floor, leaning his head back with his eyes closed. It was hot. It was really hot. Sweat 
poured off him, plastered his hair to his head, rolled off his face. He was slick and shiny 
as he sat in the dimness of the long, low tent. 

 It was quiet, they simply sat soaking up the quiet and not much else as sweat ran 
freely down their bodies. 

 The young man and his grandfather had hardly exchanged a word since they had 
met two days ago at the old man's trailer. He had known what his grandson needed. He 
had the facility already set up.  

 "Forge," the old man said softly. "You know what you must do. Some part of you 
already knows." 

 Forge opened his eyes and looked squarely at the old man. "I don't know. I don't 
understand." 

 The silence returned, as the old man lowered his eyes and then closed them, still in 
the silence of this place. Forge sighed deeply and closed his eyes as well. 

 It was dark behind his eyes. Darker than simple absence of light. He felt guilt, 
shame, frustration. He pushed through the anger, through the shame, through the pain 
to see what the root was. It was fear. Fear that, because he was different, he was a target 
and he would always be a target. 

 Face to face with that, something restlessly stirred in his heart. 

 "That's not right," he murmured. 

 And the idea began to unfold. 

 The old man smiled, and said nothing. 

 

April 21 

 Forge breathed deep in the cool desert night. He turned to his grandfather. 

 "I don't know what to say, Nazé," he said. "I can't thank you enough for what 
you've done." 

 The old man nodded. "You are here to do great things," he said. "For good or for 
evil. It is time you did them for good." 

 Forge smiled at him, turned, and got into his beat up old jeep. He looked at the old 
man once more, to fix him in his memory, then he  drove away from the trailer. 

 As the dusky landscape whipped by, he mused. "I'll need help," he murmured. His 
thoughts ran through his past, shaping his future. He smiled. 
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 "New York, here I come," he murmured. 

 

May 3 

 Forge put his cafeteria tray down and sat across the table from the preoccupied 
woman. "Is this seat taken?" he asked quietly. 

 The redhead looked up, shocked. "Forge?" she said, suddenly breathless. 

 "How are you, Moira?" he asked with a grin. 

 "Forge, my body and breath, you're in one piece? How ken this be?" Her Irish lilt 
was especially thick as she wrapped her mind around the sudden reappearance of a man 
she had not seen in over a year. 

 "I've been in and out of some trouble," he said with a somewhat rueful smile. "I'm 
glad you got away from the Project." 

 "Good as his word Fury let me go after a year of servin in that tin can. I dinnae 
think he wanted ta let me go, but he had little choice. He is a man of his word." 

 "I think it's great that you found a job here at the hospital. I am kind of surprised 
that you left the military altogether." 

 "Maybe it wasn't the same fir yeu," she said, looking down at her plate, "but after 
that talk we had in the lab, I dinnae think I could go on workin an not bein sure of what 
I was makin possible." She looked him in the eye. "Not after what happened to Wilson. 
I wonder where he is." 

 "Making trouble, most likely," Forge said with half a smile, and he immediately 
wished he hadn't. "Look, I came here because I'm about to start a new enterprise. I have 
an idea for making the world a safer place, and nobody has to get killed. Can I tempt 
you away?" 

 She looked down at her plate. "Today I saved the life of a wee bairn who came in 
with burn injuries. Whatever the wee one does with his life from here on out is his own 
business, but I saved a child. I… What can you offer me that can best that?" 

 "I want to make the world a better place for people who are different. People like 
you worked with in the Project. Special types. I think there's got to be a better way than 
being pulled into the Project. Don't you agree?" 

 She wavered. "I canna just walk away," she said softly. 

 He nodded. "I understand. Look, can I come back and talk to you again? Will you 
think about it? I can't give you details, I'm sure you understand. But…" 

 "What do you need a doctor for?" she said. "I thought you were all about the 
machines." 

 "We are more than what we do," Forge said, standing. "I may not need a doctor." 
He smiled, his eyes very serious. "Maybe I just want you." He turned and walked quickly 
away, leaving his tray. She looked and saw he had only gotten a can of pop. And, in the 
middle of the tray, was a piece of cardstock with a phone number scribbled on it. 

 She put the number in her pocket. She didn't taste a bite of the rest of her lunch. 
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May 8 

 Forge stood in the peace and quiet of Central Park, looking down at the rippling 
water of the pond. He squinted up at the sky, glanced at the birds. He lifted his 
cybernetic arm and checked the readings, the transmissions, the sonar. Indeed, just 
exactly what he was looking for. He smiled quietly to himself. Then he strolled away 
from the pond, along the walking trail. 

 Less than twenty minutes later he finally found the seedy bar built into an alley 
between bigger buildings. A freshly painted sign said "Section Eight". Forge pushed 
through the door and approached the bar, settling himself. The bar was long and 
narrow, and at the moment there were only a handful of surly patrons. They all looked 
ex military. A big bartender approached Forge. 

 "What can I gitcha?" 

 "I'd like a word with Fury," Forge said quietly. 

 The barkeep looked him over, then shrugged. He trudged over to the door that led 
to the back. "Fury," he bawled. "Somebody ta see ya." Then he resumed polishing 
mugs. 

 Fury stepped out of the back. He was in jeans, a t shirt. The close clothing 
highlighted his muscle definition. He looked very strange out of uniform. His eyepatch 
was in place, and he gripped a smoldering cigar in his teeth. He saw Forge, and stopped. 
Then he approached him, eye narrow, fists clenched. 

 "Git out," he said. 

 "Just came to talk," Forge said. 

 "You came to make trouble," Fury said. His bouncer barkeep perked up. "Walk or 
fly?" 

 "I need your help," Forge said quietly. 

 "No." 

 "No?" 

 "No." 

 Forge leaned closer. "What if I told you it involves getting an involuntary grant 
from Stark?" 

 "Too damn dangerous. I got what I need," Fury said, gesturing around at the dingy 
bar. "How'd you find out I was here, anyway?" 

 "I've been keeping company with spies," Forge said, "and I've been learning things. 
Look, Fury, I don't have any hard feelings about what happened. You know, before. 
When I left. We were both doing what we had to do. But now we're free. Free to make 
our own decisions. I have a vision, and it's worth my life. I need to bankroll it and I 
need people I can trust to work with me." 

 "Trust?" Fury said. "I don't think you can trust me. You ditched me, remember?" 

 "I left the Project," Forge corrected, looking Fury in the eye. "I was touched when 
you tried to stop me. That you cared. That it hurt you as much as it hurt me. I… I didn't 
want to do what I did that day." 
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 "I know," Fury nodded. "And now I don't have to do anything I don't want to do. 
I‟m an anonymous bar owner. I take orders from nobody. Can't you see? I'm obsolete. 
I'm finished. They made that very clear when I left." 

 "Who are you going to believe?" Forge said so quietly it was almost a whisper. 
"They want you broken because you have something they don't. Battles are not simply 
fought with guns and tanks. There's heart. There's soul. You are a warrior, Fury. That's 
why I've come to you. Because when it truly matters, when it's down to the last 
moment, you don't ever give up. Not if you're fighting for something you believe in. 
And trust me on this," he said with a secret smile. "What I have in mind, you will 
believe in." 

 Fury wavered. 

 "Nobody dies," Forge said. "I have something much more graceful in mind." 

 "Ya got me curious," Fury said slowly. "Okay. Okay, I'm in. For just one outing. 
And we'll see." 

 "Fair enough," Forge said with a grin. "Ready to go?" 

 "What, now?" said Fury, surprised. 

 Forge headed for the door. 

* 

 "So?" Fury said, looking at the pond in Central Park. "This is your great mission?" 

 "Wait here," Forge said. "Be my lookout." He took a few steps to get a running 
start, then dove cleanly into the pond. 

 "Now that's just nasty," Fury said, shaking his head. He lit a cigar and pretended to 
be enjoying the pretty day. 

 Forge pushed down into the murky water, then he saw the square box the size and 
shape of a safe on the bottom. He put his cybernetic wrist out, and it detected and 
disarmed the alarm sequence and the explosive sequence and the electrocution 
sequence. Then he quickly picked the lock, and dragged out the waterproof case that 
had been in the safe. He swam to the surface and slogged out of the pond, water 
pouring off him. 

 "Okay," Fury said. "What the hell is that?" 

 Forge checked it for bugs one last time with the sensors in his arm. He found and 
disarmed the tracer. 

 "This," Forge said, "is a backup stash for Tony Stark should he ever need to make a 
getaway because his complex is compromised. Important men in dangerous positions 
with lots of money need to think ahead. And because I turned off all his security, he 
thinks it's still down there. Open it." 

 Fury popped it open, and stared. Neat bundles of hundred dollar bills filled the 
sizeable case. He glanced down the side, tugging out a few bundles, then tossed it all 
back in. 

 "There's gotta be a million bucks in there," he said softly, awed. 

 "Yep," Forge nodded. He closed the case. "More. You better carry it." 
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 Fury's eye narrowed. "So what did you need me for? Why did you even bring me 
along?" 

 "I wanted to get you on board, Fury," Forge replied. "I wanted to give you tangible 
proof that the little guy can find and exploit the back doors that the heavy hitters leave 
for themselves. We can do this. Have faith." 

 "In what?" 

 "That depends," Forge said, his voice hard. "Are you in?" 

 Fury squinted out over the still lake, glanced up at the sky. In the end, he couldn't 
resist. 

 "Okay," he said, clamping the cigar in his teeth. "Okay, I‟m in. Now what am I in?"  

 Forge grinned. "Let's discuss this over a beer." 

 "I know a place," Fury said as a grin found its way onto his face for the first time in 
months. 

 They left the park. 

 

August 3 

 The redhead stared down into her coffee, her blood pounding. Stupid, stupid, 
stupid. Quickly, she pushed her newspaper to the side, pulled the bill of her ball cap 
down, glanced out the window. She toyed with her coffee mug nervously, thinking fast. 

 At the other end of the narrow diner, the door opened. A man in his fifties, still 
tight-muscled and lean, stepped up into the diner. Auburn hair with thick white streaks 
at the temples swept back over his head, and he had an eyepatch. He wore a tee shirt 
and jeans and combat boots, and he surveyed the diner with an alert eye. 

 The redhead quickly stood, turned, and almost jogged to the other door of the 
diner. Pushing through it, she hopped out of the diner into the sweltering August heat 
and ran towards the parking lot. She cursed her thin canvas shoes as footsteps pounded 
behind her. 

 “McTaggart,” barked an authoritative voice that had been trained and conditioned 
to stop hardened rebels in their tracks on a battlefield. “Relax. I‟m here to pick you up.” 

 She turned, anger flashing in her bright green eyes. “I should ha known it was a 
trap, but I wouldnae thought you‟d handle it personal, Fury,” she spat. 

 “No trap,” Fury said. “I‟m not with the Project anymore. Does this look like a 
uniform to you?” he said, gesturing at his decidedly unmilitary outfit. “Even undercover 
I woulda had ta wear pressed khakis.” He grinned at her ruefully. 

 “Yuir working with Forge?” she said haltingly, trying to wrap her mind around the 
idea. 

 “Yep,” Fury said. He tugged a cigar out of his pocket and bit the butt off of it, 
spitting it to the side. “All our disagreements when we worked together had to do with 
some orders that neither of us liked. I was a military man. He was an innovator. I took 
my orders, he ran away.” Fury shrugged, lighting the cigar. “Things are different now. I 
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help Forge out. Sort of a role reversal.” He grinned an unsettling grin, puffing out a 
cloud of cigar smoke through his nostrils. 

 “This is a day of surprises,” she said with an uncertain smile. 

 “You called Forge,” Fury said patiently. “Said you were willing to hear him out. He 
called ya back and told ya ta come to the diner here and wait, on a Saturday. It‟s 
Saturday and here I am on the way back from a supply run, and here we are.” 

 “Wha happened wi the Project an yeu?” McTaggart asked. 

 “I‟ll tell ya all about it,” Fury said, approaching an eighteen wheeler truck rig. 

 “We‟re ridan in this?” she said with a gesture. 

 “Lessn you wanna walk,” Fury said. “I‟m a regular trucker. I got a thermos an a cb 
an everything.” He grinned and stepped up, opening the truck door and climbing in. 

 Moira couldn‟t help but smile as she followed him. 

* 

 A trim executive in an expensive suit stood on the gravel roofing, overlooking the 
front gate and assorted buildings of the industrial complex. A cigarette smoldered in his 
hand, forgotten. 

 “You should have a tower, a Widow‟s Watch,” said an amused and feminine 
Russian voice behind him, “to see if your ships come in with the tides, whether you are 
wealthy or ruined.” 

 He smiled quietly to himself, then took a swift drag on his cigarette. He glanced 
down at his feet. There were about a dozen old cigar butts littering the roof in a small 
pile. “Logan came here,” he said. He looked over the grounds. “To stand guard, I 
suppose. His paternal instincts were developed by raising a daughter.” He pondered for 
a long moment. “I suppose he adopted my complex.” He smiled. “I never would have 
thought I would miss him,” he said to himself. “But I do.” 

 “Stark, I think we had best get that recorded by a notary public,” the Russian said 
as she approached him. “Logan might have that framed and put in his room.” 

 “Best to stay off the record,” Stark said, his charm reviving enough to cover his 
moment of vulnerability. “What brings you up to my point of contemplation, Natasha?” 

 “I thought I‟d offer a handful of rubles for your thoughts,” she said with a rueful 
grin as she leaned on the low wall that bordered the roof. Stark found himself taken 
aback by her smooth pale skin, her flare of brilliant crimson hair, the flash of her green 
eyes, her powerful lithe grace. She wore a simple jumpsuit. On her, it looked tailored 
and specially fitted. 

 He chuckled. “A handful of rubles. Well, you don‟t get to be rich by wasting 
money,” he said as his eyes sparkled with amusement. “I was thinking about the state of 
my financial empire. With Fisk besieged and out of the picture for the moment, and all 
the other weirdness subsiding, I realized that I‟m through the spat of trouble I got into 
when I first met Logan. I wonder if it‟s coincidence or if he brought me trouble.” He 
shrugged. “Seems I have a chance to rebuild my empire. With the Fisk lawsuit, the 
vampires, spies, gangsters, and government agents this place has been a zoo.” He 
ruefully stubbed his cigarette out and left the butt with Logan‟s cigar butts. “I‟ll trade 



 

692 

you rubles for dollars for your thoughts,” he added. “Why did you really come up 
here?” He looked her in the eye, a faint smile on his lips. 

 Natasha‟s cheeks colored slightly as she glanced away. “I thought rich men didn‟t 
get rich by wasting money,” she said. 

 “Investments are a completely different affair,” Stark said, the very picture of 
debonair as he leaned against the low wall. 

 “Very well, you have me,” she said. She took a deep breath. “I was wondering if 
you‟d go out on a date with me,” she said quickly. 

 Stark blinked. “Well of course,” he said, his smile returning full force. “How about 
tomorrow night?”  

 “Sounds great,” she said with a quick embarrassed smile. “I‟ll see you at, say, 
seven?” 

 “Seven,” Stark nodded. 

 “Good,” Natasha said with a quick nod. She turned and quickly strolled over to the 
staircase, heading down off the roof and leaving Stark to himself. 

 Stark blinked again, then looked out over his empire as emotions bloomed in his 
chest. He saw the heavy athletic form of Piotr jog around a corner, following the 
perimeter fence, wrapped in a hooded sweatshirt. 

 “At least somebody is still standing guard,” he mused as a smile overtook his face. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 “That‟s pretty much it in a nutshell,” Fury said over the rumbling of the semi as 
they drove along the deserted stretch of highway. “After you left, Mystique took on the 
name Raven Darkholme. She‟s in charge, and who knows what kind of freak show she‟s 
running under Project secrecy.” 

 “I‟m still not clear on what you do now,” Moira said. 

 “I handle outside contact for Forge, we have this fortress hidden in the rocks,” 
Fury said. “And I handle the heavy lifting, and some of the cooking, that sort of thing. 
I‟m also brushing up on my field work skills, it‟s been a while. I kinda missed the 
combat and pumping iron.” His grin was lopsided. “Forge took on somebody‟s private 
project to get us funding, so he‟s working on two projects at once.” His grin faltered. 
“Of course, he was stuck when I left. I hope he‟s figured out what‟s what by now.” He 
glanced over at Moira. “Enough outa me. What changed your mind?” 

 “I decided to come and see what Forge was doin,” she said, “because I know he‟s 
brilliant, and I want tae see what he‟s doin with his brilliance wi no one to answer to but 
himself.” 

 The semi pulled off, drove down a narrow road into a canyon. Forge pushed a 
button on a device on the dashboard, and a section of rock rolled back. The semi 
slowed down and chugged into the dim tunnel, the rock closing behind them. Fury 
cranked the wheel around and parked the semi. 

 “So yuir supposed to unload that whole wee trailer all by yourself?” Moira said as 
she clambered down out of the rig. 
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 “Yes n no,” Fury shrugged. He flipped a switch, and lights flooded the bay. Moira 
saw three peculiar robots, low slung and thick legged with adjustable grip arms. “Those 
are remote controlled labor bots Forge whipped together. I direct them for unloading 
supplies. I‟ll do that after you‟re settled. Want a tour?” 

 “I‟d love a tour,” Moira said, pulling off her ball cap. The cave was suddenly cool 
after the blazing heat outside. 

 “You cut your hair,” Fury noted. Her hair was chin length, exposing her neck. 

 “Sure and I did, but that‟s not on the tour, is it?” she replied, arching an eyebrow 
and hiding a smile. 

 They headed for a freight elevator in the back. “Forge cut all this out with laser 
drills and planers,” Fury explained as they stepped into the elevator. “In some cases he 
could shape existing caves, in others he had to cut it all out. Took us some time.” The 
elevator started gliding up the elevator shaft. “We have most of our ops up near the top 
where there were some caves we modified. Forge picked the site using density analyzers 
and all kinds of gizmos and stuff to figure where the best caves were so we weren‟t re-
inventing the wheel.” 

 The elevator stopped and they got out. “Here we go,” he said, gesturing around a 
fairly spacious room. “This is the lounge, with the television, couches, there‟s the 
kitchen over on that side. Through there are our sleeping quarters. I got a room, he‟s 
got a room, we got two rooms for guests. One of those will be yours.” 

 Moira had already wandered over to the kitchen. “Which one of yeu does the 
cookin?” she inquired. 

 “We disagree on that point some,” Fury said with a grin. “I personally believe food 
should be hot, brown, and lots of it. He‟s picky. Want to see the control room?” 

 “Sure,” Moira said. “In this supply run. You got food, right?” 

 “Yeah,” Fury said. “Steak, hamburger, potatoes, pasta, then some leafy stuff and 
tomatoes and zucchini and that sort of thing for Forge.” He shook his head. 
“Zucchini?!” 

 Moira sighed with a small smile as they headed up a narrow staircase that led to a 
room that was glassed in. Moira realized the glass was really complex monitors, and 
from here she could see their entire final approach, as well as weather information, 
metal detecting scans, infra red, and a dizzying array of other sensors. 

 “This place is pretty well hidden,” Fury said. “Even the generator is almost a 
quarter mile deep. About any kind of satellite scanning wouldn‟t pick us up because of 
the angle under the rock that Forge arranged us. He checked it out with satellite 
pictures, x ray and all, before starting construction. He‟s a bit paranoid,” Fury added. 
“And I don‟t blame him one bit.” 

 “Speaking of which,” Moira said. 

 “Yeah,” Fury nodded. “Let‟s go to the lab.” 

 They headed down the stairs, across the common room, and down another set of 
stairs that led to a smaller elevator. Taking that down for some way, they reached a 
corridor that led to a sealed blast door. Fury punched in a code, and with a snap and a 
hiss, the massive bulkhead reinforcers withdrew and the huge door rolled open. 
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 Forge looked up, startled. His hair was disheveled, he wore a tatty bathrobe over 
his pajamas, a week of facial growth was silky on his narrow features. This room was the 
biggest so far. An array of computer equipment, delicate machinery, and other 
incomprehensible jumble lined the walls and took up rows of space in the middle of the 
room. Forge held a paper airplane. He tossed it, and it whirled drunkenly through the 
air before bopping off a stone wall and spiraling down. He turned to face them, futilely 
patting at his hair and clothes. 

 “Moira,” he said, his eyes lighting up. “I‟m so glad you decided to come.” He 
strode towards them. His smile faltered. “I wish I had more to show you.” 

 “Gotta go unload,” Fury nodded to him. He turned and jogged back down the 
corridor. 

 “This is quite a place you have here,” Moira said, gesturing around. “I assume it‟s 
protected by minigun batteries and missiles?” 

 “Nope,” Forge said with a grin. “Secrecy is our first weapon, everything else is built 
around getting me and Fury out with the salient tech, instead of defense. No, I‟m not 
going to take another life. Ever. Everything I‟m working on here has better 
applications.” 

 “Tha‟s good to know,” Moira said with a smile. “What are ye working on?” 

 “There‟s my moneymaker and my dream,” Forge said. “This is the moneymaker.” 
He walked over to the side of the lab and contemplated the wall. Moira followed him, 
looking at a fabulous wall hanging. It was feathered and structured like wings, five 
meters wide. She gasped as she realized they were wings. 

 “Quite nice, I think,” Forge said dryly. The brushed aluminum feathers gleamed, 
and the structure was so complete it was lifelike. Forge reached up and gripped a 
pinfeather, pushing, and the well oiled assembly folded just like a wing. He let go.  

 “Power,” he shrugged, and he flopped down on the couch. “Any power source to 
operate that set is going to be prohibitive. Need a mini-nuke. I can‟t make one that is 
safe and not too heavy.” 

 “That‟s for a human?” Moira said. “You are ambitious!” 

 “Maybe too ambitious,” Forge sighed. “I designed the cyber nodule that would be 
implanted into the host‟s spine, so the wings can be detachable. If I use bio-reflexive 
generators like the ones that power my cybers,” he said, glancing at his mechanical arm 
and leg, “the user would be exhausted in about five minutes tops, up to twenty if they 
glide and minimally recharge from time to time. And that‟s best case scenario. I can‟t 
make them smaller or they won‟t support a man‟s weight.” 

 “Are these fer yeu?” Moira asked breathlessly. 

 He smiled mirthlessly. “I have enough cybers,” he said. “These are a custom job 
for a client who is bankrolling my current lifestyle.” He pondered for a moment. “Too 
bad they don‟t deliver pizza out here. I‟d be happier with my current lifestyle.” 

 Moira perched on an easy chair that clashed somewhat with the steel tables and 
intricate gear around it. “I remember when you worked on the air filters in the Duluth 
base,” she said with a smile. “Nobody but yeu could get them ta work properly.” 
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 “That‟s why it‟s so hard being stumped here,” he said between his teeth. “It‟s 
supposed to come easy. I‟ve always just been able to figure out whatever I put my hand 
to. And now, to be stuck, when I‟m finally on my own.” He shook his head. “It‟s hard 
on the confidence. I wonder if I‟ve overstepped.” He glanced over at her, and sighed. 

 “When I ran from the Project they cornered me,” he said to her. “Cable and I were 
trapped in a facility buried in stone. A spy, Trespasser, got us out by teleporting, just 
don‟t ask and no it isn‟t fun. Going with him, I was Alice in a technological 
Wonderland. I think I‟m blocked because for the first time, on that extended field trip, I 
saw technology that was beyond me.” He shook his head. “If I had stayed and studied 
the micropower technologies they developed I could do this, a snap. I think my talents 
have seen something bigger and still haven‟t adjusted.” 

 “Why did ye leave them then?” Moira asked. 

 Forge looked away. “Predictably enough,” he said bitterly, “I deserted. They 
required me to assassinate someone and I couldn‟t do it. I ran, and here I am. Hiding 
again.” 

 “What‟s yuir other project?” Moira asked brightly, trying to shake the mood that 
had suddenly clamped around them. 

 “Oh, that,” Forge said balefully. He rubbed his eyes, his cybernetic arm gleaming. 
“I‟m working on a cybernetic organism that‟s actually designed to take on those who are 
different. The Creeds, the Darkholmes, the Starks of the world. I want to build a 
cybernetic protector that can take on about anybody and stop them without killing 
them. I could just make a walking tank, that‟s a snap. But I want something that can 
pass as human, travel with humans, and protect humans.” He shrugged. 

 “Sounds good,” Moira said, thinking it over. 

 “Power is the problem,” Forge said. “Again. I‟ve got a modular setup on a titanium 
frame, then I‟ve got phase arrays that can analyze any energy in microseconds, ranged 
siphons, force grid fields, I‟ve even worked up some ideas of a robotic dna that would 
allow nanites or microbots to affect field repairs on the unit.” He shook his head. “Just 
requires a major power plant to run all that simultaneously,” he muttered. 

 “Sounds like weapon research,” she said, looking away. 

 “It is,” Forge said. “And I have got to do it right,” he added, his eyes haunted as he 
looked at her. “Think about it, Moira. I go out there in the world, I make something 
wonderful. And then they‟re after me. Corporations will want to steal me, governments 
kill to get me in their weapon programs, let‟s not even think about terrorists or criminal 
empires; there‟d be no end to it. Until I can operate safely I have to live in hiding. The 
only way I can go out and live in everybody else‟s world is if I have some protection 
that‟s never been seen before. I‟m free here, but I‟m a prisoner in the world,” he 
finished, leaning back, his eyes bright. 

 For the first time, Moira understood. She bit her lip, and reached out to take his 
hand into hers. For a long time, neither of them moved. 

* 

 Stark and Natasha swirled across the dance floor gracefully, her black formal 
swishing against his tailored tuxedo. The orchestra played on, and the elegant couple 
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waltzed. A minute later, Stark led her back to the table. They were both slightly winded, 
flushed, laughing. 

 “I haven‟t waltzed in years,” Natasha said breathlessly as she settled on the chair 
Stark held out for her. He sat on his own chair.  

 “Me either,” he said. “Not since college.” 

 Natasha looked around thoughtfully. “I think you‟re the only man that would bring 
me to an Amnesty International charity dinner,” she said. 

 “I was going anyway,” he shrugged, “and I‟d rather bring you than some society 
arm decoration.” 

 “Do you enjoy these things?” she asked wide eyed. 

 “Not a bit,” Stark said with a wolfish grin, “but we capitalists have a lot of karma to 
burn off.” 

 At one end of the room was the dais and the array of luminaries, a huge Amnesty 
International candle logo on the wall behind them. The orchestra took a break, and 
Stark sipped his water. 

 “I‟m retiring,” Natasha said quietly. 

 Stark struggled with his drink for a moment, then swallowed it and blinked at her. 
“Come again?” 

 “I‟m retiring,” she said clearly. “I have enough money saved up to live well in New 
York for about twenty years, adjusting for inflation.” 

 “I think you mean you‟re giving me your two weeks notice,” Stark said, his voice 
hard and his eyes wounded. 

 “Very well, two weeks,” Natasha said with a shrug, her alabaster shoulders drawing 
the eye. Stark sat back in his chair, his jaw twitching. 

 “Yes well, most of my employees quit while on dates with me,” he managed, 
fumbling for the charm that he seemed to have lost at the moment. 

 She sighed, and looked away. “I do not believe it is right for employers to date 
those that work for them, Stark,” she said softly. She looked into his eyes. “I want very 
much to date you. And there‟s more to it. I am weary of keeping up on the latest 
tradecraft in a field where the technology curve is made for the young.” She tried a 
smile. “I memorize faces, facts, numbers, everything goes in and I keep it all. There‟s a 
glut of information to be absorbed to be up on the current situation. And I‟m tired… 
my husband is dead, my country no longer exists, and I‟m in a strange land. I‟m just… 
tired, Stark. Weary to the bone. My husband died in my arms. I never wanted to be a 
spy, or a counterspy.” Her eyes took on a distant cast. “I think I‟ll open a dance studio.” 

 Stark‟s emotions pulled in a number of directions at once, and his mouth opened 
then closed, his eyes struggling, as though he was trying to swallow a sizeable pill. 
“Natasha,” he managed. 

 “Sssh,” she said, touching his hands with her cool gloved hands. “My time of 
mourning is over. I will never forget the halfway house for espionage agents you offered 
me. I am endlessly grateful that you are the one man I have worked for who did not try 
to manipulate me to his own ends. Finally, I am free of the vicious and hopeless world I 
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have lived in so long. Do not begrudge me that.” She picked up her purse. “I am ready 
to go home,” she said. 

 “I think I am too,” Stark managed. 

 

 An hour later they walked up to Stark‟s front door, still in full formal bloom. Stark 
stopped, and turned to look at her. 

 “Well, thanks for the date,” he said, only slightly bitter. 

 She smiled a small, secret smile. She leaned in close, and softly kissed his lips. She 
leaned back, mischief in her eyes. 

 He glanced down at the street, hands in his pockets. “This isn‟t quite how I 
imagined this evening would go,” he admitted. 

 “I like you like this,” Natasha said. “All rattled and off balance. I could get used to 
it.” 

 For the longest moment, she almost left and almost stayed, Stark almost went 
inside and almost took her in his arms. As the moon hung in the sky, the moment hung 
between them. 

 Stark took her hand in his, looking into her eyes. 

 They went into his house together. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

August 5 

 Moira brought the tray of food in and put it on the desk. She glanced over at where 
Forge was morosely sticking Legos together, sitting cross legged on the floor. 

 “I brought you some stew,” she said. She took the bowl and plate from the tray 
and put them on the desk. “Auch! What‟s this nasty black dust on your desk?” she said, 
picking the plate up and blowing on the desk. A scattering of black dust swirled away. 

 Forge shrugged. “I don‟t know. It‟s all over the place.” 

 “Maybe ye should check the air filters,” Moira suggested.  

 “It‟s not a big deal,” Forge said. 

 “I‟ll check the vents then,” she said, looking around. “I dinnae know where to 
start.” 

 “It‟s right over here,” Forge muttered, seeing that he‟d get no peace. He rolled to 
his feet and padded over to a duct, then tapped the side. The filter popped out. He 
pulled it clear and blinked. The filter was lightly dusted with the powdery sandstone the 
place was carved from, but there wasn‟t a trace of black dust on it. 

 “Now that‟s odd,” he said with a frown. He glanced around. “I‟m the only one that 
comes in here, and the dust didn‟t come in with any of the gear. At least I don‟t think it 
did.” 
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 He walked over to his chair. “I know there‟s some over here,” he muttered. He 
squatted and looked at the chair, and Moira joined him. 

 “Odd,” he said. “The dust is mostly on one side of the chair but not the other.” He 
stood and strode over to the desk, peering down at it. “Seems the dust is mostly on one 
side over here as well.” He grinned sheepishly at Moira. “Now you‟ve got me all 
curious.” 

 She sweetly smiled at him. He swept some dust onto his hand and took it over to 
the electron microscope, prepared it for viewing, then settled in and switched the 
screens on. 

 As he peered at the dust at incredible magnifications, his eyes widened. 

 “This isn‟t carbonized,” he said breathlessly. “It‟s flat out disintegrated. How did 
this happen in my lab?” 

 “I‟m sure ye can think of a half a dozen ways,” Moira said with a puckish grin. 

 “Yes, but I‟d know about each of them. This is something different. I don‟t know 
what this is. I don‟t know how this happened.” Forge‟s eyes were gleaming. 
“Something… only half the desk. Only half the chair.” His eyes wandered down to his 
cybernetic arm. His heart jumped. 

 “Something in the arm,” he said breathlessly. “Maybe something in my arm is 
disintegrating things.” His brow creased in worry. “Moira, the cabinet to your left. 
Could you get me my spare arm?” 

 She blinked, then opened the cabinet. He triggered two seals and twisted his wrist, 
then casually pulled his cybernetic arm off and carried it over to an examination table. 

 “Sure an that‟s a bit disconcertin,” Moira murmured as she brought him another 
arm, but he wasn‟t paying attention to her. He snapped the lower tech arm in place, 
then activated the overhead scanning lamp unit. 

 She watched him as he fiddled with resolution and spectrum, going over the arm 
centimeter by centimeter. She smiled quietly to herself. This was the Forge she 
remembered. 

 “I‟ll see you tomorra,” she said, and she slipped out unnoticed as Forge bent his 
concentration to the task. 

 

August 6 

 Forge drained a shot glass of whisky, and wiped the back of his hand across his 
mouth. “Activate voice log,” he said, surprised at how hoarse his voice was. There was a 
faint chime in the background. “This is Forge, talking to himself. It‟s two in the 
morning on August 6th. I figured I‟d use this journal to record my independent 
researches, but this is the fourth time I‟ve used it. I suppose I want to talk to somebody 
without waking anybody up.” He picked up a vial and stared into the tan liquid within. 

 “I‟ve had a breakthrough the likes of which I have never before dreamed of,” he 
said. “I was depressed at the possibility that my cybers could be breaking down. They 
are cutting edge, stuff I put together at the Trespasser‟s station in Australia with tools I 
had never had access before. If these break I‟m not sure I can fix or replace them. So I 
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put extra care into scanning them when one started making black dust. Turns out the 
dust was residue from disintegration. You can imagine my concern.” He refilled his shot 
glass and put the bottle of whisky aside, but in easy reach. 

 Picking up the shot glass, he regarded its contents in the light. “I went over every 
component in three dimensional detail,” he murmured. “Until I found the anomaly. 
Until I found the… the… the matter virus, I suppose.” He drained the shot glass. 

“It seems to convert matter to a crystalline structure like its own. Once they 
are of the same material, then it can completely drain the energy from the material. As 
the matter virus works, changing the molecular structure of surfaces, a lot of energy is 
released into the matrix. When the whole thing is drained, even the energy that holds 
the molecules together is absorbed. In other words,” he managed, “I may have just 
found the most portable, renewable, scary as hell power source ever. Bar none. This is a 
lot more terrifying to me than atomic power.” He refilled the shot glass. 

“Cannibalistic matter viruses don‟t get accidentally stuck into cybernetic 
limbs,” he reflected quietly. Shying away from that idea, he tossed the whisky back and 
wiped his mouth. The room was warm and gently rocking. “Thank you, Susan,” he 
muttered, his eyes blurring with unshed tears. 

 He stood, clearing his throat. “I‟ll name this thing the transmode virus, and I‟ll 
name the material it makes techno organic matter. And with that,” he said, throwing his 
shot glass across the room where it bounced off the couch and rolled across the floor, 
“I‟m going to bed. End recording.” 

 

October 3 

 Fried eggs, okra, hash browns, and fat sausage were in plates on the table. Moira 
leaned back, looking out the cleverly cut skylight as the sun poured in. Fury was paying 
strict and thorough attention to his breakfast, hunched over it protectively out of long 
force of habit. 

 “Hard ta believe I‟ve been here two months already,” Moira said with a faint smile. 
“Time just flies.” 

 “I‟m glad Forge is about done with his project,” Fury said around a mouthful. “I 
mean, don‟t get me wrong. It was great watching every movie John Wayne was ever in 
and getting back in shape; an old warhorse like me feels good about doing a ten klik run 
again. But I get the feelin the break‟s just about over.” 

 “Yes,” Moira said. “Though I wouldn‟t mind another few months. With the 
secondary lab Forge set up, I just might be able to figure out a cure for cancer.” She 
smiled at Fury. 

 He shrugged. “I haven‟t made a decision that affected anybody but me for two 
months,” he grinned, “not since I ran you down and brought you here. I‟m getting 
antsy, though.” 

 “I‟m sure when Forge unveils his new toys things will get busy enough,” Moira 
mused. 

 Forge walked in, his eyes bright. 

 “I just got off the phone with Worthington,” he said. “It‟s go time.” 
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* 

 Fury pulled the semi up to the diner‟s parking lot and shut it down. He lightly 
hopped out and sauntered into the diner. Worthington wasn‟t hard to spot. He was the 
only one in the diner whose clothes cost over two hundred dollars for a casual outfit. 
Wavy blonde hair, an aristocratic face, manicured nails; Worthingon was tall and 
charismatic and very rich. The billionaire looked around the diner with some distaste. 
Fury approached. 

 “Forge sent me,” he growled. He turned and headed out of the diner, Worthington 
on his heels. 

 Fury opened the back of the truck. Worthington peered in as Fury hit the lights. 

 Part of the floor of the semi trailer was carpeted. There was a couch and a very nice 
overstuffed chair, bolted in place, and a floor lamp that was also immobile. Along one 
side there was a credenza with a television and stereo, and there were books lined up on 
the shelf. 

 “Traveling in style,” Worthington noted dryly. “No windows?” 

 “Better for everyone if you don‟t know where we go exactly,” Fury nodded.  

 Worthington shrugged, and clambered into the back of the semi. Fury slammed 
and locked the doors, then ran to the cab and got the show on the road. 

 

 Forge was waiting for Fury and Worthington when they arrived in the control 
room. 

 “I see my money hasn‟t been entirely wasted,” Worthington said with a smile as he 
walked in. 

 “Glad you could make it. We should have you up and ready to go by the day after 
tomorrow,” Forge smiled. 

 “Good,” Worthington nodded. “I set a week aside on my calendar.” 

 “You may get to spend the better part of it flying,” Forge said. “Would you like to 
see what I have in mind?”  

 Worthington chuckled. “You think I prefer suspense? It‟s been months, Forge. I‟m 
ready.” 

 Forge picked a device up from the counter. “I‟m going to replace part of your spine 
with this,” he said seriously. The device he held was the size of a flashlight. It had joints 
spaced like vertebrae. Glinting dully in the light, it was not overly impressive. “These 
grooves on the side will take the sensory input from the wing assembly. So not only will 
it feel as natural to you as your arms or legs when you move your wings, but they‟ll be 
detachable.” 

 “That little thing will be able to support my weight?” Worthington said skeptically. 

 “It has built in reinforcers that will guide themselves along your ribcage and the 
length of your spine once the unit is installed.” 

 “It‟s been tested?” Worthington prodded, a bit of concern in his eyes. 

 “Do you trust me or don‟t you?” Forge said with a smile. 
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 Worthington made up his mind. “I trust you. Now can I see the wings?” 

 Forge turned and walked to the other end of the control room. Pressing a button 
on the console, he retracted a screen. Behind it hung the glittering wings. 

 Light glinted along the iridescent black and tan wings. They were folded, quiescent, 
hanging on the wall. Forge tapped a few keys, and the wings silently stretched to full 
extension on the wall, over three meters. 

 Worthington was speechless. 

 “I take it you‟re ready to begin,” Forge murmured without turning. 

 

October 5 

 The big square Russian bulled into Stark‟s office. “You must reconsider!” he 
pleaded desperately. 

 Stark finished typing his sentence and looked up at the big man mildly. “Piotr. Let 
us be blunt,” he said, “since anything else would be wasted on you.  I am weary of 
paying your rather extensive medical bills each and every time you fight somebody. You 
have the power, and the defense. So the only way I can figure you get beat up so often 
is because you just don‟t know how to fight.” 

 Piotr‟s face contracted into a scowl as he reddened. “I am an expert wrestler and 
my fighting prowess—“  

 “Needs work,” Stark finished with a severe look. 

 “Karate! Tae Kwon Do! Something! And a different teacher!” begged the big 
Russian. 

 The intercom chirped. “Mr. Stark, Ms. Romanova is here to see you,” the 
receptionist said. 

 “Do send her in,” Stark said, sitting back with a satisfied expression that could be 
called a smirk. 

 “You are evil,” Piotr said weakly, his eyes shifting around the room. 

 The door opened, and Natasha strolled in. Her eyes were bright, she was trim and 
taut. Her time spent brushing up on her dancing skills had been good to her. She ran 
her hands through her trim red hair. 

 “I hear you‟re ready to begin training,” she said to Piotr in fluent Russian. 

 He was sullen and silent. 

 “Have your way with him, Natasha,” Stark said breezily. “I believe we agreed he 
needed to learn jujitsu and tai chi.” 

 “I cannot strike a woman, even in play,” Piotr said suddenly. “And I am a 
wrestler!” 

 “Take the big baby and get him started, I have contract bid analysis to finish up,” 
Stark said, turning to his computer dismissively. 

 Natasha opened the door gallantly and gestured for Piotr to leave the office first. 
He sulked out, and she flashed a grin at Stark before she followed. 
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* 

 “Morning,” Forge said to Worthington as the billionaire strolled into the common 
room. “How do you feel?” 

 “Just waiting for you to tell me I can try out my new off-road vehicle,” 
Worthington said. He sat down. “It hasn‟t hurt since yesterday morning.” 

 “The surgical techniques Moria and I worked up for this are pretty clean and quick 
healing,” Forge noted. He smiled at her across the table. “Her regeneration bath didn‟t 
hurt either.” 

 “Maybe it‟s the angle, but I barely detect scarring,” Worthington said. 

 “There isn‟t much.” 

 “I‟d really like to skip breakfast,” Worthington said after looking at his plate for a 
moment. “Am I ready to fly?” 

 

 An hour later they stood on the top of the spire of rock that hid Forge‟s secret 
complex. Worthington wore a tee shirt and shorts and biker shoes. He stretched to 
limber up, his breathing shallow and swift.  

 Forge held the wings. “You ready?” 

 “Oh gods,” breathed Worthington. He stood with his back to Forge. “I‟m ready.” 

 As Forge held the wings closer to Worthington‟s back, small connecters unfurled 
from the central unit of the wings and writhed, like a centipede‟s legs. As Forge held the 
wings against Worthington‟s back, Worthington gasped as the connectors slid into his 
flesh, clicking into place with the cybernetic nodule in his spine. 

 “Now give it a moment,” Forge murmured, “this is going to feel rather chilly.” 

 Worthington shuddered as his brain creased, learning new paths. Like downloading 
software to a hard drive, his mind absorbed the basics of how to handle the wings. He 
stretched them as Forge jumped back; in the early morning light they gleamed as 
Worthington spread them, the pinfeathers quivering at the extent of his reach. Tears slid 
out of his eyes. 

 “My birthright,” he whispered. “What should have been mine is again.” 

 “That was really, really fast,” Forge said to himself as he and Moira and Fury backed 
away. 

 There was no period of awkwardness. Worthington folded his wings and turned to 
face them. “They‟re so light,” he said, “and flexible. This was well worth a billion dollars 
to me.” He pulled his phone out of his pocket and hit the autodial. “Murray. Transfer 
the rest.” He snapped the phone shut. 

 “Care and feeding instructions,” Forge said. He approached. “Don‟t brush those 
wings across anyone. They‟re razor sharp and one swat could kill a man. I‟m going to 
touch one of your feathers,” he said. Reaching out, he chose one, and wiggled it slightly. 
“Feel that?” 

 “I do,” Worthington said breathlessly, his eyes shining. 
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 “You can choose feathers to loosen, then swipe your wing at something and the 
feathers will come out. You need to do this if any of them are broken or damaged, it 
might be too difficult to remove them by hand.” 

 Worthingon swept his wing in front of him, and three feathers sprang from his 
wing and embedded themselves in the rock, quivering. They sank over an inch. Fury 
swallowed hard, seeing the power of the wings, the force and sharpness in them. 

 “How do I get more feathers?” Worthington asked. “Do I have to install them by 
hand?” 

 “Maybe for five hundred million,” Forge said with a mischievous smile. “But you 
paid for the best and you got it. Walk up to the wall here. Spread your wing and touch 
the wall.” 

 Worthington did so, pressing his splayed wing against the wall. He blinked, and 
slowly smiled. Part of the wall sifted dust down, and when he removed his wing it left a 
fossil like print on the wall. His wings were regenerated. 

 “I don‟t want to know how it works,” Worthington said unsteadily. “That‟s just 
gorgeous.” 

 “Want to try them out?” Forge said, politely gesturing to the four hundred foot 
drop into the canyon below. 

 Worthington didn‟t hesitate, he took a run at the cliff and sprang off like the athlete 
he was. The wings spread, shimmering in the sun, and then he caught the updraft and 
spun slowly, gaining altitude. He tucked them and dove, straight down into the valley, 
spreading his wings and sweeping up to fly along the curve of the canyon. 

 He screamed, sounding oddly like an eagle, defiant and joyful as he flapped a few 
times. Forge let out a breath he hadn‟t realized he was holding. 

 “It worked,” he managed, his vision blurring with tears. “I am a genius.” Moira 
moved next to him and squeezed his hand. 

 Fury slowly approached the wall where the feathers were embedded. He gingerly 
touched one, and it fell to dust. He scowled, then clamped a cigar in his jaws. He 
shivered. Then he headed for the elevator. 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

November 25 

 “I can‟t believe it just took you a month,” Fury said, looking skeptically at Forge‟s 
latest creation. 

 “I can,” Moira said proudly. “The groundwork was laid, wasn‟t it.” 

 “Just needed the techno organic web,” Forge said. “That put it all together and 
gave it batteries. So I get to be the dad. Fury, you want to be the wacky uncle?” 

 “I‟m gonna go check the stuffing,” Fury said. “Moira, want me ta take a look at the 
turkey while I‟m at it?” 
  “I‟ll just go handle it, thanks,” she said, alarmed at the idea. She squeezed Forge‟s 
shoulder. “I‟ll be the wee bairn‟s mother, I suppose.” 
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 Forge grinned. “I‟ll be up in a minute, you can get the Thanksgiving dinner all 
ready to go.” 

 “If you don‟t mind my asking,” Fury said, “what‟s yer field test gonna be?” 

 Forge approached his invention. “I figure the first stop will be Stark‟s complex. 
Send him in to get the helmet off Stark‟s armor.” He grinned puckishly. 

 “Seems ambitious,” Fury said. “I enjoy picking on Stark as much as anybody, but 
we will eventually go after somebody else, right? Is this brain envy or something?” 

 “Hush, you,” Moira said indignantly. 

 “Not brain envy, I‟m a much better inventor,” Forge said quietly. “But you‟re right, 
I do envy him. I envy him his place. He fits in the world, you know?” 

 “Don‟t envy him too much,” Fury said with a wry grin, thinking back to when he 
ran the Project. 

 “Go, go, go,” Forge said, shooing them out. They left the lab, and he turned back 
to the Sentinel. 

 “So,” he said conversationally. The Sentinel was just over six feet tall, broad, heavy, 
sleek. Round modules were connected to a titanium frame, they resembled muscles 
somewhat. Holding them together and connecting everything was the inky iridescent 
techno organic matter. The head‟s faceplate was blank black steel. Overall, the techno 
organic creature looked quite intimidating. It was bulky but lithe, black steel and techno 
organic muscle flesh. 

 “Engage hologram, technician,” Forge said. With the faintest whir, the holographic 
projector snapped on and the Sentinel became a gangly technician in a lab coat, looking 
bored. 

 Forge smiled. “This… is going to be… cool,” he murmured. 

* 

 Piotr stomped on the target dummy‟s foot, crumpling it. He stood back, and the 
foot uncrumpled. 

 “No good,” Natasha said in Russian, the language they conducted the training in. 
“Your form is worthless.” 

 “Form,” he snorted haughtily. “The foot is crushed!” 

 “Only because you are strong,” she said. “You will not always be strong. There will 
come a time when you need to pull every ounce of power out of yourself to do the 
simplest things. You may be wounded. Your opponent may be stronger than you. When 
raw muscle power won‟t serve, you have nothing but form. And it takes centuries of 
teaching and using to develop the most efficient form possible. You must use what 
others have learned. Accuracy and precision will defeat raw strength in any battle.” 

 He glared at her. “You just say this because I am not accurate and precise. I think 
this is just a way Stark has chosen to humiliate me. He told me if I quit my job was 
finished. I think my job is finished.” He turned and stalked away from her. 

 “You do not leave my dojo without showing respect,” she said clearly. She sighed as 
he tromped towards the door. Rolled her eyes. Said something choice about Stark under 
her breath. Then bounded lightly towards Piotr. 
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 He turned as he heard her coming, but he wasn‟t fast enough. She launched at him, 
her heel pounding into the back of his knee. He yelped as he folded, and she whipped 
clear and rolled to her feet as he was hitting the ground. 

 “Did I just humiliate you and make you eat the dust because I was stronger?” she 
asked with clinical interest. “Or because I am better than you are?” 

 He growled as he clambered to his feet. “I am leaving,” he said heatedly, his face 
red. 

 “I won‟t let you,” she said coolly. “We have an infirmary nearby, so Stark gave me 
permission to break what I needed to. This will go poorly for you, Piotr.” 

 “You are a slip of a woman,” he said, anguish and rage jostling each other in his 
voice. “I will not hurt you!” 

 “Another weakness,” she said with a nod. “Better that you reserve your chivalry for 
the helpless, instead of assuming they are all women.” 

 “I learned the basics you taught me. I‟ve been coming to these foolish classes for a 
month!” Piotr exploded. “I have had enough!” 

 “Then this is your graduation exam,” Natasha said smoothly. “You don‟t have to 
hit me. Just stay on your oafish feet.” 

 His expression darkened further, and she darted at him. He reached for her, but 
she snagged his wrist and spun along his arm, tucking against his chest as her heel 
smacked into the front of his ankle, deadening feeling. She bucked against him at the 
end of the twirl, and in a surreal moment he found himself whistling through the air. 
She held on to his wrist, and his tightly described arc smashed him down on the metal 
floor right at her feet, the entire energy of the throw bashed into his dazed length as he 
sprawled. 

 He struggled to get a breath in. She chuckled. 

 “Look at all that muscle all over the floor,” she said. “You haven‟t been paying 
attention. Me beating you up is why Stark wanted you here. Not to humiliate you; the 
opposite. He‟s tired of you being humiliated. Damn it, Piotr, get ahold of yourself. 
Aren‟t you tired of Fisk, Doom, Valeria, and me beating you up?” 

 “I did fine against vampires,” he gasped. 

 She rolled her eyes. “You‟re missing the point. When you can stand, I‟ll show you 
what I mean.” 

 He managed to stagger to his feet. 

 “You‟re a wrestler,” she said. “And you‟re strong. So I‟ll let you grab me from 
behind in a bear hug and we‟ll see if you can hold it. Okay?” 

 “Thank you for the chance to show what I do well,” he said gratefully. “This is 
what it would come to anyway.” 

 She turned, and he wrapped his huge arms around her and applied a bit of pressure, 
not enough to hurt the frail woman. She put two fingers between his knuckles on his 
left hand, deadening it. Then she pried one of his pinkie fingers loose. She cranked and 
twisted. Something snapped. He gritted his teeth, sweat sprang out on his forehead, his 
grip tightened. She scowled and cranked the finger at intolerable angles, sending waves 
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of pain shooting through him. Then her heel slammed down between the metacarpals 
on the top of his foot and twisted. He wheezed. She managed to jab her thumb into the 
nerve of his elbow. 

 He whined in pain as she tore loose of his grip, spinning. She plunged a single 
knuckle into the nerve under his bicep by his armpit. Another into the nerve clusters in 
his hamstring. She snapped a hit into his carotid artery that left him light headed with 
black suns exploding before his eyes. Panting, she withdrew. 

 “Now, Piotr, you are not strong,” she said. “How would you beat me now? If I was 
a man twice my size, how would you beat me? Turn to steel? Is that your answer for 
everything?” 

 He struggled to close his hands and he couldn‟t. He stumbled, facing off with her 
blearily. 

 “If you don‟t know how to use your body,” she said quietly, “turning to steel will 
be useless. Fighting smart is better than fighting strong. Remember that, and the next 
time you fight power armor you will be fighting joints, chinks, and gaps instead of 
pounding on plates.” She let that sink in. 

 She smiled as she saw the idea take root. Piotr‟s eyes lit up. 

 “Now let‟s go get that broken finger fixed,” she said. 

 

December 1 

 Fury leaned against the windowframe looking out over the sodden city. The sun 
was setting, a crimson flare between the buildings and the lowering storm clouds. 
Falling rain was picked out in silver streaks. He shook his head, and turned back to the 
techno nest. 

 Forge was clamping the last of the cables to the back of the display array. The 
entire small apartment had been transformed into an observation post. There were three 
seats in the middle of a band screen, and one seat had a half dozen monitors with it as 
well. 

 “So from here we get three sixty wraparound vision from the Sentinel?” Fury said, 
touching one of the cables. “This is a hell of a setup.” 

 “It‟s a field test,” Forge replied. “I want as much data as possible. So many of the 
Sentinel‟s systems are learning systems that need stimulus to interact with, I figure a 
field test will show me how fast the machine can learn. Plus, I‟ve got all the raw data 
streaming to this,” he said, patting a laptop, “just in case.” 

 “This thing is set to nonlethal, right?” Fury asked in a low voice. 

 “All my inventions are,” Forge replied lightly. “I‟m not in the business of taking 
life.” 

 “Just checking,” Fury said. He slung down into his seat as Moira shuttered all the 
windows. “We‟re, what, three blocks from the corner of Stark‟s complex?” 

 “Three blocks,” Forge nodded. 

 “We must have balls of solid steel,” Fury muttered to himself. Then he shrugged 
and flicked on the display. 
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 Moira settled into her seat. Forge glanced around. 

 “Okay, people, you don‟t have to steer, just watch and enjoy the ride,” Forge said. 
“By witnessing the field test you can help me tweak the design specs later.” 

 “This thing has a self destruct, right?” Fury asked. 

 “You are such a worrier!” Forge said. “Yes, it does! And we might have to use it. I 
have no intention of letting my creation get into anybody else‟s hands. So. Are we ready 
to start?” 

 “Ready as I‟ll be,” Moira said nervously. “How many laws are we breaking?” 

 “Bah,” Forge said. 

 “Ready,” Fury gritted out. 

 “Then it‟s showtime,” Forge said. He flicked a switch as the microwave beeped. 
The popcorn was done. 

 The Sentinel flickered through a half dozen holograms and ended up with one of a 
police officer. It approached the guard station to Stark‟s complex with a measured tread. 

 “Scuse me, sir, this area is off limits,” one of Stark‟s guards said apologetically, 
approaching the Sentinel as it drew near the door. The Sentinel popped a flare, and the 
guard staggered back with a shout clutching at his face. Steely microfibric web spat out 
of the Sentinel as it sealed the doors of the guard stations that flanked the entry. The 
windows were bulletproof, so the guards were trapped inside. The Sentinel put his 
hands flat against the door; it rippled, and from its hands the door turned black, 
glittering, meshlike. A few moments later that section of door fell to dust, and the 
Sentinel was at full charge. It turned, unclipped the i.d. tag from the whimpering guard, 
and strode into the complex. 

 Forge giggled and stamped his feet in glee as the Sentinel passed the first level of 
security. 

* 

 Stark and Natasha reached the control room at the same time, alarms blaring in the 
background. 

 “What!” Stark demanded. 

 “Interloper, looked like a cop, hit the front gate. Rogers was the only one to make 
it inside,” the young man at the console said quickly. “I‟m handling it, sir.” 

 “You‟re Cheever, right?” Stark said. “Hot shot security specialist we hired?” 

 “Yes sir, I won‟t let you down sir,” the young man said. “Rogers isn‟t responding to 
the page.” 

 “Show me Rogers,” Stark said tersely. 

 The young officer‟s fingers flew, and on the display it showed Rogers, identified by 
his tag, moving into the complex. 

 “Strange direction to go if the alarm is at the gate,” Stark muttered. “Heat scan.” 

 “What the,” Cheever said as the figure flared blues instead of reds. 

 “Right,” Stark said as the officer looked at him with new admiration. 
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 “He‟s new,” interjected an older security officer, nodding to Stark apologetically. 

 Stark picked up a com unit. “Piotr, west atrium, intruder.” He tossed the com unit 
back on the desk. “Natasha, you‟re in control here. I‟m going to get my armor.” 

 Cheever didn‟t object. 

* 

 Forge avidly munched popcorn as the Sentinel rounded a corner and squared off 
with Piotr Rasputin. To conserve energy, the Sentinel dropped the hologram. Piotr‟s 
eyes widened and he swore by the White Wolf. 

 Forge watched very carefully as Piotr flexed harder than mere muscle can flex, and 
energy rippled around him as he began to turn to steel. The Sentinel scanned him in a 
fraction of a second and handled the microcalibrations in less than an instant. Raising an 
arm stiffly, it blasted at him, connecting with his field, and siphoned off the energy of 
his transformation. It leaped towards him as the energy played around him then ran out 
and he collapsed breathless and still very much flesh. 

 Forge whooped with glee. 

 The Sentinel kicked Rasputin, who flew down the corridor to bang into the wall at 
the intersection, denting it. Bulkheads slid down sealing the Sentinel in the segment of 
corridor. 

 The Sentinel slapped its hands against the bulkhead, and its dull gray steel turned to 
glittering black mesh, spreading like a stain across the surface of the door. Then it began 
to sift away as dust, and the Sentinel was fully charged once again. It stepped through 
the gap and saw Piotr running down the hall one way as Stark troops gathered down the 
other hall, armed with plasma weapons.  

 The Sentinel snapped off a blast of concussive force from a pod in its forearm, 
smacking Rasputin in the back and bouncing him off the wall at the end of the corridor, 
denting it.  

 “I think it has a sense of humor,” Fury noted. Forge just grinned like a maniac. 

 The security force opened up with plasma weapons. The Sentinel turned, flexed, 
and engaged one of the modules in its chest. A magnetic bottle surrounded it, and 
plasma skitted away and slapped across the walls, floor, ceiling, some back the way they 
came. The Sentinel adjusted the bottle to a tube, and all the plasma rebounded towards 
the shooters. They scrambled back, and the shooting stopped at once.  

 One of the Sentinel‟s hands formed into a spike, and it punched into the wall and 
accessed the power feed. As it juiced up instantly, the Sentinel accessed the computer 
grid for schematics. 

 “Have you thought about naming it the judo-bot?” Moira asked in awe. 

 “We are taping this, right?” Fury asked, his eye alight. “I want to watch the part 
where this little guy goes up against Stark‟s armor over and over and over.” 

 The complex cut power to the section where the Sentinel was. It withdrew its arm 
from the wall, reforming a hand. Piotr came barreling around the corner, full steel 
mode, sprinting towards the Sentinel. 

 The Sentinel squared off with him as he rushed up and pounded it. 
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 “Whoah!” Fury said. “What the hell was that dodge? He just took it!” 

 “Patience,” Forge said. “Boy, this guy learns fast.” 

 “What?” 

 “Watch,” Forge said. “Just watch.” 

 The Sentinel slammed back against the wall, damage assessment algorithms 
complete the moment the damage was inflicted. Parameters of opponent configured 
and verified. Piotr leaped to follow up his advantage. 

 His next hit slammed down as the Sentinel‟s field flickered, reconfiguring. The 
blow‟s kinetic energy rebounded into Piotr, sending him sailing down the hall. The 
Sentinel flowed to its feet and sent six precise blasts down the corridor that collapsed 
the intersection on Piotr entirely. Then it turned and moved on, its repair sequence 
activated and already undoing the damage from Piotr‟s hit. 

 

CHAPTER FIVE 

 “I‟m suited up,” Stark‟s voice said into the control room. “Where is it?” 

 “Motor pool, level b,” Natasha said. 

 “What is it doing in the motor pool?” Stark asked, surprised. 

 “I uploaded the alternative floorplans before it could access the system,” Natasha 
said. “It thinks the motor pool is your lab. Watch yourself. This thing is no robot.” 

 “Clear. Keep tabs on the progress. Send teams to collect samples as fresh as 
possible where this thing has passed. I want to know what we‟re dealing with. Have the 
security teams redeploy to alert status and I‟ll let you know if anything else is needed 
from them. I‟m almost there. Watch me.” 

 “I‟ll be watching,” Natasha said clearly, glancing over the compound eye of the 
screens in the security station. 

 

 The doors slid open for Stark, and as the glittering suit of the most advanced 
power armor in the world stepped into the motor pool his scanners instantly picked out 
the interloper. A confused and sleek black robot surveyed the scene from one of the 
two balcony levels. It looked and moved like it was alive. Stark wondered if it was a next 
generation power armor configuration. No time to work that out just now. 

 The black intruder spotted him right away. Stark snapped two sustained blasts into 
it from the repulsor beams built into the gauntlets of his sleek armor. 

 The beams rippled across its fields and punched through, knocking it into the wall 
and pinning it there with incredibly destructive force. Then Stark realized the beam was 
ticking up in intensity; somehow the target had locked into the energy signature and it 
was draining him! Through the haze and boiling metal he saw the creature re-forming as 
his energy poured into the field around it. 

 He kicked in the interrupt circuits that reset the blasters, then he grinned. A genius, 
eh. Let‟s see what he could manage against its defenses. 
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 He whispered to himself, and the armor‟s blasters shifted. He fired out a random 
pulse generator, with over two billion possible frequencies per millisecond of assault. 
The beam tore across the black armor, shredding its exterior and bursting some of its 
nodules like popcorn kernels under a laser. 

 Part of the walkway had melted, and the blast shoved the black armor back through 
the hole to drop to the next level with a hearty clang. Then the armor rolled over and 
dropped behind one of Stark‟s trucks. 

 As Stark‟s mininuke generators rapidly recharged his suit, he leaped off the balcony 
and popped his jets twice, landing gently on the ground. He didn‟t want to be in the air 
when this critter opened its bag of tricks again. He learned his lesson from the first 
frontal assault. 

 An electromagnetic flare burst, and the cameras sputtered and died as did all the 
other electric gear in the room. Except Stark‟s armor; heavily shielded, it ignored the 
blast as he toppled and rolled around the truck, popping up on one knee and blazing 
away.  

 But the black suit had evaded him, already moving. He turned as he caught a 
glimpse of it in his electronic peripheral vision screens. It released a sonic ping, precisely 
calibrated to his armor; the armor rang like a bell as he flew backwards and slammed 
into a car, punching through the passenger door and smacking his head on the steering 
column hard enough to shatter the wheel and break the column. 

 Dazed and aching but unhurt, he swiftly whispered to his armor, shifting the 
millimeter field that surrounded the armor to throw further pings off enough to simply 
make noise. Microfibric webbing spat from the dark armor, burying the car and the 
armor inside it. Stark struggled to reposition, surprised at the strength of the restraints. 
The armor turned its back on him and hopped over to one of the trucks. 

 “Stark,” Natasha said, “I can‟t see what‟s going on in there, but I got your 
complex‟s frequency monitors going overtime and that thing is transmitting! The 
encryption is too tough to break just now, but we‟re recording it, and it‟s in 
communication with something here in New York!” 

 “Isolate and locate,” Stark gritted out as his incredibly powerful armor tore loose of 
the strands, shoving the car apart like a webbed egg. “Get whoever is behind this. And 
reboot the security in here. I want this recorded.” 

 “Clear,” she said, and she dropped off the line as Stark‟s jets blared, flinging him up 
in the air. 

 One of his trucks glittered and gleamed, sleek iridescent black mesh, then it began 
to sift to dust. As it tumbled to the ground in lazy clouds, the fully regenerated and 
charged Sentinel strode through the swirling ash. 

 “What the hell is this thing?” Stark breathed. He wondered if it was magic. Then, 
he focused. Gotta take it down. Now. The longer this goes on the worse it gets. He felt 
his mind flicker through tactics, options, what his suit could do. He grinned as a plan 
came to him. 

 He dumped power into the force field that covered the armor, originally designed 
to negate friction resistance. He set it to a random strobe, and he dropped down at the 
black armor. It released a wide angle blast at him and he retaliated with six minimissile 
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darts and two modular frequency packet pattern bursts. As it whirled out of the way, 
furiously activating countermeasures, he dropped next to it and lunged at it with a 
tackle.  

 He flattered himself to hope that it was surprised as he thudded against its oddly 
resilient material. Then he channeled full power into the arms of his suit. He thrust his 
hands into the armor‟s torso, one palm up and one palm down. Opening his repulsors 
to straight up full power blasts, he unleashed the mightiest hit he was capable of into the 
torso of the armor. He prayed there wasn‟t a man inside. 

 With an eerie wail, it gripped his helmet; his tells and sensors and com units flared 
and crackled as something swept them; the creature flared apart from the inside out like 
a bizarre demon as a stain of iridescent black metal swept across Stark‟s helmet, 
obscuring his vision and his breathing.  

 In a final burst of draining power, Stark blew the thing to bits. As chunks rang and 
clattered from the underside of the balcony and the hard floor, Stark‟s helmet dissolved 
into dust around his head. Violently coughing and sneezing he staggered back; only the 
helmet was affected, but it was utterly destroyed. 

 He did not hear Natasha say, “Signal locked. We‟re moving!” 

* 

 Forge sighed imperceptibly as he thumbed the self destruct. The rest of the bits of 
the Sentinel popped and scattered, blown to bits so worthless that nothing could be 
made of his technology. He sat back. 

 “Wow,” Fury said, nearly speechless. “It got his helmet. The Sentinel was smart 
enough to interpret the conditions of the wargame so it won even if it didn‟t survive.” 

 “Version One is a total success,” Fury said quietly. “I couldn‟t be prouder.” 

 A quiet ping sounded on the console. Forge quickly checked it. “No way,” he 
murmured breathlessly. He flicked the view on a monitor, and it showed a redhead 
leading a squad of security forces up the stairs of the apartment building. 

 “That‟s here,” Fury noted with some alarm. He sprang to his feet, darting over to 
one of the open cases. 

 “Leave everything,” Forge said tersely, snatching up the laptop with the data from 
the field test. “To the roof. Get the chopper. Now, now, now.” 

 As Fury and Moira clattered out the back door of the apartment, Forge set the 
console and the elaborate viewing setup to self destruct in fifteen seconds. Then he ran, 
a grin on his face, his blood pumping and a fresh appreciation for Stark‟s security. 

 Ten seconds later the door bashed open and the security team swept in, eyes 
following their gun barrels as they fanned out. 

 “What the hell is that thing?” one of them asked, looking at the setup. Natasha saw 
the display countdown, and her eyes widened. 

 “Out!” she shouted. “Everybody out!” They all crowded back into the hall as the 
display lit up like a star, flaring, utterly destroying all traces that had been left in the 
room. 
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 On the roof, the whickering whir of a stealth helicopter fired up then quieted with 
distance. 

 “Right,” Natasha said, breathless. “Get a team up here to search the remains. I‟m 
headed back. You, liaison with the police.” She headed back down the stairs. “We might 
just have to figure all this out tomorrow…” 

* 

 Forge sipped his coffee, looking out into the brilliant Southwest sun. “Well, team,” 
he said with half a grin, “thoughts?” 

 “Too bad Logan wasn‟t there,” Fury noted. “I would have been interested to know 
how it would have handled him.” 

 “If the Sentinel, who is a „he‟ rather than an „it‟, did what I programmed him to do, 
it would infect his adamantium with the transmode virus and we‟d see how vicious his 
stickers would be then,” Forge said with a satisfied smile. 

 “Yeu sure know a lot about Stark‟s security,” Moira noted. 

 Forge nodded. “We scanned the info from Fisk‟s data net. I had a slow Sunday 
afternoon,” Forge shrugged. “I‟m going to have to put a better exterior armor set on the 
unit, that much is clear. I didn‟t expect Stark, with all his toys, to go in for hand to hand. 
I think Stark‟s suit is at least as strong as their Russian giant.” 

 “I‟m worried that yeu might lose control of the Sentinel,” Moira said quietly. 

 “Not a chance,” Forge said firmly. “I‟ve got a self destruct mechanism.” 

 “What if it circumvents it?” Fury asked. 

 “He won‟t know about it,” Forge replied. 

 “And if he does learn, what‟s to keep him from getting around it then?” Moira 
pressed. 

 “I programmed him not to!” Forge said. “Relax, people. That was just the most 
fabulously successful field test, and you all want to poke holes, not in the specifics, but 
the overall viability of my project?” 

 “In a word,” Fury said, “yes. Yer makin this unstoppable one critter army out of 
tech that I can‟t begin to understand that can dissolve bulkheads like they were tissue 
paper. I want more stringent control. That was always my big beef at the Project. They 
wouldn‟t let me exercise proper discipline and judgment and control. So we had a whole 
deck of loose cannons. They were screwball weirdos. This thing could get it in its head 
to go after the President and not a damn thing would stop it. At the Project, I had my 
orders and I was overruled. This techno virus makes me nervous, Forge, I won‟t lie to 
you. Until you can prove to me that this thing can be safely deployed, I won‟t support 
you makin another one. I‟ll walk.” 

 “Me too,” Moira said, glancing at Fury with new respect. 

 Forge sighed, defeated. “Fine. I‟ll get a better muzzle and leash. But will you at least 
acknowledge the great thing we‟ve done?” 

 “Never seen anything like it,” Fury said quietly. “Takes a lot of strength to win 
without killin. Yer a genius, and you got heart ta match. I‟m proud to stand by you.” He 
got up, nodded to Forge, and left. 
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 Moria leaned over close to Forge, so close he could smell the perfume of her hair. 
Her serious green eyes met his. “Yeu said when we met at the hospital that you wanted 
me not just because I‟m a doctor, but because I‟m me. That‟s what I‟m doin here, 
Forge. Bein true to myself an true to yeu. This could be the greatest invention ever. 
Transmode could change the world. But let‟s be sure it changes the world for good 
instead of destroying it.” 

She leaned back, her smile fading. “An when yeu‟ve finished this,” she said, 
“move on.” Her smile was gone. “I want to see yeu building something besides 
weapons, Forge.” She smiled at him again, patted his hand, stood, and followed Fury. 

 Forge toyed with his pencil, struggling to take their criticism constructively. Then 
he chucked the pencil across the room and leaned back in his chair, heaving a deep sigh. 
Transmode was the secret. It was the power. The rest depended on it. And the unit had 
to be able to think and act independently with razored speed. All was working according 
to plan. 

 “I‟ll just have to make it better,” he said with a smile, and his mind was already 
working. 

 

December 2 

 “Okay, team,” Stark said to the assembled security experts and scientists at the 
table. “So what the hell was it?” 

 “Alien,” one piped up cheerfully as others showered him in dirty looks. 

 “Clearly the Project made a breakthrough,” another said officiously. 

 “We figure it was a nanobyte colony,” offered one of the techs. 

 “So we still have no idea,” Stark said crisply, his eyes dangerous. 

 It got very quiet around the table. 

 He sighed. “Keep working on it, file reports regularly, and if you figure anything 
out definitively let me know. Be sure and cross reference with R&D and keep an eye on 
the Security department‟s external tech watch. Dismissed, everybody out, except 
Romanova and Rasputin.” 

 The other scurried out, debating in heated tones the origin of the intruder. Stark 
smiled at the two who stayed. 

 “How about you two?” he asked. 

 “Magic,” Piotr said in slack jawed belief. 

 Natasha sighed imperceptibly. “It‟s beyond cutting edge. Beyond anything we‟ve 
seen. I think it‟s beyond anything on the planet. But it‟s tech.” 

 “I‟m not sure what countermeasures we can program in that we haven‟t 
programmed in against something like that. We handled it every bit as well as I think we 
could possibly handle it. And we won. Except for you, of course,” he said, looking at 
Rasputin. “You mostly dented walls.” 

 “That is not my fault!” Piotr protested. 
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 Stark raised his eyebrows, trying not to smile. “I think you had better just keep 
practicing,” he said as Natasha covered her mouth with her hand. 

 “What, you think I should have poked it in the eye?” Piotr said, a bit frantic. 
“Stepped on its foot? I hate to tell you this, but it didn‟t have any eyes!” 

 “I mean, Piotr,” Stark said, holding on to his deadpan for dear life, “I punched it in 
the torso and won. I would think you could have done that.” Natasha coughed. 

 “But—but—“ Piotr sputtered. 

 “You could at least have wrestled it,” Stark continued, relentless. He sadly shook his 
head. “I‟m afraid when Logan gets back I‟m going to require you to eat a plate of his 
mash for this.” 

 “No,” Piotr said, horror in his eyes. 

 “Unless, of course, Natasha reports significant progress in your training between 
now and then.” Stark closely examined his nails as Natasha put her hands on her hips 
and took deep breaths. 

 “I will practice harder than ever!” Piotr said earnestly. 

 “Good,” Stark said with a crisp nod. There was a moment of silence. “Don‟t you 
have some laps to run or something?” Stark prodded. 

 “Yes sir, thank you sir,” Piotr said, standing and rushing out the door. 

 “God, I‟m evil,” Stark murmured reflectively. 

 “But you won, and you are brilliant, and you are mine,” Natasha said, putting her 
arms around his neck. “Maybe next time I won‟t be here when it attacks. Maybe next 
time we won‟t be in the middle of dinner. Dinner that was interrupted, mind you.” 

 “How can I make it up to you?” Stark asked, his eyes cool as a smile toyed with his 
mouth. 

 “Think of something,” Natasha said as she leaned closer to him. “After all. You‟re 
the genius.” 

 He thought of something. 
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Signs and Portents 
 

August 2 

 The slimy guts slapped down on the floor, and the ancient woman squatted over 
them. Sitting easily on her heels, she examined how the oozing entrails had landed, 
studying their pattern, their reflection of the future. 

 “Doom,” she rasped softly, her eyes tracing the prophetic shapes in the spatter. 
“There is no escape that I see.” Slowly, she shook her head. “You will be doomed, my 
lord.” 

 “I value your honesty,” the bulky man replied through gritted teeth. “I respect your 
talent. Perhaps pyromancy would reveal a better fate.” He was tall, square, broad, his 
chest deep. He shrugged uncomfortably in his silk jacket, then settled back on his 
elaborate chair that stopped just short of being a throne. 

 She turned to look at him mournfully. “It makes no difference. The signifiers in 
each divination I have done point to a time of extreme peril in the near future; I fear for 
you, my lord. You should flee.” 

 “Out,” he said coldly. “Get out of my sight.” She dutifully picked up her 
implements and tottered out, leaving the carcass and entrails on the floor. The big man 
gnawed at his knuckle, slightly pale. His hand strayed down to the stripped down assault 
rifle at his side.  

 He perked up as he sensed… a swell of power. Near, too near. 

 One of the walls exploded in varied shrapnel; wooden splinters the size of fingers, 
chunks of mortar, a fine spray of plaster. A twenty foot section of wall blew in across 
the room. Through the billowing dust, the silhouette of a slim man stepped into the 
breach. 

 The man on the throne leaped to his feet, gun whipping up and firing depleted 
uranium tracer shells out in a blazing chatter. Power swelled around his target, and the 
dust whirled away in a gust as the tracer rounds were met with a searing streak of energy 
that blasted the shooter back through his throne to crush into the wall at the other end 
of the room. The gun spun away, and the heavy man peeled out of the wall and thudded 
down to the floor, barely conscious. 

 All was quiet for a moment except the gasping and shifting of the bulky man and 
the quiet click of the attacker‟s footsteps as he crossed the cracked room. 

 “Who—what—“ the man on the floor managed. 

 “Sebastian Shaw,” the thin man replied in a cold, merciless voice. “You are 
Sebastian Shaw. You thought you could hide here in Madripoor?” He shook his head 
slowly. Shaw trembled as he felt the aura of power that played around the thin man 
before him. He looked into his attacker‟s eyes, and realized with cold horror that his 
eyes were closed but his pupils blazed with hellish light, visible through the eyelid.  
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 “I have done nothing to you!” Shaw protested, bloody spittle flecking his lips. His 
teeth were smeared with blood, it slid down his face from shrapnel cuts and the force of 
being pounded through his chair. 

 The slim man stared at him, eyes shining like pinholes between Shaw and a nuclear 
detonation.  

 “Madeline Pryor,” the thin man said, shaking his head slowly. “You should not 
have killed Madeline Pryor.” Power swelled around him like an ocean. 

 “Do your worst,” Shaw spat, trying to hide his fear. 

 The inhuman eyes opened. 

 Shaw died. 

 

September 4 

 The trim, athletic young man rapped his drumsticks on the kitchen table, then 
spattered some hits across the back of the chair, spinning and working his way across 
the dish drainer and countertop. He grinned as a staccato rattling rhythmed itself out of 
him and rolled across whatever was handy.  

 “Cut it out, Peter,” called a voice from the bathroom. “It‟s not good for the 
furniture!” 

 “Sorry,” he said, twirling the drumsticks like sixguns and sticking them in his 
pockets. He twirled them out again, up and down and around. “You ready to go?” 

 “If I‟m not, you‟ll continue your destructive binge, am I right?” said the voice in the 
bathroom. 

 “Married for less than a month and you read me like a book,” Peter grinned. 
“You‟re awesome, Mary Jane.” 

 “Damn good thing I‟m ready to go,” she said, emerging from the bathroom. She 
was, in a word, sleek. Her dark red hair was back in a braid, she wore a single piece 
sleeveless dress that revealed her neck and shoulders. She shrugged a short jacket on 
with an arch look at Peter. 

 “By which I mean,” he said, licking his lips, “you really are awesome.” 

 “Not so bad yourself, handsome,” she replied, looking him over. He wore a 
turtleneck, tweed jacket, jeans, loafers. His hair was slicked back, and his eyes were 
bright. “You ready to go to dinner and a movie?” 

 “I‟ve looked forward to it all week,” he grinned. “I‟ve got a date with Mary Jane 
Parker.” His grin stretched wider as he looked at the modest diamond that sparkled on 
her finger.  

 He offered her the crook of his elbow, and she took his arm. They left their 
apartment, headed down several flights of stairs, and strolled towards her car. The wind 
picked up, bitter and chilly. Peter stopped, alarmed, and sniffed as he glanced around. 

 “Just once,” Mary Jane sighed, “could we go to a movie without the drama?” 

 “Not tonight,” Peter murmured, his focus intense. “I smell blood.” He moved to 
shield her, staring into the deep shadows by the hedge. Something stirred. A huge man 
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loomed out of the shadow, took a tentative step towards them. Then the shadow 
dropped to his knees, wavering. 

 Peter darted forward in time to catch the big man as he tilted forward, falling. He 
turned him, lowered him to the sidewalk on his back. 

 “Kravinoff!” he gasped.  

 The man laying on the ground had sunken cheeks, eyes that had receded into 
hollows. His lips were pulled back from his teeth in a snarl of fear or pain, his 
tremendous form was wasted away. Breath left the shell of a man, and his head lolled to 
the side. 

 “Is he dead?” asked Mary Jane breathlessly. 

 “Not yet,” Peter said, determined. “Call Strange,” he said shortly. He scooped 
Kravinoff‟s huge, limp body up and darted back up the stairs. 

 “Come on, Kravinoff,” Peter whispered. “Don‟t die on me now.” He fumbled with 
the lock on the apartment, finally getting the key in and turned. Barging in, he lay 
Kravinoff on the living room floor. 

 “What did this to you?” he breathed as he saw the big man‟s condition. 

* 

 With a twirl of the staff, the taut redhead finished her kata and stood, her chest 
gently heaving with her exertions. Her red hair was back in a tight bun, she wore a 
sports bra and biker shorts and wrestling shoes. Sweat glittered on her skin as she 
relaxed into her perfect stance, breathing even. 

 “Very good,” nodded the woman at the edge of the circle that had been taped on 
the concrete floor. “Your form is almost as good as mine.” Her smile was genuine, if 
tinged with cruelty. She had cropped black hair, aquiline features, a trim body. She took 
a drag on her expensive cigarette. “You are very nearly ready now, Rachel.” 

 “Thank you, Raven,” the redhead said, standing straight and twirling the staff. 
“You think I can take my father now?” 

 “Maybe,” Raven shrugged. “You‟re close.” 

 The door at the other end of the gym burst open, and a tall man strode towards the 
pair. He was broad, muscled, confident, handsome in his way. He ran one hand through 
his blonde hair as he glanced around. 

 “Darkholme!” he said sharply. “Walk with me.” He nodded once to Rachel, and 
kept going as Raven Darkholme fell in stride. 

 “Something wrong?” she asked sardonically. 

 “Damn straight,” he gritted out. “I turn the Project over to you and instantly the 
whole damn thing falls apart. I left you with orders to put something back together, and 
all you‟ve been doing, near as I can tell, is training up one girl. So, what the hell?” 

 “Alex, I have your best interests in mind,” Darkholme insisted, “and the Project 
isn‟t important right now. You want revenge on your brother, and I‟ve been honing the 
instrument of your vengeance.” 
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 “Really,” the big man said as they pushed through the doors at the other end of the 
gym and walked out into the cold September air. “Do tell.” 

 “Sebastian Shaw, wealthy industrialist, is killed in an explosion in his home on 
August second,” Darkholme said. 

 “So?” Alex snapped. 

 “Shaw was wanted by the authorities in connection to the murder of Madelyn 
Pryor, one of the other members of the Inner Council of the Hellfire Club.” 

 “So?” Alex said, eyes blank and patience rapidly wearing down. 

 Darkholme stopped walking, looked him in the eyes. “Madelyn Pryor. Red hair. 
And there is a secret that neither her nor her lover knew about. But her lover has his 
revenge.” 

 “This is getting tiresome,” Alex said in a voice that echoed warning. “Come to the 
point.” 

 “Rachel shares the power of both her parents,” Darkholme said, watching Alex‟s 
eyes for a spark of realization. She sighed. “She has her mother‟s kinetic talents, and she 
may someday have her father‟s eyes.” 

 “You mean, Rachel is… You mean, Rachel Summers?” Alex said, light dawning in 
his eyes. 

 “Yes,” Darkholme said with a firm nod. “Rachel Summers.” 

 “So Primus, and Pryor… They… Does Primus know?” Alex asked, glee in his 
voice. 

 “No,” Darkholme said casually, puffing on her cigarette elaborately. 

 “Oh… oh… Darkholme, I take back most of the nasty things I‟ve ever said about 
you,” Alex said, breathing out with the excitement of a kid on Christmas morning. “I‟ve 
got to go talk to her.” 

 “Watch your step,” Darkholme said with something cold glittering in her eyes. “I 
trained her well.” 

 “You do realize a confrontation is unavoidable at this point,” Alex said. 

 “Rachel will be your weapon,” Darkholme replied. 

 “I‟ll take it from here. Reach an understanding with her,” Alex said. “You go check 
out the situation. Find out what my idiot brother has in mind.” 

 She nodded. “I‟ll be in touch,” she said. Alex turned and headed back towards the 
gym. 

 Darkholme watched him go, then turned and vanished into the darkness. 

* 

 Mary Jane answered the door quickly. “Thank God you‟ve come,” she said, 
stepping out of the way as the slim man in the red coat entered the apartment. 

 Peter was on his knees by Kravinoff, breathing into his mouth. Then he 
straightened, pushing on Kravinoff‟s chest. He glanced up at the doctor. 
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 “He stopped breathing,” Peter managed. He sat back, wearied. “Can you save 
him?” 

 Strange peered at the prone form for a long moment, then he nodded to himself. 
With a subtle gesture, he stabilized Kravinoff. The big man began breathing shallowly, 
his pulse sullen and slow. 

 “What‟s wrong with him, Strange?” Peter asked. Mary Jane brought him a glass of 
water, and he quickly drank it. 

 “He has suffered some tremendous shock,” Strange said quietly, looking down at 
Kravinoff. He took a penlight from his coat and knelt over the sleeping man, flicking 
the beam of light into his pupils, examining him more tangibly.  

 “So what‟s the word?” Peter asked quietly. 

 “Something shocked him. Badly,” Strange said. “Right now his mind burns with a 
single image, something he must pass on at all costs. It is keeping him alive, this need to 
share what he has learned. But… his mind. It is a ruin. He might recover, he might not. 
As it is, he cannot rest until the image has been passed on. This determination is 
keeping him alive, but if he does not rest he will die anyway.” 

 “So…” Peter said, “what can we do?” 

 Strange sighed. “Kravinoff is very weak. Another shock might kill him. If I were to 
go into his mind, I could see the image that is driving him. However, if he died while I 
was in his mind, I would effectively die as well.” Strange‟s eyes flicked up to meet 
Peter‟s watchfulness. 

 “Kravinoff chose me,” Peter said slowly. “He found my apartment. Believe me,” he 
added, “I owe at least this to him. The last time I saw him, he was hurt almost this bad. 
He had just fought Necra. Then he told me she was just the beginning, there was 
something bigger behind her. He left to find what it was.” 

 “I wonder what he found,” Strange mused, looking down at him. 

 “You can send me in, right?” Peter said, his voice even. 

 “I can,” Strange murmured. 

 “So much for our date,” Mary Jane said tightly. She sat on the couch, watching the 
proceedings, unaware of her white-knuckle grip on her bag. 

 Peter faced her. “It‟s okay,” he said. “I‟ll be back.” 

 “We should do this at my place,” Strange said, subdued. “Better protection there. 
Just in case.” 

 “Right,” Peter said. “Just in case.” 

 Strange swiftly stripped off his red coat and wrapped it around Kravinoff. The coat 
lifted him off the ground. Strange glanced around the room. 

 “How about I just meet you there,” he said. 

 “Works for me,” Peter agreed. 

 The two men left, and Mary Jane sighed as she picked up the television remote. 
The television flared to life, but she ignored it. 
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 Her thoughts were elsewhere. 

* 

 For the fifth time in as many minutes, the chunky man glanced wistfully at the 
clock. The slender man sitting across the paired desks from him sighed imperceptibly.  

 “Hey Foggy,” he said. “Let‟s go home. We can finish this in the morning.” 

 “Okay,” Foggy said with nearly comical speed; he was out of his chair, shrugging 
on his coat. “Thanks Matt. See you tomorrow.” He flashed a grin at his partner, who 
did not see it through the tinted glasses that hid his blindness. But Matt heard the smile 
in his partner‟s voice. 

 “Don‟t know what the big deal is,” he murmured wryly to himself. “It‟s only eight 
o‟clock.” The outer office door slammed behind Foggy. Matt sighed, gathered his coat 
and hat and cane, turned off the computer, strolled over to the door. His senses were 
brilliantly sharp, outlining a world that he alone lived in. Radar strobed around him, 
detailing everything he could want to know about his surroundings. But he was always 
mindful of his cane. He shrugged, his shoulders knotted with tension and his body 
weary with its burden of stress. Perhaps a visit with Karen would be in order. She had 
gone home at five o‟clock… 

 He tapped his way out, to the elevator, down, out of the building, into the teeth of 
the New York wind. Sounds, smells, kinetics and textures swirled around Matt as he 
tapped down the cold, frozen sidewalk. He smiled to himself as he walked past a hot 
dog stand, smelling the ingredients with a flaring burst of information that a sighted 
person could never understand— 

 Pain. Matt gasped as a prick of blade slapped through his coat and into his chest. 
With an instinctive tug, he pulled the short throwing iron out through his jacket, suit 
coat, and shirt. Half an inch of the blade was dipped in his blood. Matt sniffed the 
blade; no poison. Someone wanted his attention. He flung the iron away, and took a few 
steps to get into an alley; less noise, better chance of feeling his attacker‟s approach.  

 He flung himself forward into a roll as a handful of throwing blades clanged and 
clattered down, one sticking in his calf and the rest evaded. Popping up out of his roll, 
he sprang up with the strength and coordination of an Olympic athlete. Catching the 
lower rung of a fire escape, he swung up onto it; slapping his feet against the wall he 
caught himself in time to not drop onto the caltrops liberally sprinkled on the metal. He 
gathered himself on the railing and sprang to a drainpipe, then swarmed up it with the 
experience of a sailor in rigging. He was on the roof in less than thirty seconds. 

 His attacker had not retreated. They faced off. 

 “Elektra?” Matt said, startled. Blood trickled down his calf. 

 “Stick sent me,” she said. “He thinks you‟re behind in your training. Too much 
time lawyering. Not enough time preparing for what we‟re going to go face. This is the 
end game. If you‟re soft you‟ll die.” 

 “I‟ve been training,” Matt said heatedly. “Maybe you missed the part where I just 
topped a four story building without breaking a sweat.” 

 Elektra shrugged. “Show me,” she said. “If you beat me, then go find Stick, he‟ll 
admit he was wrong.” 
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 “Where is he?” Matt said. 

 “If you‟re ready for the trail to come,” Elektra said with a wicked smile, “you don‟t 
even need to ask.” 

 “Alright,” Matt said, pride stung. “Alright. Let‟s do this then.” 

He tossed his cane in the air, caught it in the middle, twisted it just so and 
pushed a revealed stud. The cane popped apart into two sticks, and Matt sprang at 
Elektra. She held no weapon, and as he whirled the sticks at her in a dazzling series of 
strikes, she let her eyes drift lazily half closed and she synched with him, slapping the 
backs of his hands after she‟d evaded his strikes. As subtle as his broadcasts were, she 
knew what he was doing as he knew, before he knew, for his body was outpacing his 
mind. He lashed out at her with instinct, muscle memory. Steadily, he drove her back 
with his onslaught. 

 She snatched one of his sticks out of his grip at precisely the right moment, as he 
spun. Then the other stick slapped into her rock-hard torso, knocking her back to slide 
with her heels scraping on the roofing tarpaper. She grinned at him. 

 “Not bad,” she said, tossing his stick back to him. “Now let‟s get started.” 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Deep chill radiated from the stone walls of the throne room. She entered 
cautiously, eyes everywhere at once. Her hair was a deep red, her skin a peculiar dark 
blue, her eyes flaring and empty yellow. 

 “My Lord?” she said cautiously. “Primus?” 

 “The world is shifting,” echoed a dim voice. A slim man emerged from behind the 
throne, and he seated himself on it. His eyes were closed, bright pricks of light blazed 
through his eyelids from his pupils. He watched Darkholme dispassionately, with a look 
that could turn lethal in the flick of an eye. 

 “Yes, Lord Primus,” Darkholme said, kneeling. 

 “My fool brother Secundus has once again gone off half-cocked. We are not yet 
ready to make our move. And now his bungled false start has cost us more than we care 
to lose. The vampires were his responsibility.” 

 “He has never tasted perfection, he is too impatient,” Darkholme agreed politely. 

 “Does he suspect you serve me?” Primus asked sharply. 

 “No, he is still ignorant. He has not the patience to lay a trap for me,” she replied. 

 “Good, good,” Primus nodded. “What is his next move?” 

 “He is evasive, confused,” she replied. “He is not sure of the right path.” 

 “We will keep him that way,” Primus said. He gritted his teeth. “I need a way to 
punish him for throwing away decades of work in a few short months. We‟ve spent 
lifetimes on some of these plans, only to see them crumble like sand castles. I wonder if 
he can grasp the magnitude of his failure.” 

 “There is a way to punish him, Lord Primus,” Darkholme said. “You have it nearly 
within your reach.” 
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 “What is that?” Primus inquired. 

 “Through his son,” she replied simply. 

 “His… his son?” Primus said, confused. 

 Darkholme nodded. “The son of Secundus likes to blow things up. He has an 
affinity for violence, for destruction. He is a bitter soldier who is inured to the suffering 
of others. What‟s more, he has been outfitted with some of the most cutting edge 
technology in the world.” 

 “Nathan Cable,” Primus breathed. “In the Illuminati. I should have guessed. Now 
that you lay the signs before me I see them clearly and have no doubt you are right.” 

 “Remember Australia,” Darkholme said. “The club singer. Alex has no idea he got 
her pregnant. It was his power, his connection to the network back in the fifties that 
gave Cable the power he possesses beyond the cybers.” 

 “Excellent,” Primus said. “I will not lightly forget or forgive the Illuminati‟s 
presumption in breaking off contact. This is an excellent opportunity to remind them 
who is their master and also punish Secundus. You are an excellent servant, 
Darkholme.” 

 “I live to serve,” she said with a deep bow. 

* 

 The exchange of blows was nearly soundless as the two ninja squared off after the 
rooftop run. Strike, counterstrike, shift, slash, kick; a fluid ballet swirled the two around 
one another as they each strove for advantage, each move a countermove, a defense and 
a strike. His sticks spun and slashed and thrust, her hands were everywhere as she 
fended each blow away from critical locations. 

 Matt spun away, his chest heaving as he gasped for air. He felt the knots in his 
muscles, the stress that he carried like a wool coat in the rain. He felt burdened by 
thinking, he felt his body laboring to escape his mind and fight unencumbered. But he 
could not do it; the fine point of focus eluded him. Elektra watched him, merriment 
sparkling in her eyes. She sipped the air lightly, warmed up but far from exhausted. 

 “You enjoying this?” Matt snapped acidly. 

 Elektra shrugged. “Stick promised me a day off tomorrow if I hand you your butt,” 
she said. “I do like a day off now and then. Besides,” she added, “he‟s right. You are out 
of shape. And I think he‟s also right about you being more motivated to train if I defeat 
you decisively. Like I‟m about to do. This has gone on long enough. You‟d be dead a 
long time ago if we were playing for keeps.” 

 “Oh, by all means,” Matt snarled, “stop toying with me.” He swept his sticks up 
and readied himself. 

 She hit him like a hurricane; as he slashed at her she was wraithlike as she slid 
around his attacks, but the force of her onslaught knocked one stick from his hand and 
rendered his other arm numb as his elbow nerves went dead under her touch. 

 He sprang away from her, dropping through the glass of a skylight and hissing 
down through the darkness, landing with a roll and popping up gasping for air and 
feeling. He ducked behind a pillar as Elektra dropped down behind him. She pulled a 
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length of weighted chain from her belt and got it spinning, slightly fanning her chin-
length hair as she stalked the center, sniffing for his breath. It was dark, but she was no 
ordinary foe. She was ninja. The dark was her element too. 

 Matt gathered himself. His skin smarted with the force of their fighting, every 
muscle felt stretched or strained, and he was bleeding from a half a dozen cuts. His 
shoes had been lost at some point, and his shirt was a tattered mess. With an impatient 
tug he pulled his tie off, then his radar strobed, looking for Elektra. 

 Close. 

 He dove out of the way as the chain whipped into the side of the pillar, swinging 
the weight around to crack against where his face had been, then retracting. He popped 
up and dove at her. 

 The chain unfurled from her hand, whipping through his reaching fingers and 
smacking into his forehead. She retracted it swiftly, its momentum a living thing in her 
skilled hands. Matt stumbled, his radar skipped a beat, and then she was through his 
defenses and touching his throat— 

* 

 Peter was surprised when a blonde woman opened the door. 

 “Tandy,” he said, surprised. “What are you doing here at Strange‟s place?” 

 “He asked for my help,” she said simply, letting him into the house. She closed the 
door behind him. “I have some experience with dreams, and with helping people 
through them.” 

 “I can use all the help I can get,” Peter muttered. They went up the shadowed 
staircase, down the dim hallway to the impressive double doors at the end. Together, 
they entered Strange‟s Sanctum Sanctorum. 

 “Are you ready?” Strange asked seriously, his fingers steepled. Kravinoff lay in a 
chalk circle on the floor. Peter swallowed hard and nodded. 

 “Okay,” he said. “Let‟s do this.” 

 “I will connect you with Kravinoff‟s dream,” Strange murmured. “Tandy will 
supply you with Light as you need it and as you can find it. When you are ready to 
awaken, she will lead you out.” 

 Peter mutely nodded, then sleep stole over him and he knew no more of the 
waking world. 

  

Glancing around, he found himself in a swelling confusion of jungle, desert, 
Strange‟s house. Mixed in were images of urban streets. A kaleidoscope of insanity 
twirled around him, fragmenting his senses with conflicting images.  

 “No!” he shouted, focusing. “Kravinoff! Where are you!” 

 As he looked around again, he saw a peculiar blood trail hanging in the air, droplets 
quivering as they drifted slightly. Bereft of gravity, they slowly spun in the air instead of 
leaving wet splats on the pavement.  
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 “He‟s a hunter,” Peter murmured to himself. “This is something he can 
understand. A blood trail.” He set his jaw and followed the trail deeper into the 
nightmare. 

 He caught a glimpse of Kravinoff ducking behind a building, a skyscraper that 
sprouted vines and moss, growing out of the sand dunes. Firing a webline, Peter darted 
towards the figure, then swung. He glanced at his hands; saw the peculiar bulging 
muscles, the claws at his fingertips. He felt the darkstone all over him, and realized that 
in Kravinoff‟s dream he would be a monster. 

 One monster. Of many. 

 He skidded to a halt when he landed, and the shadows stirred. 

 Dozens. Dozens of monsters. 

 “Hoo boy,” Peter said as the shadows began to leak monstrosity. “Time for plan 
b.” He let his eyes close for a moment. “In my dreams, combat never works,” he 
whispered. He felt a tingle, and looked down at his right hand. Drifting in the air around 
it was the faintest nimbus of Light. 

 “Rock on,” he said with a grin. He relaxed, letting the Light into his dream image, 
then out through his outlined form. He was lost in the deep shine for time that could 
have been days, could have been seconds. When he was himself again, he was Peter 
Parker and not a monster. He stood on the frozen furrows of a field, a matted scattering 
of harvested corn stalks at his feet, the field stretching away interminably. 

 “No monsters,” he murmured, looking around with a pleased smile. “So far so 
good.” Set as the only interruption to a gently curving horizon, an old clapboard house 
hunched on the hill. Peter felt another presence, and turned to see a boy. 

 No more than ten years old, the boy stood watching him. He wore tough pants, no 
shirt; his black hair was a tousled mess, his eyes bright. In one hand he held a wood 
splitting hatchet. The hatchet and the boy‟s face and chest were bedewed with blood 
spatter. The boy watched him with intense interest. 

 “Hello,” Peter said, squatting down. “Who are you?” 

 “I am Sergei,” the boy said. “Can you feel it?” 

 Peter took a moment, let his senses play the landscape. There were no physical tells 
here, but his spider ghost was equally adept in the realm of dream and shadow. He felt 
the ribbon of dark energy woven through, under, around everything in this place. “I feel 
it,” he replied. “Do you know where Kravinoff is?” 

 The boy nodded. “I must show you the way,” he said seriously. He extended his 
hand to Peter. Peter took the boy‟s hand. Together, they walked back and forth in a 
peculiar pattern across the field, until Peter looked down to see he was standing on a 
road. The road led to the weathered house that brooded on the skyline. 

 “That place drew Kravinoff, and now he cannot escape,” Sergei said. He shook his 
head. “I am afraid. I cannot go there. Better luck this time.” 

 “I understand,” Peter said, feeling the strange dislocation of a dream. “I will go 
after him.” 
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 The boy smiled shyly, then turned and vanished into the fabric of the dream. Peter 
turned his back on the endless field, and followed the road the boy had found for him. 

 As he passed a weathered and ancient sign, he stopped to look at it. The elements 
had long since scoured any useful information off the sign. It hung on short lengths of 
chain from a crooked post with a crosspiece. Peter reached out to stop its slight 
swinging, and he saw his hand was broad and strong. Glancing down, he realized he was 
Kravinoff… with a strange twisting sensation he realized he was both in the past and 
the present simultaneously. He took a deep breath, feeling the deadness of the earth and 
the emptiness of the sky. He knew that the trail from Necra to the dark power at the 
bottom of it all had led him here. Something was ahead; something he half knew but 
was compelled to verify. 

 As he approached the ancient house, he felt the Light fading from him as he sank 
too deep in the hallucination for it to follow. He was close. He was very close. To 
something. 

 Looking down, he saw his own bootprints on the porch. 

 He followed his own tracks. Better luck this time… 

* 

 Rachel had just finished toweling herself off and putting her gear up when Alex 
strolled up to her. 

 “Hey, kid,” he said. “I‟m here to make you a deal.” 

 She looked at him, something cool in her expression. “A deal?” she said. 

 “You have questions,” he said. “I have answers. I want to see how good you really 
are. For each good hit you get on me, I‟ll answer one question for you. I pick the 
question.” 

 “That seems really stupid,” she says. “How about I pick the question.” 

 “No deal,” Alex shrugged. “You want to know what I know, you play by my rules.” 

 For a moment Alex could have sworn Darkholme was looking at him through 
Rachel‟s eyes, then she agreed with a simple nod. She walked over to the weapon rack 
and pulled two bo staves off the wall, tossing one to Alex. They squared off, bowed to 
each other, and settled into stance. 

 He feinted with the staff, but she didn‟t flinch as she circled. He lunged at her, she 
knocked his staff aside and twirled hers around to smash into his knuckles. She backed 
off, the staff in perfect control, and he shook his hand. Bones should have been split 
and smashed by the hit, but he just grinned. 

 “Nice shot,” he said. “Let‟s see, a bit of information. Your father would kill you if 
he knew about you.” 

 “Darkholme already told me that,” Rachel said, exasperated. 

 Alex grinned, spinning his staff and settling. “Then you come to me this time.” 

 She gritted her teeth, then hopped at him. His staff whipped around, but she 
moved hers out of the way and kicked the back of his knee. He whirled and grasped at 
her throat, and she drove her staff down on his instep with tremendous force. She 
ducked out of the way and came up in cat stance. 
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 “A hit, I‟ll admit that,” Alex said, favoring the traumatized foot. “Your mother was 
a redhead.” His grin was infuriating. 

 “Enough of this,” Rachel said. “Defend yourself.” 

 Her staff caught the end of his; it was her weapon of choice, but only a hobby for 
him. He had no idea what hit him as she knocked the balance of the staff off, caught the 
center of it with the reverse sweep, and sent it clattering out of his hands. A sharp 
riposte was blocked, he dove at her and she knocked him aside with a power snap to his 
wrist. Kinetic energy flowed from her hips through her shoulders down her wrists to 
drive the tip of the staff into his groin; Alex grunted as she doubled him up then 
whirled the staff around his chin as she hopped behind him. She threw him with the 
staff, sending him sailing through the air.  

 He managed to land on his feet, furious; his eyes burned with rage as he focused to 
lash out at her with cosmic energies— 

 A telekinetic shunt slammed into his forehead, knocking him back off balance 
again, and like the scythe of death her staff whipped down and slammed across his 
head. He staggered and fell. With a practiced blow, Rachel snapped her staff in half. 
Descending on Alex, she stuck the sharp broken end of the staff on his chest between 
his ribs, hovering over his heart, and her other hand gripped the prone man‟s head.  

 Fury blazed in her eyes every bit as bright as the rage in his. 

 “Enough of this crap. Talk to me or we‟ll see if you can take a stake through the 
heart,” she snarled. 

 A long moment passed between them, then Alex lay his head back on the floor and 
chuckled. His chuckle grew into a laugh. “Very well, you snot,” he said. “Stand down 
and we‟ll talk like civilized people.” 

 She rocked back off of him, stood, and took a few terse steps to the side. Alex 
hauled himself up off the floor, rubbing at his forehead distractedly. He looked at her 
sideways, thinking things through. 

 “I have questions,” Rachel said, her voice steady. “Tell me who my parents were.” 

 “Your mother was Madelyn Pryor. She was a red-headed seductress mind reader 
and telekinetic who has served on the Inner Council of the Hellfire Club until recently, 
when one of her compatriots ran her through with a sword. If you can believe it. Your 
father… Well, his name is Primus. They seduced each other a few years back. You‟re, 
what, almost twenty? Right. There you go. Your father is tied into… into an energy grid, 
for lack of a better explanation. So when he fathered you, some of that energy found its 
way into you. And your mother‟s talents, of course.” 

 Rachel paused for a moment, wondering if she would feel a resonance knowing her 
mother was dead. No deep reaction swelled through her. She looked Alex in the eye. 
“Do my parents know I exist?” 

 “Hell no, as we‟ve been telling you, they‟d hunt you down and get rid of you as a 
liability. Trust me, I know Primus. He doesn‟t allow chinks in his armor. And with your 
power, your potential, you could be a serious threat to him. In fact, I‟m counting on it. 
If you took me on, you‟re ready to take him down. The Parapsychological Studies 
Institute you were a part of was in Primus‟s network. So whoever stole you from Pryor 
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was in the know.” Alex shrugged. “Beyond that it‟s hard to say. You knew the Institute 
was blown up, right?” 

 “What?” Rachel said breathlessly, suddenly numb. 

 Alex nodded. “Yeah, razed to the ground. And Geraint was killed. Xavier is missing 
in action. Tough break,” he grinned. Rachel blinked, surprised by the odd sense of loss 
that washed her at the idea that the Institute no longer cast its shadow over her. 

 Peering at her a moment longer, Alex nodded to himself. “Enough questions,” he 
said. 

 “No,” Rachel replied, setting her jaw, her stance firm. “How do you figure into all 
of this? You aren‟t fully alive or fully undead either.” She paused, studying him. “You‟re 
my uncle, aren‟t you.” 

 His smile showed all his teeth. “Enough Q & A, quisling. Now you‟re steering into 
waters too deep for you. Let it drop.” 

 “You are,” she confirmed, even as Alex strengthened his mind against her probing. 
It was too late to turn back. “Who is the Dark Lord, the one behind you, the one Raven 
is so reverent towards?” 

 “I said that‟s enough,” Alex said softly as his eyes grew serious. 

 “You and your brother weren‟t always tied into this network. Someone, or 
something, did this to you.” She met his eyes, saw the rage slowly building there. “You 
want a rematch for the answers?” she asked coolly, hefting her broken staff. 

 “Don‟t test me, girl,” he breathed. “Sparring is one thing. You pit yourself against 
my will to live and you‟ll be a smoking smear, you got it? Back off.”  

 Rachel nodded, and broke eye contact. “Fine,” she said. “But if I kill my father. 
Then you tell me everything,” she said. 

 “Deal,” Alex said with a feral grin. “You got yourself a deal.” 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Matt was awoken by the sound of his own unconscious groan. His hands felt thick 
and heavy, pain dully thudded through his head in time with his pulse. His senses flared 
out, his radar strobing as his hearing and olfactory filters kicked into overdrive. 

 He hung upside down from his light fixture, a chain around his ankle and the light. 
His fingers almost brushed the carpet. He was in his own living room, and someone just 
closed the door to his fridge. As his alertness swelled out to fill the room, he picked up 
a heartbeat that could belong to no one but Stick. 

 Painfully pulling himself together, Matt contracted his torso and swung up to yank 
himself free of the chain. He dropped gracelessly to the carpet, where he lay content to 
be unmoving. His blood evened out as Stick perched on the couch comfortably and 
observed him. The two blind men simply sensed each other for a long moment, neither 
speaking. 

 Stick swigged at a bottle of water and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.  
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 “What‟s the idea?” Matt demanded, unsure of whether he should struggle against 
his anger or vent it at his teacher. 

 “You swore an oath,” Stick reminded him in his gravely voice. “A blood oath. To 
go with me to the end, to the source, and then do battle.” 

 “Yes I did, and I will,” Matt said, unwrapping the chain from his ankle. “That has 
nothing to do with you ordering Elektra to beat me up.” 

 “Sure it does,” Stick said. He sipped from the bottle. “I need all my students, and I 
need them in top form. I was following your fight. You‟re too slow. Too unfocused. 
Your life is too stressful, you‟re so caught up in your lawyering you‟re a shadow of what 
you used to be. In your prime—“ 

 “That was a long time ago,” Matt snapped, “and I don‟t want to be a full time 
ninja. Not anymore. I don‟t even know why I agreed to join your merry band. I agreed 
to help, not to transform myself into a killing machine.” 

 “When I asked you to make the vow,” Stick said quietly, “I specifically said that 
you wouldn‟t know everything that was required. This is one of those things you didn‟t 
know about. You swore. So you need to scale back this lawyer nonsense and get in 
serious fighting shape. Or you will be killed.” 

 “Is that a threat?” Matt asked, breathless at the possibility Stick would cross a line 
that had never been crossed between them. 

 “Don‟t I wish,” Stick said with a sad shake of his head. “The endgame is near. Our 
enemy is being drawn out to fight personally as we speak. We will have to be well versed 
in the art of the ninja to succeed. The greatest ninja clan I have ever personally known 
died at his hands the last time we fought. If you are not at the top of your form, then 
you will be of little help and a great deal of hindrance to me. You swore the oath. You 
must abide by the terms.” He leaned back with a grin. “How‟s that for a slick bit of law 
mongering?” 

 “So the idea is, if I‟m beaten up by Elektra that will motivate me to hone myself so 
it can‟t happen again,” Matt said, his voice bitter. 

 “Got it in one,” Stick said, standing. He regarded Matt‟s image in his mind for a 
moment. “I couldn‟t bear to see you killed,” he said hoarsely. He turned, and vanished 
from the apartment and Matt‟s senses. 

 Matt lay on the floor, pain streaking through every corner of his body. He let his 
eyes drift close as he kicked the chain away. Breathe in, breathe out. 

 The pain didn‟t go away. 

* 

 Peter pushed the front door open; weather had warped the door so that it creaked 
and sagged on its hinges. It unevenly groaned as it swung open. 

 A fleshy pulse rolled through the sky and earth and house, and Peter reeled with a 
stab of sharp pain. He heard a whisper on the wind; “Hurry,” it murmured in a voice 
very like Tandy‟s. Peter realized Kravinoff was dying in spite of Strange‟s efforts. He 
wondered how much strain his very presence here caused Kravinoff‟s ruptured psyche. 
Setting his jaw, he stepped into the dim house. 
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 His boot prints led down the hall. Small drifts of dead leaves and mouse bones 
lined the hallway. He followed his prints, around to a small closet set under the stairs. 
He opened the closet, peered inside. There was no light and no dark, just a shadowless 
dull gleam to everything that rendered it surreal. Peter saw a small trap door at the back 
of the floor in the small closet. Kneeling, he wedged himself into the closet and 
managed to open the door. It creaked as he hefted it open. There was just enough room 
for his massy frame to squeeze through. He lowered his head first, glancing around in 
the dimness below. 

 Below was a staircase. He heard and eerie murmur hanging in the air below, almost 
as though it had been uttered once and now it drifted around like smoke, unable to find 
a way to disperse. He squeezed through the opening and dropped, taking a few 
uncertain steps down the stairs. 

 A man stood before him. Slowly, Peter edged around the man to look at his face. 
He gasped. 

 It was Kravinoff. Or, perhaps, as Kravinoff would look in another thirty years. His 
eyes were sunken, his cheeks hollow, his sanity shattered and in pieces in the haunted 
depths of his eyes. He was muttering in Russian, and Peter understood only the gist of 
the mindless repetition, and then only because he was in Kravinoff‟s dream.  

 The lair of the beast, Kravinoff mouthed. This is the lair of the beast. 

 “It‟s going to be alright,” Peter said, disconcerted as he heard Kravinoff‟s voice. He 
took Kravinoff‟s blasted form by the shoulders, still awed by his huge arms and hands. 
“It‟s time for us to leave.” 

 With that, there was a peculiar sense of suction, and Peter staggered slightly as 
Kravinoff merged two of his forms. Senseless, the big man slumped to the ground. 
Peter realized he had disabled the core of the hallucination. 

 Time to go. 

 He scooped Kravinoff up, and slipped up through the trapdoor lugging Kravinoff‟s 
body. He sprang out of the house as it began to twist slightly, and groan. Peter realized 
something dark was waking up in that house. Something disturbed. Something that he 
wanted to avoid at all costs. The building creaked, almost as though it was sniffing for 
him. 

 Peter felt a Light growing in the air before him, and he ran into it. 

 

 Kravinoff‟s eyes rolled half open and then closed, like an unconscious blink. He fell 
into a deep and natural sleep. Strange leaned back, the taut lines on his face attesting to 
the struggle he had undergone keeping Kravinoff alive through Peter‟s psychic surgery. 

 Tandy smiled down at Peter as his eyelids fluttered, then he opened his eyes in a 
daze. “I‟m back,” he whispered, relief flooding him. “Hot damn that man‟s head is a 
creepy place to tiptoe around.” 

 “What did you discover?” Strange asked tersely. “What image was so critical to 
him?” 

 “Truth?” Peter said. “I have no idea. There was an old creepy house with a 
trapdoor leading down to some stairs. A beast was lairing there, it woke up as I was 
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leaving with Kravinoff. There was some… some wacky stuff. I don‟t rightly understand 
it all myself,” Peter said, trying to work out how to explain the haze of images that 
crowded in his memory like ghosts around prayer. 

 “Anything you can recall,” Strange said, leaning back and steepling his fingers. 

 “I was met by a young Kravinoff,” Peter said slowly. “I sort of became Kravinoff. 
There was this weird… we had to find our way in somehow. I don‟t know how to 
explain it. And then this creepy farmhouse, there was no road until we found the road, 
but nothing blocked line of sight as far as you could see.” He shivered. “There was 
nothing to be afraid of. But… my hands are shaking.” He looked down at them, 
watched them tremble slightly. He looked at Strange. “Whatever he found there, it 
blasted his mind. His instinct took over and carried him to safety. I‟ve seen it myself,” 
he added ruefully. “When he comes around we may be able to get better answers.” 

 “I dare not wake him before he is ready to be awake,” Strange said, eyeing 
Kravinoff. “We may not have the luxury of time on this. I will meditate on what you 
have told me.” 

 “Glad to be of service,” Peter nodded. “So… he‟ll be okay now, right?” 

 “He will,” Strange nodded. “I will see to it.” 

 Peter, Tandy, and Strange rose to their feet. Peter gave Tandy a big hug. 

 “You are so awesome,” he said. “Thanks for the Light. You saved my life in there.” 

 “Anytime,” she replied with a winning smile. “By the way, Mary Jane is downstairs. 
She couldn‟t wait at home.” 

 “Cool,” Peter said. “You need anything else?” he asked quickly. 

 “You are free,” Strange nodded. “Thank you for your help.” 

 Peter grinned at him, then trotted out of the Sanctum, down the hall, the stairs, to 
the kitchen. 

 Mary Jane turned in her pacing and saw him. She ran to him and hugged him 
fiercely. 

 “Glad you‟re all in one piece,” she said, her voice muffled in his shirt. 

 “No sweat,” Peter lied. “Hey, the night is young. You still up for that movie?” 

 She pulled away from him, still gripping his shoulders, and she sniffled back her 
unshed tears. “You got it, bucko,” she said. “After dinner. I‟m hungry again.” 

 “Great,” Peter nodded. “Uh, nothing horror or action, okay?” he said 
uncomfortably. “Maybe a romantic comedy or something.” 

 “What a perfect husband,” Mary Jane said, her eyes bright and her voice unsteady. 
Peter smiled as she pulled him into another hug. 

* 

 Chilly darkness radiated from the doorway that led into the stone chamber. The 
man who cautiously approached was on the tallish side, his chestnut hair streaked with 
white at the temples, his eyes overflowing with the brilliance of his intellect. With the 
cautious instinct of an archeologist, he approached the doorway. 
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 “Enter, Reed Richards, Grand Master of the Seventh Seal,” echoed a cold voice. 

 Reed stepped into the room, and he allowed a little Light to spill from his eyes. He 
saw the concealed form of Primus on the throne. He straightened. 

 “Your summons were, shall we say, to the point and unflattering,” Reed said. 
“What is it you want of us?” 

 “For one,” Primus said in a voice that was so detached it was almost lazy, “I told 
you to enter my presence alone.” His eyelids cracked just slightly, and a towering blast 
of primal energy flowed from him, blaring out across distance in a heartbeat. An 
invisible figure was delineated in the flash of incomprehensible power, and she 
screamed with all the force of a death cry as she was flung back to smash against a pillar. 
She toppled to the floor, blood oozing from her torn and broken body. 

 Reed was white to the lips and he rushed to her side, kneeling, horrified. “No,” he 
whispered. 

 “She lives,” Primus said in an emotionless voice. “If you want to fight, I swear I 
will kill all four of you.” 

 “What do you want of me?” Reed demanded, his voice anguished as he cradled the 
badly wounded woman. 

 “I‟m not sure how you thought I would react to your sudden cold shoulder. I must 
wonder what you thought I‟d do when you made it clear that you wanted nothing 
further to do with me. After all, we had an agreement.” 

 As the blood seeped out of the wounded woman, Reed bit back half a dozen 
replies. “I apologize. That should have been handled differently,” he forced out. “What 
will make it right between us?” 

 “Simply one thing,” Primus murmured. “I want Cable to be made available to me 
for a mission. Just one mission. The loss of your precious Illuminati is a trifling thing to 
me, so I ask a trifle in return. I will be in touch with the time and the place.” 

 “That is acceptable,” Reed said, desperation in his voice. “May I go?” 

 Primus nodded. “Remember,” he said, his voice ringing against the stone walls. 
“She would not be injured if you had followed my instruction. Her punishment is a 
foretaste of what will happen if you try to double cross me again.” 

 Reed scooped the formerly invisible girl up in his arms and quickly left. Primus 
watched him go with a bemused smile, and he shook his head. “Obedience is hard to 
come by,” he murmured to himself. 

 

 Reed crossed the parking lot in two impossible strides as time and space seemed to 
bend around him. He opened the cockpit and lowered the broken woman into her seat. 
In the back, a hulking hooded figure looked up, his bright blue eyes stark contrast to the 
granite of his face. The other figure was a slim young man who looked singularly 
disconcerted at the woman‟s condition. 

 “She‟ll be alright,” Reed said tersely. “Internal bleeding, half a dozen broken bones, 
extensive burns and abrasions, and a spinal fracture. In twenty minutes we‟ll be to one 
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of our facilities where I can make her right in a few days.” He was already in the quinjet, 
and under his expert control it streaked up away from the parking lot and into the night. 

 “What did the Seer of Light want with us?” the blonde man demanded. 

 “He wants us to send Cable on one task for him, and all between us is ended,” 
Reed said. “It seems a fair arrangement, but I suspect Cable may not survive. Ben, what 
is your read on all this?” 

 The stone giant bowed his head for a moment, then sighed. “Send him,” he 
intoned, his voice deep and harsh. “This, finally, is the purpose for which he was born, 
the destiny that lay on his soul before its fashioning. He is going to his destiny.” 

 Reed nodded with a small sigh himself, somewhat relieved. 

 “However,” Ben added gravely. “Say any goodbyes you need to before he goes…” 

* 

 Darkholme catfooted reverently into the dark room, kneeling and then pressing her 
forehead against the stone and waiting patiently for the great one whose presence she 
had entered to acknowledge her. 

 Some time passed before she heard the shifting of a mighty form in the dimness 
above her. “You have come to me,” the sibilant voice murmured, echoes slithering 
around her like a net. “Rise.” 

 She swiftly complied, rising to one knee. “My Lord,” she said. “All is ready. Nathan 
and Rachel are positioned, Primus knows of Nathan and Secundus knows of Rachel. 
Neither knows of their own offspring. At long last your plan is prepared. The Brothers 
will war upon one another and one will emerge triumphant.” 

 Her master chuckled, a sound that sent shivers of fear and respect through 
Darkholme‟s body. “Perhaps,” he murmured. “Or they will destroy one another. Primus 
has selected the location, naturally. Secundus will find him there. That has always been 
the way of it, will always be the way of it, until one destroys the other. Primus acts, 
Secundus reacts. Primus initiates, Secundus adapts. So too will it be here.”  

 Darkholme averted her eyes as her master rose from his seat with a rustle. “Now,” 
her master said, “we will see if Primus frees his planning from the rash Secundus, or if 
Secundus is finally freed of the burdensome and interminable planning of Primus. This 
is delightful,” he concluded, his voice full of his smile. “Enough proxies, enough chess, 
enough scheming. The Brothers will do battle. One will emerge triumphant. And only 
one.” 

 “I will see to it, My Lord,” Darkholme said, pressing her forehead to the ground 
once again. 

 “No need,” her Master said airily. “I have…other arrangements in place.” 

 She swallowed hard. “My Lord,” she said. “Do you know who will win?” 

 “Of course,” he said benignly. “But be warned. There will be an atmosphere where 
any betrayal is possible. I warn you of this because I want you to go far away, under 
cover. You are far too useful to me to get involved in all of this and killed because of a 
temporary lapse in judgment. You have betrayed both Brothers, and it is time for you to 
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leave before you betray me as well.” His kind voice was even more chilling than any 
threat could have been. 

 “Yes, My Lord,” Darkholme said, no trace of resentment or anger in her voice. If 
anything, she was grateful. 

 “You are dismissed,” he murmured in a voice that penetrated her to the bone. She 
stood in a fluid motion and vanished into the darkness.  

 Her master turned to his screens, glancing from one to another, bemused as the 
variables spun around his central assumptions. A smile toyed with his face. 

 “Ah,” he sighed. “At last. At last we will meet, Strange,” he murmured. “Our 
meeting has been too long delayed…” 

 His laugh swelled and rolled around the chamber, bursting free into the night sky 
and ringing through the ether. 

 Soon. 
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The Sundering 
 

September 10 

 “This is my first mission in Nebraska,” the gruff and bulky man said as he ran a 
hand through his white hair. He glanced out over the abandoned amusement park. A 
full moon painted the scene in black and white. 

 “You understand your situation,” the man in the shadows said to him. “Your part 
is vital, Cable.” 

 Cable looked at him. “I know you had to lean on the Illuminati to send me here,” 
he said. “I would have come anyway. The Project was going to cut all my living tissue 
off and make me into a robot. If I hadn‟t been rescued, I‟d be dead or worse. I blew up 
their base, but… I‟ve been itching to take a shot at the head honcho for a long time 
now.” 

 “Then go get in position,” the shadowed figure said, his voice flowing from him. 
“Our guests are almost here.” 

 Cable looked at the other man‟s closed eyes, at the hellish blaze of pupils that 
shone through the eyelids. He nodded. Then he picked up his personal arsenal and 
jogged through the ruin of the amusement park. 

 

 Car doors slammed. The tall and broad-shouldered blonde man stepped away from 
the car, his gaze drinking in the abandoned scene before him. Joining him was a 
teenager, red-headed and slim. She shivered and rubbed her upper arms as she glanced 
around, nerves on edge. The broad man flared his nostrils and narrowed his eyes, 
memories flitting through his mind that re-animated the dead amusement park before 
them. 

 “Are you sure this is the right place, Alex?” she asked, her voice tight. 

 He nodded. “Even if I couldn‟t feel my brother, I‟d know this was the place,” he 
said. “We have history here. Can‟t you feel it? Can‟t you feel the death, the ghosts in the 
wind? Primus draws the spirits of the dead with his power, just like a torch draws 
moths.” 

 “You don‟t?” the redhead asked quietly. 

 “Not to the same degree,” Alex said. “I was not… gifted to the same depth. He 
fancies himself Primus, and he thinks I should be Secundus.” He shook his head. “Like 
I need more constant reminders of what my place is supposed to be. All that changes 
tonight.” He rubbed his hands together. “Time to revise the business card. You up for 
this, Rachel?” 

 “It‟s what I was trained to do,” she said firmly. “Let‟s get it over with.” 

 They walked past the faded and weather-warped sign that read “Pleasure Park” and 
into the carnival‟s fenced in enclosure. Ancient rides rotted in place, stalls and shops sat 
empty and sagging. Tension smoldered in the air; it was only a matter of time until 
violence erupted. 
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 In the shadows, far beyond the edge of the enclosure, five hooded ninja were one 
with the shadow. 

 “We could ha done it right dere,” one of them whispered. “Jus kill him bang like 
dat.” He was tense. 

 “No,” the shortest one said simply. “We wait. There‟ll be a better chance.” 

 The conversation was over. The ninja motionlessly waited. 

 

 With a streak of plasma, a sniper on the ferris wheel opened up on Alex. Rachel 
was in front of Alex in a moment, on one knee, her telekinetics shunting the blast aside 
to carve a gouge in the earth. Alex wasted no time in retaliating; a connection sprang 
between the wheel and his energies, and then with a tremendous gust of energy that 
shot between them like a lens flare, the ferris wheel was blasted. It rocked right out of 
its supports and toppled, smashing to bits and bursting into flame with the irresistible 
might of the cosmic blast. 

 “Is he coming closer or going further away?” Alex asked. 

 “I… I can‟t tell,” Rachel said, startled. “Something is blocking his mind, I just 
get… I get something like static,” she said. She shook her head, brow furrowed.  

 “Of course Primus would be prepared,” Alex growled sullenly. He said nothing 
further as he prowled deeper into the small amusement park. Then he stopped, and 
looked at a disintegrating and dilapidated House of Mirrors. In a casual gesture, he lined 
his palm up with it and whipped out a connection. Cosmic energies flowed from him to 
the mirror house, and it detonated and scattered with the force of the uncontainable 
power Alex wielded. Alex turned from the simmering wreckage. 

 “It‟s not about perspective anymore, brother!” he shouted. “It‟s about power! It‟s 
time to drop the mind games and rule the world! If you can‟t see that, the Dark Lord 
can!” He slowly turned, studying his surroundings. “It‟s time for me to take my rightful 
place as the heir to the Dark Lord.” 

 “You will call me Primus,” echoed a cold voice from the shadows. Finally, two 
mini-nova blazes of light were visible in the darkness, and a slim man stepped out in the 
open. His eyes were closed, but the light of his pupils shone through his thin eyelids. 

 Alex faced him. “Finally, after all these decades, you decide to stand and fight,” he 
sneered. 

 “We cannot kill each other, Secundus,” Primus reminded him. “We draw from the 
same network.” 

 “True,” Alex conceded. “But that‟s the energies. I‟m Alex, not Secundus. After 
tonight, if I‟m called anything but Alex, it‟ll be Primus. I figure I‟ll just take your head 
off,” he said, reaching into his coat and drawing out a katana. He twirled it once. 
“Figure that‟ll work?” 

 Primus was silent, fury rolling from him in chill waves. “You seem bent on dying,” 
he said tightly. 
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 “First, a warmup,” Alex said with a vicious grin. “I found somebody that can kill 
you for me.” 

 Rachel sprang from the shadows. Primus whirled with the combat skill and speed 
of a panther, and tagged her with a controlled optic blast. To his surprise, the blast 
spattered off her telekinetic shield, and she was in striking distance. Her blade whipped 
forward, right towards his heart. He snapped his arm up, the blade punched through his 
forearm. Then he opened his eyes and caught Rachel with a dead-on full power blast. 
She was picked up off her feet and flung through several buildings, her telekinetic shield 
burst and her body bloodied. 

 For a long moment all was silent, then they heard the pitter patter of running feet.  

 “She‟s still alive,” Primus noted. 

 “Well, she has been trained for this for quite a few months now, and she‟s always 
been a warrior,” Alex said.  

 A long moment passed between them.  

 “It doesn‟t have to be this way,” Primus said quietly. “All you have to do is 
apologize, accept your punishment for disobedience, and we can start rebuilding 
everything your impatience has destroyed.” 

 Alex stared at him. “Killing you is too merciful,” he gritted out. “My assassin will 
kill you anyway. You know why? Because she‟s fighting for her life,” he said with a grin 
that leaked spite. “After all, if you had a daughter and the Dark Lord knew, wouldn‟t 
you try to kill her?” 

 Primus stared at him, the implication striking him. For a solid second, he was too 
stunned to react. 

 Swift as a shadow, Rachel‟s bloody form sprang from the shadows, gripping a pair 
of splintered stakes. Primus registered her presence as she drew her arm back for a 
lethal strike to the heart— 

 Gunfire blazed in the shadows. Bullets slammed into Rachel‟s ribs, her head, her 
arm, her legs. In a matter of seconds the two fully automatic weapons had sent her 
flying back through the air, bullets pounding through her, holing vital organs and 
shattering load-bearing bones. Several rounds burst out the back of her head. Her 
corpse thudded to the ground, and Cable stepped out of the shadows with his guns 
steaming and smoking. 

 Cable squared off with Alex. Alex probed him with the peculiar energies of his 
cosmic power, and found a telekinetic field that buzzed and swarmed around Cable, 
making it difficult for him to lock on. Cable let him probe, guns at his sides, savoring 
the showdown. 

 Primus rushed to Rachel and cradled her bullet-riddled form in his arms, her blood 
still hot as it oozed and gushed from her, smearing Primus. He touched her face with 
trembling fingers. “I never knew,” he whispered to her. “I never knew.” One of her 
eyes had been shot out, but he closed the other gently with his fingertips. “You… you 
have your mother‟s eyes,” he managed to say around the lump that rose in his throat. 

 “Director of the Project,” Cable‟s harsh voice rang out. “You‟re the one that gave 
Fury the order to chop me up. He didn‟t like it, but he was a good soldier. So he issued 
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the order to strip the last of my humanity. And you knew better. This time the game 
piece got moved up to the board you‟re playing on. And I‟ve been prepared for this.” 
He holstered one of his hand cannons and reloaded the other. “Let‟s go.” 

 Alex shook his head and chuckled. “You‟re so cute,” he said. “Bullets. Honestly. 
Well, let‟s kick this off.” 

 A roaring blaze, a searing line of energy tore the night and curled the air itself with 
the violence of its unleashing. Like a streak of nuclear fire the bolt slammed into Cable‟s 
back, propelling him with unnatural speed in a flat arc to slam into Alex. Both of them 
flew back and bashed through several buildings. 

 Alex‟s ears were still ringing as he heard Primus‟s voice. 

 “I want you to know what it‟s like,” Primus said in a voice like cracking ice. 
“Having your child die in your arms.” 

 “What, this?” Alex said, shoving Cable off of him. Cable groaned faintly; his cybers 
were fused, his flesh broken and torn, but he clung stubbornly to life. Alex stood, 
casually brushing himself off. He looked back through the buildings they had slammed 
through to see Primus striding towards him, riding the momentum of his fury. 

 “Hah,” Alex said. He gestured at Cable. “He doesn‟t matter. My legacy will be my 
empire, not some sad genetic byproduct of sex.” He hesitated. 

 He had never sensed anything like the rage that burned in Primus now. 

 For the first time that night, he tasted fear. 

 “Tonight,” Primus growled in a voice too soft not to send ripples of fear up and 
down the spine, “the Dark Lord does not matter. I will get revenge. I think of what I 
would have told her, what I could have taught her. But she was alone in this world. 
Surrounded only by creatures like you.” His voice trembled, but it was no longer with 
sorrow. There was no room for anything but rage in him now; beyond rage, wrath. “It 
seems I must be stripped of those near me. A daughter. A lover. Now it is time 
for…my brother…to join them.” 

 Energy leaped between them, and their energies locked against each other. Both 
pulled as deeply as they were able on the depthless reserves and networks that they were 
tied to. Around the world, buildings crumbled. Old men and women died. Children 
screamed. Streets cracked. Shadows boiled. Energy gushed to where the two men 
squared off, screaming, pounding all the power they could into a scintillating 
devastation that flattened everything around them. 

 Alex tried to focus enough to draw his blade in the midst of the maelstrom of 
energy. Primus lost himself in his rage. Power twisted out of control as they poured the 
network through their flesh frames. 

 Reality whined and strained as impossible energy bored through time and space. 

 Something had to give. 

* 

 In New York, Strange‟s eyes shot open as his meditation was shattered by a 
massive disruption in the flow of the ley lines, the geomantic energy of the earth.  
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 “Now it is time,” he breathed. His astral form lifted from him, released with a 
thought. Whirling through dimensions on a practiced route, Strange‟s form appeared to 
his apprentice in her pocket dimension. 

 Illyana, he whispered. Get my body. It is time. 

 The goat-footed blonde sprang from her throne and gestured, a wreath of dark 
flame swirled around the stepping disk that snatched Strange‟s body from his home and 
brought it to her dimension. Strange‟s astral form slipped back into flesh, and he joined 
her by her scrying pool. 

 “Go time,” she said nervously, rubbing her hands together as images flickered in 
her scry. She conjured another stepping disk, and another woman joined them. The 
newcomer blinked in surprise. Her strawberry blonde hair was cut chin length. She 
looked at Strange questioningly. 

 “It is time for the end game,” Strange said, his saturnine features almost alien as he 
focused on the scrying pool. “There,” he said, guiding the scry. 

 A wash of energy blazed through the scry, singing Strange and Illyana as they threw 
themselves back. 

 “What the hell are they doing?!” Illyana demanded, breathless. 

 “Are you ready, Valeria?” Strange asked her. She nodded resolutely. 

 “Right,” Strange said. “On my mark, Illyana, take us there.” 

* 

 Alex felt fear building in him as strips and flakes of skin whirled off of him and off 
of Primus. They were locked in energies that were twisting out of their control. It 
seemed sure that one of them would die, and as the infinite seconds thudded past they 
were more and more inextricably locked. 

 He did not hear Cable‟s dying body shift. He did not hear the gun cock. But when 
the bullets slapped into his back, he gasped in pain and surprise. 

 The wild energies slid out of his control, and suddenly Primus had all the power. 

 Alex was torn and shredded, bullets still smacking into him as he sailed through 
space, spinning like a broken doll away from his brother‟s wrath. He slammed down 
somewhere in the wreckage. 

 Primus redirected the beam to wash over Cable, destroying him as a bonfire 
destroys a snowflake. Then he released the energy he had pulled from the network. He 
slumped to the ground, freely bleeding, half alive and barely conscious. 

 With a snap hiss, a stepping disk flared. It sliced neatly through the sagging and 
violated reality that swathed the battlefield. Strange and Valeria stood back to back, 
surveying the battlefield. 

 “About… time,” Primus managed. He choked, and spat blood. “About time you 
showed up,” he said, weary to the bone. “It may come to battle, but let us talk together 
for a time.” 

 Strange crossed his arms and looked into the dim glow of the pupils that shone 
through Primus‟s eyelids. “Very well,” he said. “Talk.” 
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 “As you may or may not know, I am Primus,” the slumped figure said slowly, 
gathering what energy he could in this spent place. “I just fought with my brother, 
Secundus. I triumphed. We fought to see whether subtlety or power would win the day. 
Subtlety won, but as always at too high a cost. Decades of work,” he said, shaking his 
head. “Lifetimes of planning, lost to my brother‟s impatience. And now… now I am 
alone.” 

 Strange said nothing, waiting, letting the wasted creature before him speak. Silence 
echoed across the destroyed amusement park. Rubble lay in a swathe around them, no 
building still stood. 

 “You don‟t seem surprised to see us,” Strange noted. 

 “I know you,” Primus said, his bloody grin eerie. “You have crossed my designs a 
few times. And the Dark Lord knew that you would be drawn to the final conflict. After 
all, you are the Keeper of the Balance, the Sorcerer Supreme, and my Dark Lord is 
about changing that balance. Of course he knew of you. He learned of you.” Primus 
sighed. “If I continue along my path I will be alone even as the Dark Lord is alone. 
Surrounded by threats, including my allies… caught in the forever twisting labyrinth of 
power struggles.” 

 His glowing pupils met Strange‟s gaze. “I‟ve been buried in the web of shadows for 
so long I‟ve forgotten entirely the look and feel of sunlight,” he breathed. “It weakens 
my connection to the network, so I simply avoid it. It shortens my life. But why live?” 
he asked, looking down at the ground, “If this is all there is, it is not enough. 
Secundus… Alex… he was right. If I had known of my daughter, I would have sought 
her out and killed her. My own daughter. I didn‟t dare admit my love for Pryor while 
she lived. She would have been used as a weapon against me. I am weary. I fear I have 
lived too long. But…” 

 He covered his head with his bleeding hands. “I dare not lose and give the entire 
network over to my brother or to the Dark Lord. I cannot win, Strange. If I do not take 
advantage of my brother‟s weakness, the Dark Lord will punish or kill me. There is no 
way out.” 

 “Who are you?” Strange asked quietly. “The earth spirits will not speak your name. 
Who is the Dark Lord you serve? Answer, and I may be able to help you.” 

 Each passing second brought Primus more power as the violated and burst 
network recovered itself. He seemed less human as energy trickled into him, making 
him something greater. “The Dark Lord is a vampire, or was a vampire. Difficult to tell 
if he has transcended his origin or not, or whether he was something else that was 
diseased with vampirism. I am Primus, his most powerful servant. I share his 
connection to the networks, though I have limited mastery at best. You cannot defeat 
the Dark Lord, Strange. He is ancient beyond reckoning, tied to a hundred thousand 
networks that he can move through at will, he is cunning and invulnerable and 
unstoppable. He knows of you, he will be ready for you.” Primus shook his head. “You 
can not win against him.” 

 “Yet I mean to try,” Strange said calmly. “Will you help us, or hinder us?” he asked. 
“I offer you a brighter path.” 

 Primus pondered the question. Still on his knees, he looked over at Strange‟s 
outstretched hand. 



 

740 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Alex staggered over the toppled fence of the ruin of the amusement park. He 
stumbled across the hard dirt road, headed for the endless furrows of the cornfield. 
Then he stopped, and slowly turned. 

 A man in black garb with a hood that revealed only his dark eyes stood on the road, 
swaying and weak. 

 “You,” Alex breathed. “Why are you in my network?” He felt the slow pulse of the 
figure before him. Then he blinked, and spun around. Five ninja stood in a circle, 
staring at him. Three of them flared to his unique sight, part of his network. Another 
resonated with the network, an indirect tie. 

 He chuckled, blood pushed out of his mouth to run down his chin. “A pajama 
party. How fabulous. Well, Hitachi, I knew after you rescued Remy from my clutches 
you‟d make your move. You made that much clear, you runt. So how‟s your archery 
these days?” He pressed his hand against his bleeding side, his smile hard. 

 “Unbelievable at thirty feet,” Stick said hoarsely. “Been a long time since we talked, 
Alex.” 

 “I killed your fully trained ninja band then, but now you just have a handful of half-
assed ninjas.” 

 “You are not at the top of your form either,” Stick shrugged. “Bo. Your time has 
come.” 

 “Ah, Remy,” Alex said, turning as one of the ninja pulled off his hood. His hair was 
wild, his eyes dark with red irises. “I simply did as you asked.” 

 “Den die,” Remy spat, “dat‟s what I want now.” 

 “You idiot,” Alex said patiently. Then he gasped. Stick had darted up behind him, 
touched him here, there, there; Alex‟s breath left him more suddenly than if he had been 
punched.  

 “Now, while he is mortal,” Stick snapped. Alex staggered, disconnected from his 
network for a second. 

 Remy darted forward, his sword describing a silvered glimmering arc in the 
moonlight. 

 Alex‟s head seemed to leap off his shoulders, and his body toppled on the road. A 
second later, his head thudded to the frozen earth. 

 Remy‟s breathing was shallow and uneven, his eyes bright. “I killed de devil,” he 
whispered to himself, and as his eyes slid closed a single tear streaked down his cheek. 
His lip trembled as he smiled to himself. “At last, it be over.” 

 “No,” Stick replied. “Put your hood back on.” 

 Remy put his hood on, and Stick cleared his throat. “There‟s another one we gotta 
kill. Deeper in. Then we‟ll be done.” 
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 With a peculiar snap hiss, a disk of pale dark energy wreathed in eldritch fire 
streaked the night. In its wake stood a sorceress with goatish legs, silver armor, horns, 
and a sword. She leveled the sword at the five hooded ninja. 

 “Okay,” she said, “I somehow knew there‟d be ninja involved. Let‟s dance.” 

 “Wait,” Stick said, raising his hand as the others braced for battle. “Wait please. 
Illyana. Now you are going to go after the Dark Lord himself, in the company of 
Strange. We will follow and assist. Blaze the trail and we will aid you when you need it 
most. Do not tell Strange.” He bowed to her, then one of the others flung a small glass 
globe to the hard earth. Smoke billowed, and the ninja were gone. 

 “How many clans do they have?” Illyana complained, waving the smoke away with a 
grimace. Then she stopped. One ninja remained. “You want some?” she asked, arching 
an eyebrow and raising her sword. 

 The ninja pulled her hood off, and Illyana gasped. “Silent?” 

 “Yes,” Elektra nodded. “You can trust Stick. He is secretive and unpleasant, but he 
is one of the good guys. Do not tell Strange. I don‟t know why not, but Stick has his 
reasons.” 

 Illyana gestured, whispering an invocation to Agamotto. Silent was subtly different 
than when Illyana had seen her last, but the changes were all improvements. She 
nodded. 

 “I trust you,” she said.  

 Elektra stepped up into her personal space. “How much?” she breathed. 

 “Maybe not that much,” Illyana said nervously. 

 In a single swift motion, Elektra put a hand behind Illyana‟s neck and ducked in for 
a swift kiss. Her tongue was warm and soft, and Illyana barely registered what was 
happening before it was over. Her mouth tingled and she rubbed at it with the back of 
her hand as she bounded back on her agile hooves. 

 “Okay, that‟s uncalled for,” she snapped. But her voice had a peculiar psychic echo, 
and she blinked. 

 I will be in touch, Silent thought to her without speaking. Illyana raised her sword, 
uncertain. It is the Silent Speech, Elektra clarified, and we will meet again very soon. The world 
blurred for just a moment, and Elektra had concealed herself.  

 Illyana looked around cautiously one last time, then headed back towards the center 
of the ruin that had been an amusement park. Maybe Strange didn‟t need to know about 
this… 

* 

 “Did you feel it?” Primus asked with a wry smile. “My brother. Disconnected from 
the web of shadows, then slain. The Dark Lord works swiftly when it suits him.” He 
heaved a sigh, and looked at Strange, his pupils growing brighter though his closed 
eyelids. “I will help you,” he said firmly. “Whatever the cost. But first…” he hesitated. 
“I must see to the burial. Of my… of my daughter. I want to do it under the sun. With 
my hands.” He glanced down at his open, bloody hands. “I want to see what my mortal 
frame can do. Besides host undead energies.” 
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 Illyana hopped up on a pile of rubble and squatted with her goat legs. “Good. Let‟s 
all port back to New York. It‟s not safe here,” she said, sniffing the air and glancing 
around. 

 “No,” Primus said quickly. “To dislocate from Prime, even briefly, is very painful. I 
am still partly human, but now I am also partly undead. My power comes from the web 
of shadows the Dark Lord has spun, and I sip power from it because he permits me to. 
To be disconnected,” he said, shaking his head, “is hard on my system.” 

 “Are we close to this Dark Lord?” Illyana asked. “Maybe we should finish it 
tonight.” 

 “No,” Primus said wearily. “He has known this day is coming, we won‟t take him 
by surprise. Better to be thinking clearly and fully rested.” 

 “Can you handle sunlight?” Illyana asked. 

 “Enough,” he shrugged. “It is a bit painful, but… under the circumstances, I 
welcome it. Sunlight brings a taste of freedom I have long been denied by power lust.” 

 Strange nodded. “Illyana, take us back. Valeria, will you watch over Primus 
tonight?” 

 She nodded. “I will,” she said. She held up her cell phone. “I‟ll let you know if 
there are any problems.” 

 “Then we shall meet again tomorrow,” Strange said. Illyana gestured, and a 
stepping disk carried them away, leaving Primus and Valeria alone. 

 Valeria sighed, looking up into the full moon. Then she looked at Primus. 

 “Hello,” she said, “my name is Valeria von Doom. Pleased to meet you.” 

 “Scott Summers,” he said with a rueful smile. “I am no longer Primus. And the 
pleasure is mine.” 

 She hesitated. “I… know the pain of trying to connect with others and failing. If 
anyone can help you, it‟s Strange.” 

 “Indeed,” murmured a slithering voice in the shadows. Valeria spun as a tall, dark 
figure rose effortlessly from the deep shadow behind a pile of steaming rubble. The 
shadow looked at Valeria. 

 “Do not interfere,” he whispered in a sibilant voice. “We will meet again 
tomorrow. But there‟s no sense making it easy for you.” He gestured at Scott, who 
staggered and fell over with a small cry. 

 “If you are determined to betray me,” the shadow chuckled to Scott, “do it 
properly.” Then the shadow sank back among other shadows, and the two were alone. 

 “Scott, are you alright?” Valeria asked with concern, kneeling at his side. 

 “C-cold,” he managed. He rolled over and pointed his sightless eyes at her. His 
pupils no longer glowed. He blinked, his eyes fluttered open. Irises and pupils had been 
burned out of them by the vast power he had wielded. 

 “I‟m blind,” he whispered, panic in his voice. “The network—energies—all gone!” 

 “Don‟t worry,” Valeria said, glancing around as she pulled out her cell phone. “I‟ll 
get us some shelter for the night.” 
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 “This changes nothing,” Scott said, his voice hard. “The Dark Lord always knows 
what‟s going on, but I can‟t let that hinder me. One of us must die this time. I must not 
waver in my conviction.” 

 “And if you do somehow miraculously kill him, what then?” Valeria asked, trying 
to keep the edge out of her voice. Assassination. Never the first choice. 

 “Then I try to live out my mortal days,” Scott whispered. He shook his head. “It 
doesn‟t matter,” he said in a stronger voice. “I don‟t expect to survive.” 

 “I‟ll watch over you,” Valeria said firmly. 

 His laugh was hollow. 

* 

 The stepping disk flared, and Strange stood with Illyana in the kitchen of his 
Sanctum in New York. He sighed, and sat at the table. 

 “So what‟s going on?” Illyana asked as she hopped up to squat on the seat of a 
chair. “I‟m not sure I‟ve got enough pieces to make a picture here.” 

 Strange shrugged. “The earth has a defense system,” he said. “Very few people 
know about it. There is something in the earth, in the way Prime is built, that maintains 
the status quo much of the time. When there is an invasion, or when some power-mad 
mystical creature tries to take control, or when a shadow organization makes an overt 
bid for power, the defense kicks in.” He leaned back. 

 “See,” he continued, “what looks like heroes being in the right time at the right 
place is part of this latent defense. Powerful and evil men and beings tend to create 
those who would stop them. It‟s a symbiosis that is a part of the balance of Prime. That 
is one reason I have told you that every difficulty is a lock, and we have keys, we just 
need to figure out how to use what we have to get through the situation we find 
ourselves in. Prime is looking out for us, so to speak. Prime wants to be balanced. We 
just need to solve the equation with the tools Prime gives us.” 

 “This is deep, but I‟m tracking,” Illyana said. “Go on.” 

 “The creatures we need fear the most understand Prime‟s defense and work to 
circumvent it by moving slowly, ever so slowly, and by staying deep in the background 
so Prime is changed gradually enough not to notice. That‟s what we‟re facing in this 
Dark Lord. He has the patience of a stone, it seems. But now and then, every now and 
again there is an inner power struggle that peels enough layers back for a once in a 
lifetime shot at what‟s behind it all.” 

 “Tomorrow we take that shot,” Illyana breathed. 

 Strange nodded. There was silence between them as that information sunk in. 

 “We must not fail,” Illyana said. 

 “We must not fail,” Strange agreed. 

 Illyana was thoughtful. “So to take that to the next level. Is that why you don‟t hunt 
down evildoers?” 

 Strange chuckled. “Explain.” 
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 “Well,” Illyana said slowly, “you once told me we aren‟t heroes, we‟re here to 
maintain the balance. But you could be a hero, couldn‟t you. The only thing is, the 
balance will try to maintain itself with or without your help. So, if you tried to make 
everything right with the world, then some opposite of you, some dank villain who 
could match your every move would emerge.” 

 “Hm, an interesting theory,” Strange said, his eyes merry, stroking his goatee. “Go 
on.” 

 “So instead,” she said, her mind working, “you set yourself up to keep the balance, 
and you surround yourself with, for lack of a better term, heroes. That way we go out 
and fight injustice and so forth, do battle with the bad guys. And once we‟ve balanced 
the equation henchman for henchman you can go straight to the bad guy behind it.” 
She cocked her head curiously. “But do we make bad guys?” 

 Strange raised his eyebrows. “Incisive question,” he noted. 

 She thought for a moment. “Like Victor von Doom,” she said dully. She shook 
that off. “I mean, would there be bad guys if we weren‟t trying to do the right thing? I 
mean, if we just quit, would the bad guys go away too?” She scowled at her smiling 
teacher.  “Cut me some slack,” Illyana said. “I‟ve brought it this far, come on!” 

 “You‟re so close,” Strange said, something very serious and also very amused in his 
eyes. “If you figure out a bit more then you‟ll understand it much better than if I simply 
told you.” 

 Illyana reflected, her elbow on her knee and her chin resting on her palm as she 
squatted in the chair. “I gotta think decisions come into it somewhere,” she said. 
“Otherwise this whole thing is pointless, the whole attempt to do good. And I can‟t 
believe that Prime is balanced, there‟s just too much bad stuff going on.” 

 The phone rang, and Strange answered it. “Strange here,” he said. He listened for a 
minute, then nodded. “Bring the tarp and the body and our guest. You can spend the 
night here.” He hung up. Illyana was already gone, scrying, and returning with a Valeria 
and Scott. 

 “We left the body in Limbo,” Illyana explained. “It‟ll be safe enough there.” 

 Scott staggered. “Please,” he said. “I need rest.” 

 Valeria led him upstairs, and Illyana hopped back up on the seat of the chair. “So 
how does this balance work?” she demanded rhetorically. Strange leaned against the 
counter and let her think it through. 

 “Throw me a bone,” she said after a minute. 

 “Very well,” Strange said. “If you were Prime, senseless and drawn to balance, how 
would you classify Illyana Nikolievna Rasputin? Hero or villain?” 

 “Ouch,” she said reflectively. “I see what you mean. I‟m on the side of the angels 
now, but it didn‟t have to turn out that way. Maybe…” Strange watched her intently. 

 “Potential,” she murmured. “Maybe Prime just balances the potential.” Her eyes 
brightened. “The keys! But we have to figure out how to fit them to the locks. How to 
match what could be with what is to get through the present, and use the past to make the 
future. It‟s the art of shaping, where you break down what is and use it to make what will 
be; the potential of all things for good or for evil, and evil takes care of itself so there 
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must be those to sacrifice to make the good that can balance it…” She was lost for a 
moment as the entirety of her education crystallized in her mind for the first time. 

 Strange smiled a very satisfied smile. “It‟s time for bed,” he said quietly. 

* 

 Stick hunched on the roof of the truck stop, invisible to those who did not know 
how to find him. For Matt it was easy. He sat down in the middle of the canopy over 
the truck stop and waited to be acknowledged. 

 “Out with it,” Stick said gruffly. 

 Matt cleared his throat. “You knew that man.” 

 “I knew him,” Stick nodded, his voice empty of emotion. 

 “He gave you your sight,” Matt stated. 

 “And my blindness,” Stick said. 

 “Why?” Matt asked. 

 “He killed my master, in Japan,” Stick said quietly. “As the highest ranking survivor 
in my ninja clan, I gathered my brothers and tracked him. We fought him, he killed all 
of my ninja and then blinded me. Thought it was funny,” Stick growled, wiping his nose 
with the back of his hand. “I was an archer. The best.” 

 “But he let you live,” Matt prompted, feeling almost dizzy as he realized he knew 
next to nothing about his teacher. 

 “Yep,” Stick agreed. “Sure did. Gave me my sight that is not sight, and told me that 
the price of my survival was two fold. I had to train anyone who asked me to train 
them, and I was not allowed to train any of them enough to be full fledged ninja. Great 
sense of humor he had.” Stick‟s voice held traces of a bitterness old and faded. 

 “Is that why you drove us away when the time came?” Matt asked. 

 “Hah,” barked Stick. “So I‟ve been alive for a long, long time. I have some of his 
power. But I was angry, so I tried to hide. Sure, I trained people now an then, as Alex 
sent em. Then he got tired of his joke and sent Remy to kill me.” Stick sat motionless, 
sightless, his memory curling around him. Matt waited. 

 The night got colder, the wind picked up. The two ninja sat on the roof, waiting for 
the right moment. 

 “After I pretended to let Remy kill me I knew I had to do something. Alex had to 
be killed. So I looked for my replacement should I fail in my mission to kill him myself. 
I singled you out in eighty five, started keeping tabs on you.” 

 Matt blinked, startled. “You were following me before my father was killed?” he 
said breathlessly, the implications sinking in. “Did you have anything to do with his 
death?” 

 “I wasn‟t there to kill him or to stop him from being killed,” Stick snapped. 
“Wasn‟t my place. He got himself killed. I just moved in to keep you from being wasted 
in a pointless mundane life.” 

 “But you could have saved him,” Matt said, anger rising. 
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 “Boy,” Stick said, disgusted, “about twenty people in New York alone died while 
we been chatting that I could have saved. Think I shoulda done it?” 

 Matt gritted his teeth and said nothing. 

 “Now yer back ta wondering if I blinded you,” Stick said, shaking his head. “Truth 
is, I don‟t know. You got in a fight, all cocky with yer powers, before you were ready. 
Like some street vigilante. Like the secrets of the Oshuda ninja clan are for protecting 
peasants from street crime.” 

 He spat. “I found you, back of your head bashed in pretty good. I had to go 
looking when you didn‟t get home for practice. Maybe your sight would have recovered, 
maybe not. But I took it as a sign that the time had come, and I gave you my Sight, and 
my blindness just goes with it or you‟d be crazy with too much information. I dimmed 
my own senses for you, boy, and you made me proud. Then I had to make you leave, 
make you hide; Alex was suspecting I wasn‟t as dead as I was supposed to be. You were 
always the one I was going to finish, the training masterpiece that would be ready to 
fight Alex and free us all, my oathbreaker.” 

 “That‟s not what I want,” Matt said, frustration welling up in him. 

 Stick laughed bitterly. “Yeah.” 

 There was an unforgiving silence. 

 “Tell me, boy,” Stick said. “If you could trade all your senses for sight, if you could 
trade your talents for a normal life, do you really believe you would?” 

 “You had no right,” Matt said, his voice trembling. “And you couldn‟t tell me all of 
the truth, even if you wanted to. Truth is not a medium you can work in. You should 
have told me all this a decade ago.” 

 “You a lawyer, but still things are supposed to be simple.” Stick sighed. “Can‟t you 
see?” Stick said, his voice gentle for the first time in decades. “I love you like a son.” 

 Matt abruptly stood and stalked off the canopy, vanishing into the night. 

 Stick looked sightlessly up at the stars and sighed. 
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The Man Behind the Curtain 
 

September 11 

  Sweat poured down the blind man‟s face as he hefted another spadeful of earth. 
With a grunt, he tossed it on the pile of fresh-churned dirt. Then he stuck the shovel‟s 
point in the ground and leaned back, his breath coming in ragged gasps as he pointed 
his sweaty face towards the distant sun. A chilly breeze rippled across the shorn 
cornfields around them. 

 “The grave… finished,” he said hoarsely. “I need to sit down.” 

 “By all means,” the classically beautiful woman next to him said, looking around. 
Her reddish blonde hair gleamed in the November sunlight. The blind man with her 
knew what she looked like; he had not been blind for very long. She looked over at the 
flattened fairground that was still wisping smoke from being destroyed the night before. 

 “Now my brother is gone,” the blind man said, lowering himself to his knees by 
the grave. “I won‟t bury him. My daughter is dead,” he said, touching the cold earth of 
the fresh grave with a trembling hand. “It is time to turn my attention to my father.” 

He turned to the woman that stood by him. “Not twenty miles from here 
stands an old abandoned building, it looks like an old farm house. It was an orphanage 
for this county. I grew up there with my brother. In 1921 my brother and I were six 
years old, and that‟s when we first met the Dark Lord. He began his experiments, tying 
siblings to his network. We weren‟t the first,” he said, and he listened to the wind as it 
rippled across the fallow field. He flexed his hands on the crumbling soil. “It was 
miraculous that we survived. Only two of us out of ten in that particular batch.” 

 “Are you ready to lead us there?” the woman asked. 

 “No,” he said, slowly shaking his head. “The Dark Lord is more cunning than that. 
I can‟t see anymore, and without my sense of tracing the power to its root, or at least 
following the veiled road, I can‟t find the place. There are magic screens around it, 
screens that turn the eye away and confuse the step. Out in the cornfields, it‟s 
impossible to find it if you do not know precisely where to look. No one has come to 
the heart of Nebraska to seek out evil,” he added with a grimace. 

 “Is it entirely impossible to get there?” Valeria asked. 

 “No,” the blind man shrugged. “If you know someone who has found their way in, 
someone who can see, then that person can find their way in again. But I know of no 
successful interlopers.” 

 A stepping disk flared, full of pale dark light, ringed in eldritch fire. A thin man in a 
red coat stepped out, accompanied by a goat-legged but otherwise attractive young 
sorceress. 

 “Perhaps I can shed light on the affair,” the thin man said. “First things first. Scott, 
are you finished here?” 

 “Yes,” the blind man said dully. 
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 “Valeria, are you ready to go?” the thin man asked the woman who watched over 
him.  

 “Say the word,” she nodded. 

 “Strange, he said something about someone finding their way in,” the goat-legged 
sorceress said. “You don‟t mean to wake up Kravinoff, do you?” 

 “No need,” Strange said, his eyes probing the horizon. “Kravinoff showed Peter 
Parker the way through the maze.” 

 “Ah,” the sorceress replied. 

 “Perhaps you could go recruit him, Illyana,” Strange said. “The time is 
approaching. The confrontation will not be delayed much longer.” 

 A stepping disk carried Illyana away. 

 “I feel the years,” Scott murmured. “They swirl in my mind like leaves in an 
autumn wind, trapped inside me and whispering restlessly. My mind feels dull. I… will 
not be of much help.” 

 “You don‟t know that,” Strange murmured. “We cannot always tell what our role 
will be.” 

* 

  Peter answered the door, and blinked. Illyana smiled at him sweetly. 

 “Got a couple hours, Pete?” she said. “We‟re about to go tackle the big bad guy. 
Here‟s the catch. We can‟t find his lair without getting through a magic maze. Unless we 
have somebody who‟s been inside. And I think you won‟t be terribly surprised to find 
out this lair is a dilapidated farmhouse.” 

 Peter heaved a sigh. “Great,” he said. “I knew that one was gonna bite me. Look, I 
can go with you, but I gotta call MJ. Hang on.” He let her in, and as she closed the door 
he picked up the cordless phone and punched in a number. 

 “Yes, Mary Jane please,” he said. He waited for a half a minute, then smiled. “Hey 
there,” he said. “Something‟s come up. Something serious. I‟m going with Strange.” He 
listened for a minute, and nodded. “I‟ll be as careful as I can. I should be back by the 
time you get home. Take care of stuff, I‟ll see ya. I love you,” he added seriously. Then 
he disconnected and tossed the phone on the couch. He smiled sheepishly at Illyana. 

 “I kind of want those to be my last words to her,” he said, “so any time I set out on 
one of these nutty missions I tell her I love her so, you know, in case I don‟t come back 
she has that as our last…” He shrugged. “Okay, let me get my mesh and we‟re outta 
here.” 

 

 The assembly was quiet for a moment. Valeria, Scott, Peter, Illyana, and Strange 
stood around the scrying pool in Limbo. Greenery bloomed all around them, and the 
hintings of dawn were brushed across the deep blue sky. 

Valeria wore leather jacket and pants and boots, Scott was dressed in jeans and 
a sweat shirt, Illyana wore a tunic and silver armor, Strange in slacks and a white shirt, 
his red coat over all, and Peter in mesh with his hood down. 
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 “We are all keys,” Strange said quietly. “The Dark Lord‟s stronghold is a puzzle 
box, and each of us is in a way a key to unlocking part of it. Are we ready to go?” 

 They nodded. Illyana opened the scry, and Peter stood next to her with his eyes 
half shut. 

 The scry turned and twisted as Peter focused and Illyana held the connection 
between them, her face screwed up in concentration. Then the scry settled on a 
farmhouse on the horizon, surrounded by fallow fields. Those looking at the image 
shivered slightly. It was wrong; the angles were all off, not a single right angle in the 
entire view. The house obeyed its own architectural rules now, and it seemed 
distressingly aware. 

 The stepping disk flared, and deposited the five of them at the bottom of a short 
rise, a road at their feet leading up to the farmhouse. The sky was the color of gunmetal, 
the wind was cold and as markedly steady as an ocean current. A faint stink of ozone 
hung in the air, and it was a bit harder to breathe than it should have been. All the 
colors were subtly wrong. Fear rippled through them. 

 “Nothing is as it seems,” Strange said guardedly. “Beware, here in the center of the 
web of shadows.” He knelt, and sifted a handful of dirt. “The very earth here is dead,” 
he murmured. “Undead energy overflows from the air itself.” He stood, brushing his 
hands against each other. “This place. It is a half step away from Prime. Just far enough 
to evade my detection. There are no spirits of earth here.” 

 Illyana was quivering as she looked around, and the cold was not wholly 
responsible. “Okay, let‟s do this and get out of here,” she said, her jaw trembling almost 
enough to make her teeth chatter. 

 Tears squeezed out of Scott‟s useless eyes; memories flooded him, and he had not 
the strength to keep them at bay. He said nothing. 

 Peter pulled the hood down on his mesh, so he was entirely lost in the shadow. As 
he led the way, the group approached the house. He got to the porch. 

 Nothing here is natural, whispered the spider ghost in the back of Peter‟s mind. This 
place is an abomination. 

 “We‟re going in,” Peter murmured. He reached out and touched the door, having a 
strange dissonance with the last time he had been here, in the mind of his broken friend. 
Gently, he pushed the warped and weatherbeaten door open. 

 “Careful, Peter,” Strange warned. “Illyana, with me. We‟ll watch over Scott. Valeria, 
check the place out. Peter, find the way further in.” 

 Valeria and Peter disappeared into the house, and Scott dropped to his knees. 

 “Please,” the blind man begged hoarsely. “I can go no further. I dare not go in 
there without any power. Let me stay here. I‟ve done enough, for what I‟ve become,” 
Scott managed. “You can‟t protect me anyway, and if you fail you cannot imagine the 
horror of my fate.” Strange exchanged a glance with Illyana. “Please,” Scott said. “I 
insist.” He flinched. “Peter has found the way further in,” he whispered. 

 

 Valeria whirled through the house; she saw the spare kitchen with its long and 
cheerless table, she saw the closet where misbehaving children were locked until they 
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saw the error of their ways. She saw the two dormitory rooms, cramped, three bunked 
beds lined up with lockers at the base as impersonal as a barracks. She saw the stains on 
the walls, the felt the creeping sensation of fear that even now hung in the haunted 
halls. There was nothing she could point to, nothing she could lay her hand on that 
infused the place with such a sense of intimidated servility or looming disaster, but 
nonetheless she felt her skin crawl and her heart thud dully in her chest as she moved 
through the abandoned rooms of what had once been an orphanage. 

 As she touched down at the base of the stairs, she saw Peter open an understairs 
closet. 

 “In here,” he said, and she heard in his voice an echo of what she was feeling. 

 “I‟ll send the others in,” she said. “Don‟t do anything rash.” 

 Valeria reached the trio standing outside. 

 “Peter‟s found the way in, and I didn‟t run into any defenses,” she said. 

 Strange nodded. “Stay here with Scott,” he said. “If you have trouble, catch up.” 

 She shook her head. “We should leave him here, we are about to make whatever is 
waiting for us too busy to come after him,” she said. She made eye contact with Strange 
for a moment as they stood in the unceasing, unchanging current of cold wind. Strange 
shrugged briefly. 

 “Scott?” 

 “I‟ll be fine,” the blind man muttered. “You can‟t protect me anyway.” 

 Strange, Valeria, and Illyana turned and strode into the abandoned orphanage. 

 They found Peter squatted over an open trapdoor. Wisps of an ancient stink wafted 
up on the cold current of air that came from the dank pit below. 

 Strange gestured, and a witchlight sprang from his palm. It floated down into the 
dankness, revealing a short drop to a root cellar. The three of them climbed down, and 
the light drifted over to one of the walls. Peter followed it, and opened a walk-in freezer. 
At the back was a gaping tunnel that led into the bowels of the earth. The three 
followed the witchlight as they walked down the tunnel; Peter stopped with a cold chill 
as he came to the top of the steps that led further down. 

 “This is where I ran into Kravinoff‟s image,” Peter said. He took a deep breath. 
“Whatever‟s down there, it was enough to drive him insane.” 

 “The question,” Strange mused, “is whether Kravinoff escaped or whether he was 
released.” 

 No one had anything to say to that. The three followed the rough stone steps down 
through the earthen tunnel, lit only by the sorcerous light. 

 Dim light grew ahead of them. They reached the end of the stairs, and stepped out 
into an open cavern. Shaped into the walls of the cavern were shelves, and there were 
hundreds of screens and monitors set in the spacious cave. Dead pale light flowed from 
the monitors, flickering and dancing into deep shadow in the cave. At the far end was a 
dais, and upon the dais a throne fashioned from computerized technology and stone. 
Low slung monitors lit the figure on the throne from beneath, like hi tech footlights.  
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 On the throne lounged a massive manlike creature. His eyes blazed ruby red, his 
face was too pale for mere greasepaint to emulate his pallor. His demeanor was almost 
petulant. Black rimed his nostrils and lips and eyes. He was dressed in black steel, or he 
was made of it; it was difficult to tell. Strips of the black material sprang from his 
shoulders and wove into the throne, into the dais, to the monitors and computers. He 
was smiling at them slightly. 

 “Welcome to my home,” he said in a sibilant, slithering voice that instantly put 
them on edge. Behind them, a massive slab of tempered steel slid across the tunnel 
entrance, sealing them in the cave. The figure on the throne regarded them. 

 “I will leave when I please,” he said, “but I would speak with the first ones in two 
hundred years to unravel my plans deeply enough to find one of my lairs. I am most 
impressed.” 

 Illyana and Peter glanced nervously at Strange. All of them felt the tremendous 
menace that flowed from the passive man on the dais, even though there was no overt 
threat or obvious reason to feel the creeping fear that seeped through their guts. 

 Strange knew why. 

 His jaw was set. He felt the evil of the creature before him, recognized the full stink 
that left only whiffs of itself at the back end of too many plots. This monster had 
worked himself into the background so thoroughly he was simply a part of the world. 

 “Let us speak awhile,” the creature on the throne said with a sadistic smile. 

* 

 “Okay, dis is stoopid,” Remy growled as he kicked at the gravel on the shoulder of 
the two lane road. The five hooded and cowled ninja stood in the morning sunlight of 
the abandoned strip, their van parked behind them. All around there was nothing but 
road, fencing, and cornfields. “We been driving up and down dis stretch of road for 
close to twenty minute, not find a ting. Why we parking here?” 

 Elektra stood on the shoulder of the road, her fists planted on her hips, staring at 
the field intently. She sensed through her link with Illyana. “Here,” she murmured. 
“Illyana is through here. Help me, Stick.” 

 “Down that road?” Stick asked. 

 “Dere is no road,” Remy snapped. 

 “Ah,” Stick said. “A road that I can see that you can‟t. We‟re on the right track.” 

 Without even meaning to, Illyana had led the ninja to the orphanage. They closed 
their eyes, followed Stick, and vanished into a cornfield. 

 Time passed uncounted, then Stick stopped. The others stopped as well, opening 
their eyes. A strange wind blew across them, steady and unceasing and chill. Stick turned 
to the others. 

 “This is what you were trained for,” he said simply. “You may die here. This is the 
one I have prepared you to kill. Give it everything you have; if ever in your lives there 
was a time to hold nothing back, this is it. Do not mind dying; you may succeed where 
no one yet has. Are you with me?” 

 They nodded, and so did he. “Good,” he said. “Let‟s go.” 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 “Who are you?” Strange asked. 

 The figure lounging on the throne chuckled. “I am Essex, if you must have a name. 
I am the infamous Dark Lord you‟ve heard so much about. I sense each of you has a 
question on your heart. I will answer your questions,” he said with a wicked smile that 
triggered every instinctive alarm his guests had. “I find that answering questions leads 
inevitably to more questions, but never to satisfaction. I count on it. I thrive on 
questions. It is too soon to fight, I haven‟t had a good conversation in ages.” He settled 
back on the throne with a content sigh. “You may begin, Strange.” 

 “What are you trying to accomplish?” Strange asked. 

 “Ruling the world, as simple and mundane as that may be,” Essex replied with a 
derisive curl of his lips. “Not as a figurehead or centralized figure myself, of course. 
From the shadows, as it has always been. Primus was going to be emperor of the world, 
long lived and powerful and free to move in sunlight. Instead he chooses to be a cripple 
and a beggar.” Essex shrugged elaborately. 

“We all have decisions to make. Alex was to make him stronger by opposing 
him, so Primus could destroy him or keep him around to as a sharpening stone. But 
Primus couldn‟t even kill his brother,” Essex said, shaking his head. 

 He smiled at Strange. “You‟re familiar with the method, I observed the Ancient 
One honing you with Mordo. Just as Mordo was furiously jealous and bitter, so too was 
Alex. However, you overcame Mordo. Scott lacked the skill and the nerve.” 

 “Not exactly the same,” Strange said, unsettled. 

 “No?” Essex replied, his face an amused question. “Have it your way. At any rate, 
Primus regressed to Scott Summers and turns now to patricide. Very sad, but 
predictable too. Scott always did take the more subtle and esoteric route; research, the 
Illuminati, the Parapsychological Studies Institute, the Hellfire Club Inner Council, half 
a dozen other projects and countless contacts. Not like Alex, Secundus. And he never 
developed a taste for blood.”  

 Essex smiled. “Alex was more one for the violent angle. He built the Project under 
the guise of International Operations. Both of the brothers served me, of course. For 
my task was, and is, to unbalance the status quo; not enough to attract the likes of you, 
naturally,” he said with a nod to Strange, “but to do it by unstoppably subtle degrees 
beneath Prime‟s notice until it is irreversible. To that end, I have been releasing demons 
and monsters. Alex‟s orders were ever to make unstable and dangerous people with the 
Project, then accidentally allow them to get free and keep them hunted enough to be 
desperate.” Essex chuckled. 

“He did that fairly well. To name a few, he let Creed roam and released Logan 
and now Wilson is out there, Forge and Cable, Remy,” he continued, enumerating them 
thoughtfully on his fingers, “and about a half dozen others you don‟t need to know 
about. As for Scott, Primus, he tended to go the scientific and mystical route to creating 
those who were different and unbalanced, kinder ways of unleashing their dangers on 
the world. Backlash of the Inner Council‟s plots, that sort of thing. An example; Alex‟s 
Project got Elizabeth Braddock and trained her to be a bloodhound to track people. She 
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was repulsed by the horror of their methods, so she escaped. Later, she joined the 
Institute, and they wiped her mind and taught her the skills of a ninja, filled her with 
rage, and let her escape. It was part of Xavier‟s plan to have Braddock lure Elektra back 
to seal their bargain with the ninja clan of the Hand. As it was, ninja were running wild 
for a time,” he said with a nostalgic smile. 
 “Why?” Strange asked. “Why are you doing this? Love of chaos?” 

 “Oho,” Essex chuckled. “I do not love chaos. It is merely a tool. No, when I am 
finished there will be order. In creating powerful people with no emotional cushions, 
releasing them into public life, the world is made to be more dangerous. Peter knows all 
about that.” Essex smiled patronizingly at the spider ghost. “He‟s stopped many an 
interesting conflict before it could really get going. I needed monsters, lots of them, 
before I could rule the world.” 

 “People will not let themselves be conquered by beasts,” Valeria said clearly. 

 Essex chuckled, trying to be polite and not laugh in her face. “How charming,” he 
said. “You are right, of course. To try to take people‟s rights from them, you must be 
ready to kill most of the people. But instead to strike at them through their rights, to 
show them how dangerous it is to be free… why, once you‟ve taught them the perils of 
freedom they will beg for walls and call it protection instead of oppression. Teach them 
the safety of confinement and they will stream into your lightless coffins for the living. 
Tell them they must allow one another to be free and they will beg to surrender their 
rights if only to restrain their more bold cousins.” Essex‟s smile reeked of cruelty. 

 “So you make the world full of fear and then quell that fear,” Strange prompted. 

 “Precisely,” Essex nodded. “If my organization can provide unmatched protection 
at an unmatched cost, the weak will flock to my banner. And then it will be simple 
enough to dispose of enough monsters, keeping a few around to remind the less 
spineless of the price of straying out from under the protection of the strong.” 

 Valeria quivered with fury. “I have lived in a world just like the one you speak of,” 
she gritted out. “They were thrust into that world by a disaster and they struggled to 
survive. But to make that your dream… to plot and plan to bring such a world 
about…” 

 In that moment, she felt a sudden clarity. She realized for the first time how deeply 
different her world was from this one. For the first time, she saw the world she had left 
and the world she had entered, and she chose without qualification the world of 
questions and painful freedoms. Even if that freedom led to heartbreak. Essex slowly 
smiled, his black teeth highlighted against pale gums. 

 “Time is on my side,” he said. “Technology and paranoia are both improving all 
the time. I feel that in forty years or so everything will be primed if I use that time to 
insinuate my agents once more, rebuild all I have lost. When the time comes, I will be in 
readiness. This time, you lot and Stark and a handful of others blocked my every turn, 
for I moved too swiftly. No matter. I will vanish, and your children or grand children or 
great grand children will have to deal with me.” He chuckled. “I have all the time in the 
world, and it is turning in my direction. I cannot lose. You can, at most, delay me for a 
few decades.” 

 “I don‟t want to live in your world,” Illyana snapped unsteadily. 

 “Hm,” Essex murmured, distracted. “More guests to the party. All is still well.” 
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 Strange‟s eyes narrowed. “Valeria. Check on Scott.” 

 She nodded, and vanished at superspeed. 

 Essex turned his crimson gaze on Illyana. “You wish to know about your 
grandfather,” he said as she visibly paled. He chuckled. “Very well. He was a lovely 
man, a master of monster making. He was Russian, chased out of his country by fearful 
peasants who learned the hard way what he was capable of. He found his way to the 
Nazis when the time was right, and he strove to bring about the end of the world in 
darkness and chill and flame. All those in his bloodline carry the taint of what he did to 
himself in his efforts. The Russians, bless their naive souls, thought they slew him.” 

Essex shook his head in mock sadness. “The KGB knew enough about what 
happened that when they were formed, they infected his entire bloodline with Tymaz 
Nine. The Second Directorate, the division in charge of internal affairs, made it a point 
to prime your family for assassination if need be. So if any of you followed in your 
grandfather‟s footsteps they‟d have an easier time executing you.” Essex watched her 
for a moment as she glanced nervously at Strange. Strange seemed oblivious. 

“When Rasputin escaped, Belasco came looking for him,” Essex continued, 
and Illyana stared into his eyes. She felt bloodless under his stare. Essex smiled. 
“Belasco and Rasputin had a deal, you see. Or maybe you don‟t see.” He shrugged. “It 
doesn‟t matter. But the really fabulous question is, why did your Tymaz Nine activate? 
Was it truly an accident? Or did you do something to betray your potential? Were you 
being watched all those years, or did someone find you purposefully? I do love 
questions.” 

 Illyana was trembling, white to the lips, unwelcome ideas beginning to swirl in her 
mind half formed. “Stop it,” she said breathlessly. 

 “Leave her alone,” Peter said, stepping forward. 

 Essex moved his chill stare to Peter, who took half a step back. “Ah yes, Peter 
Parker. What is it you can‟t remember?” he murmured. “You were fourteen years old,” 
he prompted. “August of ninety three. Such a sad funeral. Such a tormented lad. Do 
you know why you are driven to be a hero?” Essex asked as he leaned forward in his 
throne, his fingers interlaced. His smile lodged itself in Peter‟s nightmares as he 
struggled against the unearthing of the secret Essex prodded. 

 “Stop it,” Peter said. “Shut up.” Rage sang in his blood, but it was not his rage; the 
spider ghost desperately threw itself against a door in the back of his mind that had 
been shut for a long, long time. Cold fear trickled in Peter‟s blood. 

 No more     don’t want to hear this     don’t want to talk about this    no more   dithered the 
spider ghost in the back of Peter‟s mind, like the tuneless hum of the wind through 
cables. 

 “It was an accident,” Essex said, tasting each word before saying it. He leaned back 
in his throne. “Uncle Ben, another argument, you had gone off without telling anyone 
and he wanted answers. Wanted obedience. You… pushed… him. Harder than you 
meant to. Harder than you knew you could. The old man flew back,” Essex said, his 
eyes glittering as the door in the back of Peter‟s mind came off it‟s hinges and he saw 
memories that were his that he did not own, bundled in mental web cocoons. One 
peeled open. 
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 Peter‟s eyes stared as he saw the old man in his stupid windbreaker, flying back 
with a speed too great for a fragile old form to withstand; the brick wall, that sound, 
that sound that made it real, as bone snapped in its meat, slamming off the immobile 
wall.  

 “You killed your uncle,” Essex purred, “the closest thing you ever had to a father. 
In a fit of rage. And Peter Parker could not bear it. So he retreated, and the spider ghost 
did what must be done. Beat the old man‟s head in with a pipe. Took his wallet. And let 
Peter Parker forget, exonerated.” 

 Peter swooned on his feet as he felt the memories thud into his mind; in prying 
open ancient cocoons he found the tiny skeletons of memories the spider ghost had 
long since hidden where he would never, ever find them. Hot liquid shame splashed 
through him, leaving his knees weak and his tongue foul-tasting; he wanted to die. He 
wanted Essex to be lying. But the truth blazed, a glowing iron searing a brand on his 
mind of one simple action he would never be able to take back. Peter stumbled as he 
thought of Aunt May; how could he face her again? 

 “Questions,” Essex said, snuggling back so his steel rasped on his throne. “I love 
questions and their answers and the questions beneath the answers. Don‟t you?” 

* 

 Valeria squared off with the five hooded figures. “Leave now or be killed,” she 
said, her voice merciless as her eyes flexed slightly, a pinhole of brilliant energy shining 
deep in her pupils, ready to be unleashed. 

 “We are not the Hand,” one of the five said, stepping forward and pulling her hood 
off. Valeria gasped. 

 “Silent?” she said. 

 “Trust me,” Elektra nodded. “We are here to help.” 

 The shortest ninja stepped forward. “Where are the others?” he asked. 

 “Down beneath the building,” Valeria said, her hair whipping in the unnaturally 
steady wind. 

 “Bring him,” Stick said, nodding at Scott. “We must go there immediately. There 
may be time for us to save Strange and trap the enemy.” 

 Valeria hesitated, but only for a moment. 

 “Come on, Scott,” she said. “Let‟s back Strange up.” 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Illyana blinked, feeling a flash of the flurry of ninja above, entering the house. She 
glanced at Strange, who looked bemused. She let her astral form drift just slightly out of 
the back of her head, like a runner leading off a base. 

 Her surroundings rippled and coursed with undead energies, smearing across her 
astral form. Strange too was just out of his form, close enough to snap back in with the 
foretaste of a thought. He glanced over at Illyana. 
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 “Can you see his escapes?” Strange‟s astral form murmured. Illyana looked around 
the room again, and saw that each of the black silky ribbons that sprang from the 
shoulders of Essex‟s outfit was tied into an escape route. The entire room was like a 
sieve, and he was fully equipped to escape a hundred ways. 

 “What do we do?” Illyana said. 

 “We wait for the ninja,” Strange replied. “Then we try to trap him here and do 
battle. Better to die here than to allow him to pick us off at his leisure, which he‟ll do if 
we hurt him badly enough to be worthy of his notice.” 

 Essex chuckled and snapped his pale fingers, so both Strange and Illyana dropped 
fully into their bodies. 

 “As it must, our conversation ends with regrets,” Essex sighed. “So many secrets, 
and we‟re just scratching the surface. I know everything about all of you. It‟s so… so 
satisfying having a little chat with you in person; sometimes I forget that today is the first 
time we have met in person. But alas, everyone is here now, so it‟s time to start our little 
battle.” His smile spread like a stain across his pallid face. 

 With a wrenching snapping boom, the huge steel door ripped out of place and 
whooshed up into the air in the middle of the cavern, bourn aloft by a slim woman with 
her fingers embedded in the slab. Scott stumbled into the room, oppressed by the 
energy that flowed through it, and shadows flitted behind him. They scattered into the 
room as Essex rose from his throne. 

 The shortest ninja bowed to Strange. We know the shadow and the dark, he said in the 
Silent Speech. Use us. Strange sensed the ninja, and with a shock he felt a familiar 
resonance from one. 

 “You,” he whispered, staring at the one with a katana on his back. “The host of the 
Shroud!” His mind whirled back to England, winter. 

 Meanwhile, Valeria flung the steel slab at Essex. It pounded into him and bounced, 
awkwardly tumbling through the air trailing shattered glass from the monitors at Essex‟s 
station. Valeria was startled to see him standing unaffected. She charged down and 
unloaded a hit on him, zipping with incredible speed to add momentum to the train 
wreck she unleashed on the pale man. 

 His jaw whipped to the side as her fist slammed it, but he was unmoved. Three of 
his tendrils slithered out from his arms and punched into her, slicing easily through her 
flesh. She let out a shaky gasp as her vitality flowed into the dark and pale creature 
before her. 

 Essex felt his eyes grow large. “Wondrous,” he breathed as her energy flowed into 
him. 

 Strange bowed his head, reaching out, resonating with the ninja. He focused 
through Stick, and he felt his mystic might spread across the shadows by that ninja like a 
paper towel over holes in a sieve; then the others, and finally Blade, Blade who knew the 
shadows, who was part shadow himself. Blade. Strange hardened himself to what must 
be done, then he touched Blade‟s energy to the pulsing energy web of the place. 

 As Blade screamed, raw power flowing into him, Illyana sprang at Essex. 
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 “Ashia Faltine!” she invoked, lashing with her hands. Refined flickering fire rushed 
from her, splitting apart and bursting as Essex glanced her way. He chuckled, and black 
blade ribbons like the ones in Valeria punched out of computer equipment by Illyana; 
one of them rebounded from her mystic soul armor, the other slid in between her hip 
and ribs. She went very pale, gasping as she doubled over in exquisite searing pain. 

 “Now you,” Stick murmured. He had dragged Scott with him, and he grasped him. 
Touched his chi meridians. 

 With a hoarse shout, Scott was plugged in. Scott became Primus. His eyes began 
crisping his eyelids here, in the heart of the web of shadows. He could not keep his eyes 
closed. 

 The blast tore across Essex and punched deep into the opposite wall. Essex spun 
away, startled. 

 “Goodbye,” he said with a wicked grin. “Be seeing you.” 

 He did not vanish. His eyes widened in alarm. 

 Strange dropped to one knee with the strain of holding each escape route separately 
and guardedly in his mind, feeling his sanity starting to creak under the strain. “Now,” 
he whispered, for the ninja instinctively knew his plan as he tied them together with the 
shadowmagics that underlay the undeath of the lair. 

 Under his mask, Stick smiled. 

 Valeria felt a touch on her mind, and Strange gave her the plan full formed before 
he focused the whole energy of his sorcerous might on sealing Essex in the room. 
Valeria tore free, zipped across the cavern, swept up the steel plate, and whooped a war 
cry as she slashed through the air at Essex. Another blast from Primus tore him, 
bursting some of the steel he wore and revealing pale charred flesh beneath. Then 
Valeria slammed into him from behind, lifting him in the air, the vast steel door like a 
catcher‟s mitt as it was dented in a crease in the center. Valeria tucked herself, ready for 
the pain. 

 As Primus unloaded his fierce rage into Essex, the steel sprayed out from the hit, 
molten with the energies that blazed at it with the fury of the surface of the sun. In that 
blast were a hundred thousand missed sunrises, the laughter of a lover and a child, the 
warmth of a brother who was an ally against a cold world. All things that were gone, all 
things that had vanished into the web of shadows and fed this glutted thing at its center. 

 Valeria felt the plate giving as she pushed against insubstantial air to hold it against 
the blast, pain streaking her muscles. 

 The ribbons that held Essex to the earth and to his escapes whipped in the wind 
the heated steel gave off, twirled under the force of Primus‟s onslaught. They held, for 
they were more than physical material. Blade tumbled beneath Essex and swept his 
sword; he was one with the network, he was an aspect of the shadows of this place, and 
he bade them part beneath his razored blade. 

 Essex‟s scream was audible over the sound and fury of the blast that shoved him 
into the molten steel. He twisted clear, shimmering with heat and glowing with 
superheated metal. Springing from the plate and out the side of the blast, he managed to 
get clear and he landed gracelessly, rolling and popping up. His boots were intact, and 
his belt, fragments of his pants. His arms were streaked with cooling steel, his face a 
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blasted horror as he gasped; ribbon fragments dangled and stuck out of his back. He 
was not recognizable. 

 Strange held nothing back in keeping the room sealed; he was not aware of what 
was happening, so fierce was his determination that this thing should not escape. 

 With a whisper of cloth, Stick tumbled up to Essex and touched him, here; there— 
He left himself too open, so eager was he to succeed. Essex plunged a hand into his 
torso, tearing out his heart in an effortless gesture. The old man stumbled back, legs 
suddenly stupid. As the small ninja collapsed in a heap of cloth and meat, his students 
closed in. 

 Primus fell back, howling as Essex was very nearly disconnected from the network 
and excess power surged into him. 

 Blade went airborne, and as he dropped he rammed his sword through Essex. The 
pale creature looked at him for a moment, face fixed in a snarl. 

 “Thank you,” he whispered. Essex snatched Blade before the ninja could escape. 
Primus regained his feet, his head quivering with the energies it barely contained. Essex 
closed his eyes, and Blade knew he had half a second to earn his life. Not trying to strike 
Essex, he twisted and focused, and managed to slip clear of that deadly grip. He flung 
himself to the side, a bare fraction of a second in time. 

 The blast that tore from Primus burst the blind man‟s eyes, tore the skin of his 
face, seared strips of energy from his skin, and roared through Essex. The stone behind 
Essex was shattered, melted, thrown away as Essex bore the full brunt of the blast and 
was riven, disintegrated. 

 Just like that, the center of the web of shadows was plucked loose, and the strands 
began to drift and float as their tautness and purpose evaporated. Primus keeled over, 
smoking, flame flickering on his charred clothing. 

 For a moment, everything hung in space; deafened and shocked and unbalanced, 
everyone in the room simply tried to remember to breathe. 

 Then the cavern trembled, thudded. “It‟s merging with Prime again!” Strange 
shouted. “Everyone out!” 

 Faced with a clear need for action, Peter sprang forward. He scooped up Illyana‟s 
heavily bleeding body and glanced around. Valeria had swept the still-steaming Primus 
into her arms, the four ninja darted for the exit under their own power. So he turned 
and bounded towards the exit, scooping up Strange and whirling up the violently 
shaking stairs, his spider senses finding him footing and propelling him upwards 
inexorably. 

 He shot up through the trapdoor with Valeria on his heels, and as they madly 
propelled themselves out the front door and away from the house, ninja burst through 
the windows and bounded from the porch.  

 The ninja slid over by Strange as the entire world began to fall apart, and with a 
gesture he whipped a protection around them. Time made no sense, motion made no 
sense, then it was over. The protection faded, and Strange looked around. 
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 A fitful breeze washed over them as they lay on the ground in a cornfield, a dozen 
yards from the road. They saw that the farmhouse had collapsed into a small crater, 
burying the chamber beneath. 

 “D-did we do it?” Illyana asked, her jaw trembling and her face pale. A trickle of 
blood slid down her cheek from the corner of her mouth. Valeria dropped to her knees, 
gently laying Primus down. His whole body steamed in the chilly air. The ninja stood 
impassive. 

 Strange looked over at her. “We stopped him,” Strange said. He shook his head. “I 
think he was slain.” 

 “This place still feels haunted,” Peter murmured. 

 “Always will,” Strange said, closing his bloodshot eyes. “It is haunted. Who knows 
how many thousands, millions of lives have had their energy drawn here.” 

 “I‟ve paid my penance,” Scott said in a quavering voice. “Let me die,” he begged. 

 Strange touched his shoulder, sensed his life and his energy and his wounds. “No,” 
he said simply. “You will live.” He eyed the blind man with the bloody sockets and the 
torn face. “There is good before you in your life,” Strange said quietly. “Even if you 
can‟t see it.” 

 “I‟ll fly him to New York,” Valeria said, exhaustion in her voice. “I‟ll bring him to 
the Sanctum.” 

 Strange nodded. “How is your wound?” 

 “I‟ve had worse,” she shrugged. The razored ribbons of dark energy had left slits in 
her body that still leaked slightly. “Give me some time and some sunlight and I‟ll be 
fine. They might scar, though.” 

 “Where did the ninja go?” Peter said suddenly, looking around. 

 “Hopefully the same place we‟ll go, once I catch my breath,” Illyana managed. 
“Home.” 

* 

 The van parked at the gas station. Remy hopped out and walked around to pump 
gas, Blade lay in the back unmoving and exhausted. Matt opened the side door and got 
out. They were all dressed in jeans, tee shirts, jackets. Innocuous, normal people. 

 “Where are you going?” Elektra asked. 

 Matt didn‟t reply, he just started walking. She slipped out of the van, slammed the 
door, jogged to catch up. “Matt, talk to me,” she said. 

 “I did my part,” Matt said, anger simmering under his voice. “I fulfilled my blood 
pact. I took the fight to the very end.” He turned to face her. “No more. I‟ve had 
enough of being a ninja. I have a life in New York that happens by day and I‟m long 
overdue there. I‟m a lawyer. This is it. This is the end.” He pulled his black hood from 
his jacket and flung it to the ground. He started to turn his back. 

 “What does the mundane life have that we don‟t?” Elektra asked, stepping forward 
and touching his arm. “Is the day to day life of a lawyer less manipulative and shadowy 
than this life? What, is it the hours? Less distasteful work? Sunlight?” Her gaze bored 
into his sightless eyes. “Love?” 



 

760 

 “I can‟t tell you, I can‟t explain,” Matt said, shaking his head. He turned to face her 
fully, and he took her hands in his. “I can show you,” he offered quietly. 

 A moment lasted forever between them, endlessly enticing to memory with the 
potential it held. 

 Elektra‟s half a smile seemed to be a crack in her face. She withdrew her hands 
from his. “I‟ve made peace with who I am now, with what I do and what I believe,” she 
said in a gentle voice that penetrated Matt and started tears in his blind eyes. “I think 
very little of your world,” she continued, merciless. “I am inviting you to a better place. 
If you must return to Fisk and his purchased courtrooms, then you go alone. Please. 
Please reconsider.” 

 “Elektra,” Matt said, pleading, “Stick‟s master plan was that I was to replace him. I 
can’t. Now, at last he‟s gone… My whole life I‟ve been like a ship, with a sail, to make 
my decisions. But Stick has always been the current under the bow, pushing me to 
places without me even knowing it sometimes. And that‟s gone. Don‟t you see? For the 
first time I can be my own man, I can escape the unseen currents that make people do 
things, that pull them into situations they don‟t understand. If I join Stick‟s world, if I 
follow his breadcrumbs…” Matt shook his head. 

 Elektra watched silently, unmoved and unhelpful. 

 Matt set his jaw. “I was a fool to think you could understand,” he said, almost to 
himself. “Goodbye,” he said, his voice stopping short of being cold. 

 “Goodbye, Matthew Murdock,” Elektra said, and she meant it. He almost 
hesitated. Almost. Then he turned and walked away. 

 She watched him go, her eyes set and sad, braced against the pain that cleanly 
razored through her as he walked away. Carefully, she knelt and picked up his hood, 
gently brushing the dust from it. She held it to her face, scenting it as she touched it to 
her eyes. Then she turned and walked back to the van. 

 “I am sorry, ma chere,” Remy said almost seriously. He leaned against the van next 
to the gas hose that pumped into its huge tank. “A least you still have me,” he added 
with a rakish grin. 

 “Don‟t make this worse than it has to be,” she said distantly. 

 “You tink Stick be dead?” Remy asked after a moment as the price and volume 
cranked up on the pump. “ I mean, I kill him a couple times m‟self, and he survive it. I 
din rip out his heart, tho.” 

 “Pretend he‟s on a trip,” Silent said as she watched Matt walk into the convenience 
store. “Pretend he never plans to come back. Sometimes unexpected things happen. I 
don‟t expect to hear from him.” 

 “Dat seems paranoid and healthy,” Remy agreed, satisfied. 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 Tears rolled down Illyana‟s face as she sat in mute misery. 

 “What‟s wrong?” Strange asked softly. They sat in the kitchen of the Sanctum, 
sunlight streaming through the windows. 
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 “I don‟t know, dammit,” Illyana said with a sniffle. “I just feel… rotten, like I‟ve 
just lost something that I can never have again.” 

 “Is it about your grandfather?” Strange asked. 

 “No,” Illyana replied. “Yes?” she added uncertainly. She blew her nose. “I don‟t 
even know,” she said, putting her hand up to her eyes. “I‟m just really, really sad.” For 
some reason, she smelled gasoline for a moment. 

 Strange shrugged off his coat and hung it up on the coat rack in the entryway, then 
he returned to the kitchen rolling up his sleeves. His cuts, his bloodshot eyes, all his 
injuries had healed now that he was back on Prime. He opened the fridge and 
rummaged around for food. 

 “Did you know?” Illyana asked. She sniffled. “About my grandfather?” 

 Strange stood, holding eggs and cheese, onion, peppers. He glanced at her. “Of 
course I knew,” he said quietly. He lay everything out on the counter and readied a knife 
and cutting board. 

 Illyana blinked. “When?” 

 “When I took you on as my apprentice I did some checking. You‟re quite a riddle.” 
He looked over at her. “Are you happier and more complete now that you know as 
much as you know?” 

 “That‟s not the point,” she said, feeling a bit surreal. “I can‟t afford to be surprised 
like this.” 

 Strange arched an eyebrow. “Wizards are surprised all the time. You learn to deal 
with it. Consider it part of your training.” 

 “So… you knew… but you trained me anyway.” She thought that over. “Even 
before I saw the light.” 

 Strange put the knife down and walked over to squat in front of Illyana, looking up 
into her eyes as she sat on the chair. “Illyana, my dear,” he said seriously, “it doesn‟t 
matter who your grandfather was. You have the soul of a true hero. Your legacy may yet 
have more strength than his. I want the very best for you. I am more interested in 
inspiring you than I am in forcing you to deal with something that you‟ve already left 
behind.” 

 Illyana stood, pulling Strange to his feet, and gave him a fierce hug. He smiled 
quietly to himself as he stroked her hair and she began to cry in earnest. 

 A sweetness had flowed into Illyana‟s sorrow. Strange wished her nothing more. 

* 

 Peter stood in his apartment. He held the mesh in his hands. Quietly, he folded 
it— 

 [Such anger in the old man‟s eyes, his feeble hands grabbing Peter‟s shoulders—] 

 Peter flinched. He deliberately threw the disintegrating mesh in the trash can, his 
eyes haunted. 

 “We gotta talk,” he said to the spider ghost. “About what we hide from me and 
what we don‟t hide from me. Because that‟s not funny. That‟s not okay.” 
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 What would you have said to Aunt May if I had not handled it? 

 “That‟s my problem, not yours,” Peter said, his voice quaking with anger and fear 
and disgust and other emotions he could not name. A chill rippled through his bones as 
he realized he had no answer for the spider ghost‟s question. 

 Your lies are more convincing when you believe them. 

 “So now I think I‟m a hero, I think I‟ve got my life pretty balanced. Are you just 
letting me keep that impression in my mind to? Am I nothing more than camouflage? 
Was Kravinoff right all along?” Peter didn‟t shy away in time as the idea occurred to 
him that perhaps he wasn‟t using the spider ghost. Perhaps he wasn‟t as dominant as he 
thought he was. 

 “Anything else you‟re not telling me?” Peter asked, his curiosity hindered by the 
deep fear there might be. 

 The spider ghost was silent, and Peter twitched with a ripple of horror. 

 “Questions and answers and questions,” he whispered to himself. 

 Peter thought of Mary Jane. Then he decided to carry the burden of his secret 
alone. 

* 

 Valeria landed in the park, and put Scott down. He shrugged his shoulders, 
adjusted his dark glasses, and patted his heavy coat down. “Hell of a ride,” he said a bit 
unsteadily. She smiled at him. 

 “Glad you enjoyed it. Did you sleep well?” 

 “Over the Appalachians, I think,” he replied with a wry grin.  

 Valeria hailed a taxi, and they piled in. She rattled off the Sanctum‟s address to the 
cabbie, and they merged into traffic. 

 “I just have a fraction of the network, just a fragment,” Scott said quietly. “The 
Primus network is almost entirely shattered, Alex‟s network is broken. Now that the 
entire web has pulled apart, I‟m just getting a bare trickle.” He thought for a moment. 
“I‟m happier this way,” he said firmly. “Why are you being so kind to me?” he asked 
after a moment of quiet. 

 Valeria looked out the window, seeing half a dim reflection of her face and the rest 
the bustling city streets of New York. “You are wounded,” she said, “and you can 
command great power. You are… isolated by necessary sacrifices. You remind me of 
some of the people I admire more than anyone in this world,” she finished. 

 Scott didn‟t push. “Do you think Strange can help me?” he asked, changing the 
subject. 

 “Oh yes,” Valeria nodded. “He helped me. He helped Illyana, Banner, Parker. 
Dani. The list goes on and on, of people he‟s helped. We‟ll find you a life, Scott.” 

 She watched the world roll by outside her window; New York, a mighty city that 
needed no army or walls to protect itself, a city where good and evil could make their 
decisions and live with them. She felt a sudden fierce resolution that she would fight to 
protect these people, the good people and the bad people; she would do battle with 
whatever invaders she needed to so that humanity could choose its own course. 
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 “Strange helped me find my home,” she said softly. 

* 

 Illyana relaxed on her throne, feeling the leeching viciousness of the mystic wound 
in her side draining out and healing as she quietly absorbed the power of Limbo. Her 
eyes were closed. So was an entire chapter of her life; she realized that after fighting 
Essex, after seeing what lay beneath the schemes and plots that surrounded Strange, she 
would never view any battle the same way again. And she found herself already 
wondering what lay behind Essex. 

 As the wound in her side healed, she relaxed and let images and relationships 
tumble through her mind. Silent, showing up after over a year of absence, with ninja to 
again protect Prime from a sinister force. The way Valeria looked at Scott, with that mix 
of admiration and pity. Strange, off Prime and out of his element using the keys 
available to open the lock that was otherwise beyond his power to break. She slowly 
shook her head. 

 “Even if you can‟t see it, there‟s always hope,” she whispered to herself. Though 
she still felt the ache of loss, she opened her eyes. 

 Tears filled them once again. For on the edge of her horizon, the sun crept into 
view. 

 She greeted the dawning of a new day.
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The Best Defense 
 

December 15 

 The beautiful woman stood, relaxed, and faced her class. Her chin length coppery 
hair shone in the bars of afternoon sun that slanted through the windows of the loft 
studio, several stories above the busy New York streets. She examined her class. They 
stood at attention, toeing the line that was taped on the wooden floor. 

 “As you know, I am Valeria von Doom,” she said firmly. She approached the 
woman who was standing beside the line of students, looking down their rank. “This is 
my assistant, Illyana Rasputin,” Valeria said. “She‟s been training with me for over a 
year, and she knows her business. When she instructs you, you will listen and learn.” 

 Illyana had silky blonde hair, currently woven into a braid behind her. She was slim, 
attractive, and in her mid twenties. Her heart shaped face belied a strength unguessed. 

 Valeria moved to look at the first student, a tall and gangly teen. His tightly curled 
hair was trimmed close to his scalp, and his dark complexion made his eyes seem even 
bigger. He did his best to look serious.  

 “Welcome to my class, Tyrone,” Valeria said. “Tandy,” she nodded to the next 
woman in line. Tandy was just past twenty, and she was classically refined but still 
warmly accessible; a painter‟s ideal model for a study in light. 

 “Mary Jane,” Valeria said with a tilt of the head as she deliberately continued her 
examination of the line of students. Mary Jane‟s long red hair was back in a loose bun, 
and what she lacked in refinement she more than compensated for with an arch gleam 
in her eye and a consummate skill in using her assets to greatest advantage. She tried to 
look serious and focused, but her heart hammered nervously and her breathing was 
shallow. 

 “And Dani,” Valeria concluded with the last student in the line. The teenager she 
faced had an olive and aquiline complexion, her iridescent black hair tied back out of 
the way. She was thin and slightly clumsy. Her eyes were deep, perhaps oddly deep. 

 All the students wore sweats and canvas shoes. Valeria, having completed the 
inspection, faced them all. “You are here to learn to defend yourselves,” she said. 
“Some of you may wish to delve deeper into the art of combat. Others will be content 
to know how to deflect harm from yourself and others. I will teach you how not to be 
grappled, how not to be hit, and how not to be shot. Once we‟ve got the basics of those 
areas down, we‟ll move on to the part where we learn how to seriously hurt people.” 

 She eyed them once more. “The first step,” Valeria continued, “is to learn how to 
fall down on the ground and remain unhurt. This is the foundation for everything we 
do. You will begin by falling from your knees to the ground, then from a standing 
position, then from a full run. Knowing how to fall lays the foundation for dodging 
attacks, throwing people, and moving your chi. The most basic idea in learning how not 
to be hurt can be found in falling gracefully and rising swiftly none the worse for wear.” 
She smiled. “Shall we begin?” 

* 
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 “That‟s the last of „em,” the lean man said, hefting the heavy crate onto the table. 
His muscles swelled and bulged under his tee shirt. His hair was cropped close to his 
head, white streaks at his temples blazing through his wiry auburn hair. He hung his 
thumbs in the belt loops of his jeans, squinting so his eye patch shifted. He looked over 
at the distracted man who typed at the console. “Which one a these high tech boxes is a 
fridge?” 

 “Over there, Fury,” the typing man said with a jerk of the head. Fury leaned over 
and opened one of the metal boxes, a pleased grin spreading across his face as he pulled 
out a cold beer. 

 “Hey Forge,” he said, “next time we come to set up yet another clandestine 
observation post in New York, howzabout we pick a place that‟s at ground level instead 
of on the sixth floor?” 

 “This was the only available place with a view of the park,” Forge shrugged. “It‟s 
not as easy as you might think, arranging an apartment with a view of the park. I‟m 
almost done setting up the array; what‟s up for tomorrow?” 

 Fury dug a folded piece of notebook paper out of his pocket. “Lessee,” he said. 
“The Sentinel gets to go on a tour of the park, and I‟m goin ta pick up Moira from the 
airport. She‟s just getting back from that walking tour of Ireland.” He squinted at the 
paper, then folded it back up and stuffed it in his pocket. “Why is the Sentinel going to 
the park again?” 

 “Learning curve,” Forge said. “Sure, I could find a way to quantify and qualify the 
world and then enter the information to the learning computer before the Sentinel is 
even released. But that could take years. As it is, the Sentinel is a learning entity. So if I 
give it a chance to analyze materials, people, and so forth while in the park then the 
information will not pass through filters between its acquisition and its storage. When 
the Sentinel returns I can back up all that information to just upload into the next 
Sentinel.” 

 “Sounds energy efficient and boring as hell,” Fury noted. “Maybe you and Moira 
can catch up on what went on while she was gone.” 

 “You‟re here too,” Forge said with a smile. “You‟re a part of this, at least as much 
as she is.” 

 “Yeah,” Fury said, leaning back with a grin as he pulled out a cigar. “Don‟t know 
where I get the idea you two might be more interested in talking to each other than 
me.” He hid his smile with his cupped hand as he lit up, then he crossed his arms over 
his chest and looked very pleased with himself. Forge arched an eyebrow at him, then 
returned his attention to the diagnostics. 

* 

 “See you next Saturday,” Valeria said as Tandy and Tyrone shrugged on their coats. 

 “Thanks a lot,” Tandy said. “That was great.” 

 “Y-yeah,” Tyrone echoed. “I‟m g-gg-gonna b-be a b-b-bb-bodyguard,” he added 
with a wry grin. 

 Illyana waved to them as they left the loft. She turned to Dani, who was pulling her 
coat on. 
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 “You look exhausted,” Illyana said. 

 Dani tried on a smile. “I go out on runs, but this uses a whole different set of 
muscles. I‟m on my way to a hot bath,” she added. “Time for a soak.” 

 “You go girl,” Illyana said, gently slugging her on the shoulder. “See you 
tomorrow.” Dani headed for the door. 

 Mary Jane approached Valeria. “Would you mind terribly giving Peter some 
instruction one on one? I mean, he‟s way past what we‟re doing here. He‟s really fast 
and strong and so on and so forth, but… he still can get his butt kicked pretty good. I 
was wondering if you could maybe teach him how to use all that speed and strength to, 
you know, not get kicked around. I may stitch straight, but I hate doing the first aid on 
him,” she sighed. 

 Valeria smiled, her eyes merry. “You get him to come and ask me and I‟ll do it,” 
she said.  

 “I have a few ideas,” Mary Jane said thoughtfully, something wicked glinting in her 
eyes. “He‟ll come and ask for training. Give me a week. Tops.” Her grin was arch, 
bordering on smug. She finished bundling up in her coat. “Thanks for a great lesson.” 

 “No problem,” Valeria said with a small wave as the last of the students left. She 
turned to Illyana. “What do you think?” 

 Illyana sighed. “Tandy has good reach and grace, she‟ll do well. No killer instinct 
unearthed yet, though,” she added with a wry grin. “As for Tyrone, the kid is skinny as 
hell. And a wuss. Mary Jane could thrash him, I‟d put money on it. She‟s kinda clumsy, 
but she‟s got the right idea, and once she gets into this she‟ll be hell on wheels. I 
wouldn‟t be surprised if she wanted more training once she‟s got the basics down.” 

 “And Dani?” Valeria asked, amused. 

 “Her heart‟s not in it,” Illyana said with a shake of the head. “She might need 
motivating. So what did you think?” 

 “Sounds to me like you‟ve got it pegged pretty well,” Valeria nodded. “Tyrone is 
your project. Make him Strange‟s bodyguard. Teach him to give better than he takes, 
and take better than anyone would guess. Got it?” 

 “Great. Thanks. Sure I can‟t do a hundred knuckle push ups instead?” Illyana asked 
sourly. 

 “I‟m sure,” Valeria said firmly. “You can do it. The apprentice of the Sorcerer 
Supreme is up to impossible tasks.” 

 “Now you‟re just being spiteful,” Illyana grinned. “I‟ll get you for that. Want a lift 
home?” 

 “No,” Valeria replied thoughtfully. “I think I need to take a walk. See you back at 
the apartment.” 

 “Right,” Illyana said with a nod. She conjured up a stepping disk that carried her 
off Prime, and Valeria strolled over to the windows that made up one wall of the loft. 
She looked at the city, steeping in shadow as the sun sank away, glittering lights flooding 
the darkness and rendering it a foggy dim. 
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 Yes. Definitely time for a walk. She snapped the lights off on her way out, and left 
the loft locked and empty. 

 

 As she walked down the sidewalk, Valeria breathed deeply; she smelled the 
concrete, the hot dog vendor, the truck exhaust, the perfume, the swirl of leaves that fell 
in the city and never found their way out, the ash and salt and grime of the streets, the 
pizzeria. Her walk carried her through the urban network; she felt alive with the pulse of 
so many lives woven together. Drawn from every walk of life and every corner of the 
globe, humans found their places in the ecosystem of the vast concrete and steel 
monolith that was New York.  

 “This is my home,” she whispered, just to hear it. “I have chosen this place.” She 
let the idea grow on her as she stood unobtrusively on a street corner, watching the 
expressions on the faces of the drivers in the carpet of cars that flowed across the 
intersection. “Here, people are as free as it gets in this world.” She quietly thought that 
over as she listened to the snarl of car horns and shouting people, the frenetic swirl of 
city life. She felt at peace in the midst of the bustle. Her path was chosen. Even if 
people decided foolishly, she would help them make their own fate instead of watching 
others shape the fate of humanity for them, for better or for worse. 

 Evening fell into night as she wandered, unconcerned about getting lost. She found 
herself in a more downtrodden neighborhood. She glanced up, freed from her own 
thoughts, as she heard a sharp laugh at the end of the street. She stepped into the 
mouth of an alley to observe unseen. 

 A girl, couldn‟t be over sixteen, yelled at the older teenager next to her. He wore a 
leather jacket and jeans. He grabbed her rump and squeezed, then shouldered her over 
against the wall and licked the side of her face. She pushed him away, annoyed, and 
started stamping away. He pulled her back, and she slapped him. He and his three 
friends laughed, and he pushed her back against the wall to get a kiss.  

 Valeria saw the girl‟s flirtation turn to real fear, she knew the shift and she knew the 
punks could tell the difference too. She didn‟t need to be a prophetess to have a sense 
of how this would end. 

 “Maybe the girl did get herself into this situation,” Valeria murmured, “but that 
doesn‟t mean she deserves this.” She nodded. “Make your own fates,” she said 
thoughtfully, “but that doesn‟t mean I have to stand by and let this happen.” 

 She focused her eyes, her inner pupil. A searing line of crimson heat sprang from 
her eyes, rebounded from a car‟s rearview mirror, and leaped into the seat of the 
amorous punk‟s pants. He yelped and jumped, his squawk of startled pain audible up 
and down the street. He stumbled back, gripping his butt with both hands. 

 The others were looking around cautiously, a bit unnerved. Valeria focused again, 
and exhaled gently over the street. A chill wove deeper into the breeze, and it fitfully 
picked up around them. They looked around, their wariness degenerating into fear. 

 “Let‟s get outta here,” one of them said uncertainly. The girl saw her opportunity 
and bolted; they did not pursue. The girl ran sobbing, unsteady in her heels. 

 Valeria chuckled. “Criminals are a cowardly and superstitious lot,” she observed. 
She watched the narrowly escaped victim clatter down the sidewalk, and her eyes grew 
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thoughtful. “Now it is a question of scale,” she murmured. “How much do I interfere? 
How obviously? Where does my responsibility begin and end? If nothing else… if 
nothing else, the weak must be protected from the strong.” She was thoughtful as she 
continued her walk. 

 “It‟s getting late,” she reflected as she looked at the ornate clock on the bank 
building a few blocks down. “I should be headed…home.” She smiled at the idea. 

 

December 16 

 Sunday morning was brilliant and clear. Illyana and Valeria jogged off the path in 
the park, and Illyana twirled a Frisbee. They were bundled up against the chilly wind. 

 “Here‟s the deal,” she said. “If I win, then all is well with the world. If you win, then 
we go play in my court. Got it?” 

 “You are such a spoiled brat,” Valeria grinned. “What do you know about flying, 
anyway?” 

 “Ooh,” Illyana playfully winced. “Bring it on, sister. Let‟s see what kind of arm you 
got to back up that mouth of yours.” She flung the Frisbee, and Valeria was off and 
running, bounding, catching it. 

 “Yeah, catch it in your teeth and I‟ll be impressed,” Illyana said, crouching slightly, 
then springing off as Valeria let the Frisbee glide through the air over the park. Illyana 
was in hot pursuit. 

 Valeria looked around, but the only people nearby were a few joggers and an old 
woman wearing multiple coats sitting on the park bench feeding the pigeons. Valeria 
smiled to herself as the plastic disk whirled back towards her, then caught the wind, 
curved to the side, and raced away. Valeria chased it, feeling the morning sun soaking 
into her. It was a good day to be out. A good day to be on Prime. 

* 

 Forge focused on the sub-analysis reaction protocol, thoroughly absorbed in his 
work. Fury squinted, then swore.  

 “Forge, you gotta rewrite the density analysis program. It‟s plumb screwed up.” 

 Forge sighed as he turned from his work. “Why?” 

 “You look,” Fury said with a gesture at the monitor. Forge sighed and leaned over 
to check the readings. His eyes widened. “That‟s not possible,” he said. 

 “Exactly,” Fury said with a satisfied nod. 

 Forge checked the holographic readout; the Sentinel was innocuous, unlikely to be 
noticed. It was a bag lady, sitting on a bench feeding pigeons. Two young women were 
playing Frisbee in front of the Sentinel. One of them… 

 “Denser than steel?” Forge murmured. “Then she‟d be ankle deep in the ground, 
with those little feet to hold her up.” His fingers flew on the keyboard, initiating a 
gravity scan through the remote link. The Sentinel complied, and Forge studied the 
readouts. “This is wild,” he murmured to himself. “That woman actually weighs a 
hundred and twenty two pounds, though she‟s denser than steel. She has… ribbons of 
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antigrav woven through her flesh or something… look at that structure, Fury. With the 
fluctuations in her immediate area… do you think she could fly?” he asked awed. 

 “Don‟t ask me, I just work here,” Fury muttered darkly. “Do you think somebody‟s 
baiting you?” 

 “Impossible,” Forge said, his face numb. “Nobody knows we‟re here, and this is a 
lot of trouble to go to.” He leaned back in his chair, rubbing his face. Then he clattered 
a command into the Sentinel‟s keyboard. “Watch her,” he murmured under his breath. 
“Do not let this anomaly out of your sight.” He watched the laughing woman‟s image, 
touched it gently. “She‟s beautiful,” he said. 

 “But what is she?” Fury asked, unmoved. 

 “We‟ll find out,” Forge said as a smile grew across his face. “We will find out…” 
He turned to Fury. “Isn‟t Moira getting in about now?” 

 Fury glanced at the clock. “I got twenty minutes,” he said. He shrugged. “Okay, I‟ll 
go get her. Be back in less than an hour, don‟t let that thing catch you,” he said pointing 
at the gravitic anomaly. 

 “Yes sir,” Forge grinned. Fury pretended to scowl at him, then left. 

 Forge returned his attention to the enchanting scientific impossibility before him. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Valeria hesitated, then tossed the Frisbee. A cold ripple had run up, then down her 
spine. She realized the difference between the feeling of being watched, and the feeling 
of being scanned… Her eyes flexed, and she looked through her surroundings. Nothing 
going on by the gazebo, nothing in that grove of trees, nothing—she gasped as she saw 
the ghostly image of a hologram over black armor that sat on the park bench. The old 
woman feeding the birds was a holographic projection over a suit of armor! 

 Realizing the cover was blown, the black armor leaped to its feet and sprinted away, 
moving with odd gliding bounds. It was strong enough to jump faster than it could run, 
strides longer than its legs. The old woman hologram was still on, and she bounded 
with her scarves whipping in the wind behind her. Valeria was after her, not running 
fast enough to blow her cover, but not left behind either. Out of the corner of her eye 
she saw a stepping disk.  

 With a grin, she concentrated on her running; in New York, such things happening 
in the park would draw little comment. She put on an extra burst of speed. 

 Illyana stuck her foot on the edge of one of the building facades along the street, 
leaning her elbows on her knee and watching the chase below. “Weird,” she muttered. 
Then she gestured, and a stepping disk swept around the old lady— 

 Instantaneous energy calibrations were stymied by the wash of eldritch light, but 
the countermeasure pulse emulated it as closely as possible as the force fields tripled 
their output, enough to even ward off instant disintegration. The pale disk winked out, 
and the Sentinel kept running. 

 The feedback pulse slammed Illyana, knocking her unconscious at once. Limp, she 
fell forward and toppled off the building. 
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 Out of the corner of her eye, Valeria saw Illyana fall. Gritting her teeth, she whirled 
up into the air and zipped across the street several stories up, caught Illyana, and 
swooped to a halt on the rooftop. Illyana stirred and twitched. Valeria narrowed her 
eyes. That had happened to Illyana before, when she tried to teleport a portal. What was 
the thing she was chasing? 

 She took to the air again, scanning through things and people as she flew high 
enough over the city to evade notice.  

 Valeria saw a man in a suit cleanly dive into the river. She focused on him, visually 
peeling the water away and seeing right through the suit to the armor beneath. 

 “Diving underwater is a strange move for armor,” she muttered, then she dove 
after him, a streak of kinetic force that blasted through the surface and plowed into the 
armor. 

 They spun apart in the murky depths, already below where visible light could reach. 
The armor flexed, and a sonic drill pierced Valeria. Her bones thrummed with the force 
of it, and a human‟s chest would be full of splinters where their ribs and spine had been. 
She was shocked breathless as pure sound shook her with pain. Her eyes focused, and a 
red line sliced through the water and whipped into the dark armor‟s neck, shearing the 
head half off. 

 The armor‟s force field adjusted frequency, and her eye beams were diffused 
enough to send sparks spraying from the armor but do very little real damage. Before it 
could adjust further, Valeria cut through the water with inhuman speed and thrust her 
fist into the chest of the armor, using the water as something to push against so her 
whole body was behind the punch. 

 The armor slid back through the water like a bulky misshapen torpedo warhead, 
and Valeria streaked after it and clocked it with another punch. There was a peculiar 
give to its tensile strength, and Valeria knew that while she was breaking plates there 
was something underneath absorbing the shock of the blow. 

 She narrowed her eyes. Fine. And with that she streaked at it and slammed a heavy 
punch into the thing that nearly tore it in two. 

 Valeria frowned. As the thing whipped back through the water, long tendrils of 
some peculiar black fabric were spinning out of it then falling to dust in the water. She 
wondered what that was about.  

 The sundered armor raised its hands, as if in supplication. With a start, Valeria 
thought back over the battle and realized this thing had not attacked her until she had 
chased it into the river. She hesitated. 

 The hands spat something that crackled in the water, flashing and flaring. Valeria 
only had a moment to wonder what it was before she screamed; the molecular acid 
washed across her face and chest, burning into her hair, sizzling in her eyes, and flashing 
pain through her mouth and throat. Instinct took over, and she darted away from the 
acid, out of the river, up into the sky in one clean arc. She could hear her flesh sizzling, 
and a pocket of acid popped on her face as she whirled up over the city then hesitated, 
wildly brushing at her face with her hands, acid burning her hands. 

 Valeria unsteadily flew over to a skyscraper, afraid of what she might see in its 
mirrored surface. She landed on a window washer‟s rig, and peered at herself. The 
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damage was only superficial; she had rashes and bleeding pits on her face, but it wasn‟t 
much worse than a bad case of acne. She could see, even if her eyes swarmed with pain 
and were still bloodshot. Already she felt the sun on her shoulders. She knew she could 
withstand this, and heal. Her hair was a ragged mess, her ears hurt abominably. 

 She looked back at the river, then she looked over the rooftops. Illyana or the 
armor… She drifted up into the air, and quickly whipped over to Illyana‟s rooftop and 
dropped, landing gently. Illyana was propped up on one elbow, a hand pressed against 
her wincing face. 

 “You look like I feel,” Illyana said to Valeria. “What the hell happened?” 

 “Some kind of acid,” Valeria said sourly. “After a sonic attack. That thing is tricked 
out. We tussled in the river.” 

 “We‟ll see how resistant it is to pollution,” Illyana said. “That‟ll learn „im.” She 
shook her head. “Whatever it was, it didn‟t seem magical. That‟s why I tried to „port it, 
but somehow it simulated a portal or something and threw me for a loop.” She shook her 
head. “After Nebraska, I‟m looking for monster makers in every shadow. I‟m getting 
paranoid that my famous grandfather is behind everything, and he‟s supposed to be dead. 
What‟s going to happen to me if I run across a living arch nemesis?” She sighed. 

 “What about your parents?” Valeria asked. “If you and your grandfather are so 
formidable, what happened to the generation in between?” 

 “You know, you‟re the first person to ask me that?” Illyana said, a trace of 
bitterness in her voice. “Logan doesn‟t really want to know, and Strange probably got 
the lowdown a year ago. I talked to Piotr in those giddy days when we first found out 
we were brother and sister.” Illyana swallowed hard and looked down at the street, out 
across the buildings. “My parents were farmers, and they tried to keep their heads down 
and avoid notice. They survived the Soviet Union, but in the aftermath, they got too 
desperate and borrowed a little money. Crops failed, they couldn‟t pay it back. So one of 
the crime syndicates had my parents killed. Executed by ignorant mobsters because they 
missed a couple payments.” She shook her head, sniffing and rubbing at her eye with 
her fist. 

 “I thought about getting revenge, early on,” she continued, still not looking at 
Valeria. “Seemed pointless, though. I mean, I could kill them for killing my parents, but 
it wouldn‟t mean anything to them. They wouldn‟t learn anything, and their cronies 
wouldn‟t either. It just felt… hopeless. So I stayed here and I try not to think about it.” 
She shrugged. “I‟m sure it would be different if I had seen them in the last twenty 
years.” 

 “Fair enough,” Valeria said, scanning the skyline, unsure about whether she was 
sorry she asked. 

 “Okay, since we‟re having this touchy feely girl moment,” Illyana said with the 
ghost of a smile, “what about your family?” 

 “Doom was my family,” Valeria said softly. “My first reliable memory, I was 
shackled to a wall watching a man be tortured to death over and over again, with the 
mad laughter of a cruel god echoing in the background. Doom saved me, crossed time 
and space for me, then gave me the gift of knowledge, the gift of will, and the gift of 
place. Then my world fell apart, and… Strange saved me and brought me here.” Valeria 
looked out over the city; it seemed easier to gaze at its impersonal face than to see what 
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Illyana thought of that. She closed her eyes and let the blazing sun soak into her 
wounded face. 

 “You miss it, don‟t you,” Illyana said. 

 “No,” Valeria replied. “I used to miss it. For me, like for you, Nebraska changed 
things. I realized that for all the safety Doom‟s subjects had, trading all their freedom 
for his protection, they were just slaves. I think Doom bloated on the power they put in 
his hands. I think… after seeing the vision the Dark Lord had for the world, I finally 
understand the true value of freedom and the sacrifices it requires. The arrogance of the 
presumption to rule. I am proud to be in a world that is protected by people like 
Strange, and even by people like Parker.” 

 “Yeah, and by goaty demon sorceresses with glass jaws,” Illyana said wryly. 
“Enough pontificating. We gonna nail this thing or what?” 

 “Paint the target,” Valeria smiled. “Should we go to Limbo to scry?” 

 “Er, no, there‟s a snag,” Illyana said. “I can scry for the bag lady. But it was a 
hologram, I didn‟t mark the target mystically, and I never saw what was beneath. A 
couple of spells when we were chasing it could have saved us a lot of confusion now, 
but I got cocky and figured we‟d work it out in Limbo. Oops.” 

 “Right,” Valeria said. “Maybe I can pick up the trail.” She focused her eyes, testing 
her vision, and as she tried to see through the roofing at her feet her eyes lit up in white 
hot pain and she staggered back. 

 “Ow,” she managed. “Not quite over the acid.” She blinked rapidly, tears streaming 
from her burned eyes. 

 “There is another way,” Illyana said slowly. “I could look for this critter in astral 
form.” 

 Valeria frowned and said nothing. Illyana sat cross legged. “Hokay,” she said. 
“Keep an eye on my body, I won‟t be here to defend it.” She took a couple deep 
breaths. “Now, by the Vishanti, we shall see what we shall see.” She leaned her head 
back, drawing her will together, and focused. Valeria noticed only the most subtle 
change in her breathing and heartbeat as Illyana had an out-of-body experience. 

 Illyana lifted from her body, immediately jostled by spirits and souls and dreams 
that packed into the astral space of New York. Far too many people lived in one place, 
and their lives overlapped in tiny spaces. Illyana was not accustomed to going astral on 
Prime; the raw impact of so much spiritual detritus was breathtaking, a dull roar she had 
only heard the echoes of when practicing in Strange‟s well-defended Sanctum. 

 She was undaunted. Focusing her mind, she wallowed a bit in the astral tide, then 
swooped over the river and then down into it, feeling no shift as her astral form slid 
beneath the turbulent surface. 

 She checked her progress with a flash of panic as the blunt nose of a vast and 
ancient river spirit lifted to her, stirred by her approach. It had once been strong and 
beautiful, but now it was riddled with cancer, corrupted, vile as it curled around the city 
of New York and suffered, unable to escape. 

 “I come in peace,” she said. “I seek only to follow a living machine that was here 
not long ago.” 
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 The spirit did not speak to her, but she felt herself shunted to the edge of the 
water. Black dust swirled over the water from what looked like an ashpile on the 
concrete dock. Illyana lifted, searching. 

 There. 

 She caught up to the anomaly with the speed of thought. A black shape jostling 
through the crowd, a shape with an outline but no astral presence, a thing sparkling with 
energy and peculiar jolts of almost synaptic reactions. 

 “Take me to your leader,” Illyana said with a slightly vicious smile, feeling her 
concentration tremble slightly at the effort of holding her astral form. She could hold. 
She had to. 

* 

 Forge watched the monitor dispassionately as the Sentinel staggered into an alley. 
The Sentinel touched a battered dumpster. The transmode virus triggered, sweeping 
through the dumpster and transforming it into techno organic mesh. Then the Sentinel 
drained it, and the dumpster fell to dust. Forge checked the readings. Nearly full power. 
That was good, as the nanotech repairs were continuing apace. That… that creature had 
almost ripped the Sentinel in half with her bare hands. 

 Another monitor was frozen on a screenshot from the Sentinel‟s perspective; lovely 
and vicious, her hair swirling around her, knuckles clenched and ready to batter down 
with unstoppable force. Thirty feet below the surface of the river. Forge touched the 
screen. “Who are you?” he whispered. “What are you?” 

 He turned his attention to the readouts. Shook his head. “That‟s an impossible 
amount of kinetic force,” he murmured to himself. He checked the specs on the field 
generators in the Sentinel. “I don‟t want to juice those up more,” he mused. Angle. 
Only option, toy with the reflexive field angles. Deflect that incredible refined power. 

 “You‟d think,” Forge muttered, “kinetic energy would be the easiest to disperse. 
But no. No frequency to it, no refraction index, just material to stop it.” He shook his 
head. “Fine. We‟ll still deal with that. And now we know molecular acid is a real poke in 
the eye,” he muttered as his fingers clattered on the keyboard, reconfiguring certain 
systems. He glanced at a readout of the Sentinel‟s internal activity, saw it also running 
tests on itself and reproducing more molecular acid. He blinked, realizing the Sentinel 
was adjusting its force field systems and its holographic projectors, integrating them to 
create a refractive hologram that could fool even ultra-spectrum scans. 

 “That‟s my boy,” he said proudly. Then an alarm pinged, and he glanced at a screen 
that showed Fury and Moira coming in the lobby of the apartment building. He smiled 
warmly, and reset the digital feed so he could show them the tremendous battle they 
had missed. As they headed up the stairs, observed by Forge‟s tiny concealed cameras, 
the Sentinel reached the back door and headed up after them. Forge snuggled back in 
the chair, eyes bright with mischief, and he watched the resulting scene. 

 

 “The flight was as good as could be expected,” Moira shrugged, her accent a bit 
thicker than it had been before she visited Ireland once more. “They‟re too cheap for 
peanuts these days,” she added with a wry grin. 
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 “Where‟s yer sense of wonder?” Fury teased. “They shoot you across an ocean and 
you whine about no peanuts.” 

 “Scuse me,” called the man who was following them up the stairs. “Got a minute?” 
He was wearing a cheap suit, a striped tie, he had a bad haircut and a square jaw and 
very earnest eyes. “Just need to know if you are in fact Nicholas Fury and Moira 
McTaggart.” 

 “Nope, sorry,” Fury said with a shrug. “I‟m Hank Albertson and this here‟s my 
good friend Melba Tune. Who are you?” 

 “Too late for that, don‟t you think?” the young man smirked. “You‟ll never make it 
to that ankle holster in time.” 

 There was a tense moment between them. 

 “You are a scamp,” Moira said suddenly. “Bad Sentinel. Shouldn‟t tease,” she 
added earnestly. 

 “Wha?” Fury said with a blink as the hologram shifted to a bag lady, pointing an 
intimidating look at him. “Oh, I‟m gonna kill you. Or Forge. Maybe Forge first.” 

 “Can‟t allow it, sonny,” creaked the grandmother. 

 “Signs of humor. The Sentinel really is becoming its own life form,” Moira said 
with wonder. “See how he doesn‟t take your threats literally?”  

 “Thought you said this thing was bright,” Fury said darkly as he unlocked the door. 
“Forge, I‟m gonna kick yer pet‟s butt out the top of its head if it ever so much as thinks 
about pranking me again.” 

 “He‟s a learning machine,” Forge said, trying to conceal a grin. “He‟ll never do it 
again.” 

 The Sentinel strode over to the computer and plugged in, uploading all of its 
experience into the core system, backed up on the small laptop that Forge kept handy in 
case a swift escape was called for. 

 “Check this out,” Forge said, spinning and turning the monitor so they could see it. 
“What do you think of that?”  

 Fury and Moira sat down and watched the review of the battle with Valeria. Fury 
shook his head. Moira just stared. 

 “I have no idea what the hell that was,” he said. “I don‟t think you should provoke 
it, and that‟s exactly what yer plannin ta do.” 

 “Of course,” Forge retorted. “Look, if the Sentinel can beat her, then pound for 
pound he‟s going to be one of if not the best warrior on the planet, bar nothing. The 
power of the transmode matter virus lets me make more of them at good speed, in case 
he gets destroyed. And he learns, so the same trick doesn‟t work twice on him.” 

 “Forge,” Moira said gently, “I‟m duly impressed by what ye‟ve done here. Still, I 
canna help noticing that yuir still doin weapon refinement. Yeu could do this fer tha rest 
of yuir life, Forge. When is it good enough? When is it time to move on?” 

 Forge looked at her blankly, his jaw set. “Look,” he said, and the wall blew out. 
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 As brick and wood and glass sprayed across the room, the Sentinel‟s cannons 
blared, disintegrating the shrapnel and debris before it could hurt the humans in the 
room. Valeria pounded into it like a kryptonian cannonball, but instead of blasting the 
Sentinel through a few walls and into freefall, the pair were knocked through a suddenly 
twisting disk of energy wreathed in dark fire. They disappeared. 

 Forge blinked. 

 Then energy disks whipped up around him, and Fury, and Moira. 

 A scattering of bricks fell in the otherwise silent apartment. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 “Hello,” Illyana said brightly. “Let‟s play twenty questions.” 

 Silver armor wrapped around most of her body, and her legs had the recurve of 
goat knees. She stood firmly on cloven hooves, her tail whipping slowly behind her, and 
horns uncurled from her forehead. Her eyes were red, her teeth sharp, and she was in a 
playful mood. She leaned on the crosspiece of her sword, which stood embedded point 
first in the stone beside her. She stood on a stunted spire of rock that gave her an 
elevated view of the situation. 

 Moira, Fury, and Forge went back to back, staring around in disbelief. They were in 
a loose ring of what could be described demons, several yards of space between them. 
Roiling tatters of flame drifted in a starry sky, and they stood on a hot bedrock of some 
sort. Valeria released the Sentinel, and it quickly joined the humans. Valeria stood next 
to Illyana and looked at the quartet from Prime. 

 “What do you mean to do with us?” Forge demanded. “Where are we?” 

 “Tell us about your spybot. Why was it following us?” Illyana countered. 

 Forge glared at her, feeling helpless, his heart pounding. “Release us or the Sentinel 
will destroy you both,” he said heatedly, despising the feeling of weakness that crept 
into his guts. 

 “One cannot be protector and destroyer,” Illyana quoted. “The path of Shiva or 
the path of Vishnu? Would you have your spybot kill us and allow you to be torn to bits 
by demons?” 

 A ripple of salivating anticipation rolled through the ranks of those gathered. Fury 
couldn‟t even begin to count them. He was deadly pale, a heavy Colt .45 in each hand, 
waiting for it. Moira was numb with shock as she stared around the nightmare that 
surrounded them. 

 The Sentinel pushed its way to the center of the trio, aware in all directions at once. 

 “It comes down to self preservation,” Forge said bitterly. “You could order our 
deaths, but the Sentinel would kill one or both of you. It knows to do that because 
threat of lethal force is the only deterrent we have at this point.” 

 “Just cooperate, dammit,” Illyana said. “I don‟t want to kill anybody. But you better 
believe I‟ll know what‟s going on before any of you leave here alive.” Her voice was 
cold and certain.  
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 “Tell you what,” Forge said. “A rematch. Your… whatever, your bodyguard, 
against mine. To the point of surrender. Like you, I don‟t want anybody to get killed. 
One on one. If I win, you send us back and leave us alone. If you win, then I‟ll 
cooperate and then you‟ll send us back. Deal?” 

 Illyana looked at Valeria, who nodded. “Deal,” Illyana shrugged. “Okay, spybot 
versus alien. Let‟s see it.” 

 The Sentinel strode out into a widening circle of demons, as did Valeria. They 
squared off, a force field rippling around the Sentinel as Valeria rolled her neck, letting 
vertebrae pop. Right. Her eyes still stung. Acid. Must remember the acid. Here, there 
was no sun. She would have to be more careful. 

 “Fight,” Illyana said. 

 The Sentinel sprang at Valeria, cannons blazing. She took the hit, and was flung 
back to plow through ranks of demons. She streaked back strong, unhurt and smoking 
from the energy blasts as the Sentinel let her come, then shunted her aside with a plane 
of force that deflected most of her charge‟s momentum. The Sentinel still skidded back, 
but Valeria pulled up before plowing through demons on the other side of the 
impromptu ring. 

 “Conclusion,” the Sentinel said. “Opponent inhuman. Destruction authorized.” 

 Valeria streaked back down, jinking to the side as the Sentinel released a mist of 
molecular acid. She spun around behind it, and slammed a hit into the side of its knee 
that broke it. She followed with a kick as part of the same smooth action, hitting it in 
the shoulderblades so it sailed through its own mist of acid. The Sentinel‟s force field 
shunted the acid to the side, and the mist swirled in the Sentinel‟s wake as the mech 
landed lightly, firing miniature jets to slow itself. It faced off with Valeria. 

 At its feet, the ground was infected with transmode. 

 “Not a chance,” Illyana snapped coldly, closing her fist. The transmode rippled, 
and then the ground was stone once more. “This is my territory. You fight with what 
you brought here,” she said, unsettled and defensive. 

 Forge swallowed hard. That did not bode well for this fight. 

 Valeria focused her eyes to pierce the Sentinel with eye beams, but she staggered 
back a step with a small cry; her eyes weren‟t healed enough yet. Sensing weakness, the 
Sentinel lunged at her, to be met head on by a fist that was powerful enough to derail a 
speeding train. 

 The force fields were somewhat effective in converting the kinetic energy to light 
energy, bursting a flash that blinded many demons and Valeria too, directionally 
oriented to protect the humans. Valeria gasped, and the Sentinel grappled with her. 

 Her flesh was warm, she was an effective mimic of humanity, but the Sentinel had 
collected enough data to be sure she was something else, something dangerous and 
inhuman. Transmode infected Valeria‟s arm as the Sentinel gripped her. 

 Valeria let out a short scream of absolute rage as the trickle of exquisite cold that 
was almost but not quite pain seeped rapidly into her arm. Her mystic defenses, psychic 
defenses might or might not slow it. She lashed out, at a loss for how else to protect 
herself. 
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 An adult kryptonian, when enraged and fighting for her life and exerting full 
strength, can smash damn near anything in a moment of panic. Forge needed no 
instrumentation to tell him this. Valeria‟s fist lashed out with every ounce of her will, 
rage, and energy behind it. The Sentinel‟s head was torn off, a battered convex dish as 
she pounded it so far out of shape it was unidentifiable. One hit, and the Sentinel was 
decapitated. 

 She was still screaming as she stood, shoving the body off of her, and smashed the 
most powerful kick she had right into its chest. Leaping into the air, she caught the 
hurtling headless body in midair. She stuffed her hand down its neck and tore out what 
she found, then she ripped the body in half and flung it away.  

 The fight was over. 

 Valeria drifted down towards the ground, her breathing harsh. She dug her fingers 
into her arm and tore out a lump of flesh that had turned to techno organic mesh; the 
lump was the size of a hockey puck. She flung it away as her arm bled freely. Valeria 
touched down on the ground and closed her eyes, willing the hateful battle fury to 
subside. The fight had ended. There was no need to physically dismember the creators 
of the thing she had destroyed. 

 The demons shifted uneasily, and Illyana gestured. They retreated, dispersing. 

 Forge sighed almost imperceptibly, raising his cybernetic hand and flexing it. The 
self destruct code was issued, and the remaining chunks of the Sentinel burst, so only 
flinders of metal and black dust remained. The dust sifted across the rock, blown in a 
fitful wind. 

 For a moment, the only sound was the spat of Valeria‟s blood slapping down on 
the stone. Illyana approached her as their guests shifted uncomfortably, feeling 
vulnerable. 

 “Need to get back to Prime and take care of that?” Illyana asked in a low voice. 
Valeria shook her head once. 

 “Not until we‟ve dealt with them,” she said with a nod towards Forge and the 
others. 

 “I can handle this,” Illyana said. “Are you sure?” Valeria simply nodded, so Illyana 
let her be and turned her attention to her guests. 

 “Well then,” she said, “that „pop‟ was your cue to be cooperative, I believe.” 

 “Yes,” Forge said warily. 

 “So what the hell was that?” Illyana demanded. 

 “It‟s not a spybot,” Forge said. “It‟s my personal bodyguard, and you just 
demonstrated why I built him. I am an inventor, and that was my invention. The reason 
he was in the park was to do density scans, so I didn‟t have to scan all that and upload it 
into him. A learning computer. And he was programmed to preserve human life. That‟s 
why he had so many countermeasures, so he could stun or injure or escape and not 
have to resort to killing,” he said with a pointed look at Valeria, who was unmoved. 

 “If you hadn‟t built it, we wouldn‟t have come to you,” Illyana shrugged. “Call me 
the devil‟s advocate.” Her grin held more menace than amusement. 



 

778 

 “Not much of a stretch,” Forge muttered, eyeing her with disapproval. “As I said, 
I‟m an inventor. I invent things that legal and illegal organizations would like to use, or 
control the use of. Because of that, unless I deny who I am and stop inventing things, 
I‟ll always be a target. Without protection, people like you two can just grab me and 
force me to do what you want me to do, or die.” He looked Illyana in the eye. “Don‟t 
you see? My Sentinel is a tool of freedom, not a weapon.” 

 “In your lifetime perhaps,” Valeria interrupted, her eyes cold. “While you control it. 
But every tool built in the name of freedom eventually becomes a tool of oppression. 
You may have the best of intentions in building it. The guillotine was invented to make 
a painless way to kill criminals without needless suffering. The nuclear bomb was built 
to end a destructive war. Perhaps when they were first introduced they did what they 
were supposed to do. But what about now?” she asked softly. “Do you honestly think 
you can control it once you‟ve brought it to the table and others can see what it can do? 
Even if you can, what if you‟re wrong? Can you afford to make a mistake on this scale? 
Can the world afford your mistake?” 

 “Ever read Frankenstein?” Illyana asked abruptly. “Perhaps you think you‟re doing 
something fantastic, but I think you‟re dabbling in science that‟s over your head. It‟s a 
learning computer.” She shook her head. “Didn‟t you see Terminator?” 

 “This isn‟t about my entertainment habits,” Forge said tensely. “It‟s about my 
personal safety and my future.” 

 Valeria and Illyana exchanged a glance. 

 “I agree this world is dangerous to those who are different,” Illyana said quietly. 
“The answer is not to build globe-threatening machinery. Here.” She snapped her 
armored fingers with a metallic ring, and a business card appeared between her fingers. 
She trotted down to the group from her promontory and handed the card to Forge. It 
had three phone numbers. 

 “You get in a pinch,” she said seriously, “you call us. We‟ll come to your aid. And 
don‟t worry about us finding you. We have a talent.” 

 Moira grasped Forge‟s flesh hand. “No more transmode,” she said quietly. “No 
more techno organic mesh.” She squeezed his hand. “Forge, they‟re right.” 

 “Damn straight,” Fury said, his guns still in his sweating hands. 

 Forge frowned, then looked at the ground and thought it over. Slowly, his face 
relaxed. He looked at Illyana, almost mournfully. 

 “I wish you were wrong,” he said quietly. He bit his lip and nodded. “No more 
Sentinels. No more matter viruses. I swear it.” 

 She nodded, satisfied. “You two keep him honest,” she said. “My name is Illyana 
Rasputin, and this is Valeria von Doom. If you behave yourself and then get in trouble 
anyway, call us. We‟ll back you up.” She smiled. 

 “Moira McTaggart,” Moira said, extending her hand. “This charmer is Nick Fury, 
an of course Forge.” 

 “Now that we‟re all civilized an all,” Fury growled, “How about we get back to 
New York?” 
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 A stepping disk flared, and the five of them were back in the trashed apartment. 

 “That‟s a neat trick you have,” Forge said, trying not to sound bitter. “I don‟t 
suppose you could help me move my gear, could you?” 

 “No problem,” Illyana said. “Where you headed?” He turned and pulled up a gps 
map and pointed out a location, produced a picture. 

 “There‟s a semi out back that the owner lets me keep parked. It‟s empty right now. 
If you filled it with this stuff and put us there, I‟d be satisfied,” he said. She nodded. 

 “Let‟s get started,” she said. 

 “I‟ll help move stuff,” Fury said. “It‟s what I do.” Illyana nodded, and she and Fury 
teleported out along with the desk. 

 Forge faced Valeria as another section of equipment teleported out. “So what are 
you?” Forge asked. “Magic?” 

 “No,” Valeria said, shaking her head with a rueful smile. “I‟m a stranger in a 
strange land. I‟m learning to make it my home.” 

 Forge nodded, looking into her battered and bloodshot eyes. “I can relate,” he said 
quietly. He shook his head as a console array teleported out. “Next time we meet, I 
hope it‟s on better terms.”  

 Valeria smiled and put her hand on his shoulder for a moment. Then she stepped 
back as a stepping disk swept Moira and Forge out of the room along with the last of 
the equipment.  

 A glance around the empty room with the hole in the wall, and Valeria shook her 
head and smiled. She left through the door. 

 

 Forge, Moira, and Fury sat in a booth in the diner. Coffee sat before each of them. 
Fury sipped down some of his, and shook his head. 

 “Hell of a ride,” he noted.” 

 “Yep,” Forge said, tired. 

 Moira cleared her throat. “Maybe it‟s for the best,” she said brightly. “Yeu could go 
inta medical technology.” 

 “Why not,” Forge said, rubbing his eyes. 

 Fury examined him. “Maybe you need a vacation first. Moira, yer a doc. Prescribe 
the poor man.” 

 “When he‟s right, he‟s right,” Moira noted with a smile. 

 Forge sighed deeply. Then he paused. 

 “I could build the greatest recreational vehicle of all time,” Forge breathed, a light 
sparking in the back of his eyes. 

 Fury and Moira exchanged a grin. 

* 
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 Forge bit back tears as he punched in the code to lock down the control room 
power systems. The energy core had been shut down, and now he was sealing the 
physical entrances so only his code would work to open the gate. 

 He looked over at Fury as the two men stood in the silent room, not a tic of 
electricity pulsing behind its walls or through its expensive equipment. “Just the lab 
left,” he said, a bit hoarse. 

 “I know it‟s hard,” Fury said, looking around. “You an me, we had some good 
times here.” 

 “I might come back,” Forge shrugged. “You know, sometime.” 

 “The lab‟ll be here when ya need it,” Fury agreed. 
 They headed down to the laboratory level of Forge‟s secret base. For a long time, 
Forge stood before the vault door motionless. 

 “Moira‟s waiting in the truck,” Fury observed tactfully. 

 “Right, right,” Forge said. “This is the only place… the only research facility I ever 
worked in that was mine and mine alone.” 

 Fury nodded. “Nothin like it.” 

 Forge took a deep breath and opened the lab. He walked in to the back, and he 
stood face to face with the last Sentinel. It stood in a transparent tube, inert. Forge took 
a deep breath. 

 “Goodbye,” he said to it. He reached out with his prosthetic hand and touched the 
tube. Then he turned away. Gestured. “Okay,” he managed, “the countermeasures are 
all in place. This place is sealed tight. If anyone or anything happens here, my cybers will 
pick up the signal as long as I‟m on Earth.” He half smiled, then realized that might not 
be a joke. He shrugged the feeling off. “Fury, you‟ve been around,” he said as the two 
men strode out of the lab and it sealed behind them. “Do you think Moira would like a 
ring with a real diamond, or a cool diamond I made for her?” 

 “Dumb question,” Fury grinned. “Yer the genius. Make her sumthin. As for me, 
I‟m gonna hafta back out of yer road trip. I gotta get back to my bar.” 

 “Really?” Forge said seriously. “You‟re sure?” 

 “Oh yeah,” Fury shrugged. “You and Moira gotta have a discussion. As fer me… 
well, you‟ve given me hope back. I‟m not the same man you recruited. I can‟t thank you 
enough for that. You need anything, you give me a holler, right?” 

 “You bet,” Forge said with a smile, eyes brimming with tears. 

 For a moment the two men looked at each other. Then Fury shrugged against the 
mood. “Enough a this mushy crap,” he said. “Let‟s get this show on the road.” 

 As they headed down the dark stairs that led to the loading bay, Forge cleared his 
throat. 

 “I need a place to plan my vacation,” he said. “Know any good bars in New York?” 

 “Just so happens I know of this hole in the wall; owner‟s mean as the devil, but the 
drinks are good and there are never any serious fights.” He chuckled. “I‟d be honored if 
you drop in whenever,” Fury said as they approached the semi that was idling in the 
bay. 
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 They left, and the facility sealed itself behind them, silent and empty as they drove 
into the brightly lit world. 

* 

 A slim, dark haired man with white streaks at his temples strolled into the kitchen. 
“Hello, Valeria,” he said, unruffled. 

 “Hello, Strange,” she replied. “I hope you don‟t mind that I dropped in.” 

 “You are always welcome,” Strange said warmly as he opened the fridge and 
glanced around. “What can I do for you?” 

 Valeria sighed. “I have a problem and I need your advice,” she said. “I was in the 
park playing Frisbee. Then this biomech scanned me and realized my density was 
wrong. I felt the probe and gave chase, since it‟s really not good for people to scan and 
run. One thing turned to another and I‟m missing a chunk of my arm and I had a facial 
of molecular acid. I feel like a dog who chased a skunk. I can‟t help but think that if my 
density anomaly hadn‟t been detected in the first place this whole episode wouldn‟t have 
happened.” 

 Strange smiled quietly to himself as he drew a pitcher of tea from the fridge and 
closed it. He poured himself a drink, allowing the moment to simmer in the air between 
them. Then he turned and sat at the table with his drink. 

 “You know,” Valeria said, her bloodshot eyes earnest. “Something that would help 
me blend in with the people I‟m trying to protect, give me that extra layer of protection 
against detection. I figured you might be able to help.” 

 Strange chuckled. “I happen to have this pair of glasses,” he said. “When you put 
them on, you‟d look mortal, but still beautiful. Would that interest you?” 

 “Just the thing,” she said with a nod, leaning back. Strange sipped his tea and set it 
down with a sigh. “I‟ll go get them for you in a minute,” he said. 

 “Thank you,” she said honestly. “You know, the longer I‟m on Prime the more I 
come to value your wisdom.” She smiled at him experimentally. “Thank you for leaving 
the door open for me.” 

 Strange looked into her eyes. “As one chapter closes, another chapter opens,” he 
said quietly. “One thing always leads to another, and there are threads that connect our 
lives through and through, and then to one another. Those who are wise accept that. It 
is the nature of life. And I am now, as I have always been, proud to be on your side.” 

 The moment grew too serious, and Strange leaned back with a thoughtful look. “A 
bio mech, hm. I wonder if you could put me in touch with the creator. He could write 
an article for the Planetary on how technology is redefining the definition of what a 
living and sentient organism is.” Strange allowed a saturnine smile to cross his features. 

 Valeria laughed. 

* 

 Time passed. Seasons shifted. 

* 

 Lockdown didn‟t happen as the smooth steel of the vault door slid open. A half 
dozen countermeasures and alarms that should have gone off didn‟t. 
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 A tall, foreboding figure strode into the stone room, stirring air that had lay still for 
some time. Black razor ribbons of steel retracted from the door array, back into his 
shoulders. He approached a glass cylinder at the back of the room. 

 “What a fine base of operations, how lovely and secret,” hissed a sibilant whisper. 
Deathly pale fingers reached out to touch the tube that held the Sentinel. A chuckle that 
had no place in a sane world rolled from the pale man. “What a marvelous gift,” he 
murmured as a tendril of black steel ribbon snaked from his shoulders and slid into one 
of the computers. 

 He sat in a chair, regarding his dead white reflection and behind it, through the 
tube, the black Sentinel. “You and I need to get acquainted; you seem to be the perfect 
soldier. The perfect policeman. All I need now is a little time. Time to prepare and time to 
understand. Fortunately,” he added as a wicked smile filled his features, “I have all the 
time in the world.”
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