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Introduction and Foreword to Volume 12 

The defense of Prime ramps up in the wake of Book Three. Illyana finally gets a novel 
focusing on her journey where she takes her skill to a whole new level and learns the 
bitter lesson that she can still make disasterous mistakes. We explore her past, learning 
more about it as she does. We see several new angles on how vulnerable Strange really 
is. And I get to bring in some greatly entertaining characters from all kinds of places, 
not least the Hellboy series. 

This volume casts the net wider, bringing in characters from movies, television shows, 
and pulp fiction. A reader still need not be familiar with the source material to 
understand the plot, and I am still freely reworking origin stories and the truth beneath 
the surface. I get to really stretch my creative legs here in the Web of Light. 

Also, we finally discover what the Web of Light really is. Because as many secrets as we 
discover, and as much as our concept of this setting deepens, it seems there is always 
another layer below, a new perspective. 

The last arc, The Defenders, finally gets at what Jason wanted for the fan fiction setting 
from the beginning: the magazine serves as a cover to investigate threats to the world, 
and deal with them. I hope you enjoy the ride, as our heroes face challenges within and 
without, and put it all on the table as they strive to defeat them. 

Introduction and Foreword to Volume 13 

As the finale of the arc, and the whole project, draws closer, the scope had to widen out 
to be ever more epic. This involved bringing in a video game fandom into the mix, as 
well as dealing with some of the dynamics of Stick‟s students, and showing how the 
Illuminati do their part to protect the Web of Light, sometimes when Strange doesn‟t 
even know about it.  

The first novel was composed anchored in the confrontation at the end; how does 
Prime bring all these potentialities together to be in the right place at the right time to 
foil a threat? And how does Prime push back when a force moves too fast to conquer 
it? 

Both the opening novel and the following story arc begin to lay out the confrontations 
that are a prelude to the Reckoning in the next volume. I enjoyed myself greatly writing 
these; blending the Blade movies, Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Highlander characters, and 
Batgirl in a story is too fun, for example. I hope you have as much fun as I did as you 
read what I wrote. 

So the forces seeking to conquer Prime find themselves unlucky as coincidences pile up, 
seeming to conspire against them. Will that be enough for Prime‟s defenders to keep the 
world safe? 
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Introduction and Foreword to Volume 14 

The final volume in this epic. This two-part volume details the final confrontation that 
has been building since the very first story. The conclusion‟s far-flung scope 
encompasses most of the conflicts that have played out in the story to date as well as 
adding a new scope and grandeur, more resonance and depth. 

I have tried to make volumes somewhat self-contained so they can be enjoyed alone 
even if the back story and ultimate outcome are not available to the reader. That was 
not possible with this tale, without revisiting entirely too much of what has gone before. 
Think of this book as the reward for the reader who has traveled with me through the 
previous thirteen volumes. 

Like all the best stories in fiction and in real life, this story inherits the best and worst of 
what came before, does its best, and sets the stage for the stories that will follow for the 
characters (even though we will no longer travel with them.) 

I am reminded of two Smashing Pumpkins songs: “The End is the Beginning is the 
End,” and “The Beginning is the End is the Beginning.” Both titles are true, and I thank 
you for joining me in the search for endings, beginnings, and the stories that connect 
them. 

I hope the good guys win. 

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. 

 

 

To Jason, who started it 

To Kyle, who will finally get to see how it all turns out 

To Phyllis, who kept the faith to the end 

To Kristy, who outlasted it 



 

    5 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 

VOLUME 12 

RISING TO THE CHALLENGE 

 

LEGACY OF FIRE .............................................................................. 7 

 

THE DEFENDERS 
Overshadowed ................................................................................... 127 

The Prize ........................................................................................... 162 

Invitation Only .................................................................................. 198 

Into the Breach................................................................................. 232 

 

VOLUME 13 

A CLASH OF COINCIDENCE 

 

THE DEADLY NET OF KNOWLEDGE ..................................... 262 

 

A TASTE OF DESTINY 
Slayers............................................................................................... 368 

A Day at the Beach ........................................................................... 395 

Moving Mountains ............................................................................ 412 

 

VOLUME 14 

THE RECKONING 

 

KINDLED IN ASHES .................................................................... 429 

 

POINTS OF DECISION ................................................................. 512 



 

 6 

 

 

 

 

Volume XII 

RISING TO THE 
CHALLENGE 



 

    7 

Legacy of  Fire 

Thursday, January 6, 2005 

 The short man closed in on the table, a plate of food in one hand and a drink in the 
other. He wore a clean tee shirt, jeans, cowboy boots, and a tremendous grin. Settling 
himself at a table opposite a lovely blonde in her mid-twenties, he put the plate and 
drink down, then scooted the stack of five empty plates off to the side as the young 
woman shook her head, then sipped at her drink. 

 “May I take your plates, sir?” an awed busboy asked, rightly observing that the table 
was rapidly running out of room. 

 “All but this one,” he replied, jabbing a deep-fried dumpling with his fork. The 
busboy cleared the dishes, and the short man ran his hand through the wild upsweep of 
his dark hair as he watched the busboy go. 

 “Okay, darlin,” he said as he returned his attention to the young woman across the 
table. “I just got to my sixth plate a buffet, and you never let me get to a sixth plate 
unless you got somethin on yer mind. So spit it out. I don‟t bite.” He munched on a 
sizable mouthful of food. 

 “You know, Logan, the waiter is probably wondering where you‟re putting all that 
food,” the young woman grinned, nodding at Logan‟s heavily muscled, tight torso. 

 “All part a my mystique,” he grinned. “Now. Illyana. Talk to me.” He swallowed 
his mouthful and regarded her over the table. “Or tell me I‟m wrong.” 

 “You‟re not wrong, Logan,” she said, pushing the remains on her first and only 
plate of food around with her fork. Her bright eyes looked up at him. “Did I ever show 
you this?” she asked, pulling a peculiar square broach from her pocket. It had a button-
like oval in the middle, it was made of stone, and it was rather unattractive to the eye. 

 “Can‟t say I remember it,” Logan said with a shrug of his muscled shoulders. 

 “It‟s the Amulet of Kryonis,” Illyana said reflectively, looking at the stone. She 
gestured. “It‟s magic, of course. Lets me throw attacks or defenses around, without 
tapping into my own power. Kind of a kick-ass battery, and it can hold one effect while 
I go on to make another.” She tapped it on the table, then swiftly pocketed it and 
glanced around the half-deserted restaurant, noticing the small cluster of employees on 
the far end. They seemed to be whispering to each other about Logan, watching in awe 
as he turned his attention back to his plate and tucked away another mouthful. 

 “See, it‟s just something else,” she continued, “makes me even cooler than I am. 
I‟ve been learning geomancy from Strange, you know. Beyond invocational magic. Only 
a handful of people on Prime know it, I‟d say probably under two hundred. And I‟m 
getting better at it every day. It transforms the way you see the world. Plus, you know, 
I‟m a martial arts instructor. I‟ve been studying hard for a couple years now, and I can 
even hit Peter. I‟m living on my own, and life is going really well.” 

 “I‟m glad to hear it,” Logan nodded, waiting for the rest. 

 She sighed. “All of this is a roundabout way of making the point that I‟m a 
grownup now.” 
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 “So far so good,” he agreed. The plate was polished and empty. “We might get 
kicked out if I go up for another plate.” 

 She smiled to herself. “Have my appetizers,” she said, scooting her side dish of 
crab rangoon and an eggroll over to him. He tossed a crab rangoon in his mouth and 
chewed rapidly, and Illyana looked down at the table. 

 “Remember when I was in high school, Logan? I could never date. I knew if I got 
home and there was manscent on me, you‟d find the poor kid and beat him within an 
inch of his life.” She shook her head and chuckled. 

 “That‟s pretty much how it would have happened, yeah,” Logan said reflectively. 

 Illyana looked him in the eye. “I‟m old enough to date, Logan. We‟re here having 
this chat so I can hear you tell me that if I date some guy, you won‟t track him down 
and beat him up. This should not be a complicated issue requiring a lot of deep 
thought.” 

 Logan blinked rapidly, then looked away. “Yer right, of course,” he gritted out, 
struggling. “But what if some guy breaks yer heart?” 

 “Logan, I can deal with it. I know a lot of ways to hurt a man without leaving marks 
or permanent damage.” 

 “Just… don‟t pick a scumbag, or I might not be able to restrain myself,” he 
muttered blackly, eyeing the back of his hand. He looked at her, his eyes serious. “I 
know yer all tough and dangerous now. But love makes people do stupid things. And 
believe me, darlin, no matter how bad you are, there‟s always somebody tougher.” He 
looked away. “Don‟t I know it.” 

 “Thanks, dad,” she grinned at him, touching his hand. He looked back at her, still 
uneasy. 

 “Just… I mean, you‟ve had poor taste in men. In the past.” He shifted in his seat. 

 Her smile faded. “That was a long time ago. And I was rebelling. See, now, after 
we‟ve had this cozy chat, I won‟t have to rebel, because I have your blessing,” she said 
pointedly. “And there‟s more.” 

 “More?” he said, alarmed. 

 “Yes. My brother, Piotr. I need you to explain this to him as well. In terms he can 
understand. So I don‟t have to go to the police station and file a statement if some poor 
guy gets hammered in his parking lot after he stands me up for a date. You know how he 
gets. I‟m his „little flower.‟ Will you do it?” 

 Logan groaned and dropped his head down on his hands. 

 “You know, most parents have to deal with this about ten years earlier than you had 
to,” she said archly, completely unsympathetic. 

 “Oh, fine,” he muttered. “Rub it in.” 

 “Glad that‟s settled.” Her smile was brilliant as she rose and headed for the counter 
with the bill. 

 

Monday, January 10, 2005. New Moon. 
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 Shadows of feet and ankles flitted past the basement window set high in the wall. A 
single forty-watt bulb glowed over the workbench as the blocky man hunched over his 
tools. 

 “I will be the great magician of the age,” the man crooned in a thick voice, 
touching at the objects laid out on the canvas. There was a peculiar snake bracelet of 
silver, with red ruby eyes set into it. A coil of odd green stone, shaped into a bracelet. 
Several unique rings. He touched at the lock-pick gun, the prybar, the small sack of 
candles, the almanac. 

 “No one will bar my way,” he murmured. He thrust his fingers into rings, he 
squeezed the bracelet onto his thick wrist, he stuffed the housebreaking gear into a bag. 

 “The world will be cowed, the vow will hold firm.” He finished loading the bag, 
and he grasped the staff, turning to look at himself in the dingy basement mirror. He 
wore round goggles, and his hair rose from his scalp in a strange, swaying sweep. 

 “Time will run out, the day of my victory…” He cocked his head to the side. 
“Time, finally, for me to prove my worth to my Lord.” 

 His giggle was thoroughly insane as he smashed the lightbulb with a swat of the 
heavy staff and scuttled out of the dark room. For all the brilliance of the noonday sun 
outside, he moved in shadow. 

* 

 The young man pushed his door open, tossed his keys on the small table by the 
door, and shoved the door shut after himself. He leaned back in the dim apartment, his 
narrow shoulders sagging slightly. 

 “What a day,” he sighed. He rubbed at his face, tossing his bag to the side. The 
phone rang. 

 He stepped over to the bar, and pushed the speakerphone button. “This is Doug,” 
he said, kicking off his loafers. 

 “Hey, Doug. It‟s Illyana. How was your first day back?” 

 “I could get to like being the research editor,” he said with a bit of a grin. 

 “Why am I on speakerphone?” she asked. “I hate speakerphone. You never know 
who‟s listening.” 

 He just laughed. “In our modern age, you never know who‟s listening. But 
somebody always is. What can I do for you, Illyana?” 

 “A little birdie told me that you‟re only working half days, and you‟d be getting 
home right about now. So I thought I‟d give you a call and see if you want to do lunch.” 

 He glanced at his watch. “It‟s three in the afternoon,” he said. 

 “Let‟s be Continental and do it anyway. I was thinking about a picnic,” she added. 

 He padded over to the window. “You do know there‟s an inch and a half of snow 
on the ground,” he clarified. 

 “Bundle up,” she said, her grin audible. “I‟ll be there in fifteen minutes.” With a 
click, the conversation was over. 
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 Doug blinked, looking over at the phone. For a long moment, he considered calling 
her cell phone and telling her not to come. 

 “What the hell,” he shrugged, and he headed for his closet. “I think I have some 
long underwear.” 

* 

 The hunched, stocky man watched furtively from the alleyway as cars rolled past. 
Across the street, a line of brownstone mansions stood shoulder to shoulder. The one 
he watched was three stories tall, with a peculiar skylight. His hair twitched and wavered 
as his head jerkily tracked cars. 

 Then he chose his moment, and ran across the street with an odd rolling gait, his 
thick coat billowing behind him. He dashed up the steps, his bag bouncing at his side, 
and he pulled the lock pick gun from his pocket and jammed it into the lock. He tripped 
the tumblers, turned the knob, and shouldered the door; the deadbolt gave, and he 
stumbled inside. 

 Immediately, he dropped the lock pick gun and whipped a chunk of black rock out 
of his bag, waving it around with a trembling hand. He leaned back, closing the broken 
door. Before him, stairs rose into the house. To his right, a kitchen; to his left, a den. 
Beside the stairs, a hallway ran back into the mysterious quiet of the dim house. 

 The goggled man slowly mounted the creaking stairs, vaguely gesturing around with 
the black rock. 

 “I‟m coming, Lord,” he muttered as sweat beaded on his forehead. 

* 

 The trim and dapper man paused, glancing out the window. Snow swirled down 
past the glass, and he shifted in his seat. His dark hair was combed back from his face, 
and the years had touched paleness to his temples. He caught himself, and smiled at the 
elegant brunette who sat opposite him. A string quartet played in the background, 
unobtrusive. 

 “I‟m sorry,” the slim man said. “I thought I felt something.” 

 “No need to apologize, Strange,” the woman replied. She sipped her wine. “Being 
Sorcerer Supreme is a nervous business, after all.” 

 “Some days,” he conceded. 

 “How did your trip to California go?” she asked, shifting the subject as she turned 
her attention back to her salmon. 

 “As well as could be expected. I examined the stone tablet that some fishermen 
found in their nets. It may have once provided means to get to the ruined city of Cthon, 
but it was too weathered to be of use now. I saw to it that the piece ended up in a 
museum, and I returned. I‟ve got a freelancer doing an article on the stone for the 
Planetary.” He smiled ruefully. “I could use more outings that were so simply resolved. 
They usually get more… complicated than that.” 

 “Just another reason I‟m glad we could both slip away from our complicated 
responsibilities for a late lunch,” the refined woman said quietly. “It is odd that I should 
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miss you even after moving to New York so we wouldn‟t have to cross a continent to 
see each other. Still, that‟s the way of things.” 

 Strange regarded her. “Elsbeth. Being with you lifts my responsibilities, however 
briefly. I suspect it‟s the only time I truly understand how heavy they can be.” 

 “Your power bears a weighty price,” she agreed. 

 “I used to wonder,” he said, leaning back with a small smile. “If it was me you were 
attracted to, or the might of the Sorcerer Supreme.” 

 She paused. “It hardly matters,” she said gently, her eyes almost pitying. “I can‟t 
have either. I just borrow you from time to time. You belong to your duty, and it 
belongs to you.” 

 A quiet settled between them for a moment, as soft and cool as the drifting snow 
outside. 

* 

 Illyana‟s rap on the door was muffled by her thick mitten. The door opened all the 
same, and Doug grinned at her. 

 “I feel like I‟m wearing half of all the clothes I own,” he said, grinning a little. He 
glanced up. “I got this knit cap during that blizzard last year. I‟m wearing two tee shirts, 
a long sleeved shirt, a sweater, and this parka.” 

 “I hope you have something on under those jeans,” Illyana said, nodding at his 
legs. 

 “Don‟t get fresh with me,” he retorted, amused. 

 She rolled her eyes. “You want to walk, or can I just, you know, take us there?” 

 “Come on in,” Doug said, standing aside. Illyana breezed past him, wearing a fur-
trimmed parka and a scarf, her legs vipping against each other as her snowpants rubbed. 
She toted a heavy wicker basket. 

 “This has got to be one of the weirdest things I have ever done,” Doug reflected as 
he closed and locked the door. Illyana gestured, and a stepping disk whirled up around 
them; pale darkness, flame-ringed otherworldly light. They vanished into it. 

 The light flared, elsewhere, and Doug took a half step to regain his balance. They 
stood under the spreading arms of an old oak tree, overlooking the glittering expanse of 
a deserted hill. 

 “We‟re not in city limits,” Illyana shrugged, her eyes bright. “I hope you don‟t 
mind.” 

 “Hey, it saves me a hike,” Doug grinned. Illyana lowered the basket to the ground. 
Another small stepping disk flared, and she reached down into it and pulled out a heavy 
plaid blanket. 

 “That teleportation thing comes in so handy,” she observed, deadpan. 

 Doug eyed her. “We could be wearing swimsuits, having the time of our lives on a 
beach in the Bahamas,” he pointed out. 
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 “Maybe I like snow,” she replied. She flapped the blanket out, and knelt on it. As 
she looked up at him, the drifting snow caught on the rippling fur of her parka lining, 
on her eyelashes. She smiled at him, and he quickly sat down on the blanket. 

 “Maybe it‟s a Russian thing,” he offered, and he tried a smile. “We are getting to the 
lunch part, right?” 

 “I save you an hour of travel time, minimum, and get the perfect spot one step 
from your door. And you complain about delays?” she teased. “Here. I know you like 
tomato soup and grilled cheese with ham, so that‟s lunch.” She opened the basket and 
pulled out the sandwiches, and two thermoses. He unwrapped the sandwich. 

 “Still warm,” he smiled. 

 “Well, I kept it sitting on the rocks next to the lava flow,” she shrugged. “Pretty 
awesome warming plate.” 

 “You put a lot of effort into this,” Doug observed. He took a bite out of his 
sandwich. 

 “What, grilled cheese in the snow? It‟s not like I fixed you a seven course feast,” 
she retorted. 

 “Regardless, thanks for lunch,” Doug said as his eyes wandered the treeline across 
the clearing. 

 “Sure, it‟s my pleasure. Believe me. I wanted to have lunch with somebody. Strange 
and Montessi are having lunch together. Tandy and Dani are busy, Peter had lunch with 
his wifey-poo, Logan‟s on vacation, and Piotr? All he talks about is „Pepper Potts this,‟ 
and „Pepper Potts that.‟ Makes a woman sick to her stomach.” 

 “I guess it‟s good for me to know where I stand in the order of things,” Doug said 
wryly. 

 “Now, see, I‟m trying to keep things all casual and lunch-like, and you have to take 
it personally.” Illyana rolled her eyes. “You want to know the truth? Today, I wanted to 
spend some time with the only man in this world who understands me.” She looked 
him in the eye. “Whether he likes it or not.” 

 Doug glanced away. “I may understand what you‟re saying, what your body 
language says, maybe I can hear what you don’t say. But that doesn‟t mean I understand 
you.” He took another bite of his sandwich. “You are a woman, after all,” he said 
around the mouthful. “I look at any set of symbols and interpret their meaning. It‟s a 
gift. Maybe I can read the movement of your eyes, the set of your shoulders, that sly 
come-hither tone. Maybe I can even sift that and understand why you do it. But you still 
make decisions that baffle the hell out of me.” 

 “I guess you have a choice,” Illyana said quietly. “I want to have lunch, maybe go 
ice skating, and maybe go back to your place for supper. I packed light,” she nodded at 
the picnic basket. “You can either cut to the chase and we can talk about why I want to 
do these things, or you can relax and watch the scenery go by. For once in your life, get 
a pleasant surprise.” Her eyes were direct, and Doug could instantly tell she was not 
mocking him. 

 He smiled faintly. “Ice skating sounds nice,” he said. He unscrewed the top of his 
thermos, and steam billowed out. “We can do that next.” 
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 For a while, they sat quietly, eating, and snow flickered down around them. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 “Thank you, that was delicious,” Strange said as he leaned back from the table.  

 “I didn‟t make it,” Montessi replied with a small smile. “And I know you too well 
to suspect you‟ll allow me to pay for it.” 

 “Good, saves a lot of futile discussion,” Strange smiled warmly. 

 “Must be difficult for you,” she mused. “Having all those pretty girls around all the 
time, and being so alone. We‟ve had our moments, but I don‟t harbor any illusions 
about my ability to bridge the chasm you surround yourself with.” 

 “I‟d just as soon not talk about how difficult it is to be me,” Strange replied. “That 
gets tiresome immediately. Let‟s talk about you instead,” he said with a somewhat 
roguish grin. “I‟ll resort to flattery if I must. I can be desperate when cornered.” 

 She arched an eyebrow at him and said nothing. He sighed. 

 “Of course it‟s difficult. Then I stop and think. The fate of Prime rests on my 
vigilance, discipline, and related assets. One slip, and the world could slide into the maw 
of some alien invader. Better than a cold shower, that is,” he said wryly. “Besides. If you 
had not been close to me last summer, Mordred would not have targeted you for 
execution.” 

 “You‟re still a man,” Montessi pointed out, and she swigged the last of her wine. 

 “What are you driving at?” Strange asked curiously. 

 “Being a woman, I‟m not obligated to explain,” Montessi said loftily. 

 Strange chuckled as the waiter brought the check. 

* 

 Sigils gleamed wetly on the paneled walls of the broad hallway, and chalk symbols 
were scrawled on the impassive double doors. Light filtered into the other end of the 
hall, but the intruder was just a shadow as he stood before the mystically barred door. 

 He took a deep breath, settled himself, and slowly raised the black chunk of rock. 
Then, he began to chant in a guttural and obscene language long forgotten by sane 
races. A peculiar greenish gleam lit up the stone, and the painted sigils on the walls 
glowed in response as they shaped mystic energies. A net of filmy green light wove 
between the hyperdimensional coordinates painted around the doorway, and the chalk 
began to sizzle. 

 The goggled interloper leaned forward, and swore a deep and unholy oath. His will 
crashed into the mystic gates that held the wooden doors shut, and for an intense 
moment, thrashing mystic energies squirmed and collided. Then the greenish black 
stone flared brilliantly, and the door‟s protections were burst. The wooden portal 
groaned open a few inches. 

 Screaming triumph, the goggled man kicked the door out of the way and dashed 
into the protected chamber, single-minded of purpose, desperate in speed. 

* 
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 Strange sat bolt upright. “No mistaking that,” he gritted out. “The Sanctum 
Sanctorum has been breached. Please excuse me.” He settled back in his chair, his pose 
alert and relaxed as his eyes drifted shut. Montessi sighed, sensing his astral form 
slipping free of his body. 

 Reaching over, she pressed a stray hair away from his forehead, smoothed his lapel. 

 “I‟ll get the check this time,” she murmured, but he was already far away. 

 

 With the speed of thought, the ghostly astral form of the Sorcerer Supreme flitted 
from the restaurant to the brownstone mansion, arriving at the Sanctum as the intruder 
reached the far wall, grasping at the artifacts lining the shelves. 

 With a gesture, Strange‟s astral form slammed the door shut and bolted it, and 
suppressed all light in the room. The intruder didn‟t even slow, snatching at objects and 
stuffing them in a sack. 

 Strange unloaded a vicious attack, his sorceries curling around his will as he lashed 
out with energies meant to down the burglar before the intrusion could turn into a 
battle. 

 The intruder squealed in pain, and a ring burst from his finger as it deflected the 
power of the attack. The blocky man with upswept hair and goggles gestured, and fire 
swept the room; impatient, Strange put the fire out with a gesture, and slung another 
attack into the enemy wizard. 

 Clumsy with desperation, the intruder lunged to a bookstand and snatched a hoary 
tome; Strange‟s attack twisted into him with crippling force, and an amulet around his 
neck burst with the strain of deflecting it. He screeched again, then flung himself at the 
corner of the room. 

 “Tindaloiak!” the wizard screamed, and he somehow fell into the angle of the 
corner, escaping the warded and mystically protected Sanctum. 

 “Oh no you don‟t,” Strange gritted out, and his astral form flitted back to his body 
instantly. He blinked, sitting up straight as Montessi slid the receipt for lunch back in 
her purse. 

 He swiftly rose. “I‟m sorry. I must go.” 

 “So go,” she said, shooing him with her hands. “May the Vishanti smile upon you.” 

 Strange whirled, and dashed away. She sighed almost imperceptibly. 

* 

 In the snow and cold, only a handful of people were on the pond. The skaters 
mostly drifted in lazy circles, effortless on their blades, sliding across the faceless slick of 
ice. 

 “Are you sure this is thick enough?” Doug asked, unsteady on his skates. 

 “Believe me, I have reason to check and make sure before stepping out,” Illyana 
grinned. “When I was six, I was ice skating when a demon sorcerer snatched me under 
the ice, stealing me from my family and teaching me evil magics.” She smiled demurely. 
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 “I guess that beats hypothermia,” Doug said reflectively. He looked around. 
“Where the hell are we?” 

 “Somewhere in upstate New York. Don‟t worry. I thought this might be nicer than 
elbowing a crowd of city slickers aside.” She drifted at his side, quiet and graceful as a 
ghost. His skates clacked as he wrestled carefully with gravity, staying upright. 

 “Oop!” she said, her foot slipping into the back of his skate as she tumbled over 
backwards. He let out a squeak, and toppled back to land on top of her. Doug managed 
to roll over and prop himself up on his elbow, his face mere inches from hers. 

 “You did that on purpose,” he accused. “You know damn well how to stay on top 
of your skates, you minx.” 

 “Maybe,” she agreed. She leaned forward swiftly, her lips startlingly soft and warm 
as they brushed Doug‟s mouth. Doug froze. She looked in his eye steadily, then leaned 
forward and kissed him again, gentle and insistent. He found himself kissing her back, 
laying on the dark ice beneath a lowering sky full of snow. 

 Then Illyana was out from under him, somehow standing again. She reached down, 
pulling him to his feet; he felt like a steam engine as hot breath billowed out of his 
mouth. They skated to the side of the pond together. 

 “I‟ve worked up an appetite,” Illyana said to Doug. “And it‟s almost time for 
supper. It‟ll be getting dark soon.” She brushed at the snow on his jacket. “Do you 
think we could have supper at your place?” 

 He sensed her intense vulnerability, and there was only one answer. “I have pasta,” 
he managed. As energy surged through him, he felt his breath struggle to get in, pressing 
against his racing heart. “I… white sauce,” he muttered. He gestured aimlessly. “Red 
sauce. Stuff. Tomatoes.” He shrugged, his eyes wide. 

 “Thank you,” she whispered. “Now let‟s get those skates off you.” 

 She looked in his eyes, and saw uncertainty as he studied her, excitement firing 
through him. 

 She smiled. 

* 

 Strange rounded the top of the stairs, gestured. The doors at the end of the hall 
banged open as he crossed the space with startling speed, striding into his violated 
Sanctum. He glanced around, quickly taking stock of the damage. 

 He gritted his teeth as he saw the empty bookstand that had supported the ancient, 
powerful book. A single book was missing from the shelf. And— 

 “Oh no,” he whispered, blood draining from his face. “No, no no no. Not that.” 

 He swiftly pulled his cell phone from his pocket, mashing in a speed dial number. 
“Tandy,” he said sternly as someone picked up on the other end. “I need you at the 
Sanctum at once. You must defend my body, I‟m going astral. I‟ve been robbed. I must 
stop the thief. Before it is too late. Bring Tyrone.” He snapped the phone shut without 
waiting for a reply, and he swiftly seated himself at a throne in the middle of the room. 
He gestured, and a rippling distortion surrounded the throne. Then he relaxed, and his 
astral form drifted up from his body once again. 
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* 

 The corner of the room bulged and twitched impossibly, then vomited the 
steaming man onto the floor. He landed with a yelp, squirming with pain and corruption 
twisting in his body. Gasping, he managed to drag himself up to his knees as his nose 
and mouth and ears bled.  

 His breathing unsteady, he pawed at the bag he dumped on the floor. He dragged 
out a small, leather-bound book, and a black lightless globe almost the size of a 
volleyball. 

 “I‟m hurrying, my Lord,” he whimpered as his unsteady breath jerked in his chest. 
His hands scrabbled at the book, finding a page and smoothing the crackling parchment 
back. Seconds slipped away as the wizard croaked and rasped, reading an incantation 
from the book as he planted his bloody hands on the black sphere. Blood flecked the 
corners of his mouth anew as his throat rebelled under the harsh syllables that the 
wizard dragged from the pages of the book before him. 

 The ball began to twitch and flex beneath the wizard‟s relentless onslaught, then 
something burst, and the darkness whipped up and snatched at the wizard and his bag. 
They were swiftly dragged into the rapidly expanding shadow, then it twirled down into 
itself and vanished. 

 The basement was empty. A broken forty-watt bulb hung in the socket, and the 
shadows of feet and ankles ghosted by on the street outside. 

 

 As time and space made sense to the wizard again, he sluiced out of shadow and 
sprawled painfully on a stone floor. He vomited, bloody and wrenched beyond what he 
could bear, and he collapsed sideways, curling up into a fetal ball. 

 The shadow that had brought him along twisted, rippled, then lowered a dark 
robe‟s sleeves from where they had obscured his narrow features. He had a cruel beauty, 
languid eyes, and almost sculpted white hair. He loomed over the blocky wizard, at once 
slender and massively imposing. 

 “Excellent, Owl. You did a flawless job.” His voice was light, but commanding. He 
gestured simply with a graceful hand, and the Owl stopped twitching. The wizard rose 
clumsily to his knees, bowing before the slim shadow. 

 “My Lord, I could do no other,” he grated out. 

 “Freedom, once more,” the slim wizard breathed, glancing around the shadowed 
catacomb. “Rise, Owl.” He watched his lacky scrabble to his feet. “Are you ready to 
punish Strange and his minions?” he demanded with a calculated smile. 

 “No honor would be greater,” the Owl intoned. 

 “Then it‟s time we began,” the slim man said, utterly assured. He threw his head 
back and laughed, a wicked coursing sound. The Owl shrieked his own foul mirth, until 
the walls rang with it. 

 “The day of the Sorcerer Supreme is over, as sure as I cross the dimensions once 
more,” the slim man snarled as his laughter subsided. “Enjoy your last days, Strange. 
Finish your business. Your time has come.” 
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 The very lights flickered with the force of his conviction. 

* 

 The Sorcerer Supreme‟s eyes flicked open, and he rose from his chair. A lovely 
young woman stood before him, her shining gold hair back in a ponytail. At her side 
was a tall figure with a face like dried leather, or carved wood, and dark empty eyes. He 
was swathed in a shroud, a deeply rich iridescent fabric that toyed with the light. 

 “Tandy, Tyrone. Glad you could come,” Strange said as he glanced around the 
room. He took a deep breath to steady himself. “Mordred is free. I felt his prison 
shatter. And he‟s escaped Prime.” Strange hesitated. “He could be anywhere by now.” 

 “That‟s really, really scary,” Tandy said in an even voice. 

 “I‟m not sure he‟ll be powerful and confident enough to try to play cat and mouse 
with us like he did last time,” Strange muttered. “He‟s weak and injured, he hasn‟t had 
time to recuperate from being captured. Last time, he had years of imprisonment to 
regenerate his energies, but he hasn‟t been in the prison that long, not this time around, 
and the way the prison was broken was bound to hurt him further. Last time I didn‟t 
know he escaped until he chose to attack. This time?” Strange narrowed his eyes. 
“Mordred will rightly fear that I‟m going to find him before he has a chance to strike.” 

 “We‟re with you, Strange,” Tyrone said in a deep, strong voice. “What do you want 
us to do?” 

 “Stay here, for now,” Strange replied. “I‟ve got some preparations to make. 
Mordred might try to pick off stragglers before we‟re ready for him. People must be 
warned.” 

* 

 Light flared, leaving Doug and Illyana in its wake. She faced him, looked him in the 
eye. Then she slowly unzipped his coat as he watched her face. Illyana stepped around 
behind him, and tugged the parka off his shoulders, down his arms. She tossed it over 
the back of his couch, then she softly touched her lips to the back of his neck. She 
wrapped her arms around his narrow chest, leaning her cheek against the back of his 
shoulder, feeling his racing heart. 

 “I promise to be gentle,” she murmured. Then she tensed. Pulled away. 

 “Don‟t move. Just hold that thought,” she said, frowning. She stepped over to the 
couch, sat down, swiftly arranged herself, and let her eyes roll back in her head. As her 
astral form invisibly drifted free, Doug unsteadily headed into the kitchen to put on hot 
water for tea. 

 With a thought, Illyana effortlessly traversed the distance to Strange‟s Sanctum. She 
darted up to the door, startled to find it breached, then her astral form appeared before 
her teacher as his eyes lazily rolled open. 

 What? she demanded. Sorry, I’m in the middle of something kind of important. 

 “That must be why you turned your phone off,” Strange observed. 

 Exactly, she nodded. Can it wait until tomorrow? Just this once? 

 “The Sanctum was robbed. The Book of the Vishanti was stolen. Mordred‟s prison 
has been shattered,” Strange said grimly. 
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 Illyana hesitated. 

 “All hands on deck, Illyana,” Strange demanded. “We must stop Mordred before he 
has a chance to prepare. I‟m sorry. It‟ll have to wait. I need you right now. Your talents 
especially.” 

 She fought down emotion, and simply offered a curt nod. 

 “And warn Doug, while you‟re there,” Strange said quietly. Illyana was gone in a 
flash, and the whole world seemed to blur. 

 She slid down into her body and gasped slightly, eyes popping open. “Damn,” she 
said, with feeling. She rose from the couch, looking at Doug. Somehow, he looked 
slightly forlorn, a skinny young man padded with winter clothes. The water hadn‟t had 
time to boil yet. 

 He read the situation from the way she moved, from the look in her eyes, and he 
looked down at the counter. “What‟s the earth-menacing disaster this time?” he asked 
quietly. 

 “Mordred got loose. Strange wants to nail him before he has a chance to get away. 
All hands on deck.” 

 “Mordred,” Doug said, his eyes haunted. “That‟s not good.” 

 “Go stay with the Parkers, at least for tonight,” Illyana said as she stood before 
him. “Better for us to bunch up than to get picked off one at a time.” 

 “Alright,” Doug nodded, not meeting her eyes. “Be careful.” 

 “I‟ll do my best,” she replied. With that, eldritch fire roiled up around her, and she 
was gone. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 The stepping disk dropped her on the flagstone paving of her court. Above, the sky 
was arrayed around a luminescent and beautiful afternoon. Her throne brooded at one 
end of the court, and flowers spilled out of long planters set by the walls. Her two-
handed sword gleamed, thrust into the stone by her seat of power, and at her feet the 
scrying pool rippled as it touched astral currents. 

 “Damn!” Illyana shouted, flinging her coat away. She swiftly thrashed out of her 
winter clothes, pulling on jeans and a tee shirt, kicking her feet into canvas shoes, tying 
her hair back. She stretched until her joints popped, then she took and released a deep 
breath. She ached with frustration. Then she shook her head, and squatted over the 
pool. 

 “Alright, Mordred, you son of a bitch,” she muttered. “Let‟s get you put away.” 
The scry flickered to a view of Strange, and Illyana was gazing into it as the stepping 
disk swirled up around her once more. 

 She dropped next to Strange, who didn‟t bat an eye as the energy swirled away, 
leaving Illyana at his side. 

 “What‟s the plan, magista?” she asked. Before him, a peculiar domed stand lay 
open, and a crystal the size of a basketball slowly spun, hovering over its case, filling the 
room with ambient light. 



 

    19 

 “The Crystal of Agamotto confirms that Mordred is not on Prime,” Strange said 
grimly. “That doesn‟t mean he is out of striking distance. He‟s cunning and vicious, and 
right now I‟m guessing he‟s very angry.” Strange turned to Illyana. “Please. Look after 
Montessi and Dani. Mordred has a special grudge against her; she helped me ambush 
him when I captured him the last time he escaped. Please. See to it that they do not 
come to harm at his hands.” 

 She saw a trace of fear in his eyes, and she didn‟t like that one bit. “What about 
Parker? Do we involve him in all this? All hands on deck, and all that?” 

 “No. Peter Parker‟s gifts come from a weapon of the dark fey, one of many they 
shaped and fashioned in the shadow of the earth. He‟s too vulnerable to Mordred‟s 
influence. I don‟t want you tangling with Mordred directly, either. Do you understand 
me?” he demanded, looking her in the eye. 

 “I understand what you want me to do,” she nodded, “but not why.” 

 “Also. Parker and Doug need to stay as clear of this as possible. The two of them 
can keep the Planetary running without us, so even if this gets ugly, the magazine will 
keep going until we get back.” 

 “Can we go back to the part about why you don‟t want me tangling with Mordred 
directly?” Illyana asked, narrowing her eyes. “I‟m a lot more powerful than I was the last 
time he kicked down the door. I‟m not saying I can handle him by myself, but—” 

 “We don‟t have time,” Strange said gently. “Please. Montessi and Dani. Mordred 
could strike at any moment.” 

 Illyana flexed her jaw, swallowing her questions, and she simply nodded. 

 “Now,” Strange said softly, his eyes glittering with something ruthless, “I will find 
Mordred.” He turned back to the crystal. 

 A stepping disk hissed and swirled up around Illyana, and she flashed through 
Limbo before dropping softly to the carpet in the living room of Montessi‟s penthouse 
suite. 

 A slender and attractive teenager wore only a towel as she strolled around the 
corner. She gasped to see Illyana, her hand fluttering to her chest as her eyes went wide. 

 “Don‟t do that!” she said sharply. Her dark eyes were deep with the surprise, 
matching the iridescent silky darkness of her hair. Her features were slim and almost 
olive, her nose sharply downturned. She was slim, but not quite graceful. 

 “Sorry about that,” Illyana said with a rueful grin. “Mordred got out. I‟m here to 
make sure you and Montessi are alright.” 

 Montessi stepped out of the kitchen, glancing down the hall. “Did you say that 
Mordred got out?” she asked, tension in her light tone. 

 “Yes,” Illyana said firmly. “Since you are the one behind his capture last time, 
Strange thought you might want to join us at the Sanctum.” She looked at Dani. “You 
might want to get dressed.” 

* 

 Mordred waved irritably at the darkling wood, and the trees bent and creaked aside. 
Inky webs and strings of enchanted venom whirled to the side under the force of his 
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will; spiders, imps, and all manner of nameless creatures scrabbled out of his path. The 
Owl huddled in his shadow, his goggles throwing desperate glances all around as they 
trod into the vile glade. 

 “Wh-where are we?” he managed. 

 “This is one of the Shadow King‟s many summer homes,” Mordred said with a hint 
of irony. “He keeps some of this treasures in places like this, and I‟m going to borrow 
one of them for a little while. I‟m sure he won‟t mind,” he said with a grin that showed 
all his teeth. He gestured again, and wraithlike fey whispered out of his path, reluctant to 
challenge him. He came to a pedestal, and upon it rested a peculiar twisted horn. He 
eyed the defenses around the artifact, then boldly reached through them and snatched 
the horn up. Magics crackled at him, curses rebounded from his will. He chuckled to 
himself. 

 “Well, that stung,” he said with a wicked smile. The woods creaked and shifted 
around him, and he glanced at them irritably, snarling something in a liquid, peculiar 
tongue that mortals never learned. They subsided at once. 

 “We don‟t want to overstay our welcome,” Mordred said lightly. He gripped the 
Owl‟s coat, and dragged him to a shallow pool of dark, noisome water. He hopped in, 
yanking the hapless wizard after him; time and motion ceased to make sense as they fell 
far too deep, without getting wet. 

 They landed on something soft, barely substantial. Knee deep in mist, the Owl 
stared around at the billowing shapes of fog and dimness, coolly illuminated by 
moonlight. Deep, starry night unfurled overhead, and the stars blazed close enough to 
touch as mountains of cloud rose up in all directions. 

 “Beautiful,” the Owl murmured, gazing around. 

 “Yes, wonderful. We‟ve created a bit of a pocket dimension, right around one of 
the doorways in the Web of Light that protects Prime from alien attackers,” Mordred 
observed. He pointed at a shimmering wall of energy at one end of the cloud valley. 
“That geomantic energy is what makes Prime such a safe, cozy place. I‟m going to have 
it broken.” He hefted the horn, squinting around. 

 “I figure if Strange has an invasion and a few subsequent funerals to attend to, that 
will distract him from hunting me,” Mordred continued. “Long enough for me to find a 
good lair, and ready myself to deal the final crushing blow that will silence his arrogance 
forever.” 

 “What would you have me do in the coming battle?” the Owl asked anxiously. 

 “Simple,” Mordred replied. “Choose your moment. Keep a low profile. And when 
the opportunity presents itself? Kill Montessi.” He handed a curiously shaped dagger to 
the Owl. It was made of stained black silver, chased with runes that made the Owl‟s 
eyes water. “Kill her. Make her scream loud enough to haunt Strange‟s dreams.” He let 
a smile spread across his face. “Are you ready?” 

 “I am, Lord.” 

 Mordred raised the twisted horn to his lips, then threw his head back and sounded 
the horn. The wild, wailing shriek that burst from it bounded and rebounded from the 
clouds, coiled down pathways unmentionable, slithered through the darkness beyond 
Prime. 
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 The cloudbank shifted as portals began to twist open, sucking the mist into their 
depths as the enemies of Prime answered the call… 

* 

 Illyana and Montessi perked up, glancing at each other. They sat in the well-lighted 
and clean kitchen of Strange‟s mansion. 

 “Did you feel that? The twitch?” Illyana said. 

 “I was almost Sorcerer Supreme once,” Montessi replied, nodding. “I know 
something of geomancy. Mordred must be making his move.” 

 They rose, leaving Dani at the table, and ran up the stairs to the hallway outside 
Strange‟s Sanctum. They weren‟t to the door yet when Strange shouted, “Illyana! Go get 
Kira!” 

 Illyana snapped through her stepping disk, landing in Limbo, her heart thudding 
with stress. Her legs bent, her knees recurving and her feet retracting into fetlocks and 
hooves as horns twisted out of her forehead. She squatted over her pool with a gesture. 
Kira was strolling down the streets of Times Square. Illyana cast a spell of distraction 
through the portal, startling the classically beautiful reddish-blonde woman as the she 
felt the subtle touch of magic. Attention of passersby was deflected. Then Illyana 
yanked her off Prime with a stepping disk, and she landed, combat ready, in front of the 
demon sorceress. 

 “Mordred got out, he‟s attacking Prime,” Illyana said simply. 

 “Right,” Kira said, blinking. “Send me to Strange.” 

 The stepping disk flared, and the two blonde women stood before the Sorcerer 
Supreme once more. He was consulting the Crystal of Agamotto. 

 “There,” he said. “The Icarus gate. Mordred sent out a call, opening portals to 
those who wish to burst the Web of Light. Damn him. I had no idea he‟d move this 
fast.” He looked over at Illyana. “We‟re going to need the Illuminati on this one.” 

 Illyana bobbed her head, flashed off Prime to land in Limbo once more. “These 
guys give me the creeps,” she muttered under her breath. She swept a filmy gray cloak 
off the back of her throne, affixing it at her throat with the square stone amulet. She 
snatched her blade from the stone, it rang free. Silver eldritch armor slithered up her 
hand in a gauntlet, whipped up her arm, settled in stylized and sharp layered shoulder 
armor. Illyana took a deep breath, then nodded to herself. She glanced down in the 
scrying pool, then a stepping disk swirled up around her. 

 Deep in the early hours of the morning, she dropped on the broad porch of the 
house. The chill sank deep into her at once, and she shifted her cloak around. It chased 
the cold off, and she knew that her arrival had set off enough alarms to make ringing 
the doorbell redundant. 

 With a muffled crack, brimstone exploded out in front of her, and a slender figure 
with sleek dark features and wild hair glared at her with pale yellow eyes. He held a 
blade that he whipped around to point at her. He was wiry and trim, his tail lashed. His 
eyes widened with shock. “Swordbearer?” he said. 

 “Hello, Kurt,” she replied seriously. “I‟m afraid I‟m here on business. Prime is 
under attack, and the Sorcerer Supreme wants the Illuminati‟s help.” 
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 The door opened, and a trim man stepped out, followed by a lovely blonde and a 
casually arrogant young man in his prime. With clacking footsteps, a giant stepped out 
behind the others; he seemed to be carved of stone. They all wore deep blue and yellow 
robes. 

 “Good thing we were still at that poker game,” the young man said casually. “Is 
this for real, Reed?” 

 “It is,” Reed replied firmly. “We will go with you.” 

 Illyana nodded. “Let‟s bunch up a little.” She stepped over to them, and a ring of 
eldritch fire expanded to engulf the whole group. 

 Limbo flashed by as she bounded from her home dimension and once again 
stepped to Prime, the Illuminati at her side. Strange looked over at them, and smiled. 

 “You are welcome. This may be a difficult battle,” he said to Reed. 

 “I understand,” the slim man said, his eyes glittering. “We all do. But we are sworn 
to protect Prime, and to come to your aid when you call. Here we are.” 

 “One of your number is missing,” Strange said as he looked them over. 

 “He stays behind,” Reed replied. “In case we fail. So someone can carry on the 
work.” 

 “I have done the same,” Strange nodded. 

 “There, you see?” Montessi said to Dani. The teenager stood, uncomfortable, fear 
in her eyes as she looked over the might that had assembled in the Sanctum. “All of us 
leave someone behind to carry on, should we fall.” She gently touched the teenager‟s 
face. “Please. Be graceful about this. You can‟t come along.” 

 “I understand,” Dani said, almost inaudibly, and she turned away. 

 “Everyone stand together,” Strange commanded. “This time, Illyana cannot take us 
where we are going. I will transport us along a ley line until we reach the Icarus gate, 
then we will do battle with those who seek to storm our barriers and take our world by 
force.” 

 Strange nodded, shrugging into his red coat. Illyana stood at his side, her power 
and pageantry intertwined, refined and barbaric. Kira stood firm, dressed in black 
leather she had pulled from her wardrobe in the guestroom. Her eyes narrowed, her hair 
was back in a bun. Montessi, elegant and regal, needed no accouterments of wizardry. 
Her might was plain in the tight energy that coiled around her as she stepped in close to 
the Sorcerer Supreme. Tandy, living Light playing around her, stood by Illyana as the 
shrouded form of Tyrone slipped close behind her. 

 The Illuminati surrounded them; Reed, distinguished and wise. At his side, his wife, 
her brilliant blue eyes serious as her heartbreakingly lovely features were set in 
determination. At her side, the tall young man who could be her brother, such was the 
resemblance they shared. Then the slim, whipcord figure of the dark elfin teleporter 
Kurt. Filling out the circle and standing at Reed‟s left side, the massive stone giant, who 
also had oddly striking blue eyes. 

 “For Prime,” Strange said softly. 

 “For Prime,” they echoed. 
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 Then Light engulfed them, and they were swept away. 

 Alone, Dani felt a chill race through her, and she wondered if she would ever see 
them again. 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 “Your summons said nothing about that!” the breathlessly beautiful woman snarled, 
pointing her taloned finger at the vague shifting shadow at the back of the cloud 
corridor. Mordred sighed. 

 “Umar, my dear,” he said, “my summons didn‟t say much of anything. It‟s an 
invitation to come and kick down the door to Prime.” He regarded her smoothly 
gorgeous features twisted by cruelty, her arched eyebrows, her sleek black hair, her taut 
and imperious figure wrapped in a simple robe. “I will promise you this. Zom is not 
going to be a problem for you.” 

 “How can you know?” she hissed, a halo of rulership flickering around her head 
with royal flame. “What assurance can you offer that he will not rampage through our 
ranks? You are a fool. I will take my peerless might and my Mindless Ones and return 
to the Dark Dimension.” She turned to go. 

 “Hold,” Mordred said sharply. “I have arranged for Zom to come and batter the 
Icarus gate down. Then he will be drawn back to his prison, Amphora. Such is the 
sentence the Living Tribunal chose for him. All I am doing is arranging for a brief 
respite from his imprisonment.” 

 “You and all your kind are liars,” Umar snapped. 

 “Have you lost all sense of the zest risk brings?” Mordred asked mildly. “I recall 
Umar being the pinnacle of royal courage and daring. Have you become so complacent 
that you no longer wish to hone your formidable prowess against the worthy?” His 
bottomless eyes mocked her. 

 “You play a dangerous game, creature,” she breathed. “With a thought, I could 
destroy you utterly.” 

 “Yes, and wouldn‟t that be amusing,” he replied with a shark‟s grin. “Wouldn‟t you 
enjoy explaining that to the Shadow King. I suppose you would visit the same 
destruction upon the united strength of the Unseelie Court?” 

 Her hesitation was fractional. “You think me afraid of your flitting cronies? You 
think that the Dark Dimension does not overflow with power fit to sweep away all in 
my path? You think your precious Shadow King would pose a challenge to the mighty 
Umar?” 

 Mordred laughed. “Show me how the power of the Dark Dimension will sweep 
away the Sorcerer Supreme. Upon that we can agree. I want you to lead the charge, to 
destroy him utterly. He is the key. If he falls, so too falls Prime.” 

 “Very well,” she sulked. “I will succeed where my fool brother failed. I will destroy 
the Sorcerer Supreme, and all his lineage, and the Earth will be a prize tossed to jackals, 
to rend it asunder for a thousand years.” Her face was cast in a wicked leer of 
vengeance. 
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She gazed down at the noisy crashes and thuds and blasts of the hulking and 
monstrous Mindless Ones. Thick and senseless, they poured gouts and blasts of energy 
at one another through eyeslits, as they clomped and bashed around the enclosure that 
held them within a perimeter of Umar‟s powerful magic. 

“I don‟t know why you even invited the others,” she sniffed. “My Mindless 
Ones will crush their forces swiftly.” 

 “I hope you are right,” Mordred shrugged. “But I wish to be sure. There, you see 
Aggamon the slaver, and his legion. They seek to open the path to a rich trove of slaves. 
And over there; Tiboro, Tyrant of the Sixth Dimension and Lord of the Seething 
Volcano.” He looked back. “Another half an hour, and Zom will be near enough to 
burst the veil and charge the gate. He has the power to shatter it. Then, Strange is at our 
mercy.” He smiled cruelly. 

 Mordred stood high on a cloudbank. Below, at the end of the corridor, the shining 
swirl of the Icarus gate resonated brilliance through the murky clouds. Tiboro roared, 
flinging lightning from his massive wand as it sizzled with power; his peculiar headdress 
and half armor made his barbaric majesty truly inspiring. Across the way, Aggamon 
nodded coldly in Mordred‟s direction. He clutched a cannon with a purple crystal at its 
tip, and his bald head shone in the diffused light of the battleground. Around him, a 
hoard of eager slavers called obscenities and challenges to the unresponsive shield of 
light. 

 The gate pulsed brightly, and the slavers screamed at it as flecks of brilliance grew 
as if responding to their uncouth yells. 

 “That‟s not possible,” Mordred muttered in sudden alarm. “They couldn‟t have 
gotten here so fast.” He turned to the hunched figure that cowered in his shadow. 
“Owl. The Book.” His lackey handed him the heavy, bound Book of the Vishanti. He 
snapped its clasps open, letting the metal sheathed covers creak apart to expose the 
pages of close-packed mystic lore within. “Alright, Strange,” he said clearly. “Let‟s see 
how good you really are.” 

 Behind him, Zom pressed against the thinning membrane that still separated him 
from this plane, and he roared soundlessly. 

 Then the Icarus gate flared open, and Strange led a charge through it. Umar pealed 
out shrill laughter, dropping one side of the barrier holding the Mindless Ones in check. 
As Tiboro built a massive charge with his rod, Aggamon snarled coarse oaths, holding 
his slavers back as Strange‟s army entered the killing zone. 

 “I‟m going to have to do something about that brat,” Mordred observed sourly as 
he saw Illyana, realized how the army had gathered with such impossible speed. 

 A blast of energy lashed out from the gate, knocking all of the invaders back a step. 
Strange used the moments to his advantage. 

 “Illuminati, take Umar,” he said, pointing. “Illyana, Tiboro,” he gestured. “Kira, 
take Zom. The rest of you, guard the gate. Mordred is mine.” 

 Strange took the full brunt of Umar and Tiboro‟s blasts, thrusting enough energy 
forward to disrupt the focus of the attacks, swirling the destructive magic back into the 
pulsing gate. As they broke off the attack for a moment, he soared up over the joining 
battle, streaking at Mordred. 
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 Tiboro‟s second blast was scattered to light and pain instead of raw destruction, as 
Illyana sprang into its path, lashing out with her glittering blade and scattering the brunt 
of the mystic bolt. He roared defiance at her as she closed, her goat legs propelling her 
with unreal speed as she sprinted towards the hulking tyrant. 

 Mordred snarled, reading from the Book, heedlessly channeling gouts of mystic 
destruction from it, firing them at Strange. Streamers and blazes of coruscating death 
lashed at the Sorcerer Supreme, but he had not survived this long to be so easily 
destroyed. Energy curled across Mordred‟s skin, crisping it, but still he flung the Book‟s 
energies at Strange. 

 Sue swiftly looked to Kira. “Help us,” she said. 

 Kira nodded. “Protect me,” she replied, her eyes narrowing dangerously. Then she 
darted forward with impossible speed. As the Mindless Ones surged towards the 
handful of defenders, Kira was among them. Her blows sent them flying like missiles, 
and her eyes flared red, sending lances of energy smashing into them and knocking 
them aside.  

 Umar sneered, her inhuman reflexes slashing a defensive barrier around herself, 
and a half dozen barbed and wicked darts of sorcerous energy twirled into Kira. The 
darts deflected from an invisible force, and as Kira halted just short of Umar, the 
Illuminati raced down the corridor she had cleared. Mindless Ones charged whatever 
was handy; Aggamon swore as his slavers scrambled back away from the juggernauts of 
destruction. 

 Furious, Umar unleashed enough energy to drive the life entirely out of Kira. The 
impossibly fast woman slid out of the way of the blow, flinging a wall of Mindless Ones 
towards Tiboro and Illyana. 

 Illyana deflected another bolt with the energy of her amulet backed by her sword, 
and she ducked away as the heavy bulk of the Mindless Ones toppled towards her 
battle. Tiboro, irked, turned and blasted at the Mindless Ones, knocking several back 
down from the misted plateau where he battled Illyana. She darted behind him, her 
sword whickering out with improbable speed. The enchanted blade sheared through the 
rod, and energy burst out in all directions. She sprawled away, her defenses short-
circuited by the blast. Tiboro stared at his destroyed weapon, startled and suddenly 
afraid. 

 As he turned and fled towards his dimensional gate, Illyana let him go. She smiled 
viciously as she ducked and wove her way between the Mindless Ones, headed back to 
the gate. 

 “Johnny!” Sue shouted. “Go!” 

 The young man sprang into the air, and flame rippled across his skin as he streaked 
up over the grand melee of Mindless Ones. Umar‟s lip curled in derision as she casually 
flared lethal energy at him. Her blast was diverted by some unseen force, and he 
swooped down at her and curled into a fetal position, like some kind of comet— 

 The whole battle was rocked back on its heels as a massive explosion detonated in 
the center of the action, right next to Umar. Flaring out from Johnny like a miniature 
supernova, an inexorable wave of pure death roared away. The wind from the blast 
knocked half Aggamon‟s slavers sprawling, though he gritted his teeth and held his 
ground. 
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 Umar shrieked in rage, and blasted the hapless young man. As he tumbled, badly 
hurt, brimstone crackled once—Kurt caught him midair, vanished in a puff of sulfurous 
smoke—and Kurt held him back by the gate. 

 “I can‟t stop them!” Tandy cried as she swelled with light, a circle of energy 
whirling around one eye like a tattoo of brilliance. She fired handfuls of light at the 
Mindless Ones, who did not care. 

 “I‟ll handle it,” Tyrone said through his teeth. He lunged forward, seemingly 
incorporeal, and his cloak flung impossibly wide. He swept a whole row of Mindless 
Ones into the otherdimensional deep of his Shroud. She glanced to the side just in time 
to see Aggamon‟s slavers charging at their flank. 

 Roaring, Aggamon hefted his crystal-tipped cannon and fired, a blast of brilliant 
lavender death streaming at the defenders. Montessi pushed Tandy aside, balanced her 
stance, and countered the beam. Concentration creased her forehead as her mouth 
murmured invocational magic. 

 “Perfect,” Kira said through her teeth; she whipped through Aggamon‟s slavers. He 
saw her coming far, far too late to redirect his beam. 

 Her fist passed through his cannon simply, shattering it to splinters that flew 
forward and skewered his troops. Then she backhanded him in a move too swift to 
follow; his face half crushed, he sailed back through his portal, back to his own 
dimension. Screaming, his startled slavers took one look at the vengeful goddess Kira 
and turned, stumbling with fear, scrabbling back up the pillowy nothingness of the 
cloud towards their passage home. 

 Umar‟s heartless laugh was cut short; invisible force slammed across the back of 
her head with enough force to crush a semi truck, and she stumbled forward as the 
Flames of Rulership flickered. Glaring behind herself, she gestured, looking for her 
invisible attacker— 

 From too far away, the leader of the Illuminati gestured, and his fist somehow 
crossed time and space to slam into her eye socket from where he stood, out of reach. 
Enraged, she shifted her attention, and barely flung defenses up— 

 She had not seen the charging giant. He had snatched a Mindless One in each 
hand, and now he slung them like vast two-ton clubs, as easily as a man would swing a 
pair of cushions. Hissing through the air, the berserk megalithic monsters were oddly 
helpless in the crushing grip of the unstoppable stone man. His blows rained down, 
blasting and banging off hasty defenses. Umar shrieked fury, and a withering roar of 
death magic slashed at the stone man. Invisible energy dulled the attack, and as his stone 
chest was scored with the might of her sorcery, he ignored his wounds and slung ever-
harder hits down at her flagging defenses. 

 “This is not your realm!” he bellowed, his voice cutting through the grating rattle 
and crash of the fighting Mindless Ones. “Your omnipotence fails you here!” His words 
were punctuated by impossibly heavy blows as he drew from a well of unguessed 
strength. 

 Kira flashed overhead as a dull roar resonated up through the clouds, and the 
shapeless titan pushing at the still-sealed portal opposite the gate leaned ever closer. She 
hung in the air, watching; then she ducked to the side as Mordred‟s energy bolts seared 
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dangerously close. She flung herself at the thinning veil separating the mighty Zom 
from the battle. 

 “Enough!” Strange cried as he landed scant yards from Mordred. The fey sorcerer 
panted, furious and spent, his wounds aching through re-formed flesh. 

 “You think you‟ve beaten me already?” Mordred gasped, his face contorted with 
fury. “You‟re wrong.” 

 “It ends here,” Strange snapped. 

 “How right you are,” Mordred hissed. He cried out, a defiant signal to attack. 

 Across the battlefield, Montessi‟s energy shield shunted an unstoppable Mindless 
One to the side, and she turned to face the next. A dark figure rose from the billowing 
mists behind her, and a silvered dagger plunged down. 

 Montessi‟s wavering scream sailed over the battle, and Strange whirled, his eyes 
gone wide— 

 Mordred shrieked a word of command, and the Book flexed; Light swarmed out of 
it, engulfing the Sorcerer Supreme, and he was yanked into the Book. It slammed shut, 
and locked with a sinister click. 

 “Now who is trapped?” Mordred mocked with insane glee, spittle flying from his 
lips as he leaped with triumph. 

 Across the battlefield, burst of dark magic flung the stone man back from Umar, 
and his grip on the squirming Mindless Ones failed. He toppled back with his clubs, and 
they staggered up and immediately attacked one another. As he stirred, Sue ran towards 
him; “Ben!” she cried. 

 Umar‟s bolt caught her in the back, and she was hurled off her feet without a 
sound. She lay unmoving. Umar threw her head back and laughed, and Ben rolled over; 
the stone giant snatched a Mindless One and flung him. The weakened ruler glanced at 
the fallen giant, and saw the incoming bulk—her shield sprang up, but it was too little, 
too late. Her bones crunched as the unyielding Mindless One smashed through her 
defenses and smacked into her, carrying her through the air trailing blood. 

 “No!” Illyana cried out as Montessi sagged out of sight in the mists. Illyana slashed 
and sliced at the Mindless Ones. Impossibly tough limbs were cleanly sheared off as she 
tore through the brawlers, grief and denial and rage surging through her as she closed in 
on Montessi‟s fallen form. The Owl looked up, and snarled at her as she approached. 
Then he saw into her eyes. He saw his own death. 

 Whirling, clumsy with fear, the Owl ran from the demon sorceress as she screamed 
for vengeance. 

 Illyana sprinted past Montessi‟s body, springing into the air as the terrified Owl 
looked back over his shoulder. Her hooves slammed into his shoulder blades, pounding 
him down into the oddly textureless ground of the battlefield. She hopped clear as he 
staggered up, gripping the silver dagger. He gestured, flinging Cthonian warping at her. 

 She swept her enchanted blade at him, knocking the magic assault to the side; her 
riposte whipped effortlessly through his forearm, and his hand spun away still gripping 
the dagger. Before he could scream, she reversed the wicked two-handed blade, cutting 
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his head in half. His severed goggles sprang free as he toppled over in a deep gout of 
crimson blood. Her blade swept down once more, cutting the corpse in half. 

 Throwing her head back, she wailed her rage and loss. Her amulet flared as it 
deflected the eye-blast of a Mindless One. Savage, she oriented on the creature, and 
sprang to battle, trying to outpace or defeat the welling darkness of enraged, despairing 
grief that unseated her reason. 

 

CHAPTER FIVE 

 With a roar, Zom surged against the last membrane of veil that held him back from 
charging into the battlefield, through it, and through the Icarus gate. Kira hung in the 
air, resolute, focused on the massive creature that towered nearly fifty feet tall. He 
sagged back into the void after his surge, and then he withdrew. She narrowed her eyes, 
knowing better, waiting for it. 

 The vast creature rushed at the veil, and sundered it with a mighty thundercrack 
that shook the clouds. Kira‟s eyes focused, and lances of lethal energy shot out and cut 
deep into the creature, thrusting it back. Roaring, he leaned into the pain. 

 His face was broad and flat, his eyes emotionless. He was shaggy with some 
peculiar fur, and his wrists were locked in spiked metal casings. A bizarre topknot 
completed the picture, and the monster lashed out with mighty blows. 

 As Kira ducked away, diverting the monster‟s attacks, Tandy finally reached 
Montessi‟s body. She lifted the slight woman, and managed to carry her back towards 
where the wounded gathered. 

 Johnny was still unconscious, and Sue whimpered in pain as Reed tried his best to 
staunch the blood oozing from the burn on her back. Ben lay sprawled like a broken 
puppet, spent by the effort of his battle. Tyrone still swoooped and hovered around 
them, like a feeding bat, intercepting Mindless Ones that got too close and tilting them 
into the endless deep of his shroud. 

 Montessi clutched at Tandy‟s arm, startling her as she lay the elegant sorceress on 
the ground. 

 “Tandy,” she said sightlessly, her words thick as they pushed through the blood 
that flowed up into her mouth. “Poison. I‟m done for. Where? Where is Stephen?” 

 “Be still,” Tandy said softly. “He‟s on his way.” She desperately hoped that was 
true. 

 “I—I can‟t wait,” Montessi said as she twitched and trembled. She pulled Tandy 
closer as her mouth struggled to make words, her body failing her. Tandy leaned close, 
her hair brushing Montessi‟s forehead. 

 “Tandy,” Montessi whispered. “Don‟t—please, don‟t let—him be too—alone.” 

 For a peculiar, luminous moment, her eyes seemed to see again, to look into 
Tandy‟s soul. Tandy clenched her jaw against the lump in her throat, and tried to smile 
as her sight blurred with unshed tears. 

 Montessi relaxed, and seemed almost prim and composed as life quietly left her. 

 Tandy felt intensely abandoned as she hunched over the lifeless body. 
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 A huge, frustrated roar vibrated in the air. Tandy looked up in time to see Kira dart 
forward and snatch the titan by his topknot. Summarily lifting him from the ground, she 
rocked him back and then flung him with inconceivable strength; the vast bulk of Zom 
sailed through the air and bashed through the regenerating membrane, hurled deep into 
the pit that released him. 

 “That‟s inconvenient,” Mordred murmured as he took stock of his situation. 
Tiboro, routed. Umar, mangled, and most of her Mindless Ones missing. Aggamon, run 
away with his cowardly slavers. The Owl, vivisected. Mordred rolled his eyes. 

 “Good help is so hard to find,” he growled. 

 He glanced down as the Book under his arm twitched. 

* 

 Strange rose to his full height, facing the three visages that hung in the dimness 
before him. He was an idea in a void; there was no substance, all had been rendered in 
imagination and energy in this peculiar place. 

 We are the Vishanti, they intoned. You have been locked in our Book. Our 
likenesses will judge you, if you wish. Or you may remain in the Book for all 
time. 

 “I am Sorcerer Supreme of Prime. You may judge me,” Strange replied clearly. He 
gazed at Hoggoth‟s tiger head, Oshtur‟s beautiful countenance, and the inscrutable mask 
of Agamotto, the wizard who first gathered enough Light and power to create the role 
of the Sorcerer Supreme. 

 Do you understand might? growled the tiger‟s shape. Strange whirled, and before 
him a vast army spread out as far as the eye could see. Banners periodically punctuated 
the mass, denoting regimental colors and deeds of valor. The army advanced upon him 
in lockstep. 

 “I understand might,” Strange nodded, eyeing the army. The front ranks wore 
amulets. Before the Web of Light, Hoggoth had protected the earth with magic and 
blood and iron, driving back the Unseelie court, slaying the tyrants that sought to 
conquer the earth before time began. His army was legendary, and invokers still called 
upon its prowess. 

 Strange squared off with the hoary host, a lone match facing a sea of oil, hoping 
somehow to survive the conflagration. His sharp eyes picked out the leader of their war 
host, a vast warrior with the head of an elephant and a quiver of javelins. He sprang 
over to that warleader, his coat carrying him. A tide of arrows hissed at him, and with a 
gesture he dismissed them. 

 “I do not seek to despoil your world, nor slaughter your army,” Strange said clearly 
to the elephant-headed monstrosity. “Look into my soul, and see that I am also 
dedicated to the service of Prime. I understand might. It is to be extended and 
preserved, but not stupidly squandered. Command and courage will ever defeat raw 
force.” He leveled his gaze into the massive warleader‟s eye. 

 The war leader trumpeted, and flung up an arm. The army stopped, their might 
contained. Strange nodded, and the hoary host faded back into the dimness of the 
Book. 
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 Do you understand cunning? the beautiful face said clearly. Strange turned, and 
clotted webbing spat across him. He frowned, then a deluge of webs sprayed all around 
him, and three spider-like beasts the size of horses scuttled towards him. One hissed at 
the others, who cowered back, and the spider sank its mandibles into Strange. He cried 
out with the pain, and the spider began turning him and thickening his prison, making a 
tidy cocoon. 

 Strange desperately tried to move, but found himself paralyzed. With a thought, he 
touched at his cloak, and it lifted him above the spiders, neatly whipping out of the 
biggest spider‟s grasp. 

 In full control of his levitating coat, he waggled his body in the air, and one of the 
smaller spiders sprang up at him. He dropped below its leap, and it landed squarely on 
the bigger spiderbeast. Snarling and hissing, the two locked in fierce struggle, and 
Strange swung his unresponsive and restrained body off to the side as the remaining 
spider fired a tether up at him. The first and second missed, and with the third it 
touched on him and yanked back. 

 Strange let himself be tugged, then he recoiled hard, mentally commanding his coat 
to resist. The surprised spider was dragged along just far enough to be in the path of the 
tumbling, raging battle of the other spiders. They all ferociously snapped and hissed and 
raked at each other, desperate to claim the prize for their own. 

 “Evil destroys itself, and being underestimated grants great strength against the 
mighty.” Strange nodded to himself with a smile. Making the best of their distraction, 
Strange drifted up off the ground and away from them, and the webbing thinned and 
fell from his senseless limbs as feeling swiftly returned. Once more, he faced the three 
visages of the Eternal Vishanti. Hoggoth and Oshtur smiled upon him, and only 
Agamotto remained unimpressed. 

 Do you understand balance? intoned the voice that was behind the might of the 
Sorcerer Supreme tradition, resonating through the geomantic teachings that had 
consumed Stephen Strange‟s life for decades. 

 “I can only hope I satisfy, Master,” Strange replied with a deep, sincere bow. 

 There was a long pause. 

 Indeed, you have defended Prime, though you are not born of its Web of 
Light, Agamotto said in a voice that seemed to have a touch of wonder. Yet here you 
are, bound in this Book. 

 “Mordred, of the Unseelie Court, ambushed me as I fought to protect the Web of 
Light from its invaders,” Strange said. “If I pass your tests, then I will go and defeat 
him.” 

 Another pause. “What know you of balance?” the voice demanded. 

 Strange thought fast. “My Sanctum was invaded by a demon sorceress. I rebuked 
her, and she kidnapped one of my allies. I tracked her to her hideout at the edge of the 
Inner Planes, and I broke her defenses. My ally, her hostage, convinced me to undertake 
the training of the demon sorceress. To teach her to master her impulses. To weave 
good through the evil that threatened to consume her. In her heart and mind, I have 
given what good I can. In her heart, a balance has been struck between good and evil. 
From that balance has grown the potential for her to be truly powerful and great, 



 

    31 

compassionate and kind. The balance has grown from that. She was born to evil, it 
shaped her entire background. As she chooses good, that evil is countered in ways I 
could not have imagined. The evil that shaped her is deep and vast, and now she can 
grow to a good that can be equally deep and vast." 

 Your test continues beyond this Book, Agamotto said. You have chosen its 
form. Though you escape these pages, the true test of your work is yet to come. 
Light swelled around Strange, filling him, and he was consumed in it. A particle of 
human consciousness, he floated adrift in the sea of energy, in the mighty Web of Light 
unbound. Then the light faded, and he was once again mortal. 

 The Light has not swept you away, Agamotto observed. Go, then, and uphold 
my traditions. 

 Go now, in peace, all three visages said at once, thrilling through Strange with 
their nearness. Then the darkness peeled away to the sides, and he fired upwards, filling 
into flesh as he touched the air. The Book fell away, and he hovered in the air positively 
crackling with the energy of Agamotto‟s Light. 

 Mordred stared up at him, alarmed; Strange realized he was back in the battle. 
Mordred had not escaped and hidden the Book after all. 

 Nor would he. 

 “Unbelievable,” Mordred spat bitterly. He staggered back, groping at magic, worn 
through by his injuries wielding the Book of the Vishanti. 

 Strange gestured, walloping the fey wizard with energy. The Book spun from his 
grasp, and Mordred toppled back with a cry of pain. Strange closed in, resplendent in 
power. 

 “I‟ll get out again!” Mordred cried. “I‟ll kill you yet! Everything you care about! 
Ground into bloody paste!” He crawled, shielding his eyes from the terrible awe 
radiating from the Sorcerer Supreme, blood flecking his weakened mouth. 

 Strange sighed, pulling a simple stone from his pocket. “Not this time,” he 
murmured. He stooped over the crawling wizard, whispering words of power. Mordred 
screamed, a wrenching shock of fury and pain and rage and humiliation. Then he began 
to twist and run, his form losing color and whirling into the stone in Strange‟s grip. The 
stone darkened, then filled out. When Strange rose once more to his full height, he 
gazed down at a solid black lightless sphere, heavy and perfectly round. Moving like an 
old man, Strange stooped to collect the fallen Book of the Vishanti. 

 With a rasping clatter, the last Mindless One left on the field toppled cut to pieces, 
and Illyana stared around through the blood and tears smeared in her eyes.  

 Quiet settled on the battlefield, and the dimension began to grow vague and float 
apart at the edges, as befitted a cloud. 

 Kira, Strange, and Illyana closed in on where Tandy and Tyrone leaned over the 
cooling body of the sorceress Montessi. The Illuminati looked on dispassionately as 
Strange‟s steps slowed, horror thrilling through him. 

 A shimmering form coalesced over Montessi. Strange clenched his jaw as he saw 
Montessi‟s fading astral form. 
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 I’m sorry, Stephen, she mouthed. This is the only way I could wait for you. I’m dead, now. 
Please. Let me go. She looked back at the shimmering Web of Light. Free me. 

 Strange twitched, almost a flinch, and his unnaturally clear eyes saw every detail of 
the woman he loved as her image thinned, dissipating faster as her body‟s last traces of 
life faded to chill death. “Goodbye, Elsbeth,” he said thickly. 

 She offered him a sad smile. I seem to have failed you again. The words were mere 
suggestions, nothing audible. 

 “You never failed me,” Strange said. He knelt at her side, putting aside Mordred‟s 
prison and the Book, and he lifted her surprisingly light body. Then he breathed out, 
clenching his eyes shut; the Web of Light shifted slightly, and her astral form became 
invisible as the Light pulsed behind it. 

 Strange lowered her once more to the textureless battleground. His thin shoulders 
hunched as he leaned over her, and his normally styled hair fell down around his 
lowered head. He seemed frail and small. 

 Reed cleared his throat. “With the absence of Mordred‟s energies, this 
subdimensional phenomenon is beginning to unravel. Thresholds for safe occupation 
are being met and breached. And I have wounded to tend to,” he added with a slight 
frown. 

 Strange nodded, and the Light of the Icarus gate swelled out and engulfed them. 

 A timeless moment later, they stood in the Sanctum once more. Illyana glanced at 
the Illuminati, and gestured. A stepping disk whipped up around them, another around 
her. She landed in Limbo, scrying swiftly, and they landed back on their porch halfway 
around the world. It seemed such a small distance; after all, Prime was interconnected 
within the Web of Light. 

 She glanced over at a skulking demon, and it quickly withdrew behind a bush. 

 “What,” she snarled in a flat voice. With a skitter, other demons scrabbled away, 
hiding, fascinated by what they saw. She struggled with her rage, and managed to bring 
things to a poised moment. 

 “Gotta get back,” she gritted out. “Strange might… he might need me.” She closed 
her eyes stubbornly, forcing her horns to retract, her will pushing at the soul armor that 
grudgingly retracted into the sword, her legs creaking as they formed into knees and 
feet. “Come on.” She twitched with suppressed feeling, and managed a fully human 
appearance. She sniffled, then rubbed at her face and her nose. She dipped her face into 
the scrying pool, and quickly scrubbed the blood off. Her dimension answered her 
requests, and the clotted stains of the battle fell from her as she gestured at them. Blood 
swirled, then sank in the scrying pool. 

 Standing, she cleared her throat. Then a stepping disk carried her back to Prime, to 
the Sanctum. 

 She stepped into the kitchen. Tyrone was nursing a cup of coffee, looking 
nauseous. Illyana glanced around. 

 “Where‟s everybody else?” she asked. 

 “T-tt-tandy is helping S-strange lay out the b-b-bbody in the d-den,” Tyrone 
managed. He belched, then shifted uneasily. “D-dani too.” 
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 “You okay?” Illyana asked, looking at him closely. Tyrone grimaced. He flexed, 
concentrating, and wisps of fabric twitched out of his eye sockets, spilled out of his 
mouth; in seconds, the Shroud covered him, and he rose up, his face twisted like carved 
wood or old leather. 

 “Damn I hate being Tyrone sometimes,” he muttered, his voice deep and smooth. 
“It‟s those Mindless Ones. The predator in my Shroud feeds on despair, but these aren‟t 
sentient creatures. They‟re just clomping around beating each other up and blasting 
everything in front of them. I gotta go vomit them up somewhere, some deserted 
corner of a nightmare realm.” 

 “Good luck,” Illyana managed, not sure what else to say. Tyrone turned from her, 
and the Shroud slithered into itself; moments later, she was alone, and the Shroud had 
ghosted off to some other dimension. Sighing, she left the kitchen, hesitating in front of 
the closed door to the den. 

 In the years she had known Strange, she could not remember that door ever being 
closed before. 

 The broken deadbolt on the front door caught her eye, and she regarded it as a 
shudder of repressed fury twitched in her. 

 “Penny for your thoughts.” Illyana turned to see Kira standing by the stairs, half 
shadowed. Her hair shone like spun gold, and she was fresh, alert, unwounded. Her 
leathers weren‟t even scratched. 

 “They aren‟t worth it,” Illyana said, trying to keep her voice light. 

 “Maybe we should talk,” Kira suggested. Just like that, stepping disks flared up 
around the two women. 

 

CHAPTER SIX 

 As they flashed down in Limbo, the ground shuddered with the force of an 
erupting volcano as it spewed magma high into the air, somewhere outside Illyana‟s 
cultivated garden. She snarled, horns bursting from her forehead, her legs recurving, 
armor slithering over her entire torso and right arm. 

 “How does Strange do it?” Illyana demanded, almost shrill. “This time Mordred 
cost him Montessi. He knew that, before he got trapped in the Book. I saw the look in his 
eyes as he walked up to her dead body,” Illyana snapped. “Mordred will get out again. 
He will get more people killed. Strange knows this. It‟s just going to get worse.” She 
stopped, her red eyes flaring as she stared at Kira. “Mordred needs to die,” she said 
bluntly, her voice hard. “Make it okay for me. Make it okay that Montessi is dead and 
Mordred is alive.” Tears brimmed, oddly brilliant in her empty red eyes. 

 Another volcano rumbled and spat out in the wastelands as Limbo echoed its 
mistress. 

 “Vengeance marks a difference between heroes and anti-heroes,” Kira replied, 
serene. “Strange does not want to be the strongest red-handed tyrant, enforcing his will 
through violence and the death of those who stand against him. It‟s not like he‟s trying 
to enforce his will or inflict his whims on the people of Prime, or anywhere else for that 
matter. He‟s trying to maintain the balance of a violent world.” 
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 “Self-defeating crap,” Illyana said dismissively. “I‟ve put a lot of thought into that 
idea since the first time I heard it. To hear you tell it, when bad things happen to you it‟s 
just Prime keeping the balance; things were going too well, so it‟s your turn for some 
defeat and loss to keep the big ledger tidy. I reject the idea that I deserve to have bad 
things happen to me to balance the good things I accomplish.” The ground under their 
feet rumbled gently as lava gushed and flowed from new-formed cones of cooling rock 
out in the wasteland. 

 Kira studied her. “You want to hit back.” 

 “I want to hit back,” Illyana agreed, an edge to her voice. “I want to hurt Mordred. 
Did you see the look on Strange‟s face? Mordred could have just ripped his heart out 
and it would have at least been quicker. You know how hard it is for Strange to trust 
anybody. Montessi got as close as anybody else I‟ve ever seen, and now she‟s gone, and 
Strange is just going to accept that and move on. And Mordred gets to sit in his black 
ball and laugh. That smug son of a bitch gets to stew in his victory.” 

 “Victory?” Kira retorted, her face darkening. “We destroyed the invading army, and 
he‟s once again in captivity. He didn‟t win.” 

 “You don‟t understand how that creature thinks,” Illyana spat. “He is immortal, so 
he figures he‟ll win sooner or later. In the meantime, he savors each and every helping 
of pain he dishes out. He feeds on it. He‟s like the ultimate sadist. He knows damn well 
what he did to Strange.” She shook with barely-repressed frustration. “I don‟t want 
revenge for my sake. Strange doesn‟t even know how to defend himself anymore. If he‟s 
going to be the balancing point, then we‟ve got to look out for him. If he‟s paralyzed by 
the fear that he‟ll upset the precious order of things… maybe we‟ve been lax in looking 
out for his best interests.” She quieted, the idea taking root. 

 Kira frowned. “That‟s dangerous,” she said gently. “Strange is vigilant against the 
darkness and corruption that always threatens those with power. I will not be the one to 
tell him he‟s too careful. I‟m not going to be the one that tells him I know better than 
he does how best to use his power.” She cocked her head to the side. “Think about it. If 
Strange maimed or killed those with potential to hurt him, what would have become of 
you? After you kidnapped me from the Sanctum and he tracked you out here?” 

 “Don‟t you dare get righteous on me,” Illyana retorted. “You are the one who 
decided Strange wrecked your life by giving you bad advice. You‟re the one who 
condemned him for holding your potential back. You‟re the one who—” 

 “This isn‟t about me,” Kira said sharply. “You wanted me to tell you how it might 
be okay that Montessi is dead and Mordred lives. I‟m doing my best to help you 
understand.” 

 “Because you understand?” Illyana shot back. “Would you have let Mordred live if 
he was about to kill someone you love?” She squared off with Kira, her eyes bright as 
her tone became dangerously quiet. “With you, people are saints or scum. Can you even 
see the shades of gray? You think it‟s wrong to kill people, and when that got 
inconvenient, you decided ninja aren‟t people anymore. You make the world fit your 
view of right and wrong, and when you‟re satisfied on a point you refuse to see anything 
that doesn‟t mesh.” 

 “I didn‟t come here to argue with you,” Kira said, a chill creeping into her voice. “I 
didn‟t come here to attack anything, or to defend anything. I just wanted to give you a 
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chance to talk it out. It seems we‟ve traveled that path as far as we can.” She grew 
distant, something haughty in her eyes. “Right now, you are Strange‟s apprentice. That 
means you want to learn from him. Maybe you think you know more than he does. 
Maybe you just don‟t get it. What you need to figure out is whether you believe in your 
teacher enough to accept his judgment, even if you don‟t agree.” 

 Illyana watched her for a moment, stubbornness sparking in her eyes, her face 
drawn and pale and still. “Get out,” she said shortly. She gestured, and a stepping disk 
dumped Kira back on Prime. Illyana spun on a hoof, and stalked to her throne, flinging 
herself down on it, clenching her jaw. 

 She struggled. 

 “Swordbearer is upset,” rumbled a deep, sibilant voice from the shadows. A dark 
demon with purplish highlights leaned against a stone arch, his cigar idly drifting smoke 
up as his pale eyes watched her. “Sym will listen. Is there anything Sym can do to help?” 

 “Go away,” she muttered. She rubbed at her eyes briefly. “I need to take a walk.” 
She glanced down at her scrying pool, and a haze flashed scenes up at her. “There.” She 
idly gestured, and a flare of brilliantly pale dark flame rolled up over her, leaving the 
throne empty. 

 Far, far away, a troubled young woman puckered the sand of the beach with 
hoofprints as she walked alongside the heavy, sluggish breakers. The surf rolled up the 
beach, leaving filigree shadows in its wake as the clear water flowed back in rills along 
the flat sand. 

 “Maybe Limbo needs an ocean,” Illyana murmured to herself as the salty air stung 
her eyes. She looked out over the rolling surf as tears left shining trails down her cheeks. 

 Stormclouds hung over the dull ocean, far out to sea. A fitful wind warned of their 
approach. 

* 

 His lean face seemed empty, something in his eyes was almost lifeless as he looked 
down at the table and its occupant. Dozens of candles flickered on the table, and the 
corpse of Elsbeth Montessi was laid out in state. Gauzy sheets covered her, and cloths 
that had been painted with sigils and signs were laid across her eyes and mouth, across 
her chi meridians. Even the candles burned still and straight, smokeless, emptying 
themselves of light at a measured pace. 

 A slim teen stepped up to the table, standing less than an arm‟s length from the 
man who had prepared the body. Her cheeks were wet with tears, and her silky black 
hair hung around her face as she gazed at the body. She sniffled, rubbing the back of 
her wrist across her eye. Her other hand tentatively grasped Strange‟s hand. Strange 
returned her clasp. The two mourners stood looking down at Montessi‟s fading echo, 
the body that no longer held her light. 

 Time passed uncounted. 

 The door to the den softly opened. Strange roused himself, turning to look at the 
newcomer. Kira tried a smile. Strange cleared his throat, freed his hand, and stepped 
back to her. 

 “Is it done?” he asked in a hushed voice, oddly loud in the still room. 
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 “I called her blood relatives, and those in the community who needed to know,” 
Kira said. “Do you need anything else?” she asked hesitantly. 

 “No,” Strange replied. He looked back at the body, then touched his eyes. “Thank 
you. That‟s an unpleasant task, I know.” 

 “Least I could do,” Kira said. She glanced back over her shoulder. “Well. I‟m going 
home. If there‟s anything else you need, just let me know.” She smiled gently, then 
turned and let herself out the front door. 

 As the door closed, there was a swishing hiss in the hallway. Strange saw the pale 
wash of eldritch light, then Illyana stepped around the banister. Her hair was tied back 
in a ponytail, she was dressed in a simple tee shirt and jeans. Her face betrayed no signs 
of weeping, but Strange could see deeper without even trying. 

 “When you have a minute,” she said, muted. “I think we should talk.” 

 Strange looked back over his shoulder at Dani‟s narrow back as she grieved over 
Montessi. “Now is fine,” he said quietly. He left the den, closing the door behind 
himself, and he stepped into the kitchen. “Go ahead.” He seated himself at the table. 

 Illyana sat opposite him, feeling the broad table separating them. The distance 
comforted her somehow. 

 “I‟m having trouble,” she began simply. She looked down at her hands. Nails 
chewed in fits of stress were re-formed effortlessly in Limbo, and she had no scars she 
could not heal. “We‟ve talked before about this. I know the words. About balance, 
potential, Prime‟s defenses, the price of heroism.” She checked herself, took a deep 
breath, eyes not leaving the table. “At a gut level, I just cannot grasp how you managed 
to let Mordred live.” The rest of the explanation and questions that had been racing 
through her head simply fell of the end of that statement. She could not look up at her 
teacher. 

 Strange leaned back in his chair, and he let that hang between them as he 
considered his response. 

 Illyana couldn‟t manage to wait. “This is the third time,” she said, terse. “The third 
time you‟ve somehow bound Mordred. It‟s not going to get easier as it goes.” She 
glanced up at him. “This time it cost you Montessi. Last time, the Eye of Agamotto. 
What about the time before that?” She frowned. “What will it cost next time? The 
Sanctum? Me?” It was too late to check her headlong rush; the words forced themselves 
out of her. “Would you just shrug and accept the price of keeping the balance if I had 
been the one to die today?” She bit her lip, but the words could not be unsaid. Like 
cigarette smoke, they curled between the teacher and his student. Strange looked into 
her eyes. He saw the question she did hold back. 

 Don’t you even care? 

 Strange let his eyes stray up to the ceiling, and he considered. Illyana knew her 
teacher well enough to see the telltale signs of a struggle inside him that was almost 
invisible. He chose his words. This time, she looked back down at the table and waited 
until he was ready to reply. 

 “Montessi understood,” he began quietly. “She knew the nature of the world we 
live in. She understood that her duty could cost her everything, up to and including her 
life. That‟s the risk she took. It‟s the risk we all take. Part of the duty that she died 
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executing requires us to give up our claim to vengeance. That‟s one of the most basic 
tenents of geomancy, one I‟ve tried to instill in you. I know you have an inclination 
towards revenge that‟s deeply rooted in who you are, and I‟ve accepted you anyway 
because I believed, and still believe, that you can rise above it.” 

 He sighed, looking out the window. “I would not honor Montessi‟s memory by 
exacting revenge. If I thought I was honor bound to avenge everyone who fell 
protecting Prime, then I would not have the fine assembly of warriors who I have 
gathered into my service. Those who serve Prime with me accept the risks, and 
understand that they are not owed revenge. Vengeance, by its very nature, is a hollow 
and empty thing. Those who pursue it are hollowed and emptied by the pursuit.” 

 Strange paused, licking his lips. “I know I‟ve explained all this. I know it‟s just 
words right now. I understand that words are poor bulwarks against… against loss. 
Grief. Pain. Try to reach through my words to what I‟m saying.” He shook his head. 

 “There is an ecology of morality and strength. In this ecology, acts of vengeance or 
selfishness find a way to return to those who perpetrate them. Every action the 
powerful take inspires a ripple of reactions that is impossible to control or stem. When 
you prod at the surface of a pool, you cannot stop the ripples by slapping the surface 
somewhere else. That just makes more ripples, and more. Those who simply invoke 
higher powers run the risk of offending those they serve. But geomancers, those 
entrusted as the gatekeepers of entire dimensions and worlds… they cannot afford to 
be petty. Montessi, you, me, we have the keys to a limitless trove of power. We must 
protect that power, and those who live in its thrall. If we reduce the power to a tool or a 
weapon, we lose the purity that makes us worthy of such a tremendous trust.” 

 Illyana‟s jaw trembled slightly. “What‟s the point of touching power like that if it 
can‟t protect you and the people you care about?” 

 Strange leaned back in his seat, his eyes unreadable. “Ah, there‟s a question. Why 
indeed. To protect it. From those who would use it as a tool, or a weapon. The power 
may be a gift, but it is also a burden. With great power comes great responsibility. Some 
people learn that more easily than others. Some are destroyed by that lesson without 
ever understanding why. It‟s easy to understand that lesson as an abstract. It‟s simple to 
agree with it on a sunny afternoon in the library, books of charts and ley lines opened 
for you to pore over. But now? When that responsibility requires something from you? 
That is the nature of the test that reveals the character of a sorcerer.” He paused. 
“Wisdom is knowing how to use power. It is far more important than the power itself.” 

 “So the idea is to let Mordred‟s evil rebound on him, and take the moral high road, 
so that fate punishes him for you.” Illyana struggled to keep bitterness out of her voice, 
but she was not successful. “What if we are the way fate is supposed to punish him? 
What if the Web of Light is calling us to avenge its fallen servant? Does that never 
happen?” 

 Strange gently stroked his mustache for a long moment. “The food chain is longer 
than you can possibly realize, in both directions. To take it upon myself to sever a link 
in it is to invite consequences I may not be prepared to deal with. Let us be honest with 
one another. The mind has an idea of right and wrong, as does the heart. If you follow 
what the heart says to do, it is often the most difficult path. The mind finds ways of 
making the easier path more sensible and logical. If you listen to reason too often, then 
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the instinct for good and evil is dulled, more difficult to discern. No decision is simple. 
Be wary of ones that are.” 

 “So I should let myself get paralyzed by indecision? I should always do the hardest 
thing I can think of?” She clenched her jaw. “Is that how you make your decisions?” 

 “Only act strongly, exerting your full power, when you are acting from the purest 
motives. Or you will be haunted by your decisions,” Strange said simply. “This is not 
the right time to debate morality. Let me try to simplify my answers thus. The world is 
in dire need of heroes. But the Sorcerer Supreme is not supposed to be a hero. My task 
is not the righting of wrongs, it is the defense of the Web of Light and the faceless 
masses of the earth. I am here to protect humanity‟s self-determination, not to alter it. I 
am tasked with acting out of wisdom. Not passion. Not intellect. I am responsible for 
making unpopular and unpleasant decisions for the greater good.” He stopped abruptly. 

 “You can‟t even hear me,” he said quietly. “You‟re just waiting for your turn to 
talk.” Illyana opened her mouth, and Strange frowned suddenly enough for her to 
blanch. “Now hear this,” he said softly, his tone chilling. “I hope you‟re old enough and 
wise enough to sleep on it, to think over what we‟ve talked about, to consider it and see 
if it makes more sense in the morning. In fact, I‟ve gambled Prime on that hope. I‟ve 
trusted you from the beginning to transcend your urges and background, to take my 
teachings and reshape your reaction to the world. You‟ve made me very proud.” He 
stopped, looking her in the eye. 

 “I never want to have to go over this again. Because you scared me today. Your 
killing spree. Understand this. You did not honor Montessi‟s memory by killing the 
Owl.” He reached across the table and took one of her pale, cold hands in his. “But I 
believe you will honor what she stood for,” he added, his tone softening, hope shining 
in his eyes. “You are growing into your wisdom, Illyana Nikolievna Rapsutin. You are 
gathering the time and experience and introspection you need. I believe in you.” 

 Illyana was speechless. She squeezed his hand, then stood, pulling away. She turned 
her back, sniffed, rubbed at her face as she sighed. 

 Strange leaned back. “I‟m glad we had a chance to talk,” he said. She turned, 
looking in his eyes. For a moment, she saw through his defenses; for a moment, he was 
vulnerable before her. He was not her teacher, he was a man who was exhausted by 
grief and responsibility, a man tortured by doubt and fear. He tried a small smile, tears 
glimmering in his eyes; Illyana knew the sight would haunt her. 

 “You need some time alone,” she mumbled. “I‟m really sorry.” 

 “May the Vishanti smile upon you,” he replied, his voice oddly clear. She nodded, 
and a swirl of eldritch flame swallowed her up, leaving Stephen Strange alone in the 
brightly-lit kitchen. 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN 

 Illyana‟s feet and legs twisted, horns sprouted, she was once again the demon 
sorceress as she flopped down on her basalt throne. “Dammit,” she muttered over the 
lump in her throat. “Never could get the hang of Mondays.” She glanced over to where 
smoke billowed up; a lava flow had touched the edge of her garden, and flames roared 
merrily around the twisting coil of molten stone. 
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 “Care to tell Sym about it?” the demon asked, half-concealed behind a chunk of 
stone in case the question was poorly received. 

 “Why not,” she said sharply. “Okay. What do you think of this. Your enemies are 
part of an ecology, a food chain, this symbiotic balance. If you kill off some of your 
enemies, then there are consequences that are bad. So you should just defeat everybody 
and keep things balanced.” She stared at her demon. “How about that.” 

 Sym made a rude noise. “Sym thinks enemies should be destroyed. There are 
always more. Going easy on them means they grow in number until they overrun you. 
They get powerful faster than Sym does, when there are numbers of them.” 

 Illyana rubbed her face. “Ah, great. Wonderful. My demon makes more sense than 
the Sorcerer Supreme. Something is seriously wrong somewhere along the line. Who 
needs shoulder angels?” She dropped her hands, leaning back with a sigh, watching Sym 
speculatively. 

 “You realize,” she said, “Mordred is going to get out again. He‟s going to keep 
coming back. Strange won‟t stop him for good.” She paused, her mind working. “I have 
a stake in this too, you know. Like Strange said. Everybody who works for him has no 
choice but to accept that they could be an expended asset at any point.” 

 Illyana blinked, that idea resonating uncomfortably. “Maybe this is a test,” she 
murmured, turning the question over in her mind. “Maybe Strange is trying to teach me 
that sometimes you can‟t blindly follow. Sometimes you have to make up your own 
mind, trust your own judgment.” 

 She chewed her lip, feeling herself drift up to the edge of a decision she would not 
be able to unmake. 

 “Hoo,” she said softly. She covered her eyes with her hand; could it have been 
today that she sat in the snow, laughing with Doug? Distance swirled in her mind; how 
many times had she criss-crossed time and space, carrying people where they needed to 
go? And the dizzying drop all the way to the edge of the Web of Light. Her arms 
twitched as she felt again the shock of her preternaturally sharp blade thudding through 
limbs harder than stone, she tasted the stink of the Owl‟s blood in the air. Again, she 
saw Montessi topple, she saw Umar screaming, the sneer of Aggamon, she felt again the 
wash of heat and pain that slashed from Tiboro‟s rod. 

 “Mordred,” she said softly. He was the one that woke Octavius, she was sure of it. 
He had tried to kill Montessi before. He had almost killed most of her friends in a short 
spree of vicious ambush and manipulation before Strange caught up to him. 

 “What would he have to do that was so bad that the only answer was to kill him?” 
she asked herself. Sym wisely said nothing. She saw again in her mind‟s eye Montessi, 
toppling, and the look on Strange‟s face as he released her astral form back into the 
Web of Light. She clenched her eyes shut; his pain was unbearable to see. On about 
anyone else, she could endure it. But she had seen that look only one other time in her 
life, on the face of the man who had raised her, as she betrayed him. 

That was one time too many. 

 “Alright,” she said shortly, rising to her hooves. She reached out and gripped the 
haft of the two-handed blade, pulling it from the stone. She raised it before her face, 
and she took a deep breath. Unsteadily releasing it, she opened her eyes. 
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 “Sym. Get the demons. All of them. Take them to the Challenge Flats in the 
wasteland. I will be there shortly, and we will have a battle.” 

 “Yes, Swordbearer,” Sym said with a deep, deep bow. “Sym will do as Swordbearer 
asks.” He turned and lumbered away. 

 Illyana gestured at the scrying pool, a wide-angle view just barely touching at the 
Sorcerer Supreme‟s location. Out walking the city streets; she wasn‟t surprised in the 
least. 

 “Here goes nothing,” she murmured. 

 She focused, shifting back to her most human form. Pulling her glossy blonde hair 
back into a ponytail, she kicked into her canvas shoes, then a stepping disk carried her 
to the hallway outside the Sanctum. 

 “Hey,” she nodded to Tandy and Tyrone. Tandy was dozing, Tyrone had a guitar 
over his knee. The electric guitar was unplugged, but he concentrated as he played it 
with a quiet, tinny thrum. “All quiet on the Western front?” 

 “Y-yeah,” Tyrone nodded. “W-ww-what‟s up-p?” 

 “Errand for Strange,” Illyana said shortly, walking between her friends into the 
violated Sanctum. Her scalp prickled; she knew she wasn‟t supposed to be here, she felt 
almost dizzy with the departure from following the rules. One of Strange‟s most strict 
rules; you don‟t touch things you aren‟t supposed to in the Sanctum Sanctorum. 

 As if hypnotized, Illyana gazed at the solid black orb that sulked on the shelf, 
undefended, guarded only by two of her friends. Then she set her jaw, and snatched the 
orb. A stepping disk whipped up around her with startling speed as adrenaline hit her 
bloodstream. 

 Then she was surrounded by a yowling mob of demons, standing on a flat plain of 
stone in the wastelands outside her garden. 

 “That‟s done it,” she gritted out, fighting the urge to quickly and quietly replace it 
before anyone knew what she had almost done. She lifted the orb over her head as she 
transformed into a demon sorceress. Her sword fired up from the stone in a spray of 
gravel, and she snatched it up. 

 “Time to save Strange from his own folly,” she said through her teeth, and she 
flung the stone down to the iron-hard rock. Power flowed into her from her dimension, 
and she was at her peak. 

 The orb didn‟t bounce; it cracked as it hit, like a half-frozen egg, and oozed a tarry 
black substance. The ooze seemed to melt the remnants of the orb‟s round shape, then 
it swelled, then Mordred lowered his black-robed arms from over his neatly combed 
white hair. He rose to his feet, unsteady and exhausted, his eyes sunken and his face 
drawn with pain and weariness. 

 “What‟s this?” he asked, glancing around at the gleaming eyes of the eager demons. 
“How long… has it been?” he asked in confusion. 

 “I‟m going to kill you,” Illyana informed him quietly. 

 “Ah,” he said, perking up. “This must be about Montessi. Very well, whelp, let‟s 
see your best.” 
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 She hefted the sword, then sprang at him. He stepped out of the way; it was easy. 
She felt her reflexes off, a strange hesitation messing up her timing. Mordred rolled his 
eyes. 

 “Come on now, you did much better against the Owl,” he sneered. 

 She whipped her sword around, cutting his sleeve, and he chuckled as he darted 
back, energized by battle. Her amulet flashed at him, and he easily batted the attack 
aside as he escaped the whipping arc of the razored sword with a precise sidestep. 

 “Too slow!” he barked. “Don‟t waste my time. If you‟re intending to kill me, do it.” 
His smile drank in the frustration and indecision in her eyes. 

 “You can‟t escape,” she said. “I could have my demons bring you down, then I 
could cut your heart out.” 

 “But that‟s not what you want,” he said acidly. “No, you want the shock of combat, 
the clash of weapons, then the hot and sweet kill that will make everything alright. Do 
you want to balance Montessi‟s death with mine, little geomancer?” he said pityingly, 
and she stung under the lacerating cut of his amusement, she felt her pain feed him. 

 “This isn‟t about balance,” she growled, advancing with her sword out before her. 
“It‟s about protecting the innocent.” 

 “Obviously,” he sniffed. “Well, get on with it. Kill me.” His smile was enormously 
satisfied, weary beyond reason. 

 She hesitated. 

 “Who do I have to kill next?” he said, exasperated. “How about Doug Ramsey? 
He’d look good on a life-size crucifix. I know! That werewolf fellow! I‟ll pull all his 
bones out! Just to see what will happen,” he grinned, drinking the flare of her anger 
with his bottomless eyes. 

 She screamed, and lashed out, goaded by fear. She knew too much about what he 
could do to believe his threats were idle. She slashed him across the chest, whirled her 
blade in an arc of death as he danced and sprang away, disturbingly nimble. She flared 
magic at him, and he deflected it with an irritated gesture. His eyes lit up as she closed 
in, hacking and flailing with her blade; she could feel the edge worn off his reflexes, she 
could sense his speed failing him. 

 She lashed a cut across his leg, and he toppled. She poised over him. “Time you 
were punished,” she gritted out darkly. 

 “Call it justice,” he hissed. “Goes down easier.” Hate twisted with laughter in his 
eyes, and there was no pain. 

 The moment crystallized for Illyana. She looked into those eyes, into that hate, and 
realized it was pain, the only kind he could feel, a pain so great it eclipsed everything 
else. His defenses hacked away, in the face of death, he could not escape his amusement 
or his pain. They were all he was made of, twined together through his core. He was 
elemental. For that endless flash of a moment, Illyana realized he had been maimed by 
her world. Through his eyes, for the first time in her life, she touched a world that was 
older than humanity. 
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 Consequences. Ecology. Something broken in the world. Something that couldn‟t 
simply be killed. For just a moment, she glimpsed the nature of the exiled champion of 
the Unseelie Court. 

 She reversed her killing stroke, stumbling as her balance shifted. She sprang back. 
Mordred lay on the stone, panting; he shifted and groaned as his chest and leg bled. 
“Tease,” he muttered. He pushed himself up to one elbow, and she saw a vast 
disappointment resonant under his sneer. 

 “You were on the edge of freedom, weren‟t you,” Illyana said. “Because your hate 
is a prison. And the only time you are freed of that awful weight of viciousness is when 
you are captured, and your hate can‟t push you into atrocity again and again and again.” 

 Mordred said nothing. 

 His eyes turned yellow, slitted like a cat‟s, and his face was drawn and watchful. She 
felt fear coil in her guts. She realized she had seen too deeply. 

 She realized Mordred would never forgive her for that. 

 And, finally, she understood that she could not kill him out of simple self-
preservation. His roots went too deep. 

 “Pile on,” she said coldly; a ring of demons sprang in towards the fey wizard, and 
Mordred let out a startled yelp as he was swiftly and thoroughly buried in a squirming 
pile of demonflesh. Illyana looked over to Sym. 

 “Don‟t let him out,” she commanded. Then a thought carried her to her scrying 
pool. She saw Strange walking down a sidewalk, alone in the cold night. 

 She shed the form of demon sorceress, and slung her cloak on. Then a stepping 
disk carried her to his side. 

 “Strange,” she said, stepping out of an alley as he looked up with surprise. She 
spoke swiftly, pushing through the fear that desperately dragged at her breath and 
hushed her words. “I screwed up. I‟m so sorry. I took Mordred to Limbo and released 
him, so I could kill him.” 

 He could not have startled her more if he had slugged her; watchfulness and fury 
blazed through him, straightening him, etching his features in terrifying starkness. He 
barely held himself in check, and she hurried on. 

 “I fought him and beat him, but I didn‟t kill him. I understand now, I think, a 
whole lot better. So if you‟ll come with me you can put him back in his prison—” 

 “Mordred has already escaped,” Strange said softly, in a tone that could shatter ice 
with its awful gentleness. “Let‟s go.” 

 She had nothing to say to that; the stepping disk carried them to the Challenge 
Flats. She gasped, startled. 

 The carnage was sweeping. A massive force had torn through the pile of demons, 
leaving charred bits of corpses scattered for miles around. Sym lay stunned at the edge 
of the explosive crater. Nearby, lava burbled and swelled from a gap in the ground. 

 “No!” Illyana said, unable to change what she saw into a captured fey sorcerer. 
“No, he was—but—he can‟t—” she stammered. 
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 Strange could hardly breathe. He turned to face her, something wounded in his 
eyes. “I‟m sorry you couldn‟t understand,” he said quietly. “I‟m sorry it took this.” 

 “Me too,” she whispered, terrified. 

 Strange closed his eyes, struggling to master himself and his frustration and fear-
fueled rage. “Illyana. You let Mordred out. You disobeyed me. After our conversation, 
you went against everything I tried to teach you. You betrayed me,” he murmured, and 
she flinched as though he had stabbed her through the heart. 

 “I—I will—I will find Mordred,” she stammered, unable to escape the simple truth 
of what her teacher so quietly and finally stated. “I will seal him away, and return him to 
you. I swear it. By the Vish—” 

 “Don‟t,” Strange said, something dangerously strained in his eyes. “Don‟t swear it. 
Just… just do it. This is your task to do, and you have chosen it for yourself,” he said 
seriously, putting his hands on her shoulders. “It will not be easy. The suffering that he 
unleashes because of you is on your conscience.” He released her. “In every student‟s 
life, there comes a time when experience must replace instruction.” He looked her in 
the eye. “I now see you have reached that point in your training. When you have learned 
what you need to learn, come back to me and we will resume your training.” 

 He paused, and that pause sank into Illyana. 

 “Until then,” he said gently, “I am no longer your teacher.” 

 In his eyes, she saw duty. She saw an unpopular and difficult decision. And she saw 
the fate of the Web of Light hanging on his judgment. 

 She nodded slowly. “I will make you proud,” she said, wishing she didn‟t sound so 
forlorn. 

 Strange smiled, something unbearably disappointed in his eyes that he struggled to 
hide. “Good luck,” he whispered. He cleared his throat. “Send me home now.” 

 She gestured, and a stepping disk dropped him in the kitchen of his Sanctum. 
Trembling with the magnitude of what had just happened, Illyana gazed over the 
charred meat of her demons. 

 “Come on, get up,” she snapped, and she clapped her hands. The dimension 
twitched, and the demons began rapidly re-weaving themselves out of the primal 
elements of Limbo. 

 With a thought, Illyana was back in her throne room. She slumped on her basalt 
throne, struggling against tears and despair. 

 For the first time since Strange had accepted her as an apprentice, she was on her 
own. 

 “What have I done?” she whispered. 

 No one answered her. 

* 

 Kira glanced through the wall; she saw the sidewalk below, where Strange paused 
and looked up at her window. Closing her eyes, she pretended to sleep. Strange stood 
for a long moment, gazing up at her apartment, or the stars, she couldn‟t tell which. She 
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saw the slump haunting his normally alert stance, she could almost feel the weight that 
staggered him. 

 She tried to think of something she could say to him. 

 Nothing came to mind. 

 She rolled over in bed, facing the wall. Somehow, she sensed that he had moved 
on. Just as well. 

 “He‟s strong,” she whispered to herself. “He can bear it. He will find a way through 
this.” 

 Sleep was slow coming to her as the moon quietly set over the dim glow of the 
restless city. 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT 

Tuesday, January 11, 2005 

 Strange sipped his coffee, stepping out of the elevator and heading for his office. 
Dani looked up as he approached; unlike him, she did not have a talent for concealing a 
sleepless night. 

 “Morning,” he said as he passed her desk and strolled into his office. The door was 
lettered: “Dr. Stephen Strange. Editor in Chief. Planetary.” 

 Dani followed him in with a handful of papers. She was attractively dressed in a 
modest skirt, blouse, and heels. Her hair was back in a braid, and she was all business. 
“Sir,” she said, “good morning. I got a call from Edwards at the distribution center, he 
needs to talk to you. Something about next month‟s schedule, he didn‟t want to talk to 
me.” 

 “Refer him to Parker, that‟s what the general editor is for,” Strange said with a 
smile as he shrugged his coat off and gestured. His coat dipped across the room and 
hung itself up. “Anything else this morning?” 

 “Just—just one thing, sir,” Dani said quietly. She closed the door, and faced him, 
her heart racing. “Last night. Last night the apartment got really big. All Montessi‟s stuff 
is still there. I was wondering, you know, if it wouldn‟t impose too much. Could—can I 
come stay with you? For a while? I promise I won‟t be any extra bother. I can chip in 
for expenses.” She ran out of courage, and waited for his answer. 

 “You are welcome,” Strange said with his peculiar smile. “You can choose any of 
the guest rooms upstairs. If you need a place to store more than will fit there, the 
basement is available.” 

 “Not really a problem,” she said wryly. “As much shopping as I did living with 
Montessi, I never could bring myself to get furniture. If you know what I mean.” 
Outside the office, her phone was ringing. 

 “See you tonight then,” Strange nodded as he lowered himself into his seat. 

 “Thanks,” she said gratefully. As she left, he turned on his computer, and leaned 
back in his chair. Another knock hit the door. 
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 “Enter,” Strange intoned as he smiled at his editor. “How are you this morning, 
Mr. Parker?” 

 “All in one piece,” the trim young man said as he strolled into the office, closing 
the door behind himself. “Got a minute?” 

 “Certainly,” Strange replied, gesturing at a chair in front of his desk. Parker stepped 
around it and settled back down on it. 

 “I hear you took the whole gang and went gang-banging aliens last night,” Parker 
said evenly, his eyes unreadable. 

 “Yes,” Strange nodded. 

 “I don‟t know whether to be relieved or insulted that I wasn‟t invited,” Parker 
continued, glancing down at the desk. “I hear Mordred was involved. You‟re here, so 
that‟s good. How did it turn out?” 

 Strange leaned back in his chair. “You remember the Owl. He tried to kill the 
Stacys, and you too, if I recall.” Parker nodded. “Well, he was Mordred‟s thrall. And 
Mordred gave him the means and the orders to kill Montessi during the fight. He 
managed it.” Strange paused. “Aside from that, we had no casualties until after the 
battle.” 

 “Montessi?” Parker clarified. He leaned back in his chair. “I‟m so sorry, Strange. I 
know… she was an important person, wasn‟t she.” 

 “She was,” Strange agreed. 

 “You lost somebody else after the battle?” Parker asked after a moment of silence. 

 “Illyana is taking a leave of absence from her studies for a while,” Strange said, 
looking Parker in the eye and offering him no reason. “So my merry band is diminished 
still further.” 

 “Do you want me to talk to her?” Parker asked quietly. 

 “If she comes to you, then you may do as you wish,” Strange replied. “I don‟t think 
you can find her if she does not wish to be found. She‟s talented that way, and you have 
the good sense to stay on Prime.” He smiled, but his eyes were still serious. 

 “You got Mordred, right?” Parker wanted to be sure. 

 “He got away,” Strange said. “Be on your guard.” 

 Parker glanced around, uncomfortable. “Sound advice,” he said. “Well, if you want 
me, I‟ll be dug in somewhere around the north pole. Just send me an email when 
Mordred is back in his box.” He glanced at Strange. “Kidding, just kidding. Really 
though. I‟d be lying if I said I wasn‟t a little creeped out by the idea that he‟s loose again. 
Considering the mess he made of my life with his last attack.” 

 “No effort is being spared to track him down and restrain him. It is Illyana‟s task,” 
Strange added after a fractional hesitation. “Her… independent study.” 

 Parker watched Strange doubtfully. “Is she… you know, cool enough? To tackle 
Mordred? Is she in his league?” 

 “You might be surprised what she is capable of,” Strange said quietly. “All the 
same, if he crops up around your life, do let me know.” 
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 Parker rose, nodding. “I sure will. If you‟ll excuse me, I have to call MJ and let her 
know he‟s out. That sick monster might just go after her, now that we‟re married.” 

 “He just might,” Strange agreed. 

 “Well,” Parker said, “I need to go finish up the March issue. I‟ll get the blue lines in 
here as soon as we‟ve sorted out the trouble with this month‟s feature contributor.” He 
rolled his eyes. “Some people think deadlines are suggestions. Well… take care.” He felt 
a little awkward. “And Strange? I‟m really sorry about Montessi.” 

 Strange smiled quietly. “Thank you,” he said. 

* 

 The pub had just opened, and there weren‟t many people in the dark and smoky 
cave of its interior. One table in the back corner already had three lunch patrons. 

 “Hey guys, glad you could take your lunch break early so we could have this chat,” 
Illyana said as she tossed her coat at the coat rack. 

 “Not a problem,” Logan said as he settled his compact form on the chair. “Pete! 
Go order us some lunch.” 

 “I called ahead, Piotr,” Illyana said to the big man. “Have a seat.” 

 “Is this some kind of family meeting?” the huge bodybuilder rumbled, his Russian 
accent flavoring his words. Trim and ripped with muscle, the dark haired man lowered 
himself to a chair. “Also: did you get a vegetarian pizza? Thin crust?” 

 “Just for you, bro,” she grinned, slugging his hard shoulder muscle. “I just needed 
to bring you guys up to speed on what‟s going on,” she added as she perched on her 
chair. “Since I‟m going to be out of town. For a good long while, maybe. I don‟t even 
know.” 

 “What‟s the matter?” Logan demanded, his forehead lowering as he sensed danger 
around his daughter. 

 “Look… we went and fought Mordred and a whole army yesterday.” Hours ago. It 
had been twelve hours ago. She shook the feeling off. “We won, but Montessi was 
killed, and Strange managed to get Mordred captured again. I… I went a little crazy,” 
she confessed. “I killed the Owl, chopped up some magic monsters, and… and I 
couldn‟t understand why Strange would let Mordred live after Mordred got Montessi 
killed. I mean, he‟s just going to get out again. And again. So…” Illyana didn‟t like the 
way the story sounded, stated so baldly. “So I stole Mordred‟s prison and let him out so 
I could kill him. I thought, you know, I could be like Strange‟s shadow side. I could 
protect him in spite of his beliefs, do what his precious morals wouldn‟t let him do 
himself, be more practical so Prime would be safe and he wouldn‟t have to dirty his 
hands. You know? I wanted to protect myself from Mordred‟s next outing by seeing to 
it that he was finished off.” 

 Logan leaned back in his chair. “Whoah. And Strange didn‟t know you were doing 
this?” 

 “He never would have approved, so I didn‟t tell him,” she shrugged. 

 “That takes me back,” Logan sighed. “But this isn‟t about raiding the fridge and 
drinking all the root beer at once, or getting a belly-button piercing. What happened?” 
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 “I was fighting Mordred,” Illyana said quietly. She heaved a deep sigh. “I finally 
understood at least one reason Strange didn‟t kill him. I realized it was the wrong thing 
to do. So I had my demons dogpile him, and I went and confessed to Strange. He was 
about this close to going overboard,” she said, gesturing with two fingers pressed 
together. “But instead he just said… he said I can‟t learn any more from him until I 
make this right. So I have to track Mordred down and somehow bind him. And I have 
to do it alone.” 

 “Is that possible?” Logan squinted. “I thought this Mordred character gave Strange 
himself a run for his money.” 

 “Yeah,” Illyana said bleakly. “But I‟ve got to do it. I‟m the one who let him out. I 
needed to learn the hard way, and I did. But like about everything you learn the hard 
way, it‟s just the first lesson. I have to make this right. I have to stop Mordred, and I 
have to do it on my own. I can, you know,” she said quietly. “I learned from the best. 
How to take on impossible odds and somehow succeed anyway. I just… in case I‟m 
gone for… you know, a while. I wanted to see you guys again before I left.” She 
hesitated, unsure what else to say. 

 “We are going with you, of course,” Piotr retorted. “We will aid you in this task.” 

 “Pete, you can’t,” Illyana said. “Okay, tell you what. You show me how to deflect an 
attack with a Crimson Screen, and I‟ll let you come along.” 

 “Do not mock those who have not trafficked with unnatural powers,” Piotr 
grumbled, frowning. 

 “I see which way the wind is blowin here, darlin,” Logan said as he looked into her 
eyes. “If you run into a wall, if you need help, you know we‟ll jump at the chance.” 

 “I know,” she said with a faint smile. 

 He shook his head. “Hot damn, I‟m proud a you,” he said. 

 “Why?” she retorted, puzzled. “I just released one of the most dangerous threats to 
Prime I‟ve ever seen, and I took the extra measure of making sure he was furious with 
me first, also taking a moment to ensure that I‟m on my own against this monster. 
Which part of that makes you proud?” 

 “You took responsibility fer what you did,” Logan said seriously, “and you want to 
make it right. Everbody screws up. Takes a special kind a person ta tell the truth about it 
and try to make it right without blamin everbody else.” 

 She smiled at him, and stood up; he did too, she gave him a fierce hug. Then she 
held him at arm‟s length. 

 “There is something you can do for me while I‟m gone,” she said after a moment. 

 “Name it,” Logan replied, resuming his seat. 

 “Strange. He‟s taking this hard, and I went and made it worse. Could you… I don‟t 
know. Could you see to it that he‟s got some warm-blooded company?” 

 Logan chuckled. “Arright. I can do that. Now, you staying for lunch? You don‟t 
have to run off right away, do ya?” 

 “I shall partake of the mythic pre-quest pizza before I depart to fulfill my geas,” she 
said loftily. 
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 Logan chuckled, looking down at the table. He knew he was a lousy liar. And he 
knew she didn‟t need to know how worried he was. 

 He watched her go as she headed over to the counter to pick up the pizza. 

 “Some things you just gotta do, like it or not,” he sighed. 

 “I don‟t understand any of this,” Piotr confided in Logan. “Strange should stop this 
evil wizard.” 

 “I think,” Logan replied carefully, “that‟s just what he‟s tryin ta do.” 

* 

 The stepping disk flared, dropping the demon sorceress in the wooded glade. 
Birdsong drifted through the snowy trees, and she looked around as her breath 
wreathed her head. Horns curled up, she stood in delicate hoofprints in the snow. Her 
tail lashed briefly, batting side to side under her filmy gray cloak. 

 “Okay,” she said to herself. “Here we are.” She murmured an incantation, and her 
eyes shifted to brilliant red. She looked around, and saw the wash of earth spirits. 

 Tiny snow spirits warred with each other sluggishly in a haze over the ground. 
When they got serious about it, the snow would melt away. Shadows flitted through the 
trees, and each one held a sleepy spirit, dozing through the long winter. She saw the 
squat energies of the stones jutting out of the ground, she sensed the wild whisp of the 
endless cloak of the wind spirits. One of them dipped playfully, whirling snow around in 
a miniature dervish. 

 She clumsily spoke in their peculiar dialect. “I need to meet with the Unseelie 
Court,” she tried to say, and she wondered what they heard. 

 The spirits stared at her for a moment, then scattered. She sighed. She must have 
pronounced everything understandably. Great. She approached the ancient trees, 
hoping for better luck with less flighty spirits. 

 She stepped into the forest, her hooves punching through the snow crust delicately 
as she peered deeper into the gloom under the trees. A vast, spreading oak caught her 
attention. 

 She woke the spirit in the tree, touching its bark and whispering one of the millions 
of names used to bind spirits. The tree shivered ever so slightly, then she sensed herself 
in the presence of age. 

 “Venerable Oak,” she began. “How can I find the Unseelie Court?” 

 A hunched old man stepped out from behind the tree. “Well, youngling, you‟ve 
taken the first step. Noised around that you‟re looking. Their wanton cruelty is only 
matched by their curiosity. They‟ll send something to talk to you, if you do things 
properly.” He blinked at her with bright eyes. 

 “How do I do things properly?” she asked humbly. 

 “Go to the clearing and wait for three days,” the oak spirit nodded. “If no dark fey 
approach, return for further wisdom. Stupid girl,” he added, not unkindly. “If I were 
you, I‟d leave now.” 

 “Thank you for your help,” Illyana said respectfully. Then, she turned, retracing her 
steps out to the clearing. 
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 “Three days,” she said, looking around. She heaved a sigh, then squinted up as the 
first flakes of the new snowfall drifted down. “Great. Just great.” 

* 

 Tyrone pulled the car up to the curb. Above, the sky was too bright for stars and 
too dark to see anything. He parked the car, walked around the back, opened Strange‟s 
door. 

 “M-mind if-f I c-cc-come in for a m-mm-minute?” Tyrone asked haltingly. 

 “Why not,” Strange sighed, stretching. Long day. “Have some tea.” 

 He got to the door before he heard the loud groan inside, followed by chuckles. 
Hesitating, he prepared himself. Opening the door, the glanced around swiftly. 

 In the kitchen, Logan slapped a handful of cards down on the table, covering his 
face with one hand as Dani laughed gleefully, pulling the poker chips over to her not-
insignificant pile. Tandy glanced over, and spotted him. 

 “Strange,” she said, rising. “We were beginning to wonder if you were going to 
work all night!” The smell of a chicken and rice casserole reached him. 

 “D-ddude, it‟s c-cc-cold,” Tyrone said. Strange stepped in, Tyrone followed him 
and shut the door, shrugging his coat off. 

 Strange blinked as a smile crossed his face; Logan rose to pull the casserole out of 
the oven, and Dani stacked up her poker chips as Tandy rounded Strange and helped 
him out of his coat. 

 “Doctor Strange,” Piotr called from the end of the table. “They cheat shamelessly. 
Come! We need another honest man in the game!” He smiled broadly. 

 Strange stepped into the bustle of his kitchen. 

 “Yer just in time fer dinner,” Logan said as he tasted his work. “After that, you 
gotta get in on this poker. Penny ante, so you should be able to bury us all with yer big-
shot publisher salary,” he grinned. 

 “Tempting,” Strange said regretfully, “but—” 

 “You gotta collect some rent,” Tandy interjected. “Dani here is beating us all. She‟s 
a card shark. We require the services of the defender of Prime to protect us from her 
wiles!” she grinned. 

 “I have wiles,” Dani agreed sagely. 

 Strange had to chuckle. “Alright, alright, you‟ve talked me into it,” he said. “But I 
must warn you,” he added, sinking into his chair with a saturnine smile, “my prowess 
may leave you all penniless.” 

 “No fair peeking with earth spirits,” Dani said sternly, pointing at the Sorcerer 
Supreme. 

 Strange just laughed. 
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CHAPTER NINE 

Friday, January 14, 2005 

 Illyana‟s eyes snapped open. In a heartbeat, she was up on her hooves, glancing 
around. The night creaked and groaned around her as the wind stole through the trees. 
Moonlight poured down through their bare branches, glowing off the snow. Illyana 
instinctively knew she was not alone. 

 “Agamottoniathra,” she breathed, and a golden witchlight sprang into her hand. 
She expanded its glow, then it winked out under a peculiar lash of magic. 

 “Show yourself,” Illyana demanded, her amulet tingling. She shrugged in her cloak, 
shifting snow off. “Who goes there.” 

 “Who be you, that seeks the Unseelie Court?” whispered a voice in return. The 
sound seemed as much the sound of wind through dead grass as it was a voice. 

 “I am Illyana Nikolievna Rasputin,” she replied with a boldness she did not feel. 

 “I can see into your blood,” echoed the thing that watched her. “Well pleased am I. 
Done business with your bloodline before, and fine business at that. Have you brought 
us a gift?” 

 Illyana thought fast. “A gift? I bring something better. A riddle, a spectacle.” 

 “Do tell.” 

 “It is given to me to know that the Unseelie Court watches the antics of the one 
known as Mordred,” she gambled. Her magic swelled around her; it had kept her warm, 
and now she drew wakefulness from it as well. “Once a scion of your court, he was 
banished an age ago. I have released him from his prison, and now seek to battle him, to 
capture him once more. Surely that should provide a good show, whether I win or lose. 
I seek nothing from you for myself, my only thought is to bring Mordred to bay and do 
battle with him.” 

 “You seek to imprison him,” the shade whispered. “Not to kill him.” The shadow 
stepped forward, and Illyana shivered slightly as she saw a peculiar distorted reflection 
of herself. The formless creature echoed her in shape and sound. She didn‟t let it 
distract her. 

 “That‟s correct,” Illyana nodded. 

 “He is not to be killed,” the emissary warned. “If he is, the Shadow King will be 
most disturbed. The Sorcerer Supreme understands this.” 

 “As do I,” Illyana nodded, feeling a chilly relief as she glimpsed the consequences 
of a furious Shadow King‟s wrath on Prime. For a moment, she realized what Strange 
had been quietly trying to tell her applied more directly than she could have guessed, 
and she shied from the thought of what would have happened if her plan to kill 
Mordred had succeeded. 

 “Wait.” The shadow retreated into the trackless woods, and Illyana glanced up at 
the moon. Must be almost ten o‟clock. She yawned, then shook her drowsiness off 
completely. 
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 She didn‟t wait long. The shadow drifted out of the woods, into the moonlight, 
smoky and insubstantial. “The Shadow King is well pleased with the boon you seek. He 
has named your gift, and named your price.” The shadow held up a tiny flask, the size 
of a thumbnail. “In this is a single drop from the Shadow King‟s scrying pool. Place it in 
your scrying pool, and for a few moments, you will be able to see Mordred.” 

 “And the price?” Illyana asked, thrusting her chin out. 

 “One drop of your blood, freely given,” whispered the shadow, oddly satisfied. 

 Illyana hardly hesitated. “Done,” she said. She pricked her thumb on the wicked tip 
of her horn, and held her hand out to the fey messenger. The shadow reverently 
captured a drop of blood in a tiny bottle. Then she felt the vial of scrywater pressed into 
her hand. 

 The wind seemed to chuckle as the shadow vanished into the woods with unnatural 
speed; for a moment, she blinked, wondering if it had all been a dream. 

 Looking down at the small bottle in her hand, she smiled. 

 “Whatever consequences that drop of blood brings back to me, at least I have a 
shot at finding Mordred,” she murmured to herself. “For today? That‟ll have to do.” 

 A stepping disk flared up around her, and she was gone. 

* 

 Mordred rose from his bed of shadow, glancing around the grotto. Weird light 
played through the strangely clear pool of water at one end of the cave. Robed in 
shadow, the weary and wounded sorcerer sighed as he straightened, brushing his pale, 
graceful hands down the front of his robe. 

 “What shall we do today. Ah. Crush the Sorcerer Supreme and his lackeys.” 
Mordred‟s smile was cruel as he crossed the uneven stone floor, gazing down at the 
pillar that held a small bag. He opened the bag, dumping a mound of engraved 
knucklebones into his hand. Clasping them for a moment, he concentrated. “Need a 
new henchman,” he muttered. “They just don‟t build them like they used to.” He tossed 
the bones, and they clattered down and arranged themselves. 

 “Disappointing,” he murmured, his eyes tracing the divination results in the bones. 
He shrugged, tossing the bag aside. “Well then. I wonder what Strange is up to.” He 
gestured, and an image rose up from the pool, oddly interwoven with the ripples of light 
that came up through the water. 

 Distinguished and professional in a suit and tie, Strange sat at his desk, tapping at 
his keyboard, engaged in mundane work. The clock behind him read ten thirty, and it 
was dark outside. Mordred twitched. 

 “I‟m embarrassed for you,” he growled. “Where‟s your pride? Just between you and 
me, some days I wonder if you‟re worth the gift of the contempt I heap on you,” he 
confided in the mirage. 

 The image rippled as a small form the size of a golf ball popped up out of the 
water. Mordred frowned. “What,” he demanded flatly in a language older than words. 
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 “Gift from the Shadow King, congratulations for getting free,” the messenger imp 
squeaked. It was ugly, segmented, with peculiar wings made of lazily swirling cobweb. It 
cautiously approached, well aware of Mordred‟s temper. 

 “A gift. Really. Does it sting, bite, or pinch?” he asked sarcastically, the curse of 
curiosity digging at him. He extended his hand. 

 The imp dropped a tiny bottle in his open palm. Mordred examined it shrewdly, 
then he froze, his eyes widening. “Blood?” he said. “This is Illyana‟s blood?” He 
snatched the imp with startling speed. “Tell me. Was it freely given to the Shadow 
King?” 

 “It was,” the imp squeaked. 

 “Hah!” Mordred shouted, flinging the imp away and spinning in a circle of delirious 
joy. “I know exactly what to do with this, yes I do. Tell the Shadow King I‟ll give him 
something to watch. I‟ll unleash something on Prime that will grip it until it weeps 
blood. This is perfect,” he crooned over the tiny bottle. 

 Mordred‟s laugh rang out, rebounding from the stone, and leaking into the 
nightmares of the insane. 

* 

 Illyana squatted by her scrying pool. She gazed down into it for a long moment, 
then she stood. “First things first,” she murmured. She gestured, and a column of rock 
twisted up from her flagstone courtyard. She put the tiny vial on it, and the column 
twisted back down into the ground, as though nothing had ever moved. 

 “That will keep the bottle safe,” she muttered to herself. “Now for a little magic. 
Nothing up my sleeve,” she sighed as she knelt by the pool. “Let‟s see if we can find the 
Weaver.” 

 She passed her hand over the scrying pool, and in it she saw the globe of Prime, 
shot through and interlaced in the mighty Web of Light. Ley lines and nodes hummed 
gently with incalculable energy. She smiled to herself; so beautiful. Then she bunched 
the edge of her cloak in one hand, and dipped the tip of one edge into the scrying pool. 
A ripple whispered over the Web of Light. 

 “Show me the way to your Maker,” she whispered to the cloak, and she felt its 
enchantment rouse as she prodded it gently. “Show me the way to the Weaver.” 

 Her view swooped into the Web of Light, and she slithered down the lines, 
bounding from one node to the next, until an acute turn whipped her straight at the 
underside of an exterior node. A moment later she flashed free of the Web of Light, and 
found herself streaking along one of the oblique lines that traversed the depth of space, 
holding the universe together in an inexplicable cat‟s cradle of energy. 

 Leaning as though she was steering a bobsled, Illyana trailed the impulse of the 
cloak‟s leading. She flashed through a node at the edge of the solar system, then she was 
among the stars, moving faster than thought itself, moving faster than mere light, her 
scry whirling through the dancing cosmos at impossible speed. Insanity welled up 
behind her eyes as she focused on the cloak‟s leadings, ignoring the risk, clenching her 
teeth as she utterly failed to grasp the distances she crossed. 
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 She flashed through a node, shifted direction, another node. Then, after uncounted 
time wore across her, she finally slowed to a halt outside a bundle of ley lines, bound 
and twisted and woven around each other. Gasping for air, she gestured, marking the 
spot with a mystic sigil that would draw her scry instantly when she called upon it. She 
fell back from the scrying pool as it went dark, and she massaged her bloody eyes with 
numb fingers. 

 “Okay,” she breathed. “I‟m fine, really.” Her head throbbed with crippling pain. 
She gestured, drawing on the energy that made up Limbo, and a moment later she was 
fine. 

 Illyana hopped up. “Sure is handy being a Sorceress Supreme of Limbo,” she 
muttered. “Now for it.” She took a deep breath, let it go. Then she concentrated on the 
scrying pool, and she saw the sigil she had just placed. Mystic fire roiled around her. 

 She was deposited at the edge of the tangle of energies that was impossible by any 
geomantic rules, snarled in perfect order by one who transcended those rules. 

 “Enitharmon the Weaver!” she cried out. “I have come to seek audience!” 

 After a brief pause, the thick cords of light squirmed aside, leaving a smooth and 
level path of light that led into the heart of the tangle. She followed the road, and 
glanced up. What she saw made no sense to her sight, but the geomantic reflexes of her 
wizard training almost grasped the sense of the perspectiveless wilding above her. 

 From the center, a small gray creature half her size extricated himself, following a 
twist of staircase down to where she stood. She tore her eyes from the impossible view 
above, looking at the oddly beaked gray creature as he approached, almost swaggering, 
tapping along with a twisted walking stick. His beady black eyes glittered with good 
humor. 

 “You must be Illyana,” he said with a slight croak. “I recognize the cloak Strange 
commissioned for you when you began your studies of geomancy. Did he send you?” 

 “I‟m afraid not,” she said, and she bowed deeply. “I am honored to meet you.” 

 “Indeed you are,” he nodded sagely, “for few pass through my defenses unchecked. 
You come highly recommended,” he added with a mischievous grin. “If Strange did not 
send you, how did you find me?” 

 “The cloak knows the way to its master,” she admitted, running her hand down its 
silken fabric. “Thank you for the gift, it has saved my life many times.” 

 “That‟s what it‟s for, after all,” Enitharmon agreed. “Welcome, in any case. What 
do you need from me? I somehow doubt this is a social call. You‟ve come a long way 
just to say thank you,” he added puckishly. 

 “I need to learn how to bind someone,” she said simply. “You are the master of 
weaving and binding, so I thought I could come to you and ask for your wisdom.” 

 “Who do you need to bind?” the short gray creature asked curiously. 

 “Mordred. Scion and exile of the Unseelie Court. He‟s vicious and dangerous, and 
right now he‟s running wild. Strange knows how to bind him, but I don‟t. Can you teach 
me?” she asked earnestly. 

 “What‟s wrong with Strange, that he can‟t?” Enitharmon pressed. 
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 “It‟s my fault he got out,” Illyana admitted. “Strange has made this hunt part of my 
apprenticeship. So I must not fail.” 

 “Sensible,” Enitharmon agreed. “What you ask is a small and simple task, so I will 
require something small and simple in return.” He tapped at his beak, lost in thought. 

 “I… you can have the cloak back,” Illyana said slowly, trying not to look possessive 
as she reflexively closed her hand around the mystic fabric. 

 Enitharmon chuckled. “I made it for you,” he pointed out, “and it would do me 
little good. No, something else. Ah! Got it. I just pulled a bit of flotsam out of the 
Bleed,” he said, stumping over to a side room that she didn‟t remember seeing before. 
“Here.” She followed him, looking over his shoulder as he crouched by a man. 

 “He fell through a portal, most likely chasing or being chased,” Enitharmon mused. 
He looked down at the Asian man who was motionless, his face peaceful. His scalp was 
clean-shaven, and there was something determined in the set of his smooth features. 
“He was trying to get to Prime, to the Sorcerer Supreme. If you‟d take him back, then 
whatever enchantment allowed him to leave his home dimension will break, and he‟ll 
awaken. I can‟t be bothered with a side trip.” His beady eyes regarded Illyana. “Will you 
shuttle him to Prime?” 

 “Sure,” she shrugged. “He looks harmless enough.” 

 “Excellent,” Enitharmon croaked, rising to his unimpressive height, his peculiar 
gray tail twitching. “Now. About Mordred. What does Strange use? Petrified wood? 
Stone?” 

 “Uh… I think he uses a rock,” Illyana said, thinking back. 

 “See, to bind a scion of the Unseelie Court, banished or otherwise, you must attract 
it to a material at least as old as the court. Nothing newer will do. I don‟t suppose you 
have the stone he used.” 

 Blush stained Illyana‟s cheeks. “I don‟t,” she admitted. 

 “No problem, nothing to worry about,” Enitharmon reassured her. “You‟ll just 
have to find something. When you get it, then you have to weave his energies to it, so 
you have to touch him. Once you‟ve got the basic threads of his mind, body, and spirit 
hooked into the prison, then he can‟t get away. That‟s when you can taunt him, question 
him, what have you. He‟s slippery, so you might want to skip that step. Anyway, the 
weaving itself isn‟t that complex.” 

 “Please, if it‟s not a bother,” Illyana said, a hint of desperation in her voice, “where 
can I find something that old? How will I know when I‟ve got something suitable?” 

 “Hm,” Enitharmon said, tapping at his beak with his finger. “Well, you could 
always borrow something from the ruined city of Cthon. Anything there would do; 
since you‟re a novice, you might want to pick up a complete container with a lid and so 
forth. You could drop into one of the safer neighborhoods, like the Temple to 
Gorthka.” 

 Illyana‟s smile was pained. “See, the only problem is that the mortal sorcerers of 
Prime don‟t really know where Cthon is, or how to get there,” she explained. “It‟s sort 
of mythical in the ancient tomes and texts. I… how would I find it?” 
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 Enitharmon chuckled, a peculiar slithery sound. “I suppose I‟ll show you, then,” he 
said. 

 “If you don‟t mind,” she said humbly. “Do I owe you more for that service?” 

 Enitharmon leaned on his walking stick, peering up at her. “You may not know 
this,” he said, “but the task of the Sorcerer Supreme on Prime is much like that of a 
geomancer sitting on a node somewhere in your Web of Light. Because Strange protects 
that particular web, and because he regulates it so conscientiously, I am free to focus a 
greater energy flow in that neighborhood. I know it‟ll be taken care of, I know there 
won‟t be a horrible snarl caused by what you call Prime dropping off the map. He 
would never say so, but it‟s still true that I rely on his services in the big picture of the 
energy of the Universe. Only a handful of gatekeepers, ones you would call Sorcerer 
Supremes, are as cooperative as he is. Since you have your own dimension not too far 
from Prime, I‟d someday like to rely on you in the same way, should you expand your 
borders to accept more energy flow. So consider this an investment.” 

 “Thank you,” she breathed. 

 “Hah,” he croaked merrily. “If you weren‟t a Sorceress Supreme, I‟d ask you to join 

the Order of the Ring. But you‟re spoken for,” he shrugged dismissively. “So instead, 
we‟ll have a look at Cthon.” He gestured at a writhing column of light, and it shifted, its 
surface growing glossy and showing a whirling display of light and time and space. 
Illyana blinked, then covered her eyes. A moment later, she looked again, and a dim 
green city hung in the suspended pallor of timelessness before her. 

 “Make your mark,” Enitharmon croaked. She gestured, and a sigil blazed on a 
stone column. Then the scry went dark. 

 “Now, about that weaving,” the squat gray creature said. 

 

CHAPTER TEN 

 Thirteen corpses hung, suspended by thorny vines over the grotto pool. It was 
thick with blood, a dark sludge of gore. Faces frozen in horror, the corpses slowly 
twirled or swayed in the breathless calm of the stone cavern. Mordred stood on a rock 
outcropping, looking down into the glut of thick blood that filled the pool below him. 
Then he regarded the tiny bottle in his hand. 

 “I know you are in there,” he whispered to it, a slither of sound that transcended 
grammar and twitched with the intimacy of madness. “This is as close as I can get to the 
Outer Planes. You will not have to breach the Web of Light. You can come to me 
here.” He smiled to himself, popping the bottle open. He tilted it, watching the single 
ruby drop of blood slide to the lip of the bottle, a hair‟s breadth from freedom. 

 “In Illyana‟s checkered, gory heritage, there is one soul that longs to be free of the 
inconvenience of death. There is work to be done,” he hissed in the sibilant speech 
from before time. “Who has the strongest will, passed down through this brilliant jewel 
of life? Who hungers for a flesh wrapping? Who hides the brightest flame in a shape of 
wet meat?” 

 He dropped the bottle, and it plopped down in the center of the gory pool and 
vanished without a ripple. Mordred waited, hypnotized, fascinated, watching the 
motionless pool in rapt suspense. 
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 Nothing happened. Mordred‟s face betrayed no frustration or impatience. 

 The surface of the pool twitched; it slithered just slightly. Something stirred below 
the surface, and then it began to draw in towards the center as the blood seemed to be 
pulled in by an invisible sinkhole. 

 A dome crested in the gory pool. It rose up, a crimson skull, but it had skin to it. 
Eyebrows fully loaded with blood emerged, ears clogged with it. Then the eyes, the mad 
and staring eyes. The figure that ascended up through the crimson welter was bearded, 
and his beard was full to bursting with the blood that had birthed his new body. As the 
thin form pushed up from the pool, unmoving and rigid, Mordred gazed at his eyes. 

 They were impossibly dark, full of the unseeable. 

 “Welcome back, Rasputin,” Mordred chuckled. “There‟s someone you need to 
meet…” 

 

Friday, January 21, 2005 

 Illyana‟s stepping disk flared, leaving her on a deserted beach in South America. 
She hefted the bald man, then lay him out to loll senselessly on the soil. “Okay, there, 
little guy,” she said as she tore at the delicate sleeve Enitharmon had woven around him. 
“This is your stop.” He was dressed in green silk, cut into an outfit halfway between a 
domestic uniform and pajamas. “Nice threads,” she said with just the slightest hint of a 
smirk. 

 A bird screamed somewhere in the jungle, back from the white powder beach. The 
Asian man‟s eyes snapped open, and with startling grace, his whole body flexed in a 
kippup. His feet paffed down in the sand, and he stood ready. Pausing, before he even 
looked around, he tucked the fistful of black hair he gripped into his pocket. 

 “Welcome to Prime,” Illyana said with a smile. “Good to see you‟ve—” Her eyes 
widened as the Asian man stared at her inscrutably for just a moment, then sprang. She 
whipped a block up as his fist flickered at her, and she scrabbled back as his motion 
cleanly fired out in a kick, banging into her hip and sending her sprawling. She was as 
startled by the fluid efficiency of his motion as she was by the attack. 

 “No you don‟t,” she gritted out, slamming a hand down to turn her tumble into a 
cartwheel. She landed crouched and ready, hampered by the powdery sand that slowed 
every movement and shortened her range. 

 He launched in a flying kick, and she gestured; “Ctrrokialae,” she murmured, and 
crimson bands whirled and spun, energy ribbons blazing out of the air itself, streaking 
around the Asian man and stopping his momentum cold. He snapped a punch into the 
spherical energy cage that hung around him, suspending him off the beach. His eyes 
were inscrutable. 

 “Well, with that civilized welcome out of the way,” Illyana said, “My name is 
Illyana Rasputin. You are?” 

 “I am Wong,” he said quietly. “What year is it?” 

 “Just „Wong‟?” Illyana pressed. 

 “John Wong,” he shrugged. “What year, please?” 
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 “We just started 2005,” Illyana said. “What year were you looking for?” 

 “I must find a man named Stephen Strange,” Wong explained. 

 “You must also tell your host why you thought you should do the fists of fury thing 
at her. What did I ever do to you? We never even met,” she said in what sounded to her 
like a reasonable tone. 

 He eyed her for a moment. “My most humble apologies,” he said in his precise, 
delicate manner of speech. “In the world from which I came, Illyana Rasputin was 
seduced by demons. She opened a portal over Manhattan that was anchored at its 
pentagram points by infants, and demonic energy infused New York. She was defeated 
and saved from being a demon‟s bride when her age was magically reduced to six years 
old or so, before the age that the demon sorcerer Belasco taught her the magic of hell. 
Then, she contracted a lethal disease and died still a little girl. Confronted by a fully 
grown demon sorceress, I defended myself. I am sorry,” he bowed to her. “Please. Can 
you help me find Stephen Strange?” 

 “You recognized me?” she blinked. “From another world? Wow.” She was sobered 
by the idea. Gesturing, she released the Crimson Bands, and Wong dropped to the sand 
with the grace of a cat. “Okay. One Sorcerer Supreme coming up.” Eldritch fire boiled 
up around them, and left them standing on the stone paving of her throne room. 
Above, the stars glimmered in a depthless night sky. Wong looked around at the garden, 
the stone pillars, the basalt throne, the scrying pool, the yawning doorways to other 
areas. Then he tensed, assuming a stance, as he saw the sleepy demon that lay sprawled 
over a flowerbed, lazily watching them. 

 “Relax, Wong,” Illyana said. “They‟re with me. I am a demon sorceress. I also 
happen to be the Sorceress Supreme of Limbo, and Strange‟s apprentice. I‟m one of the 
good guys,” she said, and a small thrill ran through her as she believed it. 

 Wong watched her steadily, inscrutably, neither believing nor disbelieving her. She 
sighed gently as she looked in the scrying pool. “What do you need to see him about?” 
she asked. “I‟m guessing a threat that hangs over all of Prime.” 

 “Yes,” he said simply. “My warning is for him alone.” 

 “Have it your way,” she sighed. She gestured, and pale, dark flame swept up around 
them again. 

* 

 Mordred lolled on his throne, flickering his scry through various scenes. The grotto 
pool was again crystal clear. The fey sorcerer was dressed in a resplendent robe, green 
and yellow, nuanced and iridescent. He glanced to the side as one of the shadowed 
doorways shifted, and he sat up straight as the gaunt man drifted in like a stray shadow. 

 His bald head and visage were chalk pale, and his bushy black beard hid his mouth 
in its tangled darkness. He moved with a liquid, unnatural grace, and he made no sound. 
His hands were tucked against each other, and his sleeves met over them. The soft dark 
robe draped around him cast no shadow and reflected no light; he seemed made of 
shadow as he nodded curtly at his rescuer. 

Then Mordred met his eyes. As fierce as Rasputin‟s features were, with his 
prominent cheekbones and hooked nose, it was his eyes that sent chills down the fey 
sorcerer‟s spine. They were unblinking, and they had gazed upon horrors whose 
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existence blasted sane men‟s minds to shards. Rasputin gazed at Mordred solemnly for a 
long moment. 

 “Feeling better?” Mordred asked sardonically. 

 “Much,” Rasputin nodded. He was still hoarse, a week after his resurrection. “How 
has this come to pass?” 

 Mordred effortlessly gestured, and a stone chair formed up out of the floor. “Have 
a seat. It‟s quite a story.” Rasputin settled himself silently, and Mordred went on. “You 
foresaw that a child of your bloodline would be altered by the warping magics that you 
wielded, you prophesied as much and kept a record of it. The KGB knew about it, too. 
After World War II, they tracked you down and murdered you as best they knew how, 
poor fools. Just to be on the safe side, they also infected your entire bloodline with 
Tymaz Nine. It‟s a biological kill switch; they expose the target to a chemical, and bang! 
The dormant weapon kicks in, and the target drowns in his or her own juices.” Mordred 
grinned. 

 “The main focus of our tale is Illyana Rasputin. Infected with Tymaz Nine at birth, 
she grew up happy on a communal farm. Then, one day when she was about six or so, 
she was ice-skating. Belasco, you remember him, decided that he was tired of waiting 
for you to reward him for his help. So, he thought, since he had given you one of his 
children, you owed him one of yours.” 

 Rasputin watched Mordred inscrutably, and Mordred smiled to himself as he went 
on. “There she was, skating along, and he yanked her through the ice, all the way to 
Limbo. Her family assumed it was a tragic accident and went on with their lives as their 
baby girl was infused with sorcerous powers in a distant dimension. A peculiar accident 
rescued her less than a year after she was stolen. Her mystic potential wasn‟t really 
revealed until she was in her early twenties.” 

 “What of Belasco?” Rasputin‟s hard-edged voice inquired. 

 “He is the link between us,” Mordred smiled. “He came to me for a weapon, and 
he stole your daughter. When Illyana was rescued from Limbo, her adopted dad lopped 
Belasco‟s head off. You know how little that matters; Belasco eventually garnered 
enough strength to pull the interlopers back into Limbo. That‟s when Illyana woke up, 
and Belasco lost his head again. He just couldn‟t keep up with her as she grew into her 
role as Sorceress Supreme of Limbo. Last year she stole the last of his power and 
banished him. He died shortly afterwards.” Mordred shook his head in mock sorrow. 
“Such a sad tale.” 

 He looked at Rasputin, remembering. “You worked with Dr. Octavious, didn‟t 
you,” he said. “Well, she chopped his heart in half. She is all wrapped up in this idea 
that she‟s a hero, that she‟s defeated the evil in her soul, and she‟s apprenticed herself to 
Prime‟s Sorcerer Supreme.” 

 “The Ancient One is a fool,” Rasputin said, waving the idea away. 

 “Perhaps he was,” Mordred agreed, “but he isn‟t Sorcerer Supreme any more. Now, 
it‟s a dimensional interloper who took over, Stephen Strange. He is not entirely a fool. 
Since he arrived on Prime and assumed Agamotto‟s duties, he has imprisoned me three 
times. Me!” Mordred was not amused. “He is canny and powerful, and he must be dealt 
with. And his apprentice? Your blood,” Mordred concluded, satisfied. “He is ripe for 
destruction.” 
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 Rasputin‟s smile seemed to grow through his face, and those mad, staring eyes 
fixed on something Mordred couldn‟t see. “Yes,” the Russian murmured, “Perfect.” He 
shifted his stare to Mordred. “Let us observe this interloper. This Sorcerer Supreme.” 
His voice was soft, but no less packed with derision for its quietness. 

 Mordred gestured at the scrying pool, and once again Strange shimmered into view. 
He sat at his desk in the Planetary office, and he reviewed a sheaf of papers, diligently 
looking through them. 

 “Pathetic,” Mordred sighed. Rasputin rose from his chair, glided to the image, and 
peered into the Sorcerer Supreme. The scry took on peculiar color shifts, and the 
wicked Russian sifted his adversary. 

 In the image, Strange hesitated. His eyes narrowed. 

 “Gently,” cautioned Mordred softly. 

 Then the scry flashed, and they saw a stepping disk whirl down by the Sorcerer 
Supreme. 

 “What‟s this?” Mordred mused as he saw Illyana and an Asian man. 

 “She‟s beautiful,” Rasputin breathed as he instantly recognized her. He touched at 
the scry, gazing deep beneath her skin at the soul that drove her. 

 “I have found you at last!” Wong said in the scene the scrying revealed. He bowed 
deeply before Strange. Strange leaped to his feet, and in the scry they could almost 
detect a flicker of earth spirits swarming Wong, verifying his identity. 

 “You may not be of this dimension, but you are Wong,” Strange said, amazed. 

 “You are in danger, Master,” Wong insisted. Mordred perked up. “Where is the Eye of 
Agamotto?” 

 “Why do you ask?” Strange replied, curious. 

 “In my reality, Baron Mordo ambushed you. He got the Mantle of Agamotto, and the Bands of 
Agamotto. He sought the Eye from you as you lay dying, defeated by a vile and wicked deception. You 
slew yourself, and destroyed the Eye, protecting it from his grasp. At great cost, he managed a ritual to 
transport him here, to another dimension, so that he could slay you and take the Light all for himself, 
becoming the new Sorcerer Supreme of Earth.” Wong‟s delivery was spurred by desperation, 
but his diction was almost mincingly clear, and his eyes left no doubt as to his sincerity. 

 “Well,” Mordred said, rubbing his hands together. “Baron Mordo, eh?” 

 “How did you manage to come here?” Strange asked. 

 “I observed Mordo’s evil ritual, and I penetrated his defenses as he cast it. Then, I fought him. He 
plunged into the portal, and I did as well. But the ritual was imperfect, as I disturbed it. He could not 
slay me swiftly enough, nor did we arrive together. If I am here, then this must be where he was headed.” 
Wong‟s bearing left no doubt that he believed he was right. 

 “I would know if Mordo breached the Web of Light,” Strange mused. Then he hesitated. 
“Of course, if he has that much Light, then… then maybe he could slip through without a ripple.” 
Strange looked at Wong sideways. “I might not be able to track him easily.” 

 “I anticipated your need,” Wong said with a shallow bow. “This may help. I tore it from 
him as we fought.” He held out a small swatch of black hair, long and lank. 
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 “Indeed,” Strange agreed gravely. “With that, I can pinpoint him if he is on Prime.” He 
glanced around. “Let’s continue this conversation in the Sanctum,” he added, something 
suspicious in his eyes. Illyana nodded, and a stepping disk whirled up around them— 

 Rasputin took a quick step back, then chuckled, his back to Mordred. The sound 
shone with madness, and when Rasputin turned to face Mordred, a smile consumed his 
features. 

 “She is perfect,” Rasputin murmured. “Connected intrinsically to Limbo, that is a 
great gift. She has not subverted her evil, she has merely twisted it to serve her 
purposes. She is beautiful.” 

 “She‟s a bit too caught up in the hero business, isn‟t she?” Mordred muttered 
sourly. 

 “No. She must believe in heroism,” Rasputin replied, his tone hushed as though he 
was in a church. “You do not need to understand. Follow them.” 

 Mordred obligingly shifted the scry to the Sanctum, and tightened the view. The 
scry suddenly flared, and went dark. 

 “Damn that man,” Mordred gritted out. “He just refuses to get complacent. 
Apparently he‟s discovered the principles of my eldritch scrying, and blocked them too. 
Well, anyway. This „Baron Mordo‟ fellow intrigues me. Perhaps we should find him 
first, and set him against the Sorcerer Supreme. Then, if he needs the help, we could 
supply it. At least divert Strange‟s attention so we can strike elsewhere.” 

 “No,” Rasputin breathed, looking into the grotto waters. “We will watch Strange. 
When Strange finds Mordo, he will most likely defeat him. Before he does, we rescue 
Mordo and strike a grievous blow against Strange.” He looked at Mordred. “Let this 
Mordo become Sorcerer Supreme. He can attack Strange. I will deal with Illyana. You 
will do what you do best; keep everyone else off balance, and strike if we provide you 
with irresistible opportunity.” His rough Russian voice was deep, slightly halting, and 
lightly flavored with accent. 

 “Sounds sensible,” Mordred said lightly, something glinting in his eyes. 

 “Then,” Rasputin continued, “you may strike at Mordo, and free Prime from the 
successors to Agamotto, and the Unseelie Court can swarm into the open spaces once 
again. Or perhaps I will successfully open the gates to the Outer Planes, and the Dark 
Gods will visit utter destruction upon Prime. Once we have won, then we will share the 
spoils as our strength and cunning dictates.” He stared into Mordred‟s eyes, and the fey 
sorcerer frowned. 

 “Or we consider it a job well done and move on to despoil other dimensions,” 
Mordred suggested. “You should not be so eager to assume treachery.” 

 Rasputin just smiled to himself. “How will you get to Prime?” he asked. 

 Mordred gestured at the wall, and a panel creaked open. A pale man dropped to his 
knees, and fell senselessly face forward to the rough stone. He lay unmoving. “This 
poor man made a deal with the Unseelie Court, and his soul is forfeit. His life, too. I 
keep them around, here and there, should I need one,” he added airily. “Blood sacrifice 
is the best way through the Web of Light. I lay in a stock of Prime-dwellers so their 
native souls can make a hole for me.” His smile was vicious. 
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 “Then we wait,” Rasputin murmured, turning his attention back to the grotto. 
Mordred watched his back speculatively for a moment, then smiled to himself. 

 “Indeed,” he nodded. “We wait.” 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN 

 “This may take me a while,” Strange said to Illyana and Wong as he paused outside 
the repaired Sanctum Sanctorum doors. “You might want to wait downstairs.” 

 “Sure,” Illyana agreed. “Come on, Wong.” She turned, heading for the stairs. Wong 
followed, darting glances all around. 

 “I used to be Strange‟s housekeeper, a dimension away,” Wong said as they 
descended the staircase. “This is so peculiar. So familiar, and so different.” 

 “Wait until you see the kitchen,” Illyana smiled. “It‟s sort of the social center of the 
place. I‟m guessing it might be different than your home dimension.” 

 She strolled into the kitchen, and Wong stopped in the doorway, staring around. 
“By the Vishanti,” he murmured. “This… this is wonderful.” He took a step in, peering 
at the appliances, the great table in the middle of the room, the extra windows to assure 
the room was airy and bright. “This room was cut in half. This part, the first part, was a 
servants‟ dining room, and then this half was the kitchen. An old gas stove, a big 
refrigerator, there was hardly room to turn around.” He approached the counter, and 
touched it, as though to assure himself it was real. He turned to her with a boyish grin. 
“Fantastic!” 

 “Strange takes care of himself in this dimension,” Illyana said quietly. “He doesn‟t 
have a manservant.” 

 “Didn‟t,” Wong corrected. “I will resume my old duties.” 

 “You don‟t have to,” Illyana pointed out. “He‟s been doing fine.” 

 “But I must,” Wong insisted. “It is my place.” She saw in his eyes a need to be 
useful. 

 “You know,” she said quietly, “I understand.” She paused. “Look, I‟ve got to go 
nab a bad guy and turn him over to the boss. The sooner I get that done, the sooner I 
can rejoin the happy family. So… look after him, will you?” 

 “I endeavor to serve,” Wong replied with a deep bow. 

 “Oh,” Illyana said. “Before I go? You asked about the Eye of Agamotto. Well, 
there was an accident last year, and, well, Tandy Bowen absorbed the energy of the Eye. 
So she‟s full of Light now. That‟s where it went.” She smiled at him. “Good luck, 
Wong, faithful manservant,” she said. 

 “May your journey bring you to safe harbor,” Wong replied with a deep bow. 

 A stepping disk carried Illyana off Prime. 

 Landing by her basalt throne, Illyana swept her cloak off the back of the seat of 
power and shrugged it on. She affixed it with the amulet as her legs recurved and her 
feet twisted into hooves. Horns sprouted and curled from her forehead, and she 
snatched up the two-handed mystic blade, its armor sheathing half her body. 
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 “Alright,” she said, and she took a deep breath then let it out. “Let‟s do this.” She 
stood over the scrying pool, and concentrated hard. After a struggle with 
incomprehensible distance and barriers unknown and uncounted, Illyana saw the sigil 
glittering where she had left it. She saw the pillar in the ruined, cyclopean city of Cthon. 

 She took a moment to draw power from Limbo, filling herself and preparing for 
whatever lie ahead. “I commend my soul to the Vishanti,” she murmured on a whim, 
then the stepping disk flared up around her. 

 It inched up, roaring and twitching like a torch in high wind. She focused, 
concentrating, and the stepping disk thrashed and flickered, creeping up her knees, up 
to her hips. She was locked in battle with a kind of distance she did not understand, but 
fought to cross anyway. Illyana desperately realized she risked losing control of the 
stepping disk and being scattered in the cosmos; with a shout, she focused, and the 
stepping disk tore up through time and space, swallowing her. 

 She slammed down on the unyielding stone, panting and alone. The air was thick 
and strange, difficult to breathe. Light moved differently in this place. As Illyana glanced 
around, she felt as though she was underwater in some lost deep. 

 She struggled to her feet, taking in the vast tumbled buildings, the shattered 
columns laying in segmented wall-like lengths, the crumbling pave below her hooves. A 
shudder coursed through her as it seemed that time crawled to a halt and lay dying in 
the face of this ageless place. 

 “Okay,” she said to herself brightly. “Time to find a box.” 

* 

 Strange peered into the acrid smoke from the brazier‟s burning tuft of hair. 
“Alright, Mordo,” he murmured to himself. “Where are you hiding.” He whispered 
secret, arcane words, and the puffs of air from his lips pushed and gently battered the 
drifting smoke over to waft against the free-floating Crystal of Agamotto. The smoke 
drifted and coalesced, filmy as it formed a kind of atmosphere, greasy and clinging to 
the revealed Web of Light. Then the smoke began to drift along the surface of the 
globe, pulling together, unmistakably marking a specific spot. 

 England. 

 North of London. 

 Strange gasped, and leaped to his feet as the smoke scattered. He snatched up his 
cell phone. 

 He punched a speed dial, and waited for a moment. “Kira, I need you. Now,” he 
said, and he disconnected. He pushed the doors to the Sanctum open, striding down the 
hallway. He speed dialed another number. 

 “Tyrone,” he said. “Don‟t bother with the car. I‟m going on a trip. I need you to 
get Tandy to the Sanctum at once.” He disconnected again as he headed down the 
stairs. 

 The door opened as he reached the bottom of the stairs, and Kira stepped in. She 
was radiant, her hair back in a bun. “You rang?” she said politely. 

 “Yes,” he said. “I‟m going to England to confront Baron Mordo, and I want you 
along as backup.” 



 

    63 

 “I‟m with you,” she nodded. Wong stepped out of the kitchen, right next to them. 

 “Wong, this is Kira, one of my agents,” Strange said. “Kira, this is Wong. He‟ll be 
staying with me here. He‟s a good man to know.” Strange turned to Wong. “Protect the 
house while I‟m gone. Also, protect Tandy Bowen. She‟s on the way.” A peculiar 
unfurling sound flickered through the kitchen, and they turned to look in. 

 The Shroud unfolded in the corner, and Tandy stepped out. “I was in a meeting,” 
she said wryly. “I suppose it‟s urgent?” She was extremely attractive in her professional 
attire. 

 “I‟m going to England with Kira. Baron Mordo is a very vicious criminal who will 
stop at nothing to get your Light, once he figures out you‟ve got it,” Strange said. “This 
is Wong. He will help Tyrone protect you. Be safe.” He looked at Kira. “Let‟s go.” 
Strange jogged up the stairs. 

 Tandy sighed. “Pleased to meet you, Wong,” she said, shaking his hand. 

 Strange and Kira strode into his Sanctum Sanctorum. “We‟re going to ride the Web 
to get there,” Strange said quietly. “We‟re going to the Bently Manor.” 

 “Great,” Kira said through her teeth. “We‟ve had nothing but good times there.” 

 “This time what we face is even more dangerous than the Shroud was,” Strange 
cautioned her. “Baron Mordo has always been a formidable mystic talent, with a mean 
streak and a cowardly reflex for hurting the helpless to punish the strong. I want you to 
be extremely careful. This man wields not only the dark magics that were always his 
favorite, but he bears the Light as well. You saw it as a diviner, as a guide, as a source of 
truth and comfort. But believe me when I tell you it is also a formidable weapon. So 
stay back. I‟ll advise you when we arrive.” 

 “Let‟s go,” Kira nodded sternly. 

 Strange smiled briefly, then he gestured. They were caught up in the energies of the 
Web of Light, and they vanished across the globe. 

 An unmeasurable span of time later, they dropped in a field. Frost-crisped grass 
crackled underfoot. Kira brushed at her sleeves. 

 “Not sure I like traveling that way,” she muttered. 

 “Mordo was just here,” Strange said firmly. “If I know him, this is a trap designed 
to lure me into a vulnerable situation. I think Victoria Bently moved out here after her 
uncle died. I can‟t imagine she sold the place. If she is Baron Mordo‟s hostage, then we 
will have to be very careful indeed. I‟m going in. You back me up from here, follow me 
with your supernatural hearing. If I get in trouble, you can charge in and save me. But I 
can handle a bit of trouble, so choose your moment.” 

 “I don‟t like it,” Kira said firmly. “I don‟t like you going in by yourself.” 

 “You don‟t have to like it,” Strange replied inscrutably. “I can‟t risk you being 
flattened by Mordo. You are still vulnerable to magic, after all. If he gets the drop on 
me, I want to know that someone is out here to rescue me. Does that make sense?” 

 “Yes,” she said reluctantly. “Are you sure you don‟t want me to scout it out?” 

 “Positive,” Strange nodded. He took a deep breath. “Here we go.” 
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 The Sorcerer Supreme ghosted up the broad shoulder of the hill, running for the 
back of the ominously silent and still house. Reaching it, he surrounded himself in a 
subtle defensive net of shifting magic, and he whispered to the earth spirits. They 
fanned out around the house, bringing him tidings of a tripped etheric switch, but no 
other defensive magics. Mordo knew he had arrived. And Strange‟s expression darkened 
as he heard what was in the library. 

 Strange strode through the front door, down the echoing corridors of the empty 
mansion, to the double doors that led into the well-stocked library of the Bently Manor. 
He pushed at the doors, and they groaned open.  

 Chained to the bookshelves, her back to the book spines, a bruised and 
whimpering brunette hung spreadeagled. Her eyes were full of fear, and a faint hope, as 
the Sorcerer Supreme squared off with the swarthy man who relaxed on the couch, 
sipping from a heavy goblet of wine. 

 “I was beginning to think you‟d never get here,” the heavy-set wizard mocked in a 
thick voice. He was broad, strong, with a deep barrel chest and muscle-thickened limbs. 
He rose to his feet. His face was square, and bags hung under his eyes to match his 
lowering jowls. He wore a trim beard, with thick black eyebrows and a slick mane of 
dark hair combed back from his broad, intelligent forehead. “And if you had not arrived 
to save the succulent Victoria Bently, I might have had to keep her, to see how much 
longer her tender charms could amuse me.” A smile spread across his face like a disease. 

 “Baron Mordo,” Strange replied evenly. “I was pleased to hear that you were killed 
long ago in this dimension. Perhaps we can arrange for a repeat performance.” 

 “Oh, that reminds me, one detail,” the Baron rasped, amused. “If you fight back? I 
slit this pretty little woman from crotch to chin with magic that will take a week to kill 
her.” He showed his teeth. “So take your beating like a man,” he mocked. Subtle flickers 
of power radiated from him; as Strange‟s supernaturally tuned perceptions took him in, 
he saw Mordo‟s seething dark magics surrounding him, and a disturbingly deep core of 
Light welling from his center. 

 And the Light was a weapon. Strange barely managed to bolster his defenses before 
Mordo thrust a heavy spear of brilliant, inexorable energy right into the Sorcerer 
Supreme. Strange staggered back, shunting the blow to the side, and his shields 
hummed with the shock as his forearms went numb. 

 “I‟m going to enjoy this,” Mordo growled, hunching for the next attack. 

 Outside, Kira‟s eyes narrowed. “I‟ve heard enough,” she muttered, and she braced 
herself for a running attack that would have the dark wizard down and out before he 
realized Strange was not alone. 

 Something rustled in the shadowed fringe of the woods behind her. She hesitated, 
turning, her eyes flexing for a better look— 

 A thick, black thorn shot out of the woods and punctured her shoulder slightly. 
She stared at it, startled by the prick of pain; the thorn was magic. Then it creaked and 
split, folding down over her skin, thrusting out new thorns. It swiftly spread; she pushed 
at it, and pulled bloody fingers away. 

 A gutteral voice snarled through a language of madness from before time; Kira 
choked back a scream as a flare of dark magic hammered her over. She sprang up, but 
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was too dizzy for a swift attack; and the net of thorns had spread over her chest, her 
ribs, down one arm, and it was unfolding exponentially as it pricked her dozens of times 
with new thorns. 

 With a thought, Kira vibrated with impossible speed and force. She let out a small 
cry as blood spurted from under the net. She had not managed to slip free of the 
thorns, she had just scratched them all over her skin. She stumbled, surprised at the 
tenacity of the ever-unfolding net of thorny material. It had reached the ground and 
rooted, and as she gasped with the cold of the wicked magic spines, she realized she was 
being engulfed. 

 “If you push towards freedom,” intoned a voice from the shadows, “then the 
thorns grow longer, dig deeper. If they touch bone,” he added, “you die.” The shadows 
parted to reveal a deathly pale bald man with a thick dark beard. He smiled at her, his 
teeth oddly white, his eyes completely mad. Then he turned, gliding up towards the 
Bently Manor, his shadowless black robe drifting across the grass. 

 “Oh no,” Kira managed, twisting in the grip of the thorns that had enveloped her 
in a matter of seconds. “Strange… Look out…” 

* 

 The click of Illyana‟s hoofsteps was oddly muted in the oppressive atmosphere of 
the dim city. Puffs of dust drifted up from around her fetlocks as she disturbed that 
which had not been disturbed in time uncounted. She saw a line of glyphs carved into 
the face of the stone, and she took a moment to study them over. 

 “Man, my Cthonian is basic,” she sighed, unable to make much sense of the 
inscription. She did make out “Gorthka” and “War,” and “Death.” Turning away from 
the runes, she peered through the gloom, the gloom that seemed to creep into her eyes 
and make her vision dim. 

 “Why do I get the feeling,” she murmured, “that this place is haunted by worse 
than ghosts.” Carefully, quietly, she prowled through the tumbled ruin. 

 She eased down a peculiar sweep of stone, a ramp, and she glanced around an open 
courtyard. Then she heard a scuff off to the side, and she whirled as she raised her 
glittering sword. Her eyes widened in startlement as she saw what hunched by the wall. 

 A huge demon crouched, forehead pressed against the wall. Folded over, kneeling 
on human-like knees that tapered down to thick cleft hooves, the crimson giant‟s skin 
was crossed and re-crossed by curving, peculiar scar-like patterns. Incongruously, he 
wore tough khaki shorts. Vast muscles rippled under the creature‟s tough hide. From its 
oddly humanoid face, scraggles of coarse black hair hung from its square chin and rock-
hard jowls. The same black hair fanned out over the thick trunk of its neck and the solid 
sweep of its shoulders. 

 Illyana peered closely at the hulking figure, then satisfied herself that it wasn‟t going 
to rise up and charge. She backed away a couple steps, and it stirred, muttering in 
Cthonian. Whatever it said didn‟t seem flattering. 

 “You just stay over there, big guy,” she murmured, taking another step back. 

 The creature tensed. “You speak English?” it rumbled, startled. 
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 “Whoah,” Illyana breathed as her heart seemed to freeze. “Uh… yeah. Look. I 
don‟t want any trouble,” she added, glancing around and hoping they were alone. 

 “Well, you woke me up,” the huge demon grunted. “The least you can do is let me 
see who I‟m talking to.” She noticed that its forehead had the roots of horns. She 
realized the horns rooted the demon to the wall. 

 “Maybe not,” she disagreed. Satisfied that he wasn‟t about to charge her, she turned 
away. 

 “Please?” the demon said in a small, forlorn voice that didn‟t have much hope in it. 

 Illyana hesitated; something in that tone pulled at her. She turned, sizing up the 
demon. “Will you help me find a box? A casket? Some sort of opening container in this 
place?” 

 “Yeah, I know right where one is,” the demon said with a spark of enthusiasm. It 
stirred restlessly. “C‟mon, please?” it pleaded. 

 “Hey, I‟m tough,” Illyana muttered to herself. “I can handle it if this goes wrong. I 
can always get away.” She took a deep breath, then raised her sword. “Here goes 
nothing,” she said, and she swept the blade down in a mighty two-handed chop. 

 With a shower of sparks, the horns were sheared off at their root, and the huge 
demon toppled back and thudded down on the ground. It lay flat, gazing up with deep, 
dark eyes, and for a moment it didn‟t move at all. 

 “Okay, I cut you loose because you said „please‟ so nicely,” she said. “What‟s the 
rest?” 

 “Thank you,” the demon croaked softly. Illyana couldn‟t help but notice the carved 
definition of the massive demon‟s abdomen, the subtle mesh of muscle under its 
patterned red hide. The face was craggy and dark, a face that could fill with pain for a 
long time before it showed through. Rolling over with uncomfortably graceful speed, 
the demon rose to its full height, almost seven feet, and stretched. Bones crackled and 
popped as the skeleton adjusted to standing at full height again after hunching for a 
long, long time. A red tail whipped and lashed for a moment, working out the kinks. 
Illyana saw a great, heavy stone forearm and hand on the creature‟s right arm. 

 “Nice gauntlet,” she observed. 

 “It‟s my hand,” the demon replied. He looked her over, taking his time, his eyes 
pulled to her irresistibly. 

 “Now about that casket,” Illyana said sternly, hoping that she wasn‟t about to find 
out the hard way that she had made a terrible mistake. 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE 

 The mystic assault trailed off so the last threads and whips sparked from Strange‟s 
defenses and subsided. Mordo turned to the end table, picking up his goblet, and he 
sipped delicately at his wine. “This is great fun,” he said thickly, turning to regard his 
victim. 

 Strange panted as his tattered clothes steamed with the energies that had lashed 
him without mercy. Only his brilliant red coat was undamaged. His bruised skin was 
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pale, chapped, burned with the energies that had gushed over him. Time had lost all 
meaning, and his reflexes had pushed thought and all other senses back away from the 
forefront. His hair hung around his face in disarray as he struggled to catch his breath, 
his mind sharp and his body numb. 

 “You… have become much more powerful,” Strange observed. 

 “Of course,” Mordo said with a grimace of a smile. “And you have not yet tasted 
the full extent of my power. I have chosen, instead, to toy with you. To prolong our 
„battle‟, to avenge myself for dozens of defeats in the past. The last time I fought a 
version of you, you committed suicide before I could properly break every bone in your 
body, tear out every blood vessel and make them dance before your slowly dying eyes. 
This time, I do not intend to be denied the pleasure.” 

 “Sounds lovely,” Strange managed. 

 “The best part?” Mordred sneered. He finished his wine, threw the goblet against 
the wall. “You will be flayed by the Light of your beloved Agamotto.” A deep, hacking 
cough of an incantation tore from him, and he slammed startling force across his target 
as Strange instinctively diverted the power away from his screens of defense. 

 Mordo flexed, and the Light played out of his eyes, then he focused a stream of 
Agamotto‟s might to thrust into the Sorcerer Supreme. Too late, he spotted the smirk 
on Strange‟s face as the canny wizard shifted his stance and twisted his hands into a 
peculiar arcane posture. 

 His lance of energy touched on a strange wisp of pale defense, and in a shocking 
moment he was jolted into connection with the Web of Light; Agamotto‟s energies 
were drawn into it, and he staggered as he felt the whipping drain of his energy into the 
world‟s life force. Snarling, Mordo broke off the attack with great effort, his bones 
aching with the temporary drain of Light. 

 Strange wasted no time; he slashed a mystic attack at the bookshelf, shearing 
Bentley‟s chains and dropping the yelping woman to thud down on the carpet. Strange 
darted forward, his arms back, and his coat slid off and twirled up in the air. As Strange 
flung a barrage of stinging attacks into his off-balance enemy, Mordo stumbled back 
and focused on his defense. Strange‟s red coat swept up the hostage and twirled through 
the window, shattering glass spraying as Victoria Bentley was spirited away from the 
library. 

 “Now we shall see,” Strange snarled, his face an unrecognizable mask of fury as 
blood slicked over his teeth. 

 For an impossible moment, fear surfaced in Mordo‟s snarling stare. 

 Strange‟s thrusted energy whips surged and twisted, blazing through Mordo‟s hasty 
defenses, and the Sorcerer Supreme spread his enemy‟s screens and shields all around 
him with a dizzying array of jabs and feints. Then he fired a two-fisted jolt of 
sorcererous power that carried his blocky foe off his feet and pounded him through the 
reading table to sprawl on the floor, blood flecking his skin. 

 Mordo roared, whirling up to his feet, flinging his clawed hands out as dark fire 
gushed from him in a wave, engulfing the library. Strange twisted around the attack, 
unharmed, and snapped off staccato bursts of disorienting magics as he sprang at 
Mordo. 
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 Mordo cranked back for a mighty strike at close range, to burst Strange to pieces 
once and for all, but the Sorcerer Supreme was damningly quick. Strange snatched his 
wrists, and for a timeless moment his face was mere inches from the evil wizard‟s eyes. 
Their stares locked, and Strange felt no fear and no remorse. 

 Mordo flinched in his grip. 

 Then Strange screamed, flung into Mordo with bone-shattering force as his 
defenses curled to vapor and his back shredded. Mordo bodily shoved him away, his 
chest heaving, staring down at the limply twitching form of the Sorcerer Supreme. Then 
he looked down the length of the burning library to see a dark wizard, pale, calm and 
collected among the chaos, his fist still smoking from the vicious attack. 

 “Finish him,” the newcomer growled. 

 Mordo towered over Strange, kicked him in the ribs hard. “Maybe I‟ll just beat you 
to death,” he leered at the hapless wizard. 

 Strange gripped the ankle Mordo‟s weight leaned on, and yanked with startling 
force. The evil wizard toppled over backwards, and Strange rolled over the smoldering 
floor and regained his feet. He stared down the library‟s length, but he didn‟t see anyone 
else. Mordo scrabbled up, and Strange snatched a handful of his hair and smashed a 
calculated knuckle strike into his forehead, popped a knee strike up into his jaw. 
Shattered teeth sprayed, and Strange pushed him back and spun, whipping a 
roundhouse kick across his head. As the big man toppled, Strange staggered to the 
shattered window and gestured, knocking the glass out, pulling himself away from the 
library. He fell out the window, thudded on the frozen grass, and panted out gusts of 
hot breath as the pain swelled in him unbearably. 

 His iron will clamped down, and a moment later the Sorcerer Supreme was on his 
feet. Blood sluiced down his back as he staggered, then ran down the hill. He saw Kira, 
twined in thorns. Several yards away, Bently huddled in the red coat, hunched over on 
the grass. 

 “Let‟s get out of here,” Strange mumbled through numb lips. With a gesture, he 
cracked the thorn prison, then he flexed and snarled, tearing it open part-way. Kira 
gasped with pain as she tore herself free of the prison. Her blood glittered in droplets 
on the long, wicked thorns. 

 “That could have gone better,” Strange slurred; he could feel sorcerous venom 
whirling through his body at uncomfortable speed. He grasped Kira and Victoria, 
prayed to the Vishanti for strength to make it home, and vanished into the Web of 
Light. 

* 

 The demon‟s stride was long, and Illyana felt a bizarre twitch in her stomach as her 
hooves followed the hoof-prints of her guide. “So,” she said as she looked around the 
fogged, half-lit ruin, “where did you learn your manners?” The irony of the question 
struck her. 

 The demon led the way through the shadowy stone, alert. “Turncoat spy taught 
me,” he muttered. 

 “Do you, you know, live here? Have you been here long?” Illyana asked, realizing 
his answers probably wouldn‟t make any sense at all to her. Time being what it was. 
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 “Long time,” he responded curtly. “Good thing I‟m a demon. We‟re built to be 
sealed away, and not go bad after our expiration date.” He smiled to himself, a smug 
little grin on his lantern jaw. He paused, his eyes flaring slightly as he glanced around the 
corner. “Hang on.” He watched for a long moment, his hooked nose sniffed slightly. 
Then he nodded. “Here we are. Here‟s your box.” 

He stepped out into the courtyard, looking down a long corridor. Boxes had 
once been in niches in the wall, but they seemed to have been jarred loose by a titanic 
force long ago. Illyana squatted over one, tracing its patterns with her armor-clad hand. 
It seemed to be made of stone, but it was much stronger; almost like iron. 

 “This is why you couldn‟t punch your way out of that wall?” Illyana said. “Because 
of this stuff? It looks pretty… sturdy. How did you—” 

 “You sure are curious,” he interrupted, his eyes unreadable. “Who the hell are you? 
You look like a demon sorceress.” He paused. “Are you a good guy or a bad guy?” 

 “What kind of question is that?” she asked, curiously watching him as she rose to 
her feet. 

 “You know,” he shrugged. “Good guys like to help people, bad guys like to hurt 
people.” 

 “I like to help people,” Illyana said. “And yeah, I‟m a demon sorceress. My name is 
Illyana.” 

 “I‟m a good guy too,” the demon said firmly. “Maybe we can help each other.” He 
hefted one of the empty caskets easily, and Illyana was awed by the casual strength that 
flowed through the huge demon. She felt very small facing him. 

 “If that‟s true, you‟re the first demon I‟ve ever met who fits the bill,” she said with 
a touch of humor. 

 He looked at her sideways. “Second. You‟re a demon sorceress,” he pointed out. 

 “Yeah,” she nodded, watching him curiously. “I guess that‟s true. Hey, thanks for 
your help.” 

 “Thanks for getting me out of that wall,” he shrugged, oddly nervous. “Tell you 
what, uh, I‟ll, you know, carry this box. If you‟ll take me with you.” He tried on a smile, 
curving above the broad expanse of his solid chin. 

 “I‟d like that,” Illyana smiled. “Okay. Here we go.” 

 She knew what to expect this time. And somehow, the trip home was always easier. 
In a flash, they were gone. 

* 

 Tandy pushed the door open and carried the tray into the Sanctum Sanctorum. The 
Sorcerer Supreme was stretched out on a table in the middle of the room, face down. 
Wong stood at his side, surveying the damage. Kira sat in a chair off to the side, her legs 
crossed as she looked on in concern. Sunlight poured through the skylight, and her 
scratched skin was already beginning to seal shut once more. Dani stood behind her 
chair, absently chewing on her nails. As Tandy walked in, Wong began pulling bloodied 
cloths from Strange‟s back. 
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 “Mordo got away,” Strange gritted out. “I don‟t know who the other wizard was, 
but he wielded ancient Cthonian magic and secrets with unnatural ease. Authority, 
even.” He paused, gritting his teeth with the pain as Wong pulled at a scabbed towel, 
peeling it from Strange‟s back. The wound festered and leaked, twisted with dark magic. 
Wong looked down into the mess, and saw exposed rib bone here and there where the 
blast had caught Strange directly. 

 “Can you heal yourself with the energies of Prime?” Wong asked, concerned. 

 Strange blinked rapidly. “Takes hundreds of years to get that good at Cthonian 
magic,” he murmured to himself, distracted. “No one alive has that kind of expertise.” 

 “What about those who aren‟t alive?” Tandy asked quietly. 

 “I can‟t… feel… the Web… of Light,” Strange murmured, almost wondering. 

 Then he passed out. 

 Impulsively, Tandy tossed the tray aside and grasped his wrist in both hands, 
swelling the Light of Agamotto into him. She felt the gentle glow swirl through his 
blood, into his bones, and he shone softly. It was clear, then, the damage that had been 
done. 

 Coiled through his body were ribbons of mystic venom. She released him. “I don‟t 
know… that just might kill him,” she said seriously, looking Wong in the eye. 

 “I will do my humble best to slow the poison,” Wong replied. “We need to find a 
cure. This man must not die.” 

 “If he does,” Dani asked breathlessly, “who will be the next Sorcerer Supreme?” 

 There was no answer to that. 

* 

 “Who are you?” the battered wizard demanded gruffly through newly healed teeth, 
staring at the bald man with the bushy beard. The other wizard, eerily composed in his 
lightless robe, smiled. 

 “I am Rasputin,” he replied. “You are Baron Mordo. We share a common foe. Or, 
at least, we do for the moment. He is dying as we speak.” 

 Mordo lightened up at once. “So you weren’t destroyed in this dimension!” he said, 
delighted. 

 Rasputin just smiled. “You are looking to destroy and replace the Sorcerer Supreme 
in this dimension,” he said. “I can help you do that.” 

 “I seek the Eye of Agamotto, and then I will be able to defeat him swiftly,” Mordo 
leered. 

 “All of his most precious artifacts are bound to be at his Sanctum Sanctorum,” 
Rasputin observed. “We will go there and slay all who stand in the way. You confront 
Strange. I will deal with all the others.” 

 “It is time for the killing to begin,” Mordo breathed, a mad lust filling his eyes. “Let 
us go at once! I can take us through the Web of Light. Strange is in no condition to stop 
me.” He clutched Rasputin‟s sleeve, then the two of them vanished into the humming 
heartbeat of Prime. 
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* 

 Illyana collapsed on her throne. “Hell of a trip,” she said, letting the energies of 
Limbo seep into her, replenishing her strength. 

 The huge red demon lowered the box to the stone, and looked around. “This 
place,” he said. “It feels… familiar.” He looked at the gardens and the scrying pool, 
puzzled. 

 “So what‟s your name?” Illyana asked. “I don‟t want to just call you „hey demon.‟ 
That‟s not much of a name.” She smiled. 

 The demon blinked at her. 

 “You know,” she said. “What did people call you? The people who taught you 
English?” 

 “The usual,” he shrugged. “Bringer of Darkness, Scion of Doom, Prince of Hell, 
that sort of cheeriness. Sometimes just plain „demon‟ worked for them fine.” He let his 
eyes roam over his surroundings, oddly unsettled. He spotted a demon, and his brows 
contracted. 

 “Where is Sym?” he growled. 

 “You know Sym?” Illyana exclaimed, sitting up straight, eyes wide. “How the hell 
do you know Sym?” She snapped her fingers, and Sym was dragged from wherever he 
had been to stand before his ruler. 

 The dark demon stumbled slightly with the surprise of the summons, then he 
turned and saw the demon Illyana had brought from Cthon. He gasped. “You!” 

 “Now, see, you definitely need a name besides „demon,‟ as we have lots of those,” 
Illyana said. “I think you have some explaining to do.” 

 “My first memory is of this place,” the red giant rumbled. “My father, Belasco, sent 
me to Prime.” 

 “Whoah,” Illyana said. “Belasco was your father?” 

 “Yes,” the demon nodded. “He made a deal with a dark man, who took me away 
from Limbo, and I was raised for two years on Prime.” He paused. “Who won the 
Prime war? Do you know?” 

 “I grew up on Prime myself,” she shrugged. “Which war?” 

 “Hitler, the Red Skull, Fortress Europe,” the demon began. 

 “We call that World War II,” Illyana interrupted. “The Allies won.” 

 “Good,” the demon nodded with a mean look in his eye. “Serves those goose-
stepping bastards right.” He looked around. “This sure isn‟t how I remember Limbo.” 
He gazed up into the starry night sky. 

 “Well, you know, I‟ve made some changes,” Illyana said. “I‟m the Sorcereress 
Supreme of Limbo now. I don‟t much care for endless lava flats burning off a surfeit of 
blood.” 

 The red demon sniffed. “Hey Sym. Got a cigar?” 

 “Maybe,” Sym sulked. 
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 “Give him a cigar,” Illyana demanded. 

 “Why?” Sym whined. 

 “Because you‟re my subject and he‟s my guest,” she said, arching an eyebrow. Sym 
frowned, pulled a cigar from his vest, and handed it to the big red demon. Illyana was 
most pleased to see that the red demon was significantly bigger and stronger than Sym. 

 She gestured, and the tip of the cigar smoldered into flame. The red demon took a 
puff, and grinned a sideways grin, very nearly a smirk. “Better,” he muttered. “It‟s been 
years.” 

 “Yeah, like sixty,” Illyana said. “Until you find something better… what do you 
think about being called „Adam‟? It‟s kind of a generic one-of-a-kind creature name.” 

 “Yuck,” he grimaced. 

 “How about Roger?” she asked thoughtfully. “You look like a Roger.” 

 “Okay,” he said with a shrug. “Doesn‟t matter to me.” He looked her over. “How 
did you get here?” 

 “Belasco kidnapped me from my family when I was six, and tried to raise me up to 
be a demon sorceress to do his bidding. I sort of escaped for a good long while, blocked 
out the memory of the year or so I spent here. When I came back I remembered this 
place. My friends and I took him on, and he was banished. I‟ve got a talent for stepping 
back and forth between here and Prime.” 

 “Cool,” Roger nodded, the smoke wreathing around his head, looking somehow 
natural. “Does the whole place look like this?” He nodded at the garden. 

 “No, I have lots of badlands out there. Everybody does, one way or another,” she 
added reflectively. 

 “Yeah.” He looked at her sideways, gazed up at the sky. “It‟s beautiful.” 

 She blushed, and was instantly annoyed at the reaction. “So,” she said. “Belasco 
traded you to some dark guy during World War II.” 

 “Yeah, the Nazi‟s had a program to find supernatural weapons,” Roger growled. 
“This Russian guy summoned me through Belasco. They were teaching me to fight and 
kill, and I was supposed to imprint on the Red Skull as my father figure. The Russian, 
he put symbols all over me, gave me a shape to grow into,” he grimaced at his printed 
skin. “Then the lab got blown up. I‟m fireproof, so it didn‟t even hurt much. The dark 
man found me, and… banished me. Back to Limbo. Belasco wasn‟t happy.” Roger 
looked around, self-conscious. “So what now?” he asked. 

 “Well,” Illyana said, blinking, “tell you what. We have got to catch up on your 
history, this is some wild stuff. So why don‟t you just stay here and, you know, 
whatever. I have an errand to run. A dark fey monster to capture, that‟s why I needed 
the box. So… just… well, I‟ll see you when I get back.” She rose from the throne and 
smiled at Roger. 

 “Sure, yeah, okay,” he said, nodding and glancing side to side as he took a couple 
steps back. “I‟ll just, you know, be around. Hey, Yana,” he said. She cocked an eyebrow 
at the nickname. “If you need me, you know, just… I‟m great at fighting monsters,” he 
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clarified. “So if you want, I can, you know, hit stuff,” he ended lamely, far too red to 
betray a blush, but his tail did curl up as tightly as it could. 

 “Thanks, I‟ll bear that in mind,” she said with a grin. “Now git. I‟ve got some work 
to do.” 

 “Right,” Roger nodded. “Okay.” He turned, and left the throne room. 

 Sym snorted, lit a cigar, and trudged out the opposite direction, sparing a 
recriminating look at Illyana as he went. 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

 “Let‟s do this,” Illyana said, drawing a last burst of energy from Limbo, as fit and 
powerful as she could be. She gestured, and a column of stone pushed up from the 
ground. She took the tiny bottle from it, and uncorked it over her scrying pool. 

 “Here goes nothing,” she murmured, and she tilted the drop of water down to 
ripple in the pool, shifting its texture indefinably. 

 She looked down in the pool, staring into its depth, and she saw it shimmer as 
curtains of protections and concealments fell away from the view. She saw a vague 
outline, then she made out the narrow elfin features, the shaped white hair. Mordred 
stood watching something she couldn‟t see, a smile on his face. He blinked, frowned, 
and looked right into her eyes. Shock registered. 

 Knowing it was now or never, Illyana flared a stepping disk with the most violent 
speed she could manage, streaking the eldritch fire around her as she dropped in front 
of the fey wizard, her sword lashing down at him with lethal force. 

 He twirled away, and she sensed him on the cusp of escape; with a cry of rage, she 
flung her Soulsword, and it hissed through the air and slammed through his shoulder. 
The anchor pinned him to the wall with her will and her might, a mystic binding as 
strong as her soul, and as vulnerable. He cried out with a sharp yell of pain as Illyana 
spun to deal with his defenders. 

 She stood in a dark glade, and she had pinned him to a standing stone. The trees 
creaked, then animated with a monstrous and unnatural force. A mat of spiders rose out 
of the loam of the forest floor as Mordred cried out in pain, and Illyana‟s world became 
deadly and hyperkinetic. 

 As the tree branches flailed down at her with crushing force, she whirled to the side 
and crouched, her amulet flaring a circle around her that whipped out. Like popcorn, 
the venomous spiders hissed and popped as the mystic energy washed over them, 
crisping the whole mat in a lethal burst of energy. Illyana‟s hands contorted as she fell 
back on invocational magic; “Faltinak!” she cried, mystic fire blazing through the trees. 
“Ctrrokialas!” Crimson ribbons of force squirmed out of nothing, surrounding her as 
the forest roared with flame and fury. She rounded on Mordred as the suffering trees 
writhed, their bloody sap flaring with intense heat. 

 “Now,” she said, “let‟s finish this.” She snapped her fingers, and the heavy casket 
from the temple of Gorthka was deposited on the loam by a stepping disk. Mordred‟s 
shock and dismay registered on his face, painted in the lurid dancing flare of the burning 
woods. 
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 “No!” he roared. He slapped his palms on either side of the blade, and laughed 
wildly. Then he cried out in a tongue she had never before heard, and her guts twisted 
within her as sensation stopped making sense. 

 The bottom fell out of her world as Mordred chuckled, and her Soulsword burst to 
pieces. 

 Screaming, Illyana keeled over on the smoldering loam, twisting, something inside 
her shattering. She barely clung to sufficient presence of mind to summon one more 
stepping disk. 

 Roger thudded down next to Mordred as the fey sorcerer‟s wound sealed. Brilliant 
fragments of metal that had once been the proud Soulsword of the Sorceress Supreme 
of Limbo glittered at his feet. 

 “You‟ve grown,” Mordred observed wryly as he glanced at the huge red demon. 
Then he ducked out of the way as the massive stone fist whistled through where he had 
been a moment before. Roger‟s hoof darted out, startling Mordred as it pinned his foot 
to the ground for just the instant Roger needed. 

 Then the stone fist smashed into Mordred‟s chest, and he could not roll with the 
blow or ride the force out of Roger‟s range; his foot pinned, Mordred whipped back 
and whacked down in the loam, dazed and breathless. Roger dropped, firing another 
blow straight down into the fey wizard‟s body. 

 Mordred writhed aside, then he snapped a single Word, and Roger was blown off 
him, through a few trees, sent through a ruin of flying splinters. Mordred rose unsteadily 
as Illyana flinched and quivered, curled up in a ball. 

 “Isn‟t this fun,” Mordred sneered, his face marred by a delta of dark blood from his 
nose and mouth. “You‟re not crippled, you crybaby. Roll with it,” he grinned. Then he 
turned to the tunnel his enemy had plowed through the trees. Mordred drew a long, 
glittering dagger. “Alright, demon,” he sniffed, rubbing the back of his hand across his 
nose. “Let‟s do this properly.” 

 Roger charged, his tail out straight behind him, leading with his stone fist. Mordred 
seemed to lose some of his coherence, and he almost flowed around behind the demon, 
thrusting the dagger forward to bury in the demon‟s ribs up to the hilt. He pulled it free 
effortlessly as he twirled aside, easily evading Roger‟s vicious swing. His blade danced 
forward, spinning, whirling in arcs of glittering malicious brilliance. They cut across his 
chest, nicked his chin, plunged into the side of his neck. Roger staggered back, clutching 
at his neck wound as Mordred‟s grim and heartless chuckle presaged another attack. 

 “Come on,” Illyana whispered through the horror as the forest seemed to tilt and 
spin around her. “Come on. I can do this.” She focused against the insanity that 
clamored against her mind; then she realized what it was, at some level she didn‟t 
understand. “I need,” she hissed, spittle dripping from her lip, “a weapon.” 

 Her hand popped up, her fingers hooked into claws, and her demon eyes flared. 
The shards of her Soulsword twitched, then spun dizzyingly through the air, re-shaping 
like liquid metal, whirling together to slap against the back of her hand, swarm over her 
fingers, down her forearm. A gem gleamed on the back of her hand, another at her 
elbow, and the Soulsword formed into a peculiar ridged gauntlet that seemed almost 
organic, almost steel. It gleamed. 



 

    75 

 In a heartbeat, tendrils whirled from the gauntlet, shearing off limbs of the trees, 
lashing and whirling around her in a frenzy of wild destruction. She was on her feet 
without even realizing it, and her gauntlet responded to her thoughts as she channeled 
her sorcerous power. It was amplified, split, and she blasted through tree trunks, 
sending the trees creaking and toppling away as her soul exulted in the raw power she 
flung around at her enemies. 

 “Mordred!” she screamed, facing off with the wizard, her tail lashing and her 
power peaking. 

 He whirled, distracted from his work vivisecting the hapless red demon. “Ah,” he 
observed. “I see you figured it out. Clever girl.” 

 “Pick on somebody more your own speed,” she snarled, her eyes empty ruthless 
pits of malice and power. 

 Roger collapsed, bloodied and shredded, as Mordred squared off with Illyana. 
“About time you had this explained to you,” he smirked. “The question is, how will I 
display your body when Strange comes looking for it?” 

 She needed no words. She thrust her hand forward, and the gauntlet hesitated, 
shrank back. Mordred laughed, clear and cruel. 

 “Foolish child,” he said. “Weapons of the dark fey do not work against them, not 
once they‟ve been awoken. And yours has been awoken, hasn‟t it.” He chuckled. “You 
have nothing but your own native power to use against me. Prepare to die.” He flicked 
his dagger to the side with such speed that the black demon blood all whirled clear. 

 “Shut up,” she snarled, and her hand darted forward as a hissing and sibilant streak 
of battle magic whirled off her forked and superhumanly dexterous tongue. She leaped 
at him, heedless, furious, made of rage. Still half insubstantial, the fey wizard moved to 
counter her when flames ripped at his defenses, a whirling band of magic slammed 
across his escape route, and he found his magics stripped and countered by hers as she 
dove at him. 

 Whirling around behind her, dagger poised, he was startled by a fist to the throat; 
she fired a knife hand move through his half-substantial ribs, gripped him, and twisted 
him around so he flew through the air and paffed down on the loam. He darted a stab 
at her face, and she impaled his wrist on her curving horn. Snatching his forearm and 
hand, she yanked his wrist further down on her horn, impaling it; he screamed as the 
dagger spun out of his grip, glittering. She stamped her wickedly sharp hoof down in his 
eye and twisted as the eye popped under the abuse, and she bucked her head; his hand 
was torn right off his wrist, his dark blood spraying. 

 She ripped him up off the ground, smashing her forehead into his with a muffled 
crack, and she shattered his teeth with a clean and brutal elbow strike to the muzzle. 
Mordred gurgled, shocked, and she slammed him against a flaming tree, hopped up, and 
jabbed her sharp hoof into his stomach, raking down with startling strength, opening 
his belly. He couldn‟t scream as his guts tore, blood sluicing out of him. 

 Struggling to breathe, the demon sorceress spun him around and slammed him 
down hard, his shoulders cracking into the stone casket from Cthon. She stared into his 
eyes. 
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 “No Words of Power?” she hissed, her forked tongue flickering as she mocked the 
shattered mush of his mouth. Illyana stared deep into Mordred‟s eyes, then eldritch fire 
swarmed up around them. 

 As they were deposited in the flaring badlands of Limbo, another stepping disk 
dropped Roger nearby. He fell over with a thud as Illyana‟s forked tongue wove an 
incantation she had just recently learned; Mordred‟s remaining eye wandered with the 
pain and disorientation as, too late, he realized what she was doing. 

 Already partly insubstantial, Mordred‟s outline blurred further. The stone lid of the 
casket creaked back, and he began seeping into the interior, twitching as he was bound 
to the darkness within. 

 A minute of whispering crept by, and Illyana unsteadily rose. “There,” she 
managed, her tongue sealing back into a short, pink, less useful instrument. She looked 
over at Roger. “He‟s half-bound. That‟ll do for the moment.” She approached him. 
“How are you?” 

 “Ow,” he muttered. His nose was cut across the bridge, his deep eye sockets had 
saved him from losing an eye to a nasty slash, he had deep cuts in his chest and neck 
and arms. “I think… he might be… a little too fast for me.” His eyes grew lazy with the 
pain. 

 “You‟ll be okay,” Illyana said coolly. “You‟re in my world now. I can put you in… 
put…” she looked down at the peculiar organic steel gauntlet as the gem pulsed once, 
and she understood. “Hold still,” she said curiously, watching the gauntlet. 

 Tendrils snaked out of the back of the gauntlet, and curved around. Two speared 
into Roger‟s shoulder, and Illyana felt a cold and delicious feeling flow through her as 
energy twisted and coiled from the gauntlet into the demon. He groaned, a weird low 
sound, and his wounds began to seal. Illyana opened herself to her world, and energy 
flowed into her to fill the gauntlet, and race through Roger‟s blood. 

 “Enough,” he gasped, and she retracted the tendrils. They whirred back up to re-
join the organic steel with a peculiar snick. She gazed at the gauntlet, then down at the 
demon. His wounds were much less severe, they looked mostly healed. 

 “Okay, I gotta know,” Illyana breathed to herself. She focused on the gauntlet. 
With a loud „snikt‟, three blades whipped out of the back of the gauntlet. A grin 
threatened to burst her face. “Wicked cool,” she said in a moment of delight. “Wait till I 
show Logan.” Her forehead creased in concentration, and the organic steel twisted and 
writhed up her arm, coating her shoulderblades, whirling down her other arm, burying 
her other fist. With another „snikt‟, three blades popped out the back of the armor on 
her other hand. 

 Roger watched her distrustfully, pain in his eyes. She rounded on Mordred as his 
teeth re-formed. 

 “Try a Power Word with me here and I‟ll put you back in the box as a head and 
torso,” she said coldly to the fey wizard. “And you better believe I don‟t need these 
blades to make good on that threat. Now talk. What the hell is this thing?” she 
demanded, brandishing the organic steel weapon. It slithered and hissed, retracting the 
blades, pulling back down to a gauntlet once more. 
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 “A weapon of the dark fey, the Unseelie Court,” Mordred replied easily. “We call 
them witchblades. As you have discovered, they are as flexible in their tactics as you are. 
And they want to survive, whatever that means to those they wear.” His eyes were dark, 
unreadable. 

 “So how the hell did it come to me?” Illyana demanded. Mordred gazed at her with 
a look of deep hatred, tempered to sarcastic amusement, and he said nothing. 

 “Alright, you want to play it hard?” Her eyebrows raised over merciless eyes. She 
gestured, a stepping disk opened, she peered down through it and reached down to 
Prime. She came up with a handful of iron filings, tossing them in the casket. “How 
about now?” she snarled, something vicious in her eyes as she stared down the defeated 
wizard. “You want to sleep with those this time out?” 

 Mordred flinched, and tried not to squirm. “Fine. Take those out of there and we‟ll 
talk.” 

 “You had your chance for that,” she said coldly. “You‟ll talk now, or I swear I‟ll fill 
that thing to the brim and lock you away so the next time you get out you‟re a rotting 
scarecrow. The Shadow King won‟t let me kill you. But that doesn‟t mean I can‟t cripple 
you in a way even you can‟t fix.” 

 He didn‟t need to look her in the eye to know she wasn‟t bluffing. 

 “Touchy,” he said, trying to hold on to his amusement. “Strange always had the 
good graces to leave me my dignity when he put me—” 

 “I‟m not Strange,” she said, “and you‟re dealing with me.” Her eyes glittered with 
barely suppressed rage. 

 Mordred struggled to hold on to his superior air as the iron slowly burned into him. 
“Very well. Belasco was shamed by the failure of his son,” he said, nodding at Roger, 
“during one of those charming little spats between the Germans and everybody else. He 
wanted to make his son more powerful, turn him into a warrior, try bargaining with 
Prime wizards again. He always did want to make a domain on Prime,” Mordred said 
through his teeth. He shifted. 

 “Anyway, he contacted me. He said he wanted a weapon from the Unseelie Court, 
because he wisely knew that we make the most effective and—vicious—weaponry.” He 
was turning pale as his fey magics withered from the touch of the cold iron in the 
casket. “So I traded him a weapon in exchange for his services when I was in need. I 
gave him the witchblade you wear,” he said, “and in exchange, he‟s the one who helped 
me escape from the prison Strange entombed me in the first time we crossed paths.” 

 Mordred was more pale than usual; his guts had not fully healed, and as the iron 
did its work, the edges of the gash began to wither. His severed forearm had begun to 
grow back, but now it curled, looking frostbitten from the iron‟s influence. 

 “I didn‟t bother telling Belasco that the witchblade only worked on women,” 
Mordred said, licking his lips. “He was presumptuous, approaching his betters, so I let 
him make the mistake. He put it on his demon, and it tore his hand to pieces. I see 
you‟ve found another one,” Mordred said with a thin smile at Roger, who flipped him 
the middle finger with his stone gauntlet. 

 “Where is Belasco now?” Illyana asked. 



 

 78 

 “I killed him,” Mordred shrugged. “He got to be a pest, he thought he would 
betray me when I was vulnerable. It was amusing for a while, but I tired of him.” 

 “Are you telling me the truth?” Illyana demanded, a stepping disk flaring beside 
her, within easy reach. Mordred smelled the iron on the other side. 

 “Yes, I swear,” he said grimly. 

 She eyed him, then nodded. “Very well. Good riddance. About the weapon; why 
did it look like a sword?” Illyana pressed. “Why was it bound to me? And Limbo?” 

 A catch of pain hissed in Mordred‟s voice as he struggled against the leeching burn 
of the iron. “After that disaster, Belasco didn‟t want to risk the same thing happening to 
the next bearer. So he pressed most of the magic out of it, made it rigid, put it to sleep 
so it forgot its own thoughts, and bound it to Limbo so it couldn‟t hurt him while he 
was Sorcerer Supreme here. Then he clumsily linked it to the soul of a little girl he 
captured from Prime. Rasputin‟s daughter,” he said sourly, as though the words hurt 
him. He looked Roger in the eye as the demon stiffened. 

 “And you woke it up,” Illyana finished for him. 

 “I had to get it away from you before I could,” Mordred shrugged. “You did the 
work for me, handed it right over.” 

 Illyana regarded him for a long moment. “Thank you,” she said quietly. “I 
appreciate it.” With a gesture, she transmuted the iron filings to soap bubbles. “Time 
for a long, quiet rest.” 

 “You‟re welcome, for the witchblade,” Mordred said inscrutably. “I have no doubt 
it will make me proud.” His small smile carried more than its share of darkness. 

 Illyana finished the binding, and as she chanted the lid of the casket slammed down 
and sealed, the fey wizard locked inside. 

 Only then did Illyana let her guard down. 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

 “Rasputin‟s daughter?” Roger said, a strange tension in his voice. 

 She faced him. “Yes,” she said quietly. “He was one of my ancestors. Some believe 
that because of what he did to himself, his whole bloodline was tainted.” 

 Roger was silent for a long moment, unmoving. “Rasputin is the evil wizard that 
brought me to Prime,” he said distantly. Illyana saw a trace of revulsion in his eyes. 
“You‟re related to him.” 

 She frowned. “You‟re related to Belasco, too,” she pointed out. “I believe we can 
transcend our beginnings.” She paused. “Don‟t you?” 

 “I have to,” he said, low in his throat. “But Rasputin… he‟s the one who patterned 
me. Who… who taught me. Who trained me to go kill Captain America and the 
American President. It was his idea to get a young demon, one they could shape. It was 
his idea to go to the Outer Planes to find a monster to destroy the world.” He couldn‟t 
meet her eyes. “He was the worst man ever.” 
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 Illyana collected her thoughts. “I‟m not him. I am the apprentice to the Sorcerer 
Supreme of Prime, charged with the defense of the world,” Illyana said. “No, I‟m not 
perfect. Strange defeated Mordred, put him away. But first, Mordred had someone 
killed, someone dear to all of us. I wanted revenge. I thought Mordred was too 
dangerous to live. So I stole his container, brought him here, and fought with him. I 
realized why he wasn‟t to be killed, but it was too late. I let him get away, and that‟s why 
I was in Cthon in the first place. Now I‟ve re-captured him, as I told Strange I would. 
It‟s time for me to get back to my studies.” She watched Roger quietly. “I hope you can 
look at the good I‟m doing now. See past this,” she said with a gesture to her horns, her 
hooves, her sharp teeth and red eyes. 

 She focused, and the horns began untwisting, retracting. Her feet twisted and filled 
out from the hooves, her knees bent in a more human direction. Her organic steel 
jeweled gauntlet retracted into a slim and delicate bracelet set with a brilliant green 
stone. She stood before Roger as a young woman. “I can see the decency in you,” she 
said. “I can feel it. I hope… I hope you can believe in the decency in me.” 

 Roger slowly climbed up to stand on his hooves, his deep and ugly gashes reduced 
to pale pink lines on his crimson hide. He smirked slightly, gently. “Sure I can,” he said. 
“I know as well as anybody that you gotta do some ugly things on the way to being a 
good guy.” He shrugged awkwardly, his tail twisting. “You‟re alright.” 

 She smiled at him, oddly relieved for a reason she couldn‟t quite name. “Well, I 
guess I better go see how Strange is faring, and drop off Mordred,” she said as she 
kicked the casket. 

 “Yeah, good luck there,” Roger said. “Uh, have a good trip.” He waved at her self-
consciously, his tail rolling and unrolling. 

 She smiled at him. “I need somebody to carry it for me,” she said quietly. 

 Roger took a step forward, scooped it up to his shoulder, and easily straightened. 
“Let‟s go,” he grinned. 

 Illyana‟s stepping disk flared down in one of the guestrooms of the Sanctum. She 
hesitated, seeing the wardrobe opened, feeling the steam in the air and smelling 
shampoo. She glanced into the open bathroom to see a young brunette with her back to 
the door. She wore a towel wrapped around her torso. The brunette turned, and 
jumped. 

 “What?” she gasped. 

 “Sorry,” Illyana said, “I should have scried first. Um… who are you?” 

 “I am Victoria Bentley,” she managed. “Who are you?” 

 “I‟m Illyana Rasputin, Strange‟s apprentice. This is Roger,” she said, gesturing to 
the demon. He looked away, his tail neatly coiled up almost all the way to his back. 

 “Well, Strange is in bad shape,” Victoria said. “Did you know?” 

 Illyana‟s breath froze. “Strange? What happened?” 

 “Baron Mordo,” Victoria said, and her voice faltered. “He came to this dimension, 
took me prisoner. And Strange came to rescue me, then another wizard attacked him. 
He barely escaped, but he‟s poisoned. He‟s badly hurt, and he may die at any time.” 
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 “Let‟s go,” Illyana said grimly, cursing her pride for taking her from his side long 
enough for this to happen. “Maybe there‟s something I can do to help.” 

 They left Victoria‟s room, headed for the Sanctum Sanctorum. Tyrone sat in a chair 
outside the door, and he stood and crossed his arms over his chest as he scowled at 
Illyana. 

 “L-ll-last time I l-ll-et you th-through, y-you let M-m-mm-Mordred out,” he 
accused. 

 “And now I‟m bringing him back,” Illyana said, jerking her thumb back to point at 
the casket. “That‟s between Strange and me. Now. Come on,” said, more gently. She 
waited, and Tyrone hesitated for only a moment before opening the door to the 
Sanctum Sanctorum. 

 Strange lay face down on the table, long acupuncture needles rising from his 
burned flesh. Wong sat in a chair by his head, meditating. Kira paced under the skylight, 
and she looked over as they entered. Tandy looked up from where she leaned against 
the table, weary, blood smeared on the front of her shirt from her efforts cleaning 
Strange‟s wounds. 

 “What‟s going on?” Illyana demanded. “Wong?” 

 The Asian man looked into her eyes imperturbably. “He was poisoned by ancient 
Cthonian magic,” Wong said, “and he may die. If he does, you must train the next 
Sorcerer Supreme.” 

 Illyana felt the shock like a hand clamped on her throat. “Me?” she said 
soundlessly. She stepped to Strange‟s side, touched his skin. It was chilly. For a moment, 
she wondered if he was dead already. 

 “Wong,” she murmured. “Let‟s take him to Limbo. I can put him in a pool there, 
fight this poison with my magic.” 

 “Do you think it would be wise to move him off Prime?” Wong asked, cocking his 
head. “Here, the Web of Light helps him resist the poison.” 

 “Damn,” she said softly. “You‟re right, of course.” She glanced over as Roger 
lowered the casket by the table, and glanced around self-consciously. “Oh, this is Roger. 
Roger, this is Wong. Tandy, Kira, Victoria, Dani.” 

 “I think the poison has reached his bones,” Tandy said softly, touching Strange‟s 
unresponsive hand. 

 Illyana‟s jaw tightened. “Who did this,” she demanded. “Baron Mordo?” 

 “He helped,” Kira said. “There was another man, too. Bald, bushy black beard, 
black robes. He looked totally crazy,” she said with a shiver. “He‟s the one with the… 
Cthonian magic. Are you okay?” she asked, concerned; both Illyana and Roger pinned 
her with wildly startled stares. 

 “That‟s impossible,” Illyana whispered to herself through nerveless lips. “Rasputin 
is dead.” 

 Downstairs, the door blew off its hinges. 

 Kira was in motion, whipping to the door and out and down before anyone else 
reacted. Illyana frowned. 
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 “Tyrone, get set. I don‟t want you attacking anybody, just pull the wounded out,” 
she said sharply. “Roger, you‟re with me. Tandy, Wong, Dani, Victoria, stick close to 
Strange. I mean close; I might have to pull you all out with a stepping disk.” 

 A piercing scream tore through the air, shattering all the windows on the block, as a 
mystic explosion roiled downstairs. Illyana‟s blood seemed sluggish with fear, and her 
bracelet made a peculiar uncrumpling sound as it flexed organic steel in peculiar 
exoskeletal patterns down over her hand, up to her elbow. She looked at Roger, and he 
nodded curtly. They ran. 

 She reached the second floor landing, looking down the stairs. The witchblade 
swelled up her arm, across her shoulders, down her ribs and around, and began crawling 
coldly down her legs. She felt a peculiar tingle where the armor settled, melding with 
her, and she knew she was being toughened beyond what the brittle appearance of the 
chitinous steel armor belied. 

 Below, Kira was pinned to the wall in a flexing, gurgling fist of dark magic. The 
wall was mashed where she had rebounded from the mystic field protecting the two 
wizards that had forced entry into the Sanctum. 

Kira‟s eyebeams lanced out, punching through the bald, bearded wizard‟s 
heart. He chuckled as the wound sealed, and he vomited a horrific incantation that 
choked off her struggles, crisping her skin with dark magic. The two wizards glared up 
at Illyana and Roger as Illyana snapped into action. 

 “Faltinakros!” she cried, and a jet of brilliant flame sheared through the murky claw 
of sorcery. As Kira hit the ground with a thud, retching, Illyana sprang down, feeling 
some instinct awaken in her mind as the witchblade snapped into full combat glory. 

 She landed between Kira and the wizards on her dainty hooves, her armored tail 
lashing, as the witchblade armor slid up her jawbone to flank her face, creeping across 
her forehead. 

 “Let‟s move this,” she said in a voice that was almost polite. She thrust out her 
fingers, and a stepping disk whirled up around the two wizards; Mordo gestured to 
counter it, but Rasputin stayed his hand, and they were gone. A moment later, Illyana 
and Roger had followed. 

 Once again, they stood in the badlands, far from the garden. Mordo leered at 
Illyana, his eyes lustfully following the clean lines of her thighs, her lean torso, her 
rounded breasts. Rasputin smiled at something that only he could see. Roger flexed, 
standing behind Illyana and glaring at the wizards. 

 “You are my prisoners here,” Illyana said coldly. “Any damage you may have done 
is now contained.” 

 “Foolish child,” Rasputin smiled imperturbably. “Are we to fight, then? Do you 
wish to feel the bite of your legacy, before you truly understand it?” 

 “We waste time,” Mordo said impatiently. “Strange may slip through our fingers.” 

 “Where will he go?” Rasputin replied harshly. He turned his attention to Illyana. 

 “You aren‟t Rasputin,” Illyana stated. “He was killed by the KGB before I was 
born.” 
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 “Ah yes,” Rasputin said with a reminiscing smile. “That. Well, it‟s true. They did kill 
me. But one of my descendants willingly gave a drop of blood to the dark fey, who gave 
it to Mordred, who knows magics older than death itself. Provided with the smallest 
window of opportunity,” the wizard shrugged, something about the set of his posture 
unnatural, “I found my way back to this world, clothed in the flesh of my descendants.” 
He stepped forward. “I foresaw you. I knew you would be the one to free me. I told 
Octavious to keep an eye out for you, to be ready when you brought me into the world 
once again.” 

 “I killed Octavious, cut his heart in half with the Soulsword,” she said defiantly. 
“Did you see that coming?” 

 “You are so sure,” Rasputin murmured, amused, his eyes wide and staring. “Illyana, 
my child. I can teach you to cheat death, to destroy your enemies, to tap into the 
undreamed of power of Those Beyond. If only you could see yourself… as I see you.” 

 “I‟ll stick to geomancy, thanks,” she said through her teeth. “I hear you are the 
greatest monster-maker there has ever been.” 

 He watched her for a long moment, peering into her. “You have spoken with 
Essex,” he said, nodding his approval. “That is not simple. I am impressed all over 
again,” he smiled. 

 “We destroyed him, too,” Illyana said shortly. 

 Rasputin‟s smile widened, and his shoulders jogged with a brief, silent chuckle. “Of 
course you did,” he soothed. 

 “That‟s about enough of that,” Roger said, unsettled and seething. 

 “Agreed,” Mordo nodded curtly. His fist roared to death-dealing viciousness as he 
flung magic at the brutish red demon. The flames roared at Roger, who frowned as they 
broke upon him and swirled over his undamaged skin. 

 “Cut it out,” he grunted, irked. He balled up his fists, poised to spring— 

 Rasputin hissed a peculiar incantation that sent chills sliding through Illyana‟s guts, 
and with a peculiar twist, Mordo vanished. 

 “What did you just do?” Illyana demanded breathlessly. 

 “I sent him back to Prime,” Rasputin said casually. “I am well versed in the laws of 
movement in the Outer Planes. I have passed that potential on to my descendants,” he 
added meaningfully. “Your stepping disks are magnificent.” 

 Roger growled, deep in his throat. 

 Rasputin raised an eyebrow at him. “Mordred was a fool. I knew you would not 
burn. You were built to be nearly indestructible. After all, you were to destroy Captain 
America, then the Allies, then,” he waved his hand negligently, “whoever was left. You 
don‟t burn, true. But dark magic,” he murmured, nodding, “well… you are wise not to 
charge me.” 

 “I will destroy you,” Illyana said unsteadily, terror racing through her as she faced 
the legend she had feared since she had learned of him. 

 Rasputin regarded her. “I did not come here to fight,” he murmured in his raspy, 
violated voice, tinged with accents Russian and less easily identified. “I came to meet 
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you in person, to measure your potential. I am… impressed. My prophecies have held 
true thus far. I am sure to be vindicated.” 

 “What comes next?” she asked in a voice she hoped was defiant. 

 Rasputin drew himself up, regarded her from his mad, wild eyes. “Your master will 
be greatly suffering when you finally transfix him upon your weapon,” he murmured. 
“Then you will leave his service.” He paused. “We will meet again,” he said slowly. “But 
I am not ready to fight you. Not yet.” He nodded sardonically, and she flexed her fists, 
tightening her reality around him. He slipped away effortlessly, leaving her standing 
alone with Roger. 

 Her jaw flexed, her belly twitched. She dropped to her knees and vomited, then she 
rocked back on her hooves, trembling with shock. 

 “It‟s okay, sssh,” Roger said, awkwardly kneeling by her as his tail twitched, curling 
and uncurling. “It‟s okay. He scares the hell out of me, too,” he added, patting her on 
the back. 

 “I‟m sorry,” Illyana said in a small voice, wiping at her mouth. “Gotta… gotta get 
back to it. Strange,” she said, energized. “Gotta make sure the others are okay.” 

 “Yeah,” Roger said. “Let‟s go get „em.” 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

 Mordo‟s shadow preceded him as he stalked up the stairs of the Sanctum. He 
reached the end of the long hallway, taking his time, savoring his victory. Movement 
flashed all the way at the other end of the hall— 

 Impossibly fast, Kira reached him in less than an instant; he didn‟t have time to 
register the hits that smashed both his hands to stumps and snapped his jaw to useless 
bone shards. 

 As the wizard flew back from the force of the impacts, his eyes blazed wide, and 
Light gushed from them. The hallway became a tunnel, and it filled with Light, searing 
and brilliantly deadly. Kira cried out as she was battered by the mystic corridor of 
energy; it tore open the long scratches the thorns had left on her, and smashed her 
against the Sanctum Sanctorum doors at the end of the hall. 

 As she toppled to the carpet, dazed, Mordo rebounded from the wall and landed 
on his feet. He shook out his wrists, his flesh filling out to new hands with startling 
speed as his jaw re-formed. Kira panted for a second, winded, then sprang to her feet. 
Mordo hissed a slithering incantation, and jets of foul magic bounded and rebounded 
from the walls, saturating the corridor before Kira could evade them. 

 She let out a bark of pain as the dark magic touched her and reflexively coiled into 
and around her, squirming through her energies in an attack that would disintegrate a 
normal mortal. 

 She struggled in the grip of the magic, and Mordo‟s shadow fell over her. He gazed 
down at her bleeding, writhing form, and a smile touched his lips. 

 “Next time,” she gritted out, “I‟ll tear out your heart, before you know I‟m there.” 
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 “Next time?” Mordo mocked, arching an eyebrow. “Die, alien.” He raised his fist, 
and energies gathered to it. 

 Then eldritch flame gouted up from the floor, and Kira was whisked off Prime. 

 “Damn!” Mordo swore. “Rasputin failed,” he growled, and he regarded the 
Sanctum Sanctorum door. With a gesture, he blew it off its hinges. 

 Startled, those gathered close to Strange looked up, and Mordo preened for just a 
moment as they were awed by his majesty. He saw Strange, face down on the table, and 
it was clear he was not long for this world. 

 Eldritch flame swirled once more, snatching the entire group, but this time Mordo 
was faster. He snaked out Light, and Tandy screamed as she was drawn to it, jerked out 
of the stepping disk before it took her completely. 

 Tandy thudded down on the carpet unceremoniously, a band of light connecting 
her to Mordo as the aura of Agamotto‟s might played over his head and shoulders. “No 
rescue for you,” he leered. “What‟s this? How are you so filled with Light?” He chuckled, 
an oily unpleasant sound. “Strange certainly did have good taste in his harem. I may 
have to sample all his women, one by one.” He licked his lips. “Or perhaps all at once.” 

 A rustling rush of air behind him registered, and he whirled to see a dark cloak 
whipping open at him, filling the hallway—then it was tugged back, its folds whipping 
and snapping several feet short. The face in the cloak‟s cowl was like dried leather, or 
carved wood; it wheeled to face the bald wizard who gripped a handful of the shroud. 

 “You want to touch it?” the Shroud cried. “Have some!” The cloth swirled around 
Rasputin, yanking him into its depths. “Now you,” the Shroud snarled, wheeling to face 
Mordo as he watched with a curious smile. 

 “Goodbye,” Mordo said condescendingly. 

 Tyrone‟s eyeless sockets snapped wide as an entirely unpleasant sensation roiled 
through him. 

 “Tyrone! NO!” Tandy screamed where she was pinned to the floor with magic. 

 Then Tyrone‟s face was yanked into the depths of the hood, into the darkness 
within. For a moment, the Shroud hovered giddily in the air, shoulders peaked, 
impossibly empty; then it filled out once more, lowering, and Rasputin‟s face came out 
of the darkness with its mad, staring smile, gazing out from inside the cowl. 

 A silent scream trailed off somewhere inside. 

 Tandy lay stunned, staring, unable to grasp the reality of what had just happened. It 
was all moving too quickly. “Tyrone,” she whispered, shock setting in. 

 “Delicious,” Rasputin hissed as he flexed the Shroud around himself. He chuckled, 
a sound more maniacal than screaming laughter. His knotted, pale hands came out of 
the Shroud‟s interior, and stroked the fabric that was so black it had blue streaked 
highlights. The highlights faded, and the Shroud looked like a hole in the world. 

 Mordo crossed to Tandy, and got a thick handful of her golden hair. He hauled her 
to her feet by the strength of her scalp, but she refused to give him the satisfaction of a 
yelp. He leaned close to her, his sagging square face strong and repellent, the cloying 
musk of unwashed body and old library and rot rolling from him. 
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 Her eyes narrow, Tandy hit him with the Light. She hit him as hard as she could. 

 The brilliant flash of Agamotto‟s weapon smashed into Mordo, and he was 
unmoved as the Light flickered into connection with the Light he bore; in a grim 
moment, Tandy realized he had a lot more of Agamotto‟s power than she did. He 
laughed heartlessly as he clamped her upper arms in his vice-like grip. 

 “I shall enjoy extracting the Light from you,” he growled playfully. He leaned 
forward, rubbing his tongue against her neck, up to her jaw, then her cheek, leaving a 
glistening trail. “Delicious indeed.” 

 Rasputin glided past him. The Russian picked up the case for the Crystal of 
Agamotto, lifting its massy bulk easily with one hand. He tucked it into his Shroud. 
Then he crossed to the bookshelves, and he began to pick and choose, pulling tomes 
down and tucking them in his bottomless pockets. He paused by the bookstand, then 
he smiled as he slammed the Book of the Vishanti shut and took it too. 

 Mordo swiftly paralyzed Tandy with a twist of magic. “Looting the Sanctum 
Sanctorum,” he murmured. “It‟s like a dream come true. When we have everything we 
need, I know where we can create a base of operations,” he said to Rasputin. 

 “Very well,” the Russian replied, his swift and efficient theft proceeding apace. 
After a minute, he turned to Mordo. “I have what we will need.” 

 “Then I will destroy this place, once and for all,” Mordo intoned. He flung a 
handful of fire at the skylight; it burst across Hoggoth‟s sigil, spraying down widely 
across the room. Where it touched, the wood caught the flame at once, and in moments 
the room was blazing with unnatural speed. 

 Rasputin held his Shroud open wide, and Mordo ducked in with Tandy. The 
Shroud folded in upon itself, and slithered away from the spreading inferno. 

 

Saturday, January 22, 2005 

 Illyana stared at the flagstones of her court, stunned, numb, her scrying pool dark. 

 “Did you find Tandy?” Roger asked hesitantly. 

 “No,” she replied. “Mordo must have connected her to the Web of Light 
somehow, made her impossible to pick out. Not being the Sorcerer Supreme of Prime, I 
don‟t have enough authority with the earth spirits to find her.” Illyana ran out of words. 

 “Um,” Roger said, glancing around. “I know this is a bad time. But… I‟m kind of 
starving to death here.” 

 She raised her eyes to look at the demon. “I‟m sorry, that‟s really inconsiderate of 
me. When did you last eat?” 

 “About sixty years ago,” Roger said with a pained smile. 

 Illyana gestured, and a table sprang up out of the ground and multiplied with food, 
spilling grapes and haunches of meat and bread and cheese all along its length. “Dig in,” 
she said absently, “it will refill as needed.” She rose to her hooves. “Okay. I gotta make 
a plan.” She stepped over to the pool sunk in the floor, where Dani and Victoria and 
Wong sat by Strange. Immersed in the pool, he was chalky pale, green undertones 
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showing through the edges of his skin. He was cold to the touch. Beside the pool, the 
casket from the Temple of Gorthka sat senseless and ignored. 

 Dani looked up at Illyana, tears in her eyes. “He—he‟s fading,” she said 
desperately. 

 Illyana flexed her jaw, feeling helpless. She looked over at where Kira lay on her 
side, curled up, twitching. Illyana stepped over to her. “How are you doing?” she asked. 

 “I may—be dying,” Kira gasped. An ugly ripple of magic twisted under her skin. 

 “We‟ll see about that,” Illyana muttered. She opened a scry high in Prime‟s 
atmosphere, and sunlight poured down onto Kira. Illyana gestured, and as the authority 
of her realm, she drew the dark magic of the Darmamman invocation from Kira. The 
young woman stopped twitching, and dozed restfully. She sighed. “If only it was so easy 
to get rid of some ancient Cthonian curse poison.” 

 Kira‟s eyes lazily rolled open. “So many things we‟ve fought,” she said dreamily. 
“So many menaces. And two wizards beat us all.” 

 “Yeah,” Illyana said, a bitter taste in her mouth. Illyana squinted up through the 
ring of eldritch fire, looking at the sun. She pulled out her cell phone. “Might as well 
check messages,” she muttered. 

 She listened, and her eyes widened, then narrowed. She skipped over to her scrying 
pool, gesturing in time to see the fire trucks pulling up to the skeletal remains of the 
swiftly disintegrating inferno where the Sanctum used to stand. She gazed down at the 
sight, drinking it in, etching it in her memory. 

 “This wasn‟t supposed to happen,” she said softly. 

 “What?” Dani asked cautiously, stepping up beside her. 

 “I hope you didn‟t have anything terribly valuable in Strange‟s house,” Illyana said, 
doing her best not to sound bitter. She knew what terribly valuable things had been in 
that mystically armored house. 

 Dani looked down at the burning building. “I started over once,” she said. “I can 
do it again.” She looked at Illyana. “Strange is dying,” she said simply. “I thought you 
might want to be there. When… when he goes.” 

 Illyana clenched her jaw, and stepped over to the Sorcerer Supreme‟s frail, thin 
body. He looked deeply vulnerable, and old beyond his years and beyond mere time. 
Illyana knelt, touching his forehead. “Hang on,” she whispered. “Fight it. We need you.” 
She glanced over at Victoria. The young woman was gripping Strange‟s hand, and her 
cheeks shone with tears as she gazed down at the dying man. 

 Quietly, gently, Illyana picked up Strange‟s other hand. She clasped it, held it to her. 
“Don‟t make me say goodbye,” she whispered so only he could hear. 

 Then, the gem twitched. 

 Illyana‟s forehead creased in a frown, then a striated layer of organic steel muscle 
squirmed over her hand and forearm, twisting to ridges and exoskeletal shapes as the 
witchblade woke. Encased in the fey gauntlet, Illyana‟s open hand passed over Strange‟s 
chest. 

 She could feel the poison. And the witchblade knew the taste. 
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 Hope flared through Illyana as she flexed her fist. “Okay, everybody back,” she said 
breathlessly. As they complied, Illyana focused, and two tendrils of organic steel, barbed 
and twisted, disconnected from the gauntlet and rose, questing, seeming to taste the air. 

 Then they dipped, slipping into Strange‟s skin like needles. Illyana felt a peculiar 
chill vulnerability rush over her, then— 

 —she felt Strange‟s life force, so weak, just a flicker; she held it in her hands, she 
breathed over it, prayed over it— 

 The poison‟s agony twisted, and Illyana had just a moment to withdraw. 

 She did not. 

 The Sorceress Supreme of Limbo gritted her teeth against a scream as the killing 
poison bridged to her, balanced between the two wizards. She hissed, pain biting deep. 
Then, the witchblade‟s instinct for self preservation tugged at her to withdraw. 

 “We live or die together,” Illyana ground out. 

 The witchblade dug in, focusing, amplifying Illyana‟s considerable willpower as she 
wrestled with the poison. Strange groaned and shifted. 

 Then Illyana was lost to the world, locked in a battle that only she could 
understand. 

 

Sunday, January 23, 2005 

 Sheets of snow-laden wind flowed over the rock walls of the mountains at the Roof 
of the World. One robed figure emerged in the shadowless twilight of blowing ice, and 
his robes opened to reveal two others as they stepped from his darkness. 

 “How charming,” Mordo sneered, looking down at a pale, flickering light that 
danced on the ground. The flame was tied to the rock by magic, and no wind could 
snuff it out. “This is where the Ancient One once reclined,” Mordo confided in 
Rasputin. “This is where my new fortress will stand. Strange‟s presence in the Web of 
Light is gone. It is mine for the taking,” he growled. He pushed Tandy over to Rasputin, 
who gripped her arm. Then, Mordo began to chant, his hands splaying in peculiar 
gestures of great mystic import. 

 As his imagination unfolded the floorplan of the great and mighty fortress, 
suggestions and shadows shimmered around them like mirages in the snow. The Web 
of Light that surrounded and penetrated Prime began to shudder slightly as Mordo 
dragged at it, sucking energy from the limitless supply. From the small flame that 
marked where the Ancient One had reclined, the entire mirage of the fortress took 
form, sprawling out and deepening, pushing against the sky. 

 Mordo barked a shout of concentration, and then the Web twitched as he began 
draining it into his hallucination. As the Web of Light answered the call of Agamotto‟s 
Light, energy swirled down into matter, and the dream became stone and wood. 
Rasputin gazed around as they rose in the air, elevated on tiers of stone, and what had 
once been an audience chamber became a throne room. Stone rolled into dreaming in 
all directions, and the sprawling fortress was made real as the evil wizard began to laugh. 
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 His roar of dark mirth echoed down the new stone corridors, rebounded from high 
arched ceilings, and lost itself in the fortress he drew from thin air. 

 Then the task was complete, the fortress finished, and the two wizards stood with 
their captive in the hush of the throne room, their ears ringing from the cession of 
howling wind. The wrenched Web of Light still twisted slightly, vast energy ripped from 
it swiftly. 

 “The might of Agamotto was not made for parlor tricks,” Mordo murmured to 
Tandy, his eyes glittering. “Not for candles mourning those too foolish to preserve 
themselves. No, the Light is Agamotto‟s gift to the strong. To me. And to you, it 
seems,” he said, gripping her arm again, obviously enjoying the feel of her firm flesh in 
his hands. 

 He gestured, freeing her of her paralysis, and he dragged her down the hall. 
Rasputin drifted in their wake. 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

 “You now see my power,” Mordo said to the others. “So you understand that there 
is no point in defying me. I will get what I want. Strange is badly hurt, Prime is mine to 
do with as I please, and I am very close to becoming as powerful as Agamotto in his 
heyday.” Mordo pushed a heavy door open, and entered a low-ceilinged, broad room. 
He gestured; bookshelves, a deep and wide bed, and a table and chairs flew into being. 
“This will be my room for the moment,” Mordo said with deep satisfaction. He cupped 
his thick, muscled hand against Tandy‟s cheek as she glared at him. 

 “I have changed my mind, dear sweet,” he crooned thickly. “You are the only 
creature I have ever seen who has incorporated Agamotto‟s Light into a living, 
breathing entity. I like the effect. Therefore, I will find another artifact of Agamotto. 
You? You will bear my children, and we will pass the Light on to a new race to rule 
humanity.” His leer was repulsive. 

 “I will not.” Tandy was sure. 

 Mordo gestured, and a mystic chain snaked out and clamped around her neck. He 
pushed her back on the bed, looking her over. 

 “You are so sexy in Strange‟s blood,” he said, gesturing at her shirt. It was still 
stained from her efforts to treat Strange‟s injuries. Tandy had nothing to say to that. 

 “Rasputin,” Mordo said, turning to the other wizard. “I need the Crystal of 
Agamotto.” 

 Rasputin wordlessly raised his arm and reached in to the shadowed fabric beneath. 
He pulled out the stand, set it on the floor before Mordo. “Will you drain its power?” 
Rasputin asked. 

 “No, no, the Crystal holds no real power. It is simply the representation of Prime. 
It is a tool to help keep track of things. I need something crafted to be a weapon.” 
Mordo flashed Light at the case, and it cracked open. The basketball-sized globe drifted 
up, awash in ambient light. It flickered slightly. 

 Mordo bathed the globe in Light. “Where,” he murmured. “Show me an 
Agamottitte artifact.” 
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 A brilliant flash replied. “Iceland,” he crooned. “The Mantle. Perfect.” He turned 
to Rasputin. “Do you want to join me in taking it from its guardians?” 

 “What about Strange?” Rasputin asked, his wide eyes unreadable. 

 “I can track him down when the final artifact makes my power whole and 
incontestable,” Mordo shrugged. 

 “He is in Limbo, with all the others,” Rasputin murmured. 

 “Really,” Mordo observed sagely. He pondered. “Perhaps we should strike now, 
before they recover, when they do not expect it.” 

 “In Limbo, Illyana is Sorceress Supreme,” Rasputin pointed out. “We would be 
disadvantaged by that. Besides. If you make your might whole now, when Strange does 
return, he will discover you have stolen the Web of Light from him.” 

 “Indeed, I will have finally ascended to the post I was trained for, destined for. 
Strange destroyed my ambitions with his blundering over the decades. Now, finally, I 
will claim my due.” His eyes gleamed with certainty. 

 “I will guard your prisoner,” Rasputin said inscrutably. 

 “Ah yes, guards,” Mordo nodded. He gestured, focusing his energies. “I have… 
some old friends… to guard this place.” 

 Rasputin and Tandy could both see beyond the normal, visible world. When the 
wraiths began piling into the room, the walls fairly well shimmered with the force of the 
dark spirits. 

 “Strange kept them tied off, locked away in the ground,” Mordo muttered. “But 
they serve me. There are darker earth spirits, ones that do not readily serve the Sorcerer 
Supreme.” 

 Tatters of malevolence, the wispy and fragmented spirits whirled and wheeled 
through the air and each other like a cloud of maddened bat shadows. “Spread through 
my fortress!” Mordo commanded them. “Keep it safe from all who would dare enter!” 
In a flash, they dispersed. He smiled to himself, satisfied. 

 “You underestimate those who will come after her,” Rasputin said with a nod at 
Tandy. 

 “Then it is well for me that you do not,” Mordo shrugged condescendingly. “Do 
not touch her, she is mine,” he warned. “I am going now, to complete my power. When 
I return, I will take the world for my plaything.” He smiled at Rasputin, confident and in 
charge. 

 Rasputin stepped back, and Mordo began to gather the energies of the Web of 
Light into himself. Then, in a mighty flash, he disappeared. 

* 

 Illyana blinked, and became once more self-aware. 

 She hunched next to Strange and the healing pool, but in a dizzying moment she 
had no idea how much time had passed. Her body was encased in organic steel, shaped 
and patterned to conform to her muscles, spines extending from plates of armor. She 
blinked, oddly exhilarated and weary at the same time. 
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 Strange‟s eyes fluttered open, and he looked up at her. A faint smile touched his 
waxen features, and his hand gently squeezed hers. Then, his head lolled to the side, and 
he slept a healing sleep. 

 Illyana slowly let out a breath she hadn‟t realized she had been holding. As she did, 
spines began retracting into the armor. Two tendrils retracted from Strange‟s arm. Only 
then did she look around. 

 Victoria, Kira, Dani, and Wong stared at her speechlessly. 

 “What,” she demanded. 

 “Your armor. It wouldn‟t let us approach. It got… testy,” Dani said warily. 

 “You closed the sun portal. That was yesterday,” Kira said reproachfully. “If we are 
attacked, I won‟t be much help in the defense. It‟s taken more energy than I have just to 
heal.” 

 “Hey,” Illyana said, stern. “I just saved Strange‟s life. I beat the poison,” she said 
with a tired grin. 

 Wong swiftly stepped forward and bowed from the waist. “Thank you,” he said 
sincerely, his eyes bright. “Thank you.” 

 Illyana‟s armor steadily retracted as she woke fully. She returned Wong‟s bow. Then 
she took a moment and drew on Limbo‟s energy, replenishing herself after the extended 
effort. The weariness dissolved, but the elation did not. 

 Then she blinked. “Oh,” she said. “Doug! Peter! My family! They‟re going to 
wonder what‟s going on.” She thought it over for a moment. “Okay, I‟ll fix that.” She 
trotted over to the scrying pool, and a moment later she was looking at Doug as he 
sipped at his coffee. With a gesture, she plucked him from Prime, and dropped him in a 
chair in her throne room, wreathed in flame. 

 As the flame wisped away, Illyana nodded to him. “Hey, Doug,” she said. 

 “Hi,” he replied. “I—I‟m glad you‟re alive,” he added, blinking rapidly. “Sudden,” 
he murmured to himself, still startled. 

 “Sorry we couldn‟t be in touch sooner,” Illyana apologized. “Strange was hurt bad. 
We had to retreat here. I don‟t know what happened to Tandy and Tyrone, but… I fear 
the worst. Everybody else is either okay, or healing up. Could you tell Parker? And 
Logan?” she asked. 

 “Do you know the Sanctum burned down?” Doug asked gently. 

 “Yes,” Illyana said. “I do.” 

 “How do you want us to play it?” Doug looked down at his hands. “You ready for 
the backup to ride in and help out?” 

 “No, not this time,” Illyana said. “Be sure to keep Peter out of this at the moment, 
but the others too. We‟re fighting wizards, and we need magic to do it. Make no 
mistake, we‟re going to win this one. But in case something goes wrong, or comes up in 
New York, have them ready to keep doing what they do. You know, the hero thing,” 
she said with a rueful smile. 
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 “I‟ll tell them,” Doug said. He glanced over his shoulder at the buffet table. Food 
was regenerating on one end as Roger stood munching on a ham on the other end. 
“New demon?” 

 “Yeah,” Illyana said. “His name is Roger. He eats like Logan, I swear,” she said 
with a small smile. 

 “Well,” Doug said, rising. “Good luck.” 

 “Take care,” Illyana nodded. Then fire carried Doug away, back to Prime. She 
sighed, rubbing her face. 

 “Okay,” she murmured. “What‟s next.” She looked over at Kira. “You look 
terrible,” she sighed. 

 Kira shrugged; her face was puffed and mottled with bruising, a tracery of scratches 
covered her skin, and her eyes were bloodshot. “I guess I do.” 

 “I‟ll open a portal, so you can get some sunshine,” Illyana said. She gestured, 
twisting a portal open. “Mordo may command the Web of Light now. If he does, he 
might feel my stepping disks and investigate. But if he wants to come in here and start 
something,” she continued sternly, “he‟s welcome to take his best shot. I am not in the 
mood.” 

 Roger approached, bright eyed, fully healed. “Boy am I glad you woke up,” he said 
to Illyana. 

 “And I‟m glad you could take a break from the buffet to notice,” she replied with a 
wry smile. 

 “Hey, you don‟t think—you don‟t think I was there the whole time, do you?” 
Roger asked, suddenly worried. “I took a bunch a stabby hits from your witchblade, 
trying to, you know… rescue you,” he trailed off, lame. 

 “Well, thanks,” she nodded. “I‟m just teasing you. Comes with the horns,” she 
added sardonically, then immediately wished she hadn‟t as his tail twitched and he 
unsuccessfully tried not to glance up at the flat discs of his horn roots. She cast about 
for a new subject. “Did the witchblade really rip your hand to pieces when you put it on 
way back when?” she asked. She saw the startled, guilty look in his eyes, and she was 
momentarily glad she didn‟t have feet to stick in her mouth. 

 “Sure did,” he said shortly. “Clamped on and ripped me to bone, broke it apart 
before we even realized what was going on. Took me down to a stump.” He hesitated. 
“It was after that Belasco decided I couldn‟t be salvaged. He banished me to Cthon. I 
fought a stone golem, stole his hand when I beat him.” He flexed his enchanted fist. 
“Then I lost a riddle game with a nygaluant. He phased my horns into the rock and left 
me there for a few decades.” 

 “Decisions we make depend on how deep we can see,” Illyana said. She looked 
Roger in the eye. “If Belasco could have seen you clearly, he would have killed you.” 

 “What?” Roger said, surprised. 

 Illyana smiled at him. “You have the soul of a hero,” she said. He blinked, his tail 
curling all the way up to his rear end in a neat coil. 
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 Illyana looked at the organic steel gauntlet that settled its peculiar chitinous visual 
rhythm over her forearm. “My Soulsword,” she murmured. “No matter how well you 
think you know something, even if it‟s a part of you… there‟s always room for a 
surprise.” She smiled slightly. “Reminds me of my dad.” 

 “Uh… Rasputin?” Roger said uncertainly. 

 “No, Logan. He‟s my adopted father. He‟s the one that saved me from Belasco, all 
those years ago.” She grinned. “I can‟t wait for you to meet him.” 

Then she looked up sharply, her eyes glued to her portal. 

 On the other side, a flame flickered, jinked sideways, then extinguished without so 
much as a puff of smoke. Like a hallucination, the image vanished as suddenly as it 
appeared. Illyana leaped up to her hooves, thinking fast. 

 “What was that?” Roger demanded. 

 “An earth spirit,” Illyana said. “As an exercise in mystic control, Strange charged 
me with lighting an ever-burning mystic flame on the precise spot where the Ancient 
One used to hold court. I wasn‟t confident in my abilities, so I bound an earth spirit to 
the flame, to let me know if it went out.” She paused. “It just went out. I fueled it with 
the energies of Agamotto.” She looked Roger in the eye. “I might know where Mordo 
took Tandy and Tyrone,” she said breathlessly. 

 She let the portal to Prime slide shut, and she gestured at her scrying pool. “In this 
reality, Strange and Mordo and the Ancient One were in a lamasery in Tibet that was 
accidentally bombed by the Chinese. They were all killed. So the earth was without a 
Sorcerer Supreme until the earth spirits tracked down another version of Strange.” The 
scrying view revealed a thick wall of flying snow. “Okay… here we go. We‟re closing in 
on the location of the ruins.” Roger leaned over the pool, intently watching. 

 “So… Strange and Mordo are both dead in this world. So counterparts came from 
other worlds,” Roger clarified. He grinned. “When does this Ancient Guy show up? We 
could use the backup.” 

 Then they both fell silent as the hulking fortress loomed out of the snow. Illyana 
adjusted the scry, and they looked on as the vast fortress brooded over the jagged 
mountain peaks. The awesome might of the sorcerous walls rearing up from the 
tremendous peak needed no comment. 

 “Strange once told me a story,” Illyana said quietly as she took in the sight of the 
formidable fortress. “He was being hunted by Mordo then too. Mordo cut a deal with 
one of Those Beyond, and was mighty beyond reason. Kind of like now.” She paused. 
“Strange moved heaven and earth to track down this being of vast power, called 
Eternity. He asked for more power, enough to defeat Mordo. Eternity denied him,” she 
said, looking Roger in the eye. “Said he had enough power. Told him that wisdom was 
more important than power in that battle.” She looked back down at the fortress. “I 
remind myself of that, from time to time. It‟s true. Knowing how to use your power is a 
lot more effective than simply having more.” 

 “Even if Mordo happens to be loaded for bear with all Agamotto‟s Light?” Roger 
asked. 

 “Even then,” Illyana agreed. “Even then.” She glanced over at Kira, who was 
watching her curiously. 
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 “Want to come along?” Illyana asked. “I can‟t scry inside, the castle won‟t let me. 
But I do plan to go kick down the door and see if I can find Tandy and Tyrone.” 

 “I‟m still not feeling very good,” Kira admitted. “Summon me if you need to, but I 
don‟t want to risk running through another mystic trap.” 

 “Fair enough,” Illyana nodded. “Look after the others. We‟ll be back.” She looked 
over at Roger. “Ready to go?” 

 “You bet,” Roger agreed. A stepping disk flared around them, and they dropped 
into the crust of snow outside the formidable main gate doors. 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

 Illyana felt the ripple of powerful magic flowing around the fortress, and in reaction 
to the danger, the witchblade flowed over her arm, torso, her other arm, down her legs 
as it rippled up to flank her face. Her tail lashed as armor trickled down it. 

 “Here goes nothing,” she murmured, and she raised her arm. Looked at the door. 
And wanted it in pieces. 

 Razored tendrils fired out of the armor, snapping into the heavy stone of the ornate 
doors. Illyana let her anger rise, then she directed it, hissing an invocation as she 
gestured with the anchored gauntlet. Energy flared down the tendrils, and they thrashed 
at the door; moments later, the door crumbled, slabs thudding down and tilting over, 
the fortress breached with frightening ease. 

 “Cool,” Roger observed. 

 Illyana smiled, then faltered. “Hang on,” she murmured. Her focus shifted slightly, 
and she peeked out in her astral form—and snapped back down at once. “Behind me!” 
she shouted at Roger. “Don‟t get in the way!” 

 She sprang into the opened corridor, and tendrils of crackling organic weaponry 
whirled like sentient whips, spraying mystic energy around her. Wraiths dipped at her, 
trailing their insubstantial touches along her armor. They attacked at the speed of 
thought, but her reflexes were enhanced supernaturally to the point where her defenses 
admitted no threat. The armor hissed and sizzled, protecting the life essence it encased, 
and as her energy whips flailed around her with uncanny precision, the wraiths were cut 
to ribbons, their echoes vanishing into the ether that spawned them. 

 Illyana cried out, a curt shout of victory, and with a hissing slither the tendrils 
retracted into the witchblade, snapping to and leaving her armored, her fists clenched as 
she stared down the hall. 

 No wraiths remained. 

 At the end of the hall, a shadow twitched in the air, then unfurled with smooth 
grace, sinuous and aware. Moments later, Rasputin regarded his descendant with his 
brilliant, mad gaze. 

 “That‟s the Shroud,” Illyana said steadily. “What did you do with Tyrone.” 

 Rasputin‟s smile grew across his face, revealing unnaturally square and even teeth in 
his bushy black beard. “He invited me into the Shroud,” he said in his rasping, marked 
voice. “Then we struggled, he and I, for mastery of the darkness within it.” He shrugged 
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with elaborate carelessness. “I fed him to the predator that lurks within. It was… 
simple… stripping him of all hope.” Rasputin‟s eyes burned with amusement. “Now I 
may come and go as I please. I could not have imagined a more useful weapon,” he 
breathed, rubbing his palms down the sleek, lightless fabric. 

 “Now that you can breach the Web of Light at will, why haven‟t you summoned 
your masters? Why hasn‟t Prime been smashed by Those Beyond?” Illyana challenged. 

 “Because of you,” Rasputin replied simply. “You have so much to learn, and there 
are so many ways I can teach you,” he added, his voice deepening as his eyes glittered. 
“You may choose the method of instruction. You may work with me, or I must teach 
you in ways you will enjoy less.” There was no hint of a threat in his deliberations. 

 “Give me Tandy Bowen,” Illyana demanded, desperate for a new subject. 

 Rasputin cocked an eyebrow. “No. Try to take her by force, and she will be dead 
instantly.” 

 She stared at him, jaw clenched, helpless in the face of his bluff. She didn‟t know if 
it was true or not. An uncomfortable feeling in the pit of her stomach made her wary of 
finding out. 

 “We wouldn‟t still be talking here like this if you weren‟t willing to make a deal,” 
she ventured. “What do you want in exchange for Tandy Bowen? Alive, unhurt, and 
untouched?” 

 “I can make no promises about „untouched‟, as she is not my prisoner,” Rasputin 
murmured. “But I will give her to you tomorrow, at dawn, on Muir Island. At the ruins. 
You must meet me there alone, bringing no one with you. Your honor must uphold 
that condition,” he cautioned. 

 “I won‟t bring anyone with me,” she said grimly. She watched Rasputin‟s gaze pass 
her, settling on Roger as he stood in the doorway behind her. 

 “Ah, Child,” Rasputin rasped softly. “You have grown. My blood quickens at the 
potential you still carry.” 

 “Get bent,” Roger muttered. 

 “The world‟s fear is rising again, the planet ripens for conquest,” Rasputin 
whispered in a language known to demons. “You and I could create a new regime. Care 
to try again?” 

 “I want nothing from you,” Roger growled in English, staring at the wizard. 

 “We‟ll see about that,” Rasputin smiled. 

 “Where is Mordo?” Illyana asked, looking around. “Why hasn‟t he come out to 
taunt us?” 

 “He‟s running an errand,” Rasputin shrugged. “How is Strange? It seems Mordo 
may not get the showdown he craved after all. I may have to apologize for my 
efficiency,” he said gravely, his eyes bright. 

 “Maybe you will,” Illyana nodded, sealing her emotions away. “Dawn. Tomorrow. 
Muir Island.” 

 “Alone,” Rasputin finished. 
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 Illyana and Roger backed away, leaving the mystic fortress. Then flame whirled up 
around them, and they were gone. 

 Rasputin watched the driving snow, listening to something no one else could hear. 
He smiled to himself, and gestured. The fractured chunks of door climbed each other, 
and sealed in place. 

 “Tomorrow, dawn,” he murmured. And he smiled. 

* 

 Lightning flared down out of a clear sky, blazing through the evening dimness and 
leaving a brilliantly glowing figure standing in the charred crater before a broad porch. 
Wind scoured the chill countryside, and the front door to the house banged open as the 
Illuminati ran out to see what landed. 

 “I am Agamotto,” roared the towering figure of Light. “You have supped upon 
my power, and now I call you to service. Prime is in peril never before imagined, 
and you must defend it.” 

 “We‟ll just see about that, mister,” Reed snapped. His lean body tensed, and he 
opened his eyes fully. Light poured from them, the Light of Agamotto, and it touched 
the radiant being on the lawn. 

 Reed cried out, recoiling backwards as he clutched at his head. “The Source,” he 
gasped, his hands trembling. “I—I can‟t see!” 

 “I require my Mantle,” Agamotto intoned. “You will receive recompense for it 
in due time.” He said nothing further, standing on the lawn with the incredibly potent 
Light swirling about his blurred form. 

 “I‟ll get it,” Ben grunted, and he wheeled to lumber back into the house. 

 “Lord Agamotto,” Sue said timidly. “Could you, in your great wisdom and mercy, 
heal my husband‟s sight? He has faithfully used the power you granted him.” 

 “His arrogance is repaid,” Agamotto growled. “Be grateful his mind is his 
own, and he still draws breath. Speak not to me again unless it is to offer me 
what I came to collect.” 

 A long, long minute crawled by before Ben shouldered through the door once 
more, this time carrying a sparkling cloak in his massive hands. “Here, Lord. Here is 
the—your Mantle.” 

 Agamotto snatched it from his grasp, then laughed wildly. Lightning blared down, 
and his laughter trailed off into the distant rumble of thunder in the cloudless sky as the 
Illuminati found themselves alone and bewildered. 

* 

 “Get bent?” Illyana said with half a grin as she slumped on her throne, watching 
Roger. “Who says „get bent‟ these days?” 

 “Well, what would you have said?” Roger retorted. 

 “No thank you,” she teased. 

 “Hey. I just say what I think,” Roger muttered, scratching at the big stone cuff of 
his forearm. 
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 Illyana sat up straight. “No, you don‟t,” she said. “Not always.” She looked him 
steadily in the eye, and his tail twitched and lashed, then curled up tight. She grinned 
again. “You‟re blushing,” she observed. 

 “I‟m always this red,” he said loudly. 

 “Why do I enjoy teasing you so much?” she wondered aloud. “I think it‟s a sign of 
poor upbringing. At any rate, sorry about that,” she lied. She hopped up off the throne. 
“I‟m going to check on Strange.” 

 “Okay,” Roger shrugged, following her as she headed over to the guestrooms she 
had improvised. 

 She reached the hallway connecting the throne room and the guest quarters, and 
Kira smiled as she rose from a bench in the hallway. “Illyana,” she said. “I could heal a 
lot faster if I moved to Prime for a while.” 

 Illyana hesitated for a moment, then shrugged. “It‟s a hell of a risk,” she said. 

 “I know, but I must be able to fight when the time comes, and… I‟m so weak,” she 
grimaced. “I feel like I used to before I went to Krypton.” 

 “Yeah, no power at all,” Illyana nodded sagely. “Well, I can drop you at a pole if 
you want. Where the atmosphere is thinner, more sunlight.” 

 “It‟s just psychosomatic, I know,” Kira sighed. “But the sunlight really does seem 
to help.” 

 Illyana shrugged. “Be careful,” she said. “Really.” Then she gestured, and a ring of 
eldritch flame swirled up around Kira, and she was gone. Illyana heaved a deep sigh, and 
continued down the hallway. 

 Strange was curled up on the huge cushion Illyana had conjured for his bed. His 
lips were parted, his eyelids fluttered slightly, and his ribs rose and sank rhythmically as 
he slept deeply. 

 “He looks like a big, comfy housecat,” Illyana confided in Roger, who grinned. 

 Victoria had dragged her cushion over by his, and she slept too, one arm flung over 
her eyes as she lay on her back. Wong sat behind them, meditating in lotus position. 
Illyana spotted Dani through the stone archway, running at top speed, her footsteps 
muffled by the garden all around. She thought she heard a giggle. 

 “What the hell?” Illyana wondered, her hooves clicking as she went to investigate. 
Roger followed her. 

 Dani was scrambling away from a flowerbed as a demon sprang; Illyana thrust her 
hand out, and the demon was arrested in midair. “Bad demon!” she said, shocked. 
“Dani is our guest!” 

 “No no no,” Dani said, gasping for breath and grinning. “It‟s okay, really. Sorry 
about that,” she said, rapidly regaining her composure. “Sorry, we‟ve been here for a 
few days, and it‟s so tense. I got bored and worried all at once, and I knew I had to do 
something or I‟d go out of my mind.” She took a deep breath. “Sorry, Chuckles,” she 
said to the demon. She turned back to Illyana. “I‟ve been teaching them „Tag.‟ We‟ve 
been chasing each other around. That standing stone is home base,” she said, pointing. 



 

    97 

Two demons watched, their ears back and their marble-sized black eyes bright as they 
squatted, one thick paw planted against the rock as they watched the proceedings. 

 “How are they doing? With the rules and all?” Illyana asked a bit cautiously. 

 “Pretty good,” Dani smiled. “Um… could you put Checkers down?” She gestured 
at the demon that hung in the air, its shoulders hunched and its tail pressed down 
between its legs. It looked deeply contrite. 

 “Yeah, sorry to interrupt,” Illyana said, feeling surreal as she dropped the demon. It 
started slinking off, and she called it with a snap of the fingers. Checkers blinked, and 
she pressed her palms together, and produced a big fat toad. She tossed it, and Checkers 
caught it in his gnarled beak, his stumpy tail wagging rapidly as he slurped it down. 

 “It‟s okay,” she said to the demon. She turned to Dani. “This is kind of dangerous, 
you know. They aren‟t exactly… well, tame.” 

 “Checkers here is pretty smart,” Dani said, “and once I got the idea into his head 
of how this works, he sort of showed the others. Um… do you think you could whip 
me up a basketball hoop? Tag is getting kind of old.” She smiled sheepishly. 

 “Sure, why not,” Illyana murmured to herself. “Regulation height for women‟s 
basketball.” She gestured, and a stone hoop grew out of the standing stone. Paving 
spread around its base, shifting the garden to the side. Illyana gestured to Dani. 

 “Walk with me,” she said, heading back to her throne room, Dani and Roger in 
tow. Checkers followed; the other demons lost interest and wandered off. 

 “You do realize the demons could get confused and rip you to pieces,” she 
clarified. Dani nodded. 

 “That‟s true,” she said, “but they aren‟t evil. They‟re animals. And they‟re pretty 
clever ones at that,” she added. “Reminds me of my grandpa‟s farm. There were lots of 
animals there. I used to spend afternoons, you know, in the barn…” She cleared her 
throat. “Anyway. Checkers here seems to know that they‟re not supposed to hurt any of 
us. Once I got his attention, got the idea of a game across to him, he figured it out.” 

 “Best I ever managed was „fetch‟. You think you can teach them basketball?” 
Illyana asked as she looked at Dani sideways. 

 “Not a chance,” Dani sighed, shaking her head. “I just want to shoot some hoops. 
I want a soccer ball for the demons. Even if we don‟t figure out a game, it‟d be a hell of 
a good time.” 

 “If you want, I‟ll make you an indestructible frisbee,” Illyana said. 

 “Cool,” Dani grinned as they reached the scrying pool. 

 “Here we go.” Illyana looked down into the pool, into a dim warehouse. She flared 
a stepping disk, reached through, and plucked one of the boxed basketballs off a huge 
stack. She tossed it to Dani. 

 “Here you go,” she said. She gestured at it, and it turned a filmy gray. “It‟ll double 
as a soccer ball. Still bouncy, but it won‟t fall apart if it gets, you know, chewed.” She 
gestured again, and a frisbee swirled into her hands. “Here you go,” she said with a 
bemused smile. She slid down on her throne. “Have a good time, now.” 
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 “Thanks,” Dani grinned. “Hey, Checkers.” She threw the frisbee, and the demon 
scrabbled after it, springing in the air and landing with a dull thud that shook the 
ground. Dani ran off after Checkers, the ball tucked under her arm. 

 “Never occurred to me, to try to play anything more complicated than „fetch‟, you 
know? Or, you know, games like „eat the intruder‟ and tricks like „come out of the 
ground at my bidding.‟ Wow.” She shook her head. 

 “You are a great host,” Roger said, wandering over to the table and picking up a 
melon. He bit a huge chunk off it, rind and all, and chewed noisily. He swallowed, 
looking over at her. “I don‟t think you should go to the island,” he said. “Especially not 
alone. Maybe we could get everybody together and have a big raid.” 

 “I gave my word I‟m going alone, so I‟m going alone,” Illyana said firmly. 

 “Rasputin is going to cheat,” Roger growled. “It‟s a trap of some kind. Gotta be. 
He‟s shifty; you know he‟s going to double-cross you.” 

 “I‟ll just have to rely on my skills, experience, and tools,” Illyana said. “It‟s not like 
I‟m a pushover.” 

 “True,” Roger said. “Still.” 

 Illyana regarded him frankly. The sun peeked over the horizon, the first rays of 
dawn touched the throne room. “So far, Rasputin has avoided confrontation. He 
intimidates me, and I‟m not ashamed of that. But I have to deal with him. I can‟t just let 
him run around, especially now that he‟s got the Shroud. And it‟s my fault he‟s back 
with us again, that stupid drop of blood I gave the dark fey so I could get Mordred.” 

 “So, you think he‟s not at full strength?” Roger asked. “Because he just woke up 
from the big sleep? That‟s why he doesn‟t want to fight?” He shook his head. “He‟s 
cunning. Whether he‟s at the top of his game or not, he‟s dangerous.” 

 “I know that, but I might not get a better chance to deal with him once and for all. 
If he gets away… I‟m going to have to chase him. You know? I can‟t let him just run 
free.” 

 “He did almost kill the Sorcerer Supreme in one hit,” Roger pointed out. 

 “Yeah, from behind, after Mordo softened him up a bit.” Illyana cocked her head to 
the side, regarding the big red demon. “You‟re awfully concerned about my welfare, for 
a Child of Darkness. What‟s the deal? What happened to inspire you to heroism?” She 
said it lightly, but curiosity lit her eyes. 

 “Long story,” he said shortly. 

 “Okay,” she shrugged. “For me, I thought I was a bad seed until I ran across true 
evil… I realized that no matter how bad I got, no matter how much evil I wallowed in, 
I‟d never be able to lower myself to the depths of the wickedness that came gunning for 
me. I finally understood that it was stupid to play at being bad, once I saw the price of 
true evil.” She paused. “Sym betrayed me, and I almost lost Prime and Limbo in one fell 
swoop. We were within inches of total destruction that day. And that‟s when I turned 
away from any idea of being Queen of the Damned. That‟s when I started taking 
Strange seriously.” She paused. “I haven‟t thought about that in a while. Just became 
part of the background, you know? Maybe I should think about it more often. Maybe if 
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I remembered that day more clearly… I wouldn‟t have let Mordred out, and all this 
wouldn‟t have happened.” 

 “Mordo would have showed up anyway,” Roger pointed out. “And you wouldn‟t 
have found me.” He looked away. “I know that‟s not a big deal to you, but I sure am 
glad I‟m not stuck to a wall anymore.” 

 “Maybe you should pay me back,” she said. “At dawn, I‟m meeting Rasputin again. 
He might taunt me with everything I don‟t know. Bad guys tend to do that, smug 
bastards. Maybe you can fill me in on your back story.” She smiled sweetly. “Pretend 
your head is stuck to a wall and you have nothing better to do.” 

 “Ouch,” he grinned, wincing. “Okay, fine. You asked for it.” 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

 “Kind of a dumb story,” Roger continued. “Rasputin wanted a baby demon from 
Belasco, so he made me. I was two years old, about ten years old in human mental and 
physical development. We grow up fast and never go bad,” he grinned. 

 “Great,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Then what?” 

 “Well, there were traits they wanted, and Rasputin drew them on me with liquid 
nitrogen and scarring magics. I was supposed to go kill Captain America, so they made 
me as stubborn as he was. They thought it did good things for him, so it‟d do good 
things for me. Rasputin overdid it on that one, though, because it developed early and 
fast. And I didn‟t like being told what to do,” he shrugged. He glanced around; Illyana 
gestured, and a stone chair flowed up from the ground, complete with a slot for his tail 
to stick out the back. Roger lowered himself with a sigh. 

 “You have it pretty good here,” he observed. 

 “Stubborn,” she encouraged. 

 “Right.” He nodded to himself, squinting up at the lightening sky. “One of my 
handlers was a spy, a double-agent for the Allies. He was an American, and he had 
managed to infiltrate the Red Skull‟s operation and get into the top secret weapons 
program. One lab shared a number of weapons research programs, and he moved 
around between them. One night, he came to me, and asked me what price I‟d be 
willing to pay for freedom. I told him I didn‟t have any money, and I didn‟t know how 
to collect souls yet.” Roger chuckled. “Kids. Anyway, he told me that it was even more 
expensive than that. He told me…” Roger trailed off, his eyes distant. 

 “Yes?” Illyana prodded. 

 He looked her in the eye. “He told me that the price of my freedom was 
responsibility to defend it, and an honor debt not to take it from others. I had never 
heard anybody talk like that before. And there was no fear in those dark eyes. I was 
hooked. So he came back, and we talked some more. He gave me the courage, the 
words, the ideas I needed to resist what I was supposed to be learning and repeating. If 
they had told me to be one of the Allies, that I was to fight Nazis, I would have climbed 
over a pile of them to join up with the Red Skull. Kind of a reverse psychology thing 
going on back then.” 

 “Big words,” Illyana said, arching an eyebrow. 



 

 100 

 “I was surrounded by eggheads,” he muttered. “So this guy taught me English. I 
learn really fast, see, so it took like a month and I had a working vocabulary, pretty 
conversational.” 

 “I‟d have to agree, you sure are,” Illyana said. “What happened to him?” 

 “I don‟t know,” Roger said vaguely. “The last time we talked, he told me I had 
enough power to make my own decisions. He told me I could choose a life with whips 
and chains above and below me, or I could choose freedom, with all its dangers. He 
told me that one word can be more devastating than a hundred howitzers, if you put it 
in the right place at the right time. He was living proof of that,” Roger sighed, “because 
he pretty much single-handedly opened my horizons beyond Hitler and the Red Skull. 
Gave me something to rebel with, instead of just lashing out. Gave me a reason. He told 
me… great power carries great responsibility. I never forgot that,” he murmured. 

 “Now where have I heard that before,” Illyana sighed. She regarded Roger. “Heavy 
stuff for the mind of a ten year old,” she observed. 

 “Yeah, I guess it was,” Roger admitted. “Plus, I mean look at this guy. Who knows 
how many throats he had to slit to get this deep into the Red Skull‟s operation. He told 
lies every day just to stay alive, and he sent a lot of people to their deaths. But he‟s 
unloading this line about honor and duty and freedom. Pretty red-handed hero, if you 
know what I mean. I ended up imprinting on him as a father figure, instead of the Red 
Skull. But I kept it a secret because he told me to. He said secrets can kill people, and 
they can save people. He said there is no black or white in the dark.” 

 “He was full of quotable quotes,” Illyana said, leaning back in her throne. 

 “Yes,” Roger nodded. “That‟s why I remember them. Then… one day I took a 
swipe at the Red Skull. Didn‟t hurt him bad, but they decided I was out of control. 
Rasputin was in the Pacific, Octavious was in a mission somewhere in the United 
States… So the termination order came down. They were gonna kill me. My teacher… 
he went by Albrecht Heimlinn, but he told me his real name was Forrest Parker. He 
blew his cover. Shot the guards, got me out, let me go. He said we had to split up. I ran 
for it, and the place blew up as I was on my way out. I never did find out what 
happened to him,” he said, “and it seems like just last week.” Roger ran out of words. 

 “That‟s when Rasputin found you, sent you back to Belasco, who got the 
witchblade from Mordred and put it on you, then he dumped you in Cthon,” Illyana 
supplied. 

 “Now you know as much about my life as I do,” Roger shrugged. 

 “Do you know who your mother was?” Illyana asked. 

 “Nope,” Roger replied. “How about you? What‟s your life story.” 

 “I‟ll tell you later. I need to get ready for dawn tomorrow. Daylight‟s burning, after 
all…” she paused, struck by a thought. “Light. Burning. Oh crap!” she said, bounding to 
her feet. “Mordo is looking for the power of Agamotto,” she said breathlessly. “The 
Illuminati!” 

 A moment later, Roger found himself alone as a flaring stepping disk whipped up 
around Illyana, and she was gone. 

* 
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 “Observe,” Mordo intoned as he strode into the bedchamber. Tandy sat up straight 
on the bed, glaring at him. He unfurled the glittering, magnificent Mantle of Agamotto. 
“This artifact is equivalent in power to the Eye that you bear. It was freely given to me. 
I will now show you the fate from which it has saved you.”  

 He clutched it in his fist, and his eyes opened wide. The Light spread through him, 
burst from him, and rolled out. In the fusion of its center, the Mantle touched on the 
living Light, and melded with it; moments later, the Mantle fluttered to the floor, lifeless 
and plain as a blanket. 

 Mordo let out a deep breath, and he glowed with authority. “I have all the power 
Agamotto commanded,” he said forcefully, “and dark magic besides. I am the most 
powerful mortal on Prime. My rule is inexorable now!” He turned his gaze upon the 
lovely blonde chained to his bed, and he licked his lips. “Now I will celebrate by making 
an heir,” he growled. 

 He waved his hand at her, and the Light in him was answered by the Light in her. 
Her back arched, and her clothes flared to ashes and vanished. Naked, she was utterly 
unable to struggle as the blocky wizard swaggered to the bed. 

 Mordo paused, his eyes narrowing as he looked to the corner of the room and saw 
Rasputin standing unobtrusively, watching him. “This is not meant for your eyes, 
wizard,” Mordo said, sour. “And think not to thwart my smallest whim. I now have 
enough power to fill the shadows you creep about in, to burn you down where you 
stand.” 

 “I can tell you how to get at Strange when Illyana is not there to protect him. I can 
tell you when Limbo will be without its Sorceress Supreme, so you may strike 
unexpectedly,” he said tonelessly. 

 “What do you want in exchange,” Mordo demanded, squinting at Rasputin 
suspiciously. 

 “Lend me the girl,” Rasputin said with a nod. 

 “She is mine to toy with, I do not wish to share her with the likes of you,” Mordo‟s 
thick voice grumbled disdainfully. 

 “I do not wish to have rights to her,” Rasputin clarified. “I will give her to Illyana 
in a neutral meeting place. While I talk with Illyana, you will go to Limbo and lay waste 
to her allies. When she returns with the girl, you may take them both. Her rage at the 
death of her friends will not allow her to escape you. She will try to fight, and you will 
be victorious.” 

 “It‟s nasty,” Mordo said gleefully. “I like it. I have purged the last influences of 
Strange‟s tenure with the Web of Light from the ley lines and nodes. While it is true that 
I could make a career of going from dimension to dimension slaying Strange again and 
again, such is my hate, I will settle for making his death extraordinarily painful. He will 
fight me again, and this time he won‟t have any tricks to thwart me. If he is even still 
alive,” Mordo mused. 

 “Then we have a deal?” Rasputin inquired. 

 “Very well. You may borrow the girl. But first, I will make an heir grow in her 
belly. Begone, wizard, for I must sate my need.” He leered at Tandy, who stared at him 
with undisguised revulsion. 
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 “Suit yourself,” Rasputin said with a grimace that could be a smile, and he bowed. 
Then his robe swirled around him, lapping him up, and he was gone. 

 “There‟s no way out of this, is there,” Tandy said steadily, the expression in her 
eyes changing to a quiet, pleading resolve. 

 “No, there is no way out. You will be mine.” Mordo oozed satisfaction as he 
stripped his outer robe. His arousal was obvious. 

 “Then I ask you release my chain,” she said, her eyes downcast. “That I may 
breathe freely, and offer you the greatest pleasure.” 

 “That‟s better,” Mordo beamed. “You are helpless in my thrall, as you well know. 
This room is a prison for you. Since there is no escape, it is best if you are comfortable.” 

 “Thank you, my lord,” she whispered, and the chain around her neck clicked free 
and fell away. 

 She fired out a kick that slammed into his crotch with shattering force. As he 
gasped, startled, she spun up from the bed with a palm strike that slammed his open jaw 
shut, splintering teeth. She thrust her thumbs into his eyes as she tackled him; his head 
whacked against the floor as he sprayed broken teeth out in a startled gust of air. His 
eyes burst under her thumbs, and she yanked her hand up and slammed a knuckle strike 
into his trachea, collapsing his throat. He gripped her in a furiously strong embrace, but 
she shoved back, snatching his jaw and forehead, twisting with all her might. His neck 
gave with a dull crunch, and his arms lost their strength as she shuddered, squirming 
free and sprinting for the door, her bare feet slapping on the stone floor. 

 She burst out into the hallway and came face to face with Rasputin. She skidded to 
a stop, fear and rage and hope and pleading in her eyes. Her Light carved a circular 
tattoo of brilliance around one eye as she looked into the depthless, mad pits of his 
eyes. 

 “Let me in,” she whispered. “Please. Let me in.” 

 Something of a bemused smile crossed the craggy features of his face, and the 
Shroud swept over her. Moments later, Mordo staggered to the doorway, pinpoints of 
witchlight glaring in the burst sockets of his eyes, his throat uncrumpling with a wet 
crunch. His head‟s angle wasn‟t quite right on his neck. 

 “Where is she.” he hissed between his teeth. One eyeball reinflated, then oriented 
and focused. 

 “She is not meant for my eyes, my lord,” Rasputin said seriously with a deep bow. 

 “You would not—let her—escape,” gurgled the wizard as his other eye reinflated 
and focused. 

 “No my lord,” Rasputin murmured. “I would not seek to thwart your smallest 
whim.” 

 “And you remember—why,” Mordo snapped as his throat finally healed. His neck 
clicked as his spine adjusted. 

 “Of course, my lord,” Rasputin bowed. “You would fill my shadows with light so I 
could no longer creep about. You were very clear.” He stared at the floor. He 
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straightened. “Perhaps you could find a surviving Wraith to ask, my lord,” he added, a 
hard edge somewhere under his silky tone as he looked Mordo in the eye. 

 Mordo choked on his rage, and he flung a gesture at the casing of the Crystal. As 
the stylized globe drifted up out of the case, it spun once, no bright pinprick of light on 
it anywhere. 

 “She‟s not on Prime, not anymore,” Mordo growled. “Perhaps that whelp Illyana 
got her.” 

 “She is tied to the Light, perhaps she rode the Web of Light away while you were 
indisposed,” Rasputin suggested. “Would you like me to find her?” 

 “Do it, wizard,” Mordo snarled. “Remember I am the mightiest mortal on Prime, 
and if you double-cross me I will burn you down without hesitation. Find the girl, 
distract Illyana, and give them both to me afterwards. Do this, and I will waive your 
punishment for insubordination.” He whirled and stalked away. 

 Rasputin watched him go, his eyes cold and his smile wide. 

 

Monday, January 24, 2005 

 Eldritch fire, pale and dark, swirled down in the pre-dawn hours. Illyana stood on 
the porch, absently rubbing her upper arms; colder than she expected. She should have 
known better. 

 A moment later, the front door opened, and a lean young man stepped out. “Hey,” 
he said. “What do you want. We‟ve had enough visitors for one night.” His eyes were 
hard and mean. 

 “Just a quick question,” Illyana said. “I wouldn‟t disturb you if it wasn‟t urgent. I‟m 
looking for a man who may have come here. Looking for the Mantle. Do you still have 
it?” 

 “Agamotto himself collected it,” Johnny said darkly, his eyes clouded with anger. 

 “Baron Mordo is a wicked sorcerer from another dimension who has been 
absorbing Agamottite artifacts into himself, seeking to rival the original Sorcerer 
Supreme. Could he have been using the Light to impersonate Agamotto? He is vastly 
powerful.” 

 Johnny hesitated. “Maybe you should come inside,” he said. 

 Illyana followed him in, down a short corridor, into the kitchen. He leaned out a 
doorway leading back to the hall, and murmured something to a person she couldn‟t 
see. A moment later, they were joined by Sue. Her eyes were dark with doubt as she 
joined them at the table. 

 “What‟s this then? An impostor?” Sue said sharply. 

 “Mordo got every artifact but the Eye in his home dimension, so he found a way to 
ours. He grabbed Tandy, who is living Light, but I thought he might target your Mantle 
as well.” 

 “A man, he arrived in lightning, claimed to be Agamotto. He was difficult to see in 
detail. But he bore powerful Light, and he was of Agamotto‟s authority,” she said. “He 
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said we would get our reward, and that he needed it to fend off a terrible danger to 
Prime.” 

 “He may have been lying. I‟ll see what I can find out tomorrow. At dawn, I‟m 
meeting with an evil wizard who is helping him. I‟m supposed to get Tandy back 
unharmed. But… I don‟t necessarily trust him. I‟ll see what I can find out.” 

 “Illyana,” Sue said gently, “Reed. He looked at Agamotto, or Mordo, and was 
blinded. Can… can you help him?” 

 Illyana swallowed hard. “I can try,” she said. They rose from around the table, 
heading back down the dark hallway, moving into a study. Only candles lit the room, it 
glowed with a surreal directionless shine. 

 “Reed, it‟s—” 

 “Illyana Rasputin, I know,” Reed said. “Can you heal my sight?” he asked sharply. 

 “I can only try. I don‟t know what happened exactly.” She took a deep breath, and 
then she touched the gem on her chilly bracelet. Organic chitinous steel rippled up her 
forearm, down her hand, encasing her hand in a gauntlet. “Gently now,” she whispered, 
intensely aware of the scrutiny she received from Johnny and Sue as two tendrils 
unhooked from the gauntlet‟s body and quested toward Reed. They touched at his skin, 
slid up so one perched at the corner of each eye. Illyana squeezed her own eyes shut, 
trying to understand the problem. 

 She saw a deep well of Light, too much Light, so no darkness could enter Reed‟s 
eye. She licked her lips. “This is going to be tricky,” she muttered. Then her mind raced 
back through her store of invocational knowledge. 

 “Cinnebus ak aelomortal Agamottonoriek,” she whispered, and moments later the 
Light in his eyes began to twist slightly. The spinning accelerated, and the Light was 
pulled into a funnel as it whirled in his eyes. As the funnel picked up speed, a corridor 
formed down the center. Reed clutched her free hand. 

 “I—I can see!” he said. Illyana‟s nostrils twitched as she concentrated. 

 “Moshuri Cttrokelintar,” she murmured, and Reed‟s eyes began to shine. She 
clenched her fist, and the tendrils retracted as light blazed from his dizzying eyes. 

 “The Light is bleeding off. Hopefully in a few days your eyes should return to 
normal. In the meantime, you can see, so if something goes wrong you can prepare 
against difficulty. Strange will be able to help, so even if I‟ve made a mistake, he can fix 
it.” 

 “Where is he?” Reed asked, his eyes disconcertingly bright. 

 “Sleeping it off. He was almost killed by Cthonian magic,” Illyana said. She rose to 
her feet. “I‟m sorry I was too late to warn you about Mordo.” 

 “Thank you for restoring my sight,” Reed said seriously. “Is there anything we can 
do to repay you?” 

 Illyana glanced over at Sue. “Well… I‟m honor bound to go to a confrontation at 
dawn, and to go alone. I said I would. But I didn’t say I wouldn‟t arrange for backup to 
follow me there. Invisible backup. Sue, do you think you and Johnny and Ben and Kurt 
could back me up? He‟s canny as hell, so be as careful as you can. And don‟t show 
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yourself until I give the signal. I‟ll say „I guess this is the end‟ when I‟m ready to attack. 
He is slippery; don‟t let him get away. Would you do that for me?” 

 “Consider it done,” Sue nodded. 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN 

 Rasputin rose to his feet, tossing the last fragment of chalk aside. Mordo watched, 
impassive. 

 “It is complete,” Rasputin murmured. “If you stand in this circle, precisely one 
minute after dawn, local time to Muir Island, you will be teleported to Limbo.” He held 
up a small, black bone. “Snap this when you wish to return, and you along with all you 
touch will appear in this room.” 

 “How quaint,” Mordo said distastefully as he took the bone. “What a lovely parlor 
trick.” 

 “I hope you can properly enjoy Illyana when she returns to her dimension,” 
Rasputin said with a small smile, his eyes unreadable.  

 “Oh, I plan to,” Mordo muttered, his eyes wanton as he considered the future. He 
looked sharply at Rasputin. “Don‟t you have an island to visit?” 

 Rasputin took a step back, his Shroud curling and recoiling around him, then he 
was gone. 

 Mordred relaxed, feeling the magic build around him, the etheric switch primed. 

 “I hope Strange is still alive,” he murmured, his fingers twitching murderously. 

* 

 “I‟m just curious,” Illyana said as the eldritch fire roiled around her, and she 
dropped lightly to the floor. “Are you going to get fat, you keep eating this tonnage of 
food?” Her hooves clicked on the stone as she approached Roger. He looked over, his 
mouth stuffed with turkey, a stripped drumstick in hand. 

 He chewed twice and swallowed. “No. I don‟t get fat. Hey, this table is awesome. I 
love how it refills itself.” 

 “Well, it‟s free of charge, so knock yourself out,” Illyana smiled. “You‟ll be glad to 
know I got me some backup for my dawn meeting.” 

 “You sure you gotta go through with this?” Roger said, pained. 

 “Tandy‟s life is on the line,” Illyana said firmly. She shook her head. “When you 
party all weekend, it‟s tough to get the hang of Mondays,” she muttered. “Especially 
when I gotta get to work at dawn.” She regarded Roger. “On the bright side, now that 
Strange is more or less on his feet, if something happens to me you all can get to 
Prime.” 

 “Except Sym,” the hulking dark demon said. He was lounging against one of the 
standing stones around the throne room. “Sym will inherit Limbo when Illyana dies.” 
He lit his cigar with a flame from the tip of his pinkie finger. 

 Two swift strides carried Roger to where Sym lounged, and Sym straightened with 
a startled look of alarm. Roger‟s stone fist lashed out and caught Sym in a backhand that 
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sent him sailing back to smash into a stone wall, cracking it. Roger glared at him, 
menacing; Sym scrabbled to his feet, blinked, and scuttled away. 

 “Lousy demon,” Roger growled, glaring after him. 

 Illyana smiled. “That‟s kind of sweet,” she said. “Thanks.” 

 “Uh, no problem,” Roger said, his tail twisting. Illyana gestured at the cracked wall, 
and it resealed. 

 “Well,” she said, “it‟s almost dawn. Wish me luck.” 

 “Good luck,” Roger shrugged helplessly. 

 She hesitated, then she trotted over to him. “I‟m glad we met,” she said, and she 
twined her arms around the thick trunk of his torso, pulling him into a hug; she tucked 
her head against his chest. Awkwardly, he hugged her back with his flesh forearm, as 
though she was the most fragile thing in the world. 

 “I will be back,” she said. Then she stepped back, snapped her armored fingers, 
and vanished in a flare of eldritch light. 

 Roger stared after her for a moment, his eyes wide, his heart thudding hard. He 
sensed he was not alone, and he slowly turned to see Strange leaning against one of the 
doorways into the throne room. 

 “Uh… hi,” Roger said, oddly embarrassed. “How are you feeling?” 

 “Hello,” Strange replied. “Honestly, I‟ve been better. But I can hold my own again. 
It‟s just a matter of time to heal.” He paused. “You know, Illyana hasn‟t had much 
experience with dating. And her choice of partners hasn‟t always been the very best.” 
He was inscrutable. 

 “What‟s that got to do with me?” Roger protested, hoping he didn‟t sound lame. 

 Strange smiled quietly. “This is your chance to be the best thing that ever happened 
to her,” he said simply. 

 Roger felt a smile begin to spread on his face. “You‟re not a bad guy, Doc,” he 
said. 

 Then the air crackled and rent as alien magic tore it, and in a blaze of darkness, a 
bulky man dropped through a tear that swirled to nothingness. Mordo landed attacking. 

 Strange snapped into action with the honed reflexes of a survivor. As Mordo‟s 
missiles of raw power roared at him, Strange dove aside physically; they curved together 
to follow him, and with a single slash of brilliant red energy he deflected them all 
together and he leaped back as they detonated on the stone. Mordo lanced a layer of 
lethal attacks at Strange, and Strange twirled under a shield; they punched through it as 
he tossed up another, and the third one stopped them an inch short of his flesh. They 
faded as he darted back, and Mordo flung a double handful of mystic attacks at him. 

 With a roar, a demon glared at Mordo. The roar was answered, and the ground 
trembled; Mordo hesitated, looking around, then the massive demons that defended 
Illyana‟s realm swarmed to the attack like four hundred pound attack dogs. 

 The first one was blasted to gobbets, but another slammed into the back of 
Mordo‟s knees as the rest piled on; the wizard toppled with a cry of consternation, 
furious at the affront. 
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 Strange stood, unsteady, his hands on his knees as he fought for breath. So sudden, 
so soon. He would last. He had to. 

 Across the swarm of demons, Sym made eye contact with Roger. Roger nodded, 
and Sym did too. Whatever their differences… Mordo shouldn‟t get Limbo. 

 With a cry, Mordo blasted the whole dogpile to bits, and it started raining demon 
chunks. Sym charged him from one side, Roger from the other; the startled wizard 
knocked Sym down with a blast, then Roger was right on top of him. As Mordo flung 
up a shield, Roger cranked back his stone fist and drove it at the wizard with killing 
force. The field warped and then shattered, but Mordred flung up another, another as 
Roger pounded away at him, snarling. 

 Roger hopped back, then sprang with his fist whistling through the air, his face 
contorted with rage. Mordred dug deep and flung out an invocation, and dark magic 
blasted and boiled across the demon, knocking him back. Roger thudded down hard, 
skidding awkwardly. 

 Then Strange was on the offensive, snapping a shot through Mordo‟s poorly 
defended flank to stab him with a sharp pain. He wasted no more magic in the attack, 
and as Mordo rained vicious assaults on him he concentrated on deflecting and 
subverting the attacks, turning them away from their target with frustrating skill. 

 “This sparring has been entertaining,” Mordo growled as Roger twitched and 
moaned. “But it is time for me to utterly destroy you.” 

 Strange faced him in the shattered and steaming throne room, oddly calm. 
“Perhaps,” he said. “You‟ve used a lot of energy, Mordo. This is the point I would 
expect you to realize you‟re no longer connected to the Web of Light.” He smiled, and 
it was an unsettling expression layered over his suppressed fury. “How‟s your finesse 
these days?” 

 Mordo snarled, and attacked. 

* 

 Dawn was raw, crisp, and freezing. As the sun cracked the horizon, touching the 
hoary frost-bitten ruin on Muir Island, Illyana stood and waited calmly. Her horns 
caught the light, and her eyes were luminescent as she looked around, her cloak pulled 
close. 

 A stain of darkness grew in the pale empty courtyard, and it articulated into a cloak. 
Rasputin hooked his thumbs around the cowl, pushing it back, and he watched Illyana. 
Neither of them felt particularly chatty. 

 “Here I am,” Illyana said. “I came alone. Give me Tandy.” 

 “I suspect Mordred would have searched the phone book for a different Tandy 
Bowen to give you. The fey are perverse that way,” Rasputin observed. He opened his 
robes, pure darkness inside, and a slender woman toppled out gasping and coughing. 
She was stark naked, her golden hair flat and pale in the dawning light. 

 Illyana stepped forward, whirling her cloak off and settling it over the gasping, 
shuddering woman on the ground. “Come on,” she said, gently and ruthlessly. “Get up. 
Get going.” 
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 Tandy allowed Illyana to help drag her to her feet. “So cold,” she gasped. “So dark. 
Too long.” 

 “I know,” Illyana said. “Go on. I‟ll catch up.” She guided her towards a gap in the 
wall, and Tandy stumbled away without looking back. 

 Illyana turned to Rasputin. “Well, here I am,” she said. “And you‟ve given me 
Tandy, more or less intact.” She paused. “Thank you,” she said. 

 “I am a man of my word,” Rasputin murmured. “Now you are wondering what I 
want of you in return.” 

 “The thought crossed my mind,” Illyana agreed nervously. 

 “I want a quiet conversation,” Rasputin said agreeably, his tone unsettling as she 
saw the madness that flared in his staring eyes. 

 “Tandy used to be able to put the predator down, fill it with light so the Shroud 
was sated and had to withdraw,” Illyana said, casting about for something to talk about. 

 “The previous host knew nothing of darkness and sorcery,” Rasputin shrugged. 
“He could not work with the essence of the magic. Like your witchblade. In the hands 
of a normal mortal, it would be formidable. But on you…” he said, almost dreamy. “On 
you it could change the world.” 

 “I thought you might want to meet me here so we could have a confrontation,” 
Illyana said. “I confess I‟ve been spoiling for a fight. You scare me, Rasputin. You and 
what you represent. And that makes me want to attack, because you‟ve proven I can‟t 
run away. And I‟ve had enough cat-and-mouse hunting Mordred to last me several 
lifetimes.” 

 “If you decide we must fight, I can turn that to my advantage,” Rasputin shrugged. 
“But it‟s not what I want.” 

 “It‟s only fear,” Illyana said. “I can live with it. That‟s what courage means, to be 
afraid and go on anyway. Right now? I‟m pretty twitchy. That doesn‟t mean I won‟t do 
what I have to do.” She half smiled. “Fear is like prophecy. It can turn out in ways you 
didn‟t expect.” 

 “Oh?” Rasputin said, cocking an eyebrow. “Tell me what you know of prophecy, 
my daughter.” 

 “I used the witchblade to leech the Cthonian poison out of Strange,” Illyana said. 
“He‟ll live. You prophesied he‟d be suffering greatly when I stabbed him with my 
weapon. Well, it‟s true. But I saved his life.” She regarded the dark man. “It‟s one thing 
to consider whether it‟s dangerous to give you that information or not. But what‟s 
important to me right now? I need you to understand. I‟ll die before I submit to evil 
again. So if you want me to turn, then maybe we should fight right now and get it over 
with, before a lot of innocent people get killed with mind games.” 

 She looked him in the eye. “Prophecy is like the defenses of Prime. It deals in 
potentials, it deals in moments, it deals in balance. The nuance of what that means is up 
to those caught up in the events that will come to pass. Sometimes the timing is too. So 
your prophecies don‟t scare me. And if you decide you‟re going to be a force of evil on 
Prime, then I‟m going to do everything I can to stop you.” 
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 “Once again, you impress me,” Rasputin said with his peculiar smile. “You have 
the potential to be a prophet yourself, if you accept the price. Do you understand the 
power and meaning of your sorcery as clearly as you grasp the nature of foretelling?” he 
wondered. 

 “Enlighten me,” she said, intensely aware of the twenty feet that separated them, 
feeling it was not nearly enough. Her witchblade clicked and shifted with her stress. 

 “The sorcery you wield is like fire,” he breathed. “Beautiful, all-consuming, deadly, 
but controllable. You may not touch it without being burned, but you have learned to 
teach it many new tricks. The weak will flock to it when it seems controlled, and flee 
when it appears wild. The strong will try to kindle it, manipulate its insubstantial power, 
or stamp it out. Even at your best,” he said, his voice oddly audible as he lowered it to 
just above a whisper, “they will flock around you for your light but be unable to touch 
you without being crippled.” 

 “I guess I‟ll just have to find people who are fireproof,” Illyana said defiantly. 

 “Exactly,” Rasputin grinned, his head looking like a bearded skull. “Exactly.” 

 “I‟m not comfortable with you liking that idea,” Illyana said, troubled. 

 Rasputin paused, then his smile faded. “Belasco stole you from my bloodline to 
replace the child my machinations ruined. He gave you a tremendous head start in 
learning sorcery, and Strange has obligingly handled remedial training. I would have 
assisted you, had I not been dead at the time. And, tactically, you have learned to 
prepare for battle without risking confrontation. I almost missed their approach,” he 
said, his eyes glittering. “Almost.” His smile had vanished without a trace. “Do you 
really wish to risk a battle?” Something dangerous curled in him, and Illyana shuddered. 

 “Look,” she said through her teeth. “You are my enemy. I‟m willing to let you walk 
away from here today. I just need you to understand that if you inflict suffering on this 
world, I will join forces with the Sorcerer Supreme of Prime to hunt you down and 
destroy you, again, as many times as I have to. We will never be allies,” she concluded, 
her heart racing. 

 “Oh, Illyana,” Rasputin said, cocking his head to the side. “You have no idea how 
long „never‟ really is. You will have a moment of weakness, and I will be there.” He 
shrugged slightly. “There are people I must kill. Certain faithless bloodlines who did not 
think I would return to destroy them before age did its work. When my revenge is 
complete, then we will meet again. We will forge a new future,” he murmured, his chill 
voice sending ripples up and down Illyana‟s armored back. 

 “Like hell,” she retorted. 

 “Yes,” Rasputin nodded. “Very like hell.” 

 “You have nothing I want,” Illyana insisted. 

 “No?” Rasputin retorted. “Essex would be so disappointed. No questions haunt 
you, your mystic power is sufficient for whatever you encounter. You‟re not even 
wondering what triggered the KGB‟s sleeper agents to activate Tymaz Nine in yourself 
and your brother.” On anyone else, his smile would have been benign. 

 Illyana frowned. “What‟s that supposed to mean?” she demanded. 
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 “There is always one more question,” Rasputin replied, his voice oddly stiff. “One 
more mystery.” 

 “Maybe not this time,” Illyana observed. She paused. “I guess that‟s the end of it.” 

 Rasputin‟s chuckle hung in the air as the invisible sphere of force rippled around 
him; he seemed to implode. He flung his hood up, and his arms slithered up into his 
sleeves as they curled and coiled, then the sphere was empty. 

 With a muffled crack of brimstone, Kurt was inside the bubble. He groped around, 
then shrugged as Ben and Sue faded back into view, released from her power of 
invisibility. 

 “How did he escape?” Sue demanded. “I had his space contained!” 

 “Dimensional side-stepping,” Illyana said, suddenly exhausted. “He‟s got the 
Shroud. He can get out of about anything, now. Mordo and Strange are probably the 
only two who could pin him down, now.” She paused. “And I‟m not sure about 
Strange.” 

 “Where is he?” Sue asked. 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY 

 “Make it work!” Dani yelled as Victoria hunched miserably over Illyana‟s scrying 
pool. “Call Illyana! Now!” 

 “My incantations aren‟t activating it!” Victoria gestured at the pool. She made the 
Voorish Sign with one hand as she murmured an invocation to Hoggoth. The pool 
twitched derisively, and Victoria panted. In the background, the spark and flash of 
exploding magic punctuated the resounding turbulence in the realm. The wind had 
picked up. 

 A wall shattered as they caught a glimpse of Strange diving aside, Mordo‟s attack 
ripping the carefully tended garden to shreds. Strange rolled to his feet, fighting hard for 
breath, gasping as his hands twitched and gestured with a speedy precision that would 
be the envy of a deaf man signing. Nets and hooks of energy spun and twirled, 
deflecting and misdirecting Mordo‟s pounding assault. Dani and Valeria scrambled away 
from the pool as a jet of deflected energy scored a deep groove in the stone of the 
courtyard. They ducked behind a standing stone, peeking out to watch the battle. 

 Mordo shouted his frustration, flinging handfuls of energy at Strange as the lithe 
wizard ducked and whirled out of the way with the grace of an accomplished martial 
artist.  

 “Very well!” Mordo shouted, his blood roused, a trickle of blood leaking from his 
nose. “I will destroy your women, if you won‟t hold still!” He rounded on Dani and 
Victoria‟s hiding spot, and they froze. 

 Then, with a whoosh, a fifteen foot tall two-ton standing stone sailed through the 
air and smacked square into Mordo‟s back. The blocky wizard was knocked off his feet 
and sent sailing, rebounding from another standing stone with a meaty smack and 
sending a fissure racing up its center. Roger adjusted his grip on the massive club. 



 

    111 

 Mordo hollered an incantation as the block zoomed down, smashing him into the 
stone of the courtyard. The stone club shattered, and then bolts of dark energy swarmed 
and sizzled up, slamming into Roger, driving him back. Mordo turned to Strange as his 
peculiar dark magic gripped Roger, holding him motionless.  

 “Make one false move,” Mordo managed to gasp, his broken rib grating as he 
flexed, his voice hoarse and blood-flecked, “and the demon is destroyed.” 

 “Shouldn‟t you…be saving that threat…for subduing…Illyana?” Strange panted. 
Mordo blinked, looking at Roger, then he looked at Strange. Understanding, revulsion, 
and a weird perverse arousal sparked in his eyes. 

 “Really?” he winced. “Them? With each other?” 

 Strange smiled, his face twisting in saturnine satisfaction. His magic uncoiled at 
Roger, hitting him with a jarring bang. The demon didn‟t have an instant of confusion 
as he was freed from Mordo‟s paralysis. His vast fist fired forward, driving into Mordo, 
sending him flying. 

 Mordo slammed off a standing stone, and he hovered in the air, bloody, his eyes 
shining with a terrible and awful light. He pulled a black bone from his pocket, and 
snapped it. In the blink of an eye, he was gone. 

 “Good—work—Roger. I‟m—going after—him,” Strange gasped. 

 “We make a good team,” Roger offered. 

 “This one, I must finish alone,” Strange managed. He gestured, and easily slipped 
out of Limbo, closing in on Prime with the speed of thought. Roger watched him 
vanish, then he gracelessly slid down to sit with his back to a big rock. 

 “Ow,” he observed, glancing down at his tattered breeches and mystically scarred 
and battered body. “Good luck, Strange,” he sighed. 

 The ether swirled and spun around the speeding wizard as Strange closed in on 
Prime, navigating the planes with long-practiced ease. The Web of Light loomed ahead, 
and he plunged into the mighty shield, nosing after the beacon of power that swelled 
around his enemy. 

 Strange struggled with his chest, fighting to draw air as he reached the atmosphere. 
Mordo‟s cruel laughter boomed through the ether of Prime, and as Strange once more 
assumed his physical form he was battered by the laugh‟s force. Mordo blazed with 
power as he soaked up Prime‟s abundant energy. 

 “Still haven‟t given up?” Mordo mocked as he spotted Strange hanging in the air, 
suspended by his coat of levitation. “You demand I slay you? I was so looking forward 
to chasing you, like those old games we used to play,” Mordo sneered. “But! I have a 
world to conquer. I might as well dispose of you before you find a new way to be 
troublesome.” He laughed again, towering over the man who had defeated him too 
many times to count. 

 He blasted at Strange, who deflected the attack with a perfectly placed and angled 
shield. Mordo‟s brow contracted, rage swelled in his face. 

 “Don‟t you understand?” he roared at Strange. “I can crush you at any moment! 
Wipe that silly grin off your doltish face!” 
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 Serene, Strange regarded Mordo as though he was beneath his notice. His breathing 
had normalized, and he sipped at the Web of Light. 

 “And you are no longer Sorcerer Supreme!” Mordo crowed, spittle flying from his 
lips. “I have taken your dimension! Rasputin has slain your apprentice! And I am the 
victor this day!” 

 “Yet still I live,” replied Strange, unmoved. 

 Mordo snarled, a fierce and ugly twist in his visage. “Very well! You always thought 
you were better than me, you looked down on me like your morals and the Ancient 
One‟s favoritism made you unstoppable. Now, you will learn the sad and ugly truth. 
Stephen Strange, you‟re just a mortal. And all mortals die.” 

Mordo hunched his shoulders, flexing his will, and the Web of Light began to 
rush into him, twisting like a vortex, drawing energy from the entire globe as Mordo 
roared with power. More, and more. Strange knew that he had no hope of blocking or 
deflecting or dodging the next blast. 

 Strange‟s smile turned nasty. 

 “I will destroy you!” Mordo screamed, unsteady with the towering and impossible 
buildup of energy. His hand drifted around to point at Strange. 

 “More,” Strange said softly, lifting his palm. He closed his hand to a fist, watching 
Mordo, something almost pitying in his eyes. A signal rippled out from Strange as he 
spoke. 

 Mordo‟s laugh shook the earth. “Too late for a parlor trick to save—you—” For 
a moment, Mordo looked confused. Then his eyes shot wide as lightning arced around 
him, the power piling in faster than he could organize it. “Enough! That‟s enough!” 
he cried out. 

 “It will never be enough,” Strange said, his eyes hard. And the earth spirits that had 
swarmed in with the Light that gushed into Mordo did as their master, the rightful 
Sorcerer Supreme, bid them. They all channeled as much power as they could into the 
man who demanded power of them. 

Mordo struggled to pinch off the flow, to release the energy, but it poured in 
too fast for him to discharge it. He let out an awful, lingering scream as he became too 
bright to look at, writhing and twisting as the Web filled him to bursting with a 
terrifying energy mere mortals could not comprehend. 

Desperate, Mordo lined up on Strange. “YOU GO WITH ME!” he 
screamed. 

“You wanted the power!” Strange retorted, his hands drifting in a complex 
pattern. “Power you shall have.” 

Mordo felt the inexorable rush of energy treble at a gesture from the true 
Sorcerer Supreme, and it was trapped in his mind and body. He felt his legs boil away, 
his skin shred apart under the energy, and he tried to focus his mind into a pattern that 
could survive as Light— 

“Goodbye, Mordo,” Strange said through his teeth, and he clapped. 
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The node of energy that Mordo had become burst, a nova that sent energy 
sprawling all through the interior of the Web of Light in a wave of brilliant, renewing 
energy. The energy rocked through Strange, and he drifted in the air, spent, as it traveled 
invisibly through the world. 

Time lost meaning. Then, he blinked, and with a gesture he touched on all the 
nodes on Prime, each one he had moved through and lived with. He smiled to himself. 

“It was never about the power,” he murmured to a ghost. “Just the balance.” 

He hung in the sky, alone. 

* 

 Tandy stood alone, trembling, wrapped in the gray fabric of Illyana‟s cloak. She 
watched the early morning sunlight blaze off the water. Then the sun‟s light seemed to 
glimmer with fresh light, and a sudden breeze lifted her hair as warmth touched her for 
the first time since she had been captured by Mordo. 

 The feeling brought tears to her eyes. 

 “Ms. Bowen,” said a gentle voice behind her. “Are you alright?” 

 Tandy turned to see Sue, the lovely spokeswoman of the Illuminati. She sniffled, 
feeling the sympathetic glow of living Light that emanated from the trim woman before 
her. 

 “I don‟t know,” she said honestly. “I‟m c-cold.” She sniffed again. 

 Sue approached her. “You‟ve been through a real ordeal,” she said. “I speak for the 
others. We want you to come with us,” she added, her eyes shining. “It was meant to 
be. The Light of Agamotto speaks to us, you carry it with grace. We want you to be one 
with us. You are cosmically touched, as we are.” 

 “I have obligations,” Tandy said. New York seemed far away and a lifetime ago. 

 Sue gently touched her shoulder. “No shadow holds you back now,” she said, her 
eyes almost pitying. “It is time for you to be what you were made to be.” She smiled. 
“We‟ll contact you.” 

 Tandy nodded mutely, and Sue turned to jog back up the rocky hill. Tandy saw 
Illyana standing at the crest of the hill; the demon sorceress bounded lightly from rock 
to rock, goatlike, slowing as she reached her shivering friend. 

 “I‟m so sorry about all this,” Illyana said quietly. “I should have been a second 
faster.” 

 “Illyana,” Tandy said, “it‟s okay.” She looked down. “Can I get some clothes?” 

 “Oh, man, sorry,” Illyana said, blushing. “You‟ve got no shoes. Must be freez—” 
she blinked, tugged as though by an invisible wind. 

 Tandy felt a peculiar pressure, almost like an ocean current. “What‟s that?” 

 “Somebody‟s going nuts with the Web of Light,” Illyana said through her teeth. 
Then eldritch flame rolled up around them, pale and dark. 

 Illyana looked around in dismay as they landed in Limbo; the air stank of destroyed 
demon, and her carefully tended garden was a sprawling ruin. 
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 “This is no good!” she shouted. She clapped sharply, and energy twisted and coiled, 
pouring up into the charred husks and chunks of dead demon. They began reforming at 
once, grunting and pawing and snuffling as their bodies pulled back together. Glancing 
back at Tandy, Illyana snapped, and a neat pile of clothes and a pair of shoes swirled up 
from the ground, folded, and settled in her arms. “For now, hang on to the cloak,” she 
said. 

Illyana looked around, and spotted Dani and Victoria. “What happened?” 

 “Mordo came and attacked Strange,” Victoria said breathlessly. “Roger and Strange 
fought them off,” she added, pointing at the slumped and unconscious red demon. 
“Then Strange chased Mordo away.” 

 Illyana‟s heart stopped as she saw Roger sprawled on the stone. She raced over to 
him, and squatted at his side. She took in the boils and burns of the twisted venom that 
Mordo had gushed across him. “Oh, man,” she whispered. She gripped the big demon‟s 
head, leaning it up, and she felt the trace of breath that drifted from his mouth. 

 She leaned close to his ear as she touched the hard muscle of his chest. “Roger,” 
she said. “I need you to be fireproof for me.” 

 For a long moment, nothing happened. 

 His stone hand twitched. One eye lazily drifted open. 

 “I vent frproof,” he mumbled with nerveless lips. 

 “Yeah, you invented fireproof alright,” Illyana said, blinking rapidly. She touched 
his solid chin. “Hoo.” She let out a sigh of relief. 

 Then she focused, drawing energy from Limbo, growing strong. She lifted Roger‟s 
huge bulk in her arms, her delicate hooves supporting the entire weight. Then she 
carried him over to the pit in the throne room that held mystic healing energies. She 
lowered him to the ground by the pool; it was obstructed with a mat of vegetation that 
had been displaced by Strange and Mordo‟s battle. She cleared the pool with a gesture, 
and slid the big demon down into it. 

 “You just stew in there for a while, and you‟ll be okay,” Illyana promised him. “I 
gotta go see how Strange is doing.” She jogged over to the scrying pool; it was buried in 
debris. 

 Dani and Victoria approached Tandy. “Are you okay?” Dani asked, worried. 

 “I‟ll be fine,” Tandy assured her. “A bit of a shock, but no harm done.” She smiled 
to herself. “It‟s warm here,” she sighed. “I guess I should have expected that.” 

 Illyana gestured at the detritus around the pool, and it burst up from the ground 
and scattered. She squatted over the pool, its waters suddenly clear. She peered in. 

 “She makes it look easy,” Victoria sighed. Tandy and Dani followed her over to 
where Illyana squatted by the scrying pool. 

 Sym pushed clear of a pile of rubble and approached Roger. “Sym thinks you are a 
good fighter,” Sym admitted, lowering himself to sit by the pool. He reached into his 
vest and pulled out a cigar, handing it to the big red demon. 

 “Thanks,” Roger grinned, his eyes lazy. Sym put the cigar between Roger‟s lips, and 
he lit it. 
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 Illyana looked up from the pool. The others could see an image of Strange, 
floating, aimless. “It‟s probably a trap,” Illyana said sternly. Then she blinked, looking 
around. “Where‟s Wong?” 

 “I don‟t know,” Victoria said, startled. “Dani?” 

 “Haven‟t seen him for a while,” Dani replied, worried. 

 Illyana cleared Strange‟s image, then she focused at the pool again; Wong stood at 
the base of a volcano, looking at the blasted ruin of the garden, concern in his eyes. 

 Illyana gestured, and a stepping disk snatched him and dropped him with the 
group. “It isn‟t safe out there,” she explained. 

 Wong‟s eyes bulged, and he clutched at himself. “I teleported,” he blinked. “Very 
startling.” 

 “Well, I‟m getting ready to pluck Strange from Prime, and it‟s probably a trap. So 
you might want to stand back,” Illyana said. The others removed themselves a short 
distance, and watched as Illyana gestured towards the pool. 

 A moment later, in a burst of eldritch flame, the Sorcerer Supreme of Prime was 
with them. 

 “Did you win?” Illyana asked tersely. 

 “Oh yes,” Strange nodded, looking oddly weary even though his strength had 
returned and no traces of injury lingered in him. “Baron Mordo is no more.” 

 Those assembled considered that for a moment. 

 “Did you kill him?” Illyana asked. 

 “He wanted power. I saw to it that he got all he ever dreamed of.” Strange paused. 
“It tore him apart. His vanity and pride and lust killed him. But I helped.” 

 Strange did not fail to notice Tandy visibly relaxing at the news, but he did not look 
at her, and he said nothing. 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY ONE 

 “Well, Mordo is dealt with. And Mordred is in the box,” Illyana said, gesturing at 
the Cthonian casket that was half-sunk in rock. “I might use that for a footrest, until 
you get your new place squared away,” she added. 

 “What about Rasputin?” Strange asked quietly. 

 “He got away,” Illyana replied. “I don‟t think I can counter the Shroud, and with 
him in it? That one might be up to you.” 

 “Together, we can stop him,” Strange nodded. A faint smile traced on his features. 
“For a while, anyway.” 

 “What day is it?” Dani asked suddenly. 

 Illyana squinted. “Uh… Monday,” she said. 
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 “Right,” Dani nodded. “Strange fought Rasputin and Mordo on Friday. So… we‟ve 
been sort of missing for a few days now. People might, you know, wonder what 
happened.” 

 “I told Doug,” Illyana shrugged. 

 “Yeah,” Dani sighed. “I guess that pretty well covers it.” She shook her head. “I 
have got to get out more.” 

 “The point is well taken,” Strange nodded. “We really should be getting back to 
Prime. We can deal with the fallout later.” He looked Illyana in the eye. “Two out of 
three isn‟t bad,” he assured her. 

 “Master,” Wong said, “I most humbly ask if I may resume my service to you.” His 
eyes were dark, and he bowed deeply. 

 “Wong, I would be honored,” Strange said seriously. He turned to Dani. “Do you 
still want to live with me?” 

 “Sure, yes, for at least a while,” she said, her eyes hopeful. 

 “Very well. You are welcome,” Strange said. 

 “What about me?” asked Illyana, feeling oddly disconnected. 

 “You,” Strange said, turning to face her. “You have demonstrated that you are a 
fully capable wizard, with everything that entails. Tonight, at ten o‟clock, I will release 
you from apprenticeship.” His eyes were serious. 

 Illyana blinked. 

 “Surely you saw this day coming,” Strange murmured gently, smiling at her with 
genuine pride. 

 “Yeah,” she managed, suddenly unsteady. “Wow.” She pulled the slim man into a 
hug for a long moment, and when she stepped back her horns and hooves and tail were 
gone, her teeth were pretty and even, and her eyes brimmed with tears. 

 Strange turned to Wong. “I will be rebuilding the Sanctum this evening,” he said. 
“Any requests for modifications?” 

 “Only that my humble room be as I left it, Honored Master,” Wong said with a 
deep bow. 

 “Very well,” Strange nodded. “Illyana. Would you mind going to Mordo‟s fortress 
and retrieving my treasures? He won‟t be needing them anymore.” 

 “You got it,” she replied. “I‟ll go ahead and send you all to the Planetary office, get 
you back on Prime so I can get to work on my end.” She blinked. “Hey, do you need 
that fortress?” 

 “Not particularly,” Strange said. “Why?” 

 “Can I have it?” Illyana grinned. 

 Strange chuckled. “It‟s all yours.” 

Illyana glanced in the scrying pool at an extremely familiar location, then a 
stepping disk flared, and Dani, Wong, Tandy, Victoria, and Strange left Limbo. 



 

    117 

 As they flashed down in Strange‟s office, he rounded his desk and seated himself in 
the comfortable executive chair. He let out a deep sigh. “Well, that‟s that.” He smiled at 
the group. “I‟ll enjoy my night off, the only night I‟ll get without an apprentice.” 

 “Only night without an apprentice?” Dani said, puzzled. “What do you mean?” 

 Strange looked directly at Victoria Bently. “When I came to your house and dealt 
with the Shroud, you wanted to learn from me. To truly inherit the mystic lineage of 
your family.” 

 Her eyes were wide with shock, terror, and elation. “Y-yes,” she managed. “But the 
mansion. It burned to the ground. All that was gathered is lost.” 

 “Houses can be rebuilt, lore can be sought out,” Strange replied seriously. “I will be 
free to accept another apprentice after tonight. If you are interested, then I will teach 
you.” 

 “I am interested,” Victoria said breathlessly. “Shall I move in with you and Dani 
and Wong, then?" 

 “That would be easiest,” Strange agreed. “Dani, would you mind taking Wong and 
Victoria shopping so they can get some basics they‟ll need to stay at the mansion?” 

 “Sure,” she said. “Um… want me to take a company car?” 

 “Yes, that‟ll be fine,” Strange said. “Use the expense account, I‟ll have Peter sort 
out the details.” 

 She nodded briefly, and led Wong and Victoria out of the office. Tandy stood 
looking at Strange. 

 “Normally that‟s something you‟d have your personal assistant do,” she said 
quietly. Strange rose and stepped around the desk. 

 “I just wanted to talk to you for a minute,” he said. “Tandy… it‟s been such a 
hectic rush. But… Really. I‟m sorry about Tyrone.” He blinked, his eyes shimmering 
slightly. “I will miss him a great deal. He was a good friend. He had his whole life ahead 
of him.” He shook his head, and stopped. “I‟m sorry.” 

 Tandy nodded, and took a deep breath. “I grieve for your loss of Montessi as well. 
We all liked her.” Tandy paused. “I liked what she did for you,” she said. “We‟ll miss 
her.” 

 Strange pulled her into an embrace for a long moment, then held her at arm‟s 
length. “Go home. Get some rest,” he said. “You can have tomorrow off. Longer, if 
you need it. Don‟t hesitate to ask.” 

 She nodded, still quietly reserved, and she headed for the door. 

 It swung open in a rush, and Doug leaned in. “Strange!” he said. He stopped short. 
“I‟m interrupting something.” 

 “We were just finished,” Tandy said. “Everything holding together?” 

 “Peter wanted to talk to—” Doug started, then someone gripped the back of his 
shirt and tugged him out of the way. A wiry young man strode in, scowling. 

 “Bad editor!” he said. “Mean editor! Throwing me to the wolves and having 
adventures.” He pulled Strange into a hug. “Welcome back!” he said. 
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 “Hello, Peter,” Strange replied with a bemused smile, extricating himself from his 
general editor. “Everything go alright while we were gone?” 

 “First of all, is the world still teetering on the brink of extermination or 
subjugation?” Peter asked quickly. 

 “Not at the moment, no,” Strange replied vaguely. 

 “Good. Then you ought to know that we lost the advertising from Omnicorp over 
that article we did on gliders, but we got Stark International to pick up the slack. Also, 
we‟re having a little trouble getting that article you were expecting from Sarah Wolfe, so 
maybe you could give her a call and nudge her so we don‟t push our deadlines.” 

 “Go ahead, Tandy,” Strange sighed with a bit of a rueful smile. “This could take a 
while.” 

 She was smiling as she stepped out. 

* 

 Illyana delicately stepped over to the side of the pool where Roger lolled, enjoying 
the soak. “How you feeling, you big lug?” she asked with a grin. 

 “Loads better,” he muttered. “Look! I can move my arm again. Looks like I‟ll be 
able to play the guitar after all.” 

 “You play the guitar?” Illyana said, surprised. 

 “No,” Roger grinned. 

 “Look,” Illyana said, squatting beside him. “I‟ve been thinking. A big guy like you is 
going to have some trouble fitting in, down on Prime. So I was wondering if you‟d be 
interested in sticking around here. Sometimes I get busy, but there‟s always Sym and the 
boys. I‟m sure we can work out some kind of arrangement where you can go to Prime 
sometimes. But really, I‟d feel a lot better if you‟d stay here. Like there was somebody 
looking after the place while I‟m gone. Sym sucks at guard duty.” 

 “I guess that‟d be okay,” Roger shrugged with studied indifference. 

 “Great,” Illyana grinned. “I like having you around, you big red monkey. You gotta 
meet Logan. He might not like you at first. In fact, he‟s just not going to, I won‟t sugar 
coat it. But he‟s a werewolf, so he‟s got nothing to say.” 

 “Whoah, whoah,” Roger said, sitting up and sending a ripple through the pool. 
“Meet your dad? Does that mean we‟re, like, dating?” 

 She grinned. “Yeah. It does,” she said. 

 “Oh,” Roger said reflectively. He grinned too. “That wasn‟t so hard,” he muttered 
to himself, his rehearsed speeches forgotten anyway. 

 Sym rolled his eyes and wandered off. 

* 

 The sun was going down as Strange stopped outside an apartment door, taking a 
deep breath and letting it out. He knocked on the door, and waited. A minute later, the 
door opened. 
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 Tandy regarded him. Her eyes were red from weeping, she was wearing sweats and 
a loose tee shirt, her hair was back in a ponytail. Strange watched her for a moment; 
even weeping, she was breathtakingly beautiful and graceful. 

 “May I come in?” he asked quietly. 

 She nodded, stepping out of the way. He looked around the apartment as he 
entered; she decorated with light. Indirect lights of different kinds shone against the 
wall, the ceiling, the floor, accentuating the few pieces of artwork that she chose for her 
living space. Tan was the prevailing color, and Strange stepped into her living room. He 
noticed there was no television, only a stereo. It quietly sang to itself as Tandy sat on the 
couch, a few photo albums at her side. Strange settled himself in a chair. 

 “What can I do for you?” Tandy asked. 

 “I‟ve never been here before,” Strange said, looking around. “You‟ve done a 
wonderful job with the place. It‟s beautiful.” 

 “Thank you,” she replied, waiting. 

 “Tomorrow,” Strange began. “Tomorrow I‟m going to go to Tyrone‟s mother. Tell 
her that her son died in a car accident. I‟ve made the arrangements this afternoon; a 
body, a police report, the standard bureaucracy is seamlessly in place so there will be no 
questions.” He looked down at his hands. “Just like what we had to arrange for 
Montessi.” 

 Tandy saw that he would not ask her. “Do you want me to go with you?” 

 He looked up quickly. “If… if you would, I would certainly appreciate your 
company,” he said, his voice oddly thick. He cleared his throat, looking back down at 
his hands.  

 “It won‟t be easy, but it‟s where I should be,” Tandy sighed, leaning back into her 
comfortable couch. 

 “I always feel better—you know, when you‟re there,” Strange said. “For decades, I 
bore the Eye of Agamotto, it saved my life more times than I care to remember. I 
thought it would be a terrible loss, when that Light was lost to me, woven into a living 
mortal.” He glanced up at her. “I could not have been more wrong. The Light is 
beautiful, but you have magnified it.” 

 She regarded him. “The Illuminati have offered me membership. Because of 
Agamotto‟s Light that I bear. Sue told me that I am free of the shadow that held me 
back. They plan to contact me soon with the details.” 

 Strange watched her and said nothing, his face unreadable. 

 “I can‟t join them,” she said. “I got to thinking about it.” She touched the photo 
albums. “When you wanted me, you made room for Tyrone. You understood that we 
were friends, and that in a way we needed each other. That might have been true even 
before the Eye and the Shroud changed us. You understood that.” She looked him in 
the eye. “You understood balance. And they don‟t. It is not hard to choose between 
you.” She took a deep breath. “Tyrone‟s shadow never held me back. It‟s what pushed 
me forward.” 

 She looked down at the open yearbook on the coffee table. Next to Tyrone‟s goofy 
high school picture was a swiftly scrawled note: „Your a great friend! Don‟t lose touch.‟ 
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 “See, you‟ve taught me a lot,” she said, pushing back against the heat that blurred 
her eyes and tightened her throat. “It takes more than Light to make a Sorcerer 
Supreme. Mordo didn‟t understand that, but you‟re the one who lived it so I could see.” 
For a long moment, they looked into each other‟s eyes as the world swirled past outside, 
untouched. 

 “No one I have ever known has honored the Light as you have,” Strange said, the 
edges of his voice rough. He stood quickly. “I‟ll be in touch. Tomorrow. I… thank 
you.” A bit awkward, he turned, and let himself out. 

 As the door closed behind him, Tandy hauled a scrap book open, and found a 
picture. Four faces smiled out at her; it was one of the Planetary‟s formal events. 
Montessi and Strange on one side, Tandy and Tyrone smiling up from the other. Tandy 
gently touched Montessi‟s picture. 

 “I‟ll look after him for you,” she whispered. Then she couldn‟t see the picture 
anymore. 

* 

 Illyana flashed down in the lounge of Stark International. Logan sat at the table, 
surrounded by crumpled papers as he glared down at a blank pad. Piotr sat on a couch, 
holding a handkerchief, looking up with surprise as she dropped between them. 

 “Hey guys, what‟s up?” Illyana grinned at her dad and her brother. 

 “Nothin in particular,” Logan said nonchalantly as he tried to subtly herd all the 
crumpled paper into a more compact pile. “You should see what Pete‟s working on.” 

 “Yes,” Piotr said, brightening. “I have just begun with this new trick—” 

 “Hang on, Piotr,” Illyana said, closing in on Logan‟s table. Frowning, he scrabbled 
at the papers. She stooped over by the table and picked up a crumpled ball that had 
fallen to the floor. “You missed one,” she said, thoughtfully tapping it against her chin. 
“I just told somebody, my dad always has one more surprise. Seeing you writing things 
on paper is a surprise all by itself.” 

 “Now that just isn‟t your business,” he glowered. “Not yet.” He paused. “Illyana, 
darlin, I am so glad to see you alive,” he added, and he blinked between consternation 
and relief. “Now let my business be.” 

 “I very much doubt it‟s a declaration of love, what with you and Elizabeth being 
thick as thieves,” she grinned. “Oh hell, I can‟t help it.” She uncrumpled the paper as 
Logan dropped his head to his hands. 

 She looked it over, and blinked, puzzled. She read it again, and her eyes widened. 

 “What is this?” she said breathlessly. She read aloud. “Dear Illyana. Your new baby 
brother‟s name is Brian. Betsy and I didn‟t want to tell anyone about him until he was 
safely delivered. He‟s mine and hers, and he‟s the most beautiful baby you‟ve ever seen.” 
The rest was crossed out so fiercely it had torn the paper slightly. “I have another 
brother?” she said, rocked back on her heels. 

 Logan sighed, and swept the whole pile of crumpled paper (along with the pad) to 
the floor. “Yeah, that‟s about the size of it,” he growled. “Nosy brat.” He hauled 
himself up to his feet. “I was tryin ta come up with a good way ta tell you about him. 
Now, don‟t get mad,” he started. 
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 Illyana hopped at him, and as he reflexively tried to recoil as she grabbed him and 
pulled him into a hug. “Logan, that‟s great!” she said enthusiastically. “I‟m so happy for 
you and Elizabeth! Wow! I mean, I want to be mad that you kept this a secret from me, 
but I know how dangerous the world is to children. Believe me,” she said wryly, “I 
know.” She looked him in the eye. “This is wonderful news.” 

 “Really?” he said cautiously. He glanced at Piotr, who was grinning at the scene. “I 
mean, I thought you might… you know, people are funny about getting new family and 
such,” he ended lamely. 

 “Logan,” Illyana said steadily, gripping his shoulders and looking right into his eyes. 
“Does this kid make you happy?” 

 “Yeah, I guess he does,” Logan replied with a goofy grin that did something soft to 
his eyes. 

 “And he‟s your own; you didn‟t even have to adopt him?” Illyana clarified. 

 “Betsy and me, yeah,” Logan nodded. 

 “Then I guess that means it‟s time to stop running,” she said fondly. “You‟re right 
civilized, bub.” 

 Piotr groaned. “That debased patois must not be allowed to run rampant,” he 
declared. 

 “Will you shut up?” she demanded over her shoulder. “We‟re having a moment 
over here.” She pulled Logan into another hug. “Oh, dad, that‟s great.” She chuckled. 
“If you need a babysitter? Sym is always available.” She laughed out loud. 

 “Betsy might object,” Logan reflected. 

 “How old is he? What‟s his name? How long was he, how much did he weigh? Has 
he shown freaked out werewolf or ninja traits yet?” Illyana stopped. “This is gonna be 
one screwed up kid,” she grinned. 

 “He‟s a month old,” Logan ticked off his fingers, “he was ten inches, weighed nine 
pounds two ounces. He‟s got blonde hair, but we think that‟ll change, and baby blue 
eyes. We think that‟ll change too.” Illyana‟s enthusiasm gave him permission to be 
excited in turn. “I got pictures,” he grinned. 

 “Pictures?” Illyana sniffed. “You speak to the Sorceress Supreme of Limbo. In 
moments, we can visit the little tyke.” 

 “Well okay then,” Logan grinned. “Pete. If Stark comes around, let him know I‟ll 
be right back.” He rose to his feet and brushed himself off. “Let‟s go.” 

 The stepping disk twirled up, underlighting the room, then they were gone. 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY TWO 

 Illyana squatted by the pool. “Okay, here we go,” she said. “Where is he?” 

 “Out at the cabin. I hadda break down and get an electrical generator put in out 
there, but that‟s where we decided to keep him. At least for a while. Stark‟s got a doctor 
who comes and visits us, keeps everything quiet and subtle. I‟m just not in the mood to 
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chop my way through a ninja clan to get to my son these days, you know?” he added 
with a slightly pained smile. 

 Illyana let her eyes slide half closed. “There it is,” she murmured. The view showed 
a small cabin in a clearing, wood smoke drifting up from its chimney. She saw a 
silhouette move past the window. 

 “Home sweet home,” Logan murmured. Then he sniffed, looked around sharply. 
“That‟s new.” 

 “Oh yeah,” Illyana said sardonically. “By the way, I got the garden put back 
together. At least around the throne room. Big magic fight here, you don‟t want to 
know. And, I‟ve got a new demon,” she said. “He‟s not mine, but, you know, he stays 
here. Hey Roger!” she called out. 

 A hulking crimson demon clopped through one of the archways. He stopped short, 
looking at Logan. 

 “This is Logan. Logan, this is Roger.” Illyana smiled. 

 “Pleased ta meetcha,” Logan said, sticking out his hand as every hair on his head 
bristled. The huge demon wrapped his paw around Logan‟s hand, and they glared at 
each other for a minute, sizing each other up. 

 “Logan, you can flex and growl later. Show me the baby!” she demanded. 

 Logan reluctantly broke off flexing and growling, and a stepping disk put them on 
the porch. 

 Opening the door, Logan led Illyana in. Elizabeth turned to greet them; her torso 
was already tight and recovered after having the baby, her eyes were strikingly bright, 
and her hair was back in a bun. In her arms, she held a waving, cooing baby. 

 “Glad you got that sorted out then,” she said dryly in a British accent, her voice 
husky and smooth. 

 Illyana stepped forward. “He‟s kinda cute,” she said, wrinkling her nose. She held 
out her finger, and the baby grabbed it and squeezed with surprising force. “No wonder 
demon sorcerers keep stealing them,” she grinned. 

 “Want to hold him?” Elizabeth asked. 

 “Uh,” Illyana gulped. But Elizabeth had already shifted the baby, and Ilyana felt the 
warm weight of the child in her arms. She supported the head like it was the most 
fragile thing in the world as she looked down into the toothless baby‟s bright eyes. 

 “Wow,” she murmured. “Oh, by the way,” she added, looking up. “I‟m graduating 
tonight. I won‟t be Strange‟s apprentice anymore. I‟m a wizard in my own right,” she 
said with a slightly bewildered smile. 

 “Just a matter a time,” Logan beamed. “Are we invited?” 

 “No, the ceremony itself is pretty low-key,” Illyana shrugged. She looked down at 
the baby. “Tell you what, though, I‟m gonna paint the town red afterwards. Can I pick 
you up? Go get some pizza and beer and play darts or something?” 

 Logan grinned. “Sounds fine ta me,” he said. “If you‟ll be swinging by later, how 
about I just stay here until then?” 
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 “Well, okay,” Illyana grinned. “Here.” She handed Brian back to Elizabeth. “Who‟s 
the godfather?” 

 “Stark,” Elizabeth said with a gentle smile. Illyana chuckled at that. 

 “Hey, can I show him horns?” Illyana asked. I think it would be good to get him 
used to it.” 

 “Sure,” Logan shrugged. Illyana closed her eyes, and horns twisted out of her 
forehead. Her feet twisted up into hooves, her eyes flashed red when she opened them 
again. She took the child back and held him up. He reached for the horns, giggling. 

 “Well, it isn‟t worse than Piotr‟s magic tricks,” Elizabeth sighed. 

 “What?” Illyana perked up. “What do you mean, Piotr‟s magic tricks.” 

 “Gawd, I‟m ready ta kill the boy,” Logan said, lowering himself into a chair. “He‟s 
been trying to impress Pepper, you know. So he pulled out these old magic tricks that 
Bukharin taught him for when he was undercover with a traveling circus for a while, 
around Borisoglebsk. He has this act worked out. Handkerchiefs, card tricks, that sort 
of thing. Says he used to be „The Amazing Rasputin‟ at the sideshow.” 

 “The Amazing Rasputin,” Illyana clarified. “Master magician.” She blinked. “This 
was, what a few months before you picked him up, right?” she said as an idea grew in 
her mind. 

 “Yeah,” Logan shrugged. “About six months. Why?” 

 Illyana chuckled. “Because the dumb lug almost got us both killed,” she said to 
herself. She shook it off, and shrugged. “Well, that‟s how it goes,” she said to Brian. 
“You‟ll figure out how weird life can be sooner than most,” she added seriously. She 
handed Brian back to Elizabeth. 

 “You crazy kids stay out of trouble,” Illyana said. “I‟ll be back later tonight.” With 
that, she teleported out. 

 “Roger, I got good news,” she said. 

 He looked at her sideways. “Logan is very short and hairy,” he observed. 

 “Yes, this is true,” Illyana nodded. “Forget about him for a second. You know the 
big fortress Mordo made? I asked Strange, he said I could have it! So we have a place 
you can hang out on Prime if you want. And me, I have a kick-ass fortress. Woo!” She 
grinned. 

 “Like Limbo isn‟t enough?” 

 “Well, I‟m going to offer half of the fort to Kira,” Illyana pointed out. “I wonder 
where she is,” she added vaguely. She pulled up a scry, and saw Kira laying on a beach, 
soaking in sunlight. Illyana sighed. 

 “I wonder if she‟s at all worried about the fate of the world,” she wondered. 

 “Hey Yana,” Roger said. “Can you take me to Strange? I‟d like to chat with him.” 

 “You bet,” she said, and the scry shifted. 

* 
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 First, the Sorcerer Supreme threw up screens that deflected attention. Then, he 
stood before the ashen ruin of his once-proud brownstone mansion. He gently touched 
on the Web of Light as his imagination restored the building. 

 Strange mounted the steps, looking into the tumbled ruin of charred stone. Then 
he stepped through what had been the front door, and it rippled into reality. He 
followed the hallway, and wood flowed around him, along with nails, wiring, plumbing. 
He slowly turned and admired the memory he had of the house, every inch of it, and as 
he walked through the kitchen it reformed around him. He headed through the den, 
into the back, around, up the stairs, and through each guest room… The Sorcerer 
Supreme treaded out a house that existed only in his mind, but as he gazed up at the 
night sky, the sigil of Hoggoth threaded through and filled out a skylight, and the 
Sanctum was once again whole. 

 “While I‟m at it,” he murmured. He looked down at himself, then he gestured. 
Black tights, a loose navy shirt with a pale blue mystic symbol blazoned on it; yellow 
gloves, with black spots on the back of the forearm, and a sash. His coat appeared to be 
a cloak, and it adjusted itself on his shoulders. 

 Strange looked up through the skylight. “It had to happen sometime,” he reminded 
himself. He sniffed, rubbed at his face, and turned from the view of the sky. “It‟s been a 
long time coming.” 

 In the hallway, a stepping disk flared down, and Illyana stood with Roger. 

 “Hi,” Illyana said. “I‟m going to go get ready here in a minute, but Roger wanted to 
talk to you.” She grinned, and vanished in a swell of dark flame. 

 “Uh, hi,” Roger said, his tail twitching back and forth slightly. He looked at the 
doorway. “Um… nice place.” 

 “How can I help you?” Strange asked, stepping in front of the big demon. 

 “Well, you know,” Roger said with a jerky gesture. “Everybody seems to work for 
the Planetary, and, you know, I feel kind of, uh, just hanging out there in Limbo, so, I 
was thinking maybe if I could, I don‟t know…” he trailed off, casting about for words. 

 “You want to work for the Planetary,” Strange clarified. 

 “Yeah,” Roger said with a nod. “Yeah, that‟s it. Only, you know,” he said, and he 
gestured at his blocky crimson face. “You know?” 

 Strange‟s smile was positively saturnine. “I would be delighted to have you on the 
Planetary staff. I have the feeling you could be a tremendous asset to any investigative 
report. I‟ll have a word with Illyana about making a device that allows you to travel 
between Limbo and Prime, as I take it you‟re planning to stay there.” 

 “Yeah,” Roger said, his tail curling. 

 “I know a tailor,” Strange said, “and I think I‟ll have him make you a coat. A trench 
coat. When you wear it, it‟ll shrink you a bit, and you‟ll look like everyone else. Until it 
doesn‟t matter anymore,” he shrugged, “and you can go to work.” 

 “Work?” Roger echoed. 

 “Hitting things,” Strange clarified. “Are you up for it?” 

 “Hey, I‟m up for anything,” Roger grinned. 
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 “I‟ll remember you said that,” Strange replied with a quiet smile. 

* 

 Illyana‟s slim shadow fell across Kira, and the alien looked up. “Hello,” she said. 
“Are you ready for me now?” 

 “We won,” Illyana replied simply. “More or less. Hey, I‟m graduating. I‟m to be a 
wizard in my own right.” 

 “That‟s great news!” Kira said. “Congratulations.” 

 “Thanks,” Illyana replied. “Look, about Mordo‟s fortress. Strange said I can have it. 
Half of it is yours, if you want it. You can make yourself a fort on Prime like the one in 
Limbo.” 

 “That‟s generous of you,” Kira smiled. 

 “Maybe,” Illyana shrugged. “Or maybe I want it to be your home too so if 
somebody wants to wreck it they have to deal with both of us.” She smiled. “I got a 
housewarming present for you.” She shrugged her cloak off. “This cloak allows you to 
be unseen if you want to be. I‟ve been thinking about it. You fly around all the time… 
this could be helpful for you. It works against machines like radar and cameras, too, so 
you can cross the ocean or enter and leave the atmosphere without being tracked.” 

 “Thank you,” Kira said, sitting up straight, then rising. “What a generous gift!” 

 “No problem,” Illyana shrugged. She paused. “I‟ll see you later. I gotta go graduate. 
If you want, you can start making the fort livable.” 

 “See you there,” Kira said, flashing a grin. Then she bounded up and vanished into 
the sky at speeds she only dreamed of a year ago. 

 “Yeah,” Illyana sighed. “See you there.” And her stepping disk carried her away. 

* 

 Strange stood impassively in the moonlight that poured through the sigil of 
Hoggoth in the Sanctum Sanctorum. A presence waited outside his door. He gestured, 
and it creaked open; Illyana‟s hooves clicked as she stepped onto the stone floor of the 
unfurnished Sanctum. 

 The door closed behind her. She stood resplendent in her barbaric finery; her 
horns rose proudly from her head, her recurve legs were coated in silver armor, as was 
her torso and her arms. She bowed low before Strange, then rose. 

 Strange stepped forward with a blindfold stitched in symbols. He tied it over her 
eyes. 

 “You were blind to the geomantic world of a Sorcerer Supreme. You did not know 
the Light. But you have sacrificed, you have studied, and you have bled for this world 
and for me. Your knowledge is reward enough. And I release you to follow your path. 
As I begin again, so too do you. Go into this world and others, and do not forget the 
teachings of Agamotto and the Vishanti.” Strange loosed the blindfold. “You have 
earned your sight.” He removed it, and Illyana‟s eyes brimmed with tears. 

 The Sorcerer Supreme faced her. “You have mastered geomantic energies as well as 
invocation magic. You have gained power and wisdom. I opened the way. Your 
apprenticeship is complete.” 
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 She had to clear her throat before speaking. “You have cleared the way for me, and 
I release you. My apprenticeship is complete. I will uphold your honor as my own, and I 
will hold my honor as a reflection on the Eternal Vishanti.” 

 “Tamam Shud,” Strange murmured. 

 “Tamam Shud,” Illyana echoed. 

 “You‟re free,” Strange said after a moment. 

 “Free enough to know how ironic that statement is,” she replied wryly. She sniffed, 
rubbed at her face. “I‟m going to miss our studies,” she smiled, something slightly 
painful behind the smile. “We‟ve come a long way together.” 

 “You‟ll miss studying the Aspects of Faltine?” Strange prodded, amused. 

 “Even that,” she nodded. “Even that. You know, I‟m one of the luckiest daughters 
on the planet. I have two great dads.” 

 “Tonight doesn‟t change that,” Strange said. “I‟m here for you, if you need me.” 

 “Good,” she nodded. She smiled, her chin twitching just slightly. 

 Strange pulled her into a warm embrace. 

 Then he let her go. 
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Overshadowed 

Friday, March 4, 2005 

 The door slid open, and a short, heavily muscled man strolled in. His jumpsuit was 
spotless and ironed, but his dark hair is what caught the eye; it swept up from his head 
in a defiant mass. “It‟s a surprise to see you here, Peter,” he said with a jovial growl. 

 The man who was waiting for him in the reception area was slim, not overly tall, 
dressed in simple business attire, his hair slicked back and his eyes bright. He smiled. 
“Well, you know, I want something. Isn‟t that how it is? Old friends show up and they 
want something.” He shook his head with a mischievous grin. “What a world. Good to 
see you again, Logan.” 

 “Walk with me,” Logan said, heading through the sliding doors that led out into 
the spring sunshine. “Tell me all about it.” 

 “Well, it‟s for me, but not entirely for me,” Peter said. “Here‟s the thing.” He 
matched Logan‟s stride as they headed down the sidewalk, enjoying the sunshine that 
poured down on the industrial complex where Logan worked. “You know I‟m the 
general editor for the Planetary magazine now, right?” 
 “Right,” Logan nodded. He tugged a cigar out of his pocket, bit the tip off, and 
stuck it in his mouth. He lit it as Peter continued. 

 “Well, Dr. Strange is the Editor in Chief, and he‟s got a new apprentice. They‟re off 
on an educational retreat. And Illyana, his trouble-shooter du jour, is off in Africa 
unsnarling some geomantic trouble that I don‟t pretend to understand. Kira, his big 
gun, is off in deep space somewhere doing some alien thing. I‟m almost out of field 
agents.” 

 “Seems weird you‟d need a lot of field agents to run a magazine,” Logan shrugged. 

 “Yeah, unless the mag was some sort of cover for keeping track of weird things 
going on in the world,” Peter agreed. “Before we get all far-fetched with this, let me lay 
out my problem here. Last week, Strange got a call from a Dr. Henry Lippencot. This 
guy was writing up a hot story for the Planetary, and Strange really wanted to get it and 
publish it. That was last Friday. Well, now Lippencot is missing, and last night the 
morgue where he worked as the county medical examiner burned down.” Peter 
shrugged. “Is there still enough evidence that didn‟t get destroyed that there is still a 
story? I need to know. Strange will ask me, I want to have an answer for him.” 

 “And you can‟t go yourself?” Logan asked, squinting at Peter. 

 “Tandy and me have to get this month‟s issue out the door,” Peter shrugged. “It‟s 
crunch time. I thought about asking you to pinch hit for us over the phone, but I came 
over instead. Harder to throw me out than it is to hang up on me.” He grinned. 

 “So you want me to go check this Lippencot out,” Logan clarified. 

 “Yes and no,” Peter said, gazing off into the middle distance. “I actually do have 
one agent left. But he‟s really raw, he‟s never done a mission for us. So I figure he needs 
somebody along who can, you know, show him a few tricks. Help him get the 
confidence and skill he needs to run these missions. I want you to not only figure out 
what‟s up with Lippencot, but also break in the new recruit.” 
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 “Yeah?” Logan said cautiously. “Who is it?” 

 “Roger,” Peter said frankly. 

 “Hell no and I‟m out,” Logan gritted out. “No deal.” 

 “Hang on,” Peter protested. “What‟s the problem?” 
 Logan counted them off on his fingers. “He‟s a demon, for Pete‟s sake. He‟s a punk. 
And he‟s givin Illyana the eye. I aint about ta have some demon man-handlin my little 
girl.” He scowled. 

 “Look, maybe you haven‟t noticed,” Peter said, “but your little girl can take care of 
herself. As for the rest? Logan, I‟m not asking you to give him a kiss, I‟m asking you to 
go with him on this investigation and help him out. You don‟t have to like it, and you 
don‟t have to like him. I know you; you‟re a professional. Hell, you work for Stark.” 

 “Speakin a which, I prolly can‟t get off work,” Logan grumbled around his cigar. 

 “I called Stark before I came over,” Peter shrugged. “You‟re clear if you want the 
job.” 

 “That‟s a hell of a liberty ta take,” Logan said, surprised.  

 “I didn‟t want to have this conversation twice because you said you‟d have to think 
about it, or talk to Stark, or whatever,” Peter shrugged. “I‟m counting on dragging a 
grudging „yes‟ out of you in one go, so you‟ll feel like you have to honor your 
commitment and you‟ll go so I don‟t have to leave the shadow of these lovely sky 
scrapers and head for the countryside. Admit it, Logan, you could use a day trip to 
break up the monotony anyway.” Peter grinned rakishly. 

 Logan walked, jaw clenched, scowling. Peter took it home. 

 “Strange needs people to help him keep Prime together. You‟re not volunteering, 
are you? And that‟s smart. It‟s hard, thankless work, and it‟s more danger than it‟s 
worth. All I want is for you to help out on this investigation and train somebody who is 
willing to help save the world at Strange‟s bidding.” He paused. “I‟ll owe you one.” 

 “You already owe me some kinda pile, I think,” Logan muttered. 

 Peter shrugged. “Friends don‟t keep score. You in?” 

 “Dammit,” Logan sighed, “I‟m in. You smooth talkin brat. I think you‟ve had too 
much time around wizards.” 

 “Ooh, nasty,” Peter observed, wrinkling his nose. “You can pick Roger up at 
Strange‟s place in the morning, shoot for eight or nine.” 

 “Awright, I‟ll be there,” Logan muttered. “I could use a day trip, I figger.” 

Saturday, March 5 2005 

 “I don‟t know about this,” the big demon muttered uncertainly. “I thought, you 
know, I‟d be investigating stuff with Illyana.” His chopped-off horns left flat disk 
stumps on his forehead. He was brilliant red with yellow eyes, his vast bulk was shaped 
and ripped with slabs of muscle. A fringe of black beard hung from the jowls of his 
lantern jaws, and his low-slung hairline in back was pulled into a ponytail. He wore a 
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thick leather belt and biker shorts. Strange worls and patterns were printed into his 
crimson skin. 

 “I‟m sure sometimes you will,” assured the thin, saturnine man who pored over the 
bookshelf, tugging a tome out and adding it to the trunk on the table. He turned to 
regard the demon, his eyes difficult to read, his posture graceful and fluid with 
unguessed power. “But she is my ally, and you are my employee. I need you to be 
familiar with how things work on Prime so you can operate at a higher level. You have 
tremendous potential,” he smiled, choosing another book. “Besides, I‟ve arranged for 
you to have a partner on this one. To show you the ropes.” 

 A skinny teenager peeked into the library, her olive features decidedly Native 
American, her glossy black hair back in a ponytail. “Strange, you‟re still here, cool. Look, 
about the groceries; did you want me to pick anything up while you‟re gone? Or am I on 
my own?” 

 “Your stipend is automatically deposited in your bank account, you can eat as you 
please,” Strange said. “Just check in with Wong, he probably plans on handling all that. 
And don‟t antagonize him while I‟m gone. In fact, you can keep up your martial arts 
studies with him while Illyana and Kira are away. I will look forward to your 
demonstration when I get back,” he smiled. 

 “Never ask a wizard a simple question,” the girl sighed, looking at Roger. “The 
answers are usually more trouble than they‟re worth.” Roger grinned, and the girl 
ducked out of the doorway as Strange slid two more books into the trunk, filling it. He 
closed the lid, and turned to the big demon. 

 “So how am I supposed to find this Lippencot guy?” Roger asked, gesturing at the 
papers he delicately gripped in his massive stone gauntlet hand. 

 “The man I‟m sending along with you has a nose for trouble,” Strange replied. 
“Don‟t worry, everything will be fine.” 

 “Um, I don‟t know how many questions I‟ll be able to ask people,” Roger said, 
gesturing at his demonic visage. 

 “Right! Thanks for reminding me. I‟ve been busy, almost forgot.” Strange headed 
for the door. “Take my trunk down to the entryway, the cab will be here any minute. I‟ll 
meet you downstairs.” 

 Roger sighed as he hefted the trunk effortlessly, and left the library. His knees 
imitated human shape, but below his ankles he had great black cloven hooves and 
fetlocks instead of feet. His long red tail twitched, and he strolled down the stairs to the 
entryway, at home in the musty shadows of the house. 

 Strange joined him a moment later, a massy trench coat folded over one arm. 
“Here you go,” he said, handing it to Roger. The big demon slipped it on, shrugging it 
up over his shoulders. It hung well on the muscled landscape of his shoulders and torso. 
“Now,” Strange said, “concentrate on looking human.” 

 Roger glanced at him doubtfully, then squinted. His form melded and twisted, and 
then he turned and looked in the mirror. The illusion was incredible. He wasn‟t 
particularly handsome, and his hair was more or less the same. But he was swarthy, 
almost Polynesian, and a shirt and pants and shoes and the whole nine yards were part 
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of the illusion. He looked down at his hands; one had a black glove, the other looked 
fleshy. He was still well over six feet tall, but he passed for human. 

 “How about that,” Roger muttered. He blinked, then shook his head with a grimace; 
the illusion unfolded, and he was a demon again. “Weird.” 

 “Yes, well,” Strange said, “You can switch back and forth at will when you‟re 
wearing that. It should be… remarkably resistant to damage. At any rate, I hope it 
proves useful.” 

 Outside, a car horn honked; Strange glanced out and saw the taxi parked at the 
curb. “Victoria! Our ride is here. Roger, if you would,” he added in a quieter voice, 
turning to Roger. The big demon hefted the trunk, shifted to human form, and looked 
at the study doorway as an attractive brunette stumbled in with a trunk of her own. 

 “I got that,” Roger said, hefting it under one arm. She smiled at him, then turned to 
Strange. 

 “I suppose we should be going then,” she said in her proper English accent. She 
opened the door, and Strange strolled out with his slim overnight bag. “Thank you,” she 
said to Roger as he followed, then she brought up the rear with her solid suitcase. It was 
a short matter to load down the trunk of the taxi, then Strange and Victoria dropped 
into the back seat, and the cab pulled away from the curb. Roger watched them go, 
feeling oddly forlorn, then he trudged back up the steps into the house. He dropped his 
human guise and clicked into the kitchen on his massive, solid hooves, then he lowered 
himself into a chair. 

 Wong was frying up rice at the stove. Roger regarded him. “So why don‟t they just, 
you know, fft,” he said with a gesture. 

 “Strange is still allowing Prime‟s Web of Light to heal,” Wong replied evenly. “It 
took a big beating from the last battle.” 

 “Mm,” Roger nodded, and he crossed his arms on the table and leaned his chin on 
his forearms. The teenage Native American came into the kitchen. 

 “Wong, have you seen my journal?” she asked. 

 “Den, on the mantle,” he replied evenly, not looking up from his work.  

 “Thanks,” she grinned. She sat at the table across from Roger. “So you‟re going on 
a big mission, huh,” she said. 

 “Yup,” he muttered. 

 “Well hey, good luck. You‟ll do great,” she said reassuringly. He looked at her, 
slightly surprised. Then a car horn honked outside. He rose from his seat, and prowled 
to the front door, sliding down and back into his human form, the file in his hand. 
Outside, a sleek black car purred, waiting, and Roger recognized the short hairy man at 
the wheel. 

 “I‟ll need all the luck I can get,” he muttered. Then he took a deep breath, let it out, 
and left the mansion. 

 He opened the passenger door, ducking down to glance at Logan. 

 “Back seat,” Logan grunted with a jerk of the thumb, looking straight ahead 
through the windshield. Roger bristled, then he straightened and tossed the door shut 
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with a bang. He opened the back door and lowered himself into the car, yanking the 
door shut. Logan pulled away from the curb. 

 “So what‟s the big deal,” he growled. 

 Roger took a deep breath, let it out, then pulled out the file and opened it. “We‟re 
headed for the Essex County Medical Examiner‟s office, it‟s attached to a morgue. 
Here‟s a map,” he said, tossing it up in the front seat. “They had a fire yesterday, and 
they were still sorting it out as of last night when I got the file. So we don‟t know what‟s 
going on there and I figured it would be better to ask around in person instead of trying 
to get people to talk on the phone.” 

 “Great,” Logan muttered. 

 “So,” Roger plowed ahead, “how do you think we can find the guy who is missing? 
He‟s a doctor, Henry Lippencot. He was the one who contacted Strange. He found a 
fish guy brought in for autopsy, thought it would make a good Planetary article. Then 
he disappeared.” 

 “Let‟s assume foul play,” Logan muttered. “That makes it easier, in a way. We just 
start asking pointed questions, and they come to shut us up too.” He glanced in the 
rearview. “That all you got?” he growled. 

 “No,” Roger said defensively. “Okay, so Lippencot had a really weird corpse 
turned in to the morgue. The decedent, hereafter „dead guy‟, might be Robert Marsh. 
He had a tattoo on his forearm, an anchor with „U.S. Navy‟ under it, faded like it was 
old. His mouth had signs of dental work in it, old dental work, but he had new teeth 
coming in too. Looks like he was turning into a fish man, but that he used to be a 
normal guy.” 

 “How did he end up in the morgue?” Logan asked. 

 “Uh… he was out diving, and his head was run over by a motorboat. Opened it 
right up,” Roger said, squinting at the pictures. “Yuck. So, you figure there are more of 
these fish guys and that‟s why the medical examiner was disappeared? Keep it secret?” 
Roger muttered. 

 “You have a real future in investigation,” Logan almost sneered, eyes on the road. 

 “Hey, cut me some slack here,” Roger said tightly. “I‟m new at this.” 

 Logan said nothing, didn‟t react. He picked up the map Roger had tossed up from 
the back seat, and planted it on the steering wheel so he could watch the road and the 
map at the same time. “Lessee. We hit the Miskatonic river valley about Dunwich, in 
time for lunch. Let‟s plan on that.” 

 “Great,” Roger muttered. “Until then, I‟ve got your charming conversation to divert 
me.” 

 Logan deliberately turned on the radio, and turned it up. Roger rolled his eyes and 
slumped back in the car, jaw set. 

 “Just great.” 

 

CHAPTER TWO 
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 The car rolled to a halt outside the gaudy Chinese buffet restaurant. Roger got out 
of the back, glad he could shrink down in the coat‟s disguise. Otherwise he wouldn‟t fit 
in the car at all. Logan had no such problems. He squinted up at the sign; Chang‟s 
China Palace. 

 “That‟s a happy lookin panda,” Logan muttered. He headed inside, and Roger 
followed him. 

 A bored college kid eyed them as they headed in. Logan pulled out a credit card. 
“Four buffet lunches,” he said. Then he glanced at Roger. “Make it six.” 

 “Okay,” the kid said, and he rang him up. He didn‟t bother trying to hide his 
curiosity. 

 “I‟m eating for four, this here shrimp is eating for two,” Roger clarified. “Don‟t 
worry about it. Just keep the food coming.” 

 They got a receipt and headed for the table. “Eating for two?” Logan said. “You 
think you can eat twice as much as me? You got some pain headed your way, kid.” 

 “Oh yeah?” Roger shot back. “I know it isn‟t fair to expect a runt like you to eat as 
much as me, so I figure I‟ll give you the nod if you can manage to eat half of what I 
down.” 
 “It‟s on, you big red monkey,” Logan growled. “Git yerself a plate and let‟s go.” 

 Customers came and went as Roger and Logan glowered at each other over rapidly 
emptying plates of food, the carnage breathtaking as they slugged the food down. Logan 
kept track; two plates. Four. Six. Looking over at Roger‟s stack, he was dismayed to see 
it at eight and rising. 

 “Want me to get you a crab rangoon while I‟m up?” Roger growled, polishing off 
another plate as Logan determinedly dug into the food on his. 

 “I‟ll get my own, thanks,” he muttered blackly, eyeing the disguised demon. 

 Logan ripped into his food with something like desperation. Eight plates. Nine. 

 Roger held his own, slamming down the thirteenth plate full of food as the cooks 
came out of the kitchen to see what was going on. The busboy pointed at the two men 
who bent over their food, barely chewing as the food went down, locking eyes from 
time to time as though they were doing mighty battle. 

 Logan was slowing down as he finished the tenth plate. He hid his dismay as he 
saw Roger‟s stack rise to eighteen. 

 “You fillin those plates?” he muttered. 

 “You watch me do it,” Roger shot back. “They‟re so small. I‟m used to platters and 
stuff. Think they‟d let us just bring over those big metal bins?” 

 “Steam trays,” Logan said. “No. I don‟t think they would.” 

 “Okay,” Roger shrugged, rising for another trip. 

 Logan unbuckled his belt, then headed back for more. 

 Minutes and plates piled up. Roger hit twenty four, and Logan managed to finish 
his twelfth. 
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 Roger scooped the last of the rice up into his lantern jaw, and he tossed the plate 
aside. “Well, that‟s thirty six plates,” he observed. “We got six buffets, that‟s five plates 
each.” 

 “Who bothered teaching you multiplication and division?” Logan demanded, 
clearly uncomfortable. 

 “Figure we hit this place hard enough? Or do you want to get stubborn about this 
and bust your gut? I know you can heal it,” he clarified, “but, you know, yuck.” 

 “What‟s with you and „yuck‟ anyway?” Logan grumped. “Sound like a kid or 
somethin.” 

 “I got plenty of room left,” Roger said, slapping his rock hard gut. “I can keep this 
up all day. How about you, old man?” 

 “I think we got somewhere ta be,” Logan said darkly, rising. “Maybe your idea of 
investigating is ta hang out and eat all day. But we got work ta do.” He tossed a forty 
dollar tip down on the table, and the two investigators stalked out of the restaurant 
glaring at each other, metabolisms flaring desperately to burn all the food dumped into 
them. 

 “Want me to drive so you can take a little nap?” Roger said through his teeth. 

 “You got a license? Ever driven a car?” 

 “No,” Roger said. “If you can do it, can‟t be too hard.” 

 “Hot damn,” Logan growled. “Get in the back.” 

 He fired up the car, pulled out, and headed for the highway. 

* 

 Dusk was settling on the quiet countryside as the car rolled to a stop in the parking 
lot of the charred ruin. „Medical Examiner‟ was still legible on the smoked sign. Yellow 
ribbons of police tape fluttered in the breeze, roping the site off. Logan got out of the 
car and strolled towards the sheriff car that was also parked in the lot. 

 “Evenin,” he said with a sober expression as he approached the deputy sitting in 
the sheriff car. “I‟m Inspector Logan Rasputin from Stark International, I handle 
insurance claims.” 

 “Oh,” the deputy said, getting out of the car and straightening to look down at 
Logan. “Uh, how can I help you?” 

 “Just looking for Dr. Henry Lippencot,” he said, squinting at the ruin. “They figure 
arson?” 

 “Not rightly sure,” the young deputy shrugged. “And, uh, about the doc,” he 
faltered. “A body was found in there. The dental records are being identified, it was 
burned pretty good, but… you know. The doctor. They figure he was working late, 
something caught fire.” 

 “I see,” Logan said, pulling a pad from his hip pocket and a pencil from his coat, 
making notes, serious. “I don‟t suppose you know more about what happened here? Or 
about the unusual body they had here for an autopsy?” 

 “You with the press?” The deputy frowned. 
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 “Hell no, boy, I work for a livin,” Logan grinned disarmingly. The deputy chuckled, 
relieved. “Now, Officer Herms, I don‟t suppose you can tell us anythin else useful?” 

 “How‟d you know my name?” the deputy said, startled. 

 Logan tapped the deputy‟s nametag with his pen. “Don‟t suppose you know where 
that body came from.” 

 Herms blushed in the lowering dusk. “Sure I do, I was the one the sheriff sent to 
bring it here. It‟s from Kingsport, that‟s where the boating accident happened. About 
forty minutes away.” 

 “You‟ve been very helpful,” Logan said seriously. He nodded, turned from the 
deputy, and headed back to the car. He dropped inside, fired it up, flicked on the 
headlights. 

 “We gonna go to Lippencot‟s house? Look for clues and stuff?” Roger asked. 

 “Nope. We‟re headed to Kingsport,” Logan said as the car backed around and 
drove out of the parking lot. 

 “Kingsport? Where the accident happened? What‟s that got to do with Lippencot?” 
Roger asked in some confusion. 

 “Strange don‟t want to know what happened to Lippencot. He wants the story of 
what Lippencot ran across that got him killed. Trust me on this one. So what we do is 
trace it as far back as we can, find out where that fish man came from, and have some 
people try to kill us. Cause we aint pasty-faced morticians, you get me?” 

 Roger had nothing to say to that. The miles slipped away as the sun surrendered 
the world to night. 

* 

 Logan slowed down as they cruised through the small town, the smell of the sea 
fresh in the wind. Streetlights glowed dimly in the darkness that settled through the 
town. “I got better things ta do on a Saturday night,” Logan mumbled to himself as he 
pointed a reproachful glance at his passenger through the rearview. The disguised 
demon stoically gazed out the window, watching the town roll by. 

 “Wish I did,” Roger said reflectively, his expression unchanged. Logan felt a 
twinge. 

 “There,” he said, pulling over. “This should do it.” He got out of the car, and 
Roger did too. The neon sign hung above the bar entrance; „The Kingfisher‟.  

 “Nice,” Roger observed. “Cozy. People come here to get drunk?” 

 “Pretty much,” Logan agreed. “You sure do know a lot about our world, for 
growing up with your head stuck to a wall in an outer dimension.” 

 “You noticed that?” Roger retorted. “I had a pretty good education for about a 
year when I was real small. And I‟ve logged a lot of tv time since I got to Prime. 
Amazing what you can learn from tv.” 

 “No wonder Strange wanted somebody else along,” Logan sighed, rolling his eyes. 
“Just follow my lead. Let‟s go.” 
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 Logan shouldered through the door, dwarfed by Roger‟s intimidating physical 
presence. Even toned down from his full demon form, Roger was big, and Logan was 
short even with his hair at its most alert. He headed for the bar as the pair drew looks 
from the regulars. 

 Leaning against the bar, Logan smiled at the plain, tired barmaid. “Hey, how‟s it 
goin.” 

 “What‟ll it be?” she asked tonelessly. 

 “Bottle a whiskey. And maybe an answer to a weird question.” 

 “I‟m not into that. Whatever it is,” she replied, still bored, as she turned around 
looking for the bottle of whiskey. 

 “Just wondering. If you ever saw any fish men, that‟s all,” Logan shrugged. 

 The barmaid faced him, disgust printed on her features. “I think you‟ve had 
enough,” she said curtly. She brushed past another barmaid, headed for the other end of 
the bar. A young man behind the counter looked over at Logan, surprised and slightly 
dismayed. He approached, leaned close. 

 “Look, you shouldn‟t joke. About fish men. It‟s in poor taste.” He was serious, his 
slick hair glinting in the dim light of the bar. 

 “Yeah?” Logan replied. “Why?” 

 The young man pursed his lips, frowning. “Look, if you‟re planning to stay the 
night in town, you should stay over at the Foxboro.” He looked down the length of the 
bar at his fellow employee, who studiously ignored them. “You‟re not getting any 
service here tonight.” 

 “Right, thanks for your time,” Logan nodded. He leaned away from the bar, rose to 
his full unimpressive height, and led Roger out. 

 As they hit the chill air of the spring night, Roger looked over at him and shook his 
head. “Real smooth. I can tell you‟ve been doing this for a long time. It‟s that 
experienced touch.” 

 “You just aint payin attention,” Logan grinned. “You see her face when I 
mentioned fish men? Now why wouldn‟t she just roll her eyes an laugh at me? Why 
would that freak her out? Because she‟s seen one, or heard rumors, somethin. That 
means we‟re on the right track,” he concluded as they stepped up on the sidewalk across 
the street from the Kingfisher, a block down from the Foxboro. 

 They finished crossing the distance to the lobby of the Foxboro, and they strolled 
inside. “Evenin,” Logan said to the young man behind the counter. The clerk looked up 
from his algebra homework, then quickly closed the book and smiled at them. 

 “Need a room?” he asked hopefully. 

 “Probably,” Logan shrugged. “What‟s yer name?” 

 “Danny,” the kid replied. “Need a double?” 

 “Sure,” Logan agreed. “Tell me. You know anything about fish men?” He looked 
the kid in the eye. 
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 “Fish men?” Danny said with half a grin. “Like with gills and stuff? Creature of the 
Black Lagoon?” 

 “Somethin like that. Or the next best thing. Any ideas?” Logan asked casually, 
leaning on the counter. 

 “Well, you might not want to make a lot of noise about that,” Danny said 
conspiratorially. “You know how sensitive people can be. I don‟t know about fish men, 
but we get some fishy looking customers from time to time, with a body odor problem, 
if you know what I mean.” 

 “Yeah, yeah,” Logan said vaguely. “You get a lot of these customers? Anything 
they have in common?” 

 “Bugged out eyes, wide mouths, kind of sloped foreheads,” the clerk shrugged. 
“Round these parts people call it the „Innsmouth Look‟. I figure it‟s from all the 
pollution in Innsmouth, like it mutated people or something. But no fish men.” He 
shook his head. “Just a town full of butt-ugly people. You want a room with a view?” 

 “Sounds good,” Logan nodded. “Innsmouth, huh. How do you get there?” 

 “My advice?” Danny said. “Don‟t. But if for some reason you had to, Highway 3 
will do it, I hear it takes about half an hour. Or you could wait for the Innsmouth bus. 
Can‟t get there by boat, not anymore. They say the harbor is „obstructed‟, but I think it 
was some kind a chemical spill or something. Okay, that‟s $40.72. We take Visa and 
Mastercard,” Danny added. 

 “Here,” Logan said, fishing out his wallet and squinting until he pulled out the card 
he was looking for. “If the harbor is obstructed, what‟s the industry in town? I mean, 
what keeps em goin?” 

 “Let‟s see,” Danny said as he swiped the card. He watched the register for a 
moment as the card awaited approval. “They had some kind of cannery, but it closed 
when the harbor did. I think they have some a crappy refinery. I don‟t know for sure.” 
The credit slip printed out, Danny tore it off and slid it to Logan along with a pen. 

 “Gotcha,” Logan nodded, signing off. “Great. We gotta get our stuff from the car.” 
He headed out the front door, Roger at his heels. 

 “Hear that?” Logan grinned, rubbing his hands together. “A town full a butt ugly 
people. You‟ll fit right in.” 

 “Sorry I‟m not an underwear model like you,” Roger snapped. 

 “You wanna fight, bub?” Logan snarled, rounding on the disguised demon. 

 “No!” Roger said, exasperated. “Why do you?” 

 Logan rolled his eyes. “Gawd. Look, you wanna go after em tonight, or wait until 
tomorrow?” 

 “You just paid for a room,” Roger pointed out. 

 “Strange is getting billed for this jaunt anyway,” Logan shrugged, “so that don‟t 
make no nevermind.” 
 “I hear you like to charge in,” Roger sniffed. 
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 “Hell, let‟s charge,” Logan said, opening the door and dropping into the car. Roger 
opened the passenger door; “Get in the back,” Logan muttered, and Roger slammed the 
door with exasperation. Let himself into the back seat. 

 By the time they got to the edge of Kingsport, the roads were deteriorating. Logan 
had to slow down considerably to steer along the road as chugholes loomed out of the 
dark. The holes were deep and wide enough to rip up the car‟s suspension system. 
Roger stared fixedly out the window, saying nothing, and the silence thickened as they 
rolled along. 

 They drove into a fog; not straight into a wall of it, but the tendrils and veils of mist 
shifted around them gradually, gathering weight like the tension between the two 
inhuman men in the car. Half an hour crawled by slower than the car, then another ten 
minutes, another. Almost an hour had passed before they drove by the weather-beaten 
sign; “Welcome to Innsmouth”. 

 “This is just great,” Roger said, sour.  

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 “I hope someplace is still open,” Logan muttered, ignoring him. He drove down 
the street slowly, weaving around potholes, headed for where streets converged. He saw 
the dim, dreary lights of a hotel, and he parked the car in one of several open spaces in 
front of the sagging building. As he and Roger stepped out of the car, they looked 
around in the surreal blur of shadow and diffused light that hung like a pall in the slowly 
coiling atmosphere of the small fishing town. 

 Logan looked up at the peeling paint of the hotel‟s name. “The Gilman House,” he 
read aloud. He shrugged. “Hah. Gill-man. Fish.” 

 Roger rolled his eyes. “Can we get on with it?” he said tersely, glancing around. “I 
don‟t like this place. It‟s all wrong.” 

 Ignoring him, Logan pushed through the door into the lobby. Inside, the carpet 
had a peculiar stiffness, as though it was mildewed and water damaged. The room 
smelled faintly of gamy dried fish, and there was a strange, greasy texture to everything. 
Even the light. A thin-chested man leaned on the counter, his lank thatch of greasy hair 
combed back, his round belly straining at his belt. His wide eyes took in the newcomers, 
and he swallowed involuntarily as his nostrils twitched. 

 “Room?” he said, his voice thick. 

 “Yeah, two beds,” Logan nodded. “You take credit?” 

 “Nope,” the clerk said with a shake of his oddly narrow head. “Cash.” 

 “How much?” Logan asked. He sniffed, and he didn‟t like what his nose told him. 

 “Thirty,” the narrow-chested clerk replied. Logan nodded, handed over the bills. 
“End of the hall, third floor. Room 315.” 

 “Why not something on ground level? My friend here is too frail for stairs,” Logan 
said, nodding at Roger. 

 “Room 315,” the clerk repeated dully. Logan arched an eyebrow, then shrugged. 
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 “Okay,” he said. “Let‟s go,” he added, glancing at Roger. The two guests headed up 
the narrow, stifling stairway. It felt as though the clammy fog had crept into the house, 
through its bones and its pores, curling in the building‟s guts. 

 On the third floor, Logan reached the very end of a long, dim hallway. He opened 
the door to room 315. Inside, the air was oddly thick and noisome. He moved to the 
window, noting the condensation in the thin coat of mold on the window. He wrested 
the window open a few inches, and it moved sluggishly in the swollen wood of its 
channel.  

 “Yeah, I think we found your fish man hole-up,” Roger said grimly, looking around 
the worn and noxious room. “This town needs a good bulldozing. Can‟t you smell how 
messed-up it is?” 

 “We‟ll tackle it tomorrow,” Logan sighed. “Get some sleep.” 

 “Granted, we found a fishy looking guy downstairs, but he‟s nowhere near as weird 
as Lippencot‟s specimen,” Roger said stubbornly as Logan turned down the bedding on 
one of the uncomfortably rigid beds. “What do we do next?” 

 Logan stretched out, fully dressed, boots on. “We start asking questions and 
smiling too much,” he said. “Then they decide we know more than is healthy, so they 
try to kill us. We keep a couple of em alive and beat information out of them. Work for 
you?” 

 “That‟s a hell of a plan. I‟m in awe. Really,” Roger said, eyes wide with disbelief. 
“You and Holmes, cracking the case.” 

 “You gonna get some shut-eye or you gonna poke at me all night?” Logan 
muttered. 

 “I‟ll stay up. I just sleep every few days,” Roger shrugged. “Get your beauty sleep. 
No question, you need all you can get.” 

 “Har har. We‟ll probably be up all night tomorrow, so I‟ll get my sleep now,” 
Logan said. He rolled over to face the wall, and his breathing began to deepen as Roger 
squinted out the window, disquieted by the utter stillness that curled and twitched 
through the town. 

 

Sunday, March 6 2005 

 Roger and Logan reached the lobby as the wan light pushed into the town, 
gradually herding the mist out to sea. Logan palmed the desk bell, and it sent a sullen 
ping out. The curtain to the back room slid aside, and an old woman stepped out and 
regarded them sourly. 

 “Yes?” she said. 

 “Just wonderin if you could help us, ma‟am,” Logan began. “We‟re lookin fer the 
family of Robert Marsh. Can you point us in the right direction?” 

 “Half the town is related to the Marshes,” she said distastefully. “Maybe more. 
Robert Marsh died ten years ago, washed off a fishing boat out at sea.” 

 “Never saw him again?” Logan clarified. 

 “He was lost at sea,” she replied, as though that was a direct answer. 
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 “You‟ve been very helpful,” Logan nodded. “Look, is there a good place to eat 
around town?” 

 “Innsmouth Café, down the street on your left,” she said, staring like it would make 
him go away.  

 Logan nodded, and headed out, Roger at his back. They crossed the dank street 
and approached the glassy front of the Innsmouth Café. Logan pushed through the 
door, glanced around. A handful of patrons hunched over their unappetizing food, 
glaring up at the newcomer with staring eyes. Their mouths were wide, the skin of their 
throats wattled and loose. Logan sniffed once, regretted it, and headed up to the 
counter. 

 “You got any specials?” he said to the waitress, who was singularly unimpressed. 

 “It‟s all special,” she replied flatly. 

 “Gimme two bowls of chowder then, and two fer my friend.” 

 “You want two?” she replied skeptically. “You sure?” 

 “Yeah,” Logan said, sitting at the counter. Roger sat next to him as the waitress 
called the order back to a short-order cook they couldn‟t see. 

 “I think we should talk about your plan,” Roger said. “I was thinking about it last 
night. It doesn‟t sit well with me.” 

 “I spent most of my life as a fugitive, that‟s more my area of expertise than 
investigator,” Logan admitted. “You go with what you know. And once they‟re after 
me, I know how to find my way to the source. If that makes any sense.” 

 “Why am I not surprised,” Roger muttered. Then he looked over his shoulder at 
the sheriff that approached them, his tan uniform spotless. He was rangy and lean, tall, 
affable. He smiled as Logan turned to look at him. 

 “Good morning,” the sheriff said. “Welcome to Innsmouth. Just thought I‟d drop 
by and say hello to our visitors, see if you all need something.” 

 “We‟re lookin fer the Marsh family,” Logan said. “Any idea what the best way to 
get in touch with them would be? There wasn‟t a phone book in the hotel.” 

 The sheriff chuckled, as did a few other patrons who were now watching the show. 
“Allan Marsh is your best bet, he owns the refinery. What do you want him for?” 

 “Well, a weird fish man body showed up in Kingsport, run over by a motorboat, 
chopped up in the head. The county medical examiner got the body and was doing a 
work up when his lab burned down with him inside. Before that happened, he managed 
to get an i.d. on the body; Robert Marsh. Had a tattoo, dental work. Weird, huh. So I 
figured I‟d ask the family if they knew anything.” Logan watched the sheriff closely, 
Roger kept an eye on the rest of the room. 

 The sheriff wasn‟t smiling anymore. “Look, the death of Robert Marsh ten years 
ago was a real blow to this town. It is in very poor taste to go stirring up old memories 
and probing old wounds. Best you not go broadcasting wild stories about the Marsh 
family here in town. Wouldn‟t be responsible.” 

 “Damn good thing we crossed paths, then,” Logan agreed. “Being sheriff, you‟re 
made of sterner stuff, I‟m sure. Maybe you can help me. Truth be told, I don‟t give a 
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damn about Robert Marsh. But Dr. Henry Lippencot was killed in that morgue fire, and 
I do care about that. If he was making noise about finding a fish man, and he was 
connecting it to the Marsh family, which is apparently tied into Innsmouth, who do you 
think would have him killed? Arrange an „accident‟ for him? Now, don‟t spread this 
around, but I suspect foul play. Who would kill to keep a secret like that from being 
published in a magazine?” He eyed the sheriff, almost smiling. 

 “I can‟t imagine anybody would have a problem with such a thing,” the sheriff 
replied mildly. “Assuming this doctor had enough proof to back up his claims. Where is 
the body now? Did it burn up in the fire too? That‟s too bad. Hell of a sloppy way to set 
up a hoax, letting it get burned up like that.” His face was impassive, his eyes hard. 

 “Yeah,” Logan agreed, staring right into the sheriff‟s eye. “Me? I‟d never frame a 
hoax on so little. I‟d make sure I had a whole pile a bodies. But this aint my gig. This 
here is Roger Chum,” he said, slapping Roger‟s shoulder. “He‟s the journalist. I‟m just 
helping out. See if we can run across anything newsworthy. Over in Kingsport they said 
Innsmouth was the place to go to catch breaking news stories about weird 
disfigurement and secrecy.” His chin jutted out as he defied the sheriff. 

 The sheriff watched him for a second, then he slid his hat back on. “No need to be 
rude,” he said. “This is America, so you got your free speech and all. Friendly advice? 
Don‟t break a law,” he said, his hostility in check as he looked the newcomers over. He 
turned abruptly on his heel and left the café as the chowder arrived. 

 “Chum?” Roger said to Logan, pained. 

 “Blood in the water, just blood in the water,” Logan replied, amused.  

 “I was wondering. Stark doesn‟t ever let you talk to the local authorities or the 
press, does he. Because he knows better than to court disaster by letting you talk to 
anyone with any kind of authority.” Roger watched his partner, amazed. 

 Logan looked at him sharply. “I just noticed you look even more like a monkey 
when you‟re human than you do when you‟re a demon,” he replied. 

 “You know, there is a slight possibility we‟re in over our heads,” Roger muttered, 
“especially if this involves the whole town.” 

 “It‟s too soon to quit. We‟re getting close. I can smell it. By tonight we might have 
this whole thing figured out,” Logan replied. “After breakfast we‟ll go check out where 
the town‟s money is coming from. Sure as hell isn‟t tourism or fishing.” 

 “The refinery,” Roger nodded. 

 Logan didn‟t bother with a spoon, he tilted the bowl of chowder down his throat. 
Then the other. Roger drank his chunky stew with equal speed; Logan tossed a bill 
down on the counter, and the visitors rose and left. 

 “Figure we should ask for directions?” Roger sighed as they headed down the 
street. 

 “No need,” Logan shrugged. He sniffed. “I can follow my nose. The refinery is 
pretty close by.”  

 Roger had nothing to say to that. He was watchful as he followed Logan down the 
street, over a bridge that crossed the noisome river. From the bridge they could see the 
chimneys and the squat construction of the refinery perched at the edge of the river. As 
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they followed the street, only a few cars passed them, and the whole town seemed to be 
huddled into itself. 

 Logan led the way up to the gate in the fence that surrounded the refinery. The 
guard looked up, blinking rapidly, his large eyes pale. He swallowed involuntarily, then 
he scowled, pursing his wide mouth. “You have an appointment?” he demanded, 
tugging at his ill-fitting jacket. 

 Logan looked up at the sign. “Marsh Refinery, huh. Real original. Hey, we‟re here 
to see Allan Marsh. We don‟t have an appointment.” He pulled a cigar out of his coat, 
bit the end off, and flicked his lighter. Roger watched the guard as Logan lit his cigar. 

 “Mr. Marsh is not seeing anyone,” the ugly guard muttered suspiciously, eyeing 
them. 

 “Hey, no problem if he can‟t manage it. We‟ll just report that he was unavailable 
for comment on the tape. See ya later.” Logan turned and strolled away. 

 The guard blinked. “Hey, wait. Tape? Tape of what?” 

 Logan stopped, glanced back over his shoulder. “Don‟t matter. Marsh ain‟t 
available.” 

 “Let me call it in,” the guard said, stepping into the kiosk by the gate and picking 
up the phone. Logan grinned at Roger, who just shook his head. The guard stepped 
back out. 

 “Mr. Marsh will see you,” the guard said, pushing a button so the rusted gate swung 
open before Logan and Roger. The two men entered the refinery grounds as the gate 
clanged shut behind them. 

 “Lucky thing,” the guard said. “Mr. Marsh just got in.” 

 “Lucky,” Logan agreed. The guard turned and shuffled further into the refinery 
complex, followed by the visitors. 

 They crossed the open commons of the refinery; a handful of cars were in the 
parking lot. Closing in on a building, they headed up an old rusted staircase. Opening 
the door that led into the top floor of the office building, the guard escorted them to a 
dank wood-paneled waiting room. A woman with peculiar dead eyes looked up as they 
came in. 

 “Mr. Marsh is expecting you,” she said flatly. Pushing a button on her desk, she 
unlocked the office door. Logan smiled at her and headed in, Roger at his heels looking 
unsettled. 

 “Ah, hello, Mr. Rasputin,” said the slick man with wide features. He sat behind an 
imposing desk in his musty office. A pinstripe suit did nothing to flatter him, and he 
leaned back in his creaking swivel chair, his eyes unreadable. “What‟s this about a tape?” 

 “You know my name,” Logan squinted. 

 “I have friends who take a special interest in the curious, as do I. The tape. Tell me 
more.” His smooth voice was oily and sinuous, he tasted the words before letting them 
out. 

 “This refinery. Don‟t seem very active,” Logan observed. 
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 “We are a very efficient operation, and I work hard to keep it that way,” Marsh 
replied calmly. “We don‟t need a lot of bustle.” 

 “This refinery really produces enough to keep the town in tax dollars?” Logan 
asked skeptically. 

 Marsh regarded him for a long moment, then leaned back and scratched his nose. 
“Our needs are small, and the fishing is surprisingly good. So there is no tape. You‟re 
just pulling my chain.” 

 “Oh, there is a tape,” Logan disagreed. “It‟s safe in New York. I wanted to meet 
with you so I could ask if you know anything about fish men or the death of Dr. 
Lippencot.” 

 Marsh‟s eyebrows twitched upward. “Well, I don‟t know anything about any 
doctor. As for the fish men? Well, I can‟t help you, I‟ve lived here… too long. But I will 
tell you who you can get answers from,” he added, leaning forward conspiratorially. 
“Check with the Esoteric Order of Dagon. They‟ve got a hall across the river. I‟ve heard 
things about them. Night-time services. Odd disappearances. Screaming in the dark.” 
He paused. “Ask for Tanner DuBois.” 

 “You‟ve been real helpful,” Logan grinned at him. “Have yerself a wonderful day, 
thanks for your time.” He turned, and headed out, Roger following after one last uneasy 
glance at the smiling refinery director. 

 They clanged down the stairs, glancing down to see the security guard waiting to 
escort him out. 

 “Do we check this place out?” Roger muttered. “See what they‟re refining?” 

 “Nope,” Logan said. “We can come back if we gotta, but I‟m more interested in 
this Dagon thing. We can come back after lunch if that lead don‟t pan out.” 

 “What‟s the point of having luck if you don‟t get to push it?” Roger wondered 
sourly. 

 “I still ain‟t seen a damn thing in this town that could take a poke at us,” Logan 
muttered. “Quit worryin like a schoolgirl.” 

 “Yeah, cause they‟d chain those things to the front porches,” Roger growled. “I got 
a bad feeling. There‟s something else here. Something… something kind of familiar 
feeling.” 

 Less than two minutes later the front gate clanged shut behind them. “So now we 
resume your athletic method of investigating,” Roger sighed. 

 “Let‟s go fishing over at the Esoteric Order of Dagon,” Logan grinned. “See who 
bites.” 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 It only took them half an hour to find the Esoteric Order of Dagon. The long, low 
building seemed to be modeled after a Masonic hall or community center. Logan 
approached the front door, glancing around. Nothing moved nearby; no pedestrian 
traffic, no passing cars, nothing. 
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 Logan grinned to himself and shouldered the door. The door didn‟t budge. Logan 
blinked, touched it. 

 “That ain‟t wood,” he muttered. “It‟s a wood sheath over a metal core door.” He 
looked over at Roger. “Why would they need a metal door?” 

 Roger just looked at him, and sighed slightly. Logan trotted down the steps, headed 
along the side of the building, sniffing. Roger followed, looking all around, waiting for 
the inevitable attack. 

 “I‟ve never seen such a brazen fugitive,” Roger muttered. “How the hell did you 
survive?” 

 “Well, I was a lot more subtle,” Logan shrugged. “I can afford to kick up a fuss 
now. I got backup. Not so much you,” he added pointedly, “but I got people at home to 
make sure if somethin wants to start with me I got people that can finish it.” 

 “Like Strange?” Roger asked pointedly. 

 “He‟s a little further back in the queue, but yeah,” Logan growled. “Even if he 
thinks that arranging for us to go on this jaunt together will be some kinda male 
bonding so we come to terms with each other. He went through Peter to get me 
involved, but don‟t think I can‟t sniff him out in this one. He‟s a busybody,” Logan said, 
his face puckered as though he smelled something foul. Around the back of the 
building, he saw porch steps leading up to a back door. “Here we are.” 

 “Allow me,” Roger said sardonically. He stepped up the stairs, and slung a blow 
from his human-looking black gloved hand into the middle of the door. The door 
folded and sprang away inside, clattering as its pieces bounced off the hallway walls. 

 “You got the touch,” Logan half grinned. “But you don‟t get to be all sarcastic 
about subtlety anymore.” 

 “Me?!” Roger protested, but Logan had already ducked past him and stealthed into 
the back corridor of the Esoteric Order of Dagon‟s headquarters. 

 The close walls were spotted with mold and damp, and the building stank of rotting 
fish. The stink worsened as they closed in on the central meeting chamber. Logan 
prowled down the corridor, his eyes everywhere at once, and Roger followed as he 
glanced over his shoulder. 

 The corridor terminated in a long room with a low ceiling, peeling paint, and 
scuffed linoleum tile. Tables were folded up and set along one wall, along with banks of 
folding chairs. At one end of the room was a dais with a podium. Roger slipped away in 
that direction, hearing the sound of his breathing as a loud, hollow rush in the dead 
quiet of this room. Logan squatted, squinting at the expanse of floor. 

 “Somethin ain‟t right,” he muttered as Roger reached the dais. The door at the far 
end of the room opened, and Logan hopped back into the shadow beside the stack of 
folded tables leaned up against the wall. 

 “No point hiding,” said an oddly thick voice. A man shuffled through the doorway, 
hunched, his movements awkward. He was bulky, and he wore a thick robe with a deep 
cowl. His hands gripped each other in his sleeves. Men began to silently file into the 
room behind him. He stopped shuffling and stood with his head down as two more 
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robed men and three men in suits followed. One held a carved staff. Roger stared, 
uneasy, and Logan stood up from the shadow behind the tables. 

 “We just wanted a look around, and to see if we could talk to someone,” Logan 
said. “Mr. Marsh said you all might be able to fill us in on fish-men and the 
disappearances of curious people like ourselves.” 
 “Fill you in? Certainly,” croaked the odd cowled man. He tilted his head back, and 
the hood rose up to reveal wide, staring disks in his eyes. His nose was atrophied to 
nothing, his wide mouth stiffened with cartilage, and scaled knobby hide swelled back 
from the dwindling humanity of his features. 

 “Oh crap,” Roger muttered as the fish-man snatched his staff from the underling 
and pointed it at Logan as some sub-audial clicking rolled around in his inhuman throat. 

 Logan charged the group, and halfway to them he felt a weird twist in the distance, 
in time itself, in his guts as the cloaked figure leveled the staff. Then his gag reflex 
kicked in, and he coughed a violent wet cough, losing his balance and dropping to one 
knee. The force of the cough flicked something cold up behind his soft palate, and as he 
drew a shuddering breath he coughed again, dropping to his hands and knees and 
vomiting in a sudden rush as his chest constricted. 

 Cold seawater spattered out with his chowder. The brine had a faint luminescent 
tinge. Logan felt a welling chill in his chest, and he coughed into another retch; more 
chilly salt water gushed out. He felt the pressure mounting in his lungs; somehow, 
impossibly, the ocean was leaking into his chest. 

 Roger dropped all pretenses, swelling up into his demonic form as he snatched the 
podium and tore it from its mountings with a casual tug, flinging it at the group. One of 
the most human of the group yelled a warning and hurled himself in its path; the 
podium deflected slightly as he plowed into it, broken to death by the impact. The 
others dropped, and the podium sailed past and shattered on the wall. 

 Logan miserably puked another steam of chill seawater, then he dragged himself to 
his feet and unsteadily charged. With a ringing slit, three blades shot out of the back of 
each hand, unnaturally sharp metal glittering in the poor light. Two of the entourage ran 
to intercept him, whipping out guns; one shot him in the chest, and with a peculiar 
sputter, bloody saltwater jutted out of the hole in a spray. Logan reached them. 

 A backhand swipe tore a head in half as his other fist rammed the blades through 
the startled guard‟s throat. Logan yanked back on his claws, freeing himself from the 
two startled corpses, and he leaned over to disgorge another stream of seawater. His 
bones creaked and shifted as the pressure of fluid mounted in his chest, trying to burst 
him. 

 Roger charged across the open floor towards the hooded figure and what was left 
of his guards. The robed creature gestured with a knobbled, webbed hand—the floor 
parted on concealed hinges, opening a wide space beneath Roger as he belatedly sprang. 
His hoof clapped against the falling door and kicked hard, and his might managed to 
fling him up to snatch the edge of the newly gaping pit. With a swift tug, he pulled 
himself up to stand in the room with them once again; he noted the look of intense 
alarm on the leading fish-man‟s face. 

 A weird sucking squelch sounded behind him, sending a memory reverberating 
through Roger‟s bones. 
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 “Oh crap,” he managed. He spun to see a sick green luminescence in the pit behind 
him. Knowing what he would see was no preparation for actually seeing it. 

 A gelatinous shifting nightmare seethed below; mouths and eyes swelled out of it 
then were consumed as it whispered madness to itself in a language far too close to 
English. Mixed in were croaking murmurings that almost crooned. The thing in the pit 
defied gravity and physics as a tendril of its oozing membrane rose up with uncanny 
speed, slapping into Roger‟s ankle and tugging with a sudden alien force that yanked the 
big demon down into the pit as the fish-man‟s laughter croaked and echoed above. 

 The trap door snapped up, locking back in place, and Logan sprayed more seawater 
as he struggled not to drown. He launched himself at the fish-man in desperation; two 
acolytes stepped in front of him, and Logan whipped strikes across their chests, sending 
them flying and trailing black ichor through the air behind them. 

 Now alone, the hooded fish-thing stumbled back, gripping his staff. Chill water 
spurted out of Logan‟s tear ducts, flying clear of his sinuses as he scowled. He felt his 
sternum dislocate from internal pressure as he pounced, jamming his claws into the 
fishy priest; then the tide in his guts surged, and all was dark. 

* 

 No banter, no finesse, nothing fancy. The putrid slime twisted around Roger, and 
his bones creaked in the impossible strength of its grip. He felt forming mouths, oddly 
powerful jaws printing teethmarks in his crimson skin as he bellowed. He slammed his 
stone fist down again, again, again, and while spatters of goo twirled loose, it didn‟t 
seem to do him any good. 

 The membrane flexed, plunging him down into its mass, and he felt a torque crank 
into him that would have instantly ripped a lesser creature in half. He gritted his teeth, 
his eyes flaring, and he punched through the creature to snatch stone wall. He dragged 
himself towards the wall, through the ooze‟s lethal grip as his blood threaded into its 
interior from sucking wounds its teeth cut. 

 The thing gripping Roger seethed and almost giggled as the taste of his blood 
registered. He barked in pain as it redoubled its efforts, and blood squirted from the 
small holes in his vast hide. Roger roared as he ripped his arm free with a squelch and 
slammed a punch into the wall. He had noted as he fell that the pit was not a part of 
caves, it was just a pit. And that couldn‟t be right. His stone knuckles sunk into the wall, 
he felt the shock up his arm and through the walls. Hollowness resonated back. 

 There. Over there was the hidden door. 

 Roger gritted his teeth, ignoring the burns that were sinking into his skin from the 
acidic thing that was doing a good job of killing him. He knew he had to move fast. He 
was desperately scrabbling at a plan as he felt his knee on the edge of snapping in the 
thing‟s grip. Then it tugged him off the wall, and he managed to twist in its grip enough 
to be swung close to the opposite wall; not such a very big pit, and he was a big guy. His 
stone fist darted out, and he could hardly bear to watch. Slamming the wall, he felt it 
was wood instead of stone, and an ancient door was broken to pieces by the raw power 
and desperation in that hit. 

 The monstrous glop hesitated, only its wailing mouths and rolling eyes still moving 
as it considered the broken door. 
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 Squirming, Roger managed to snatch the ceiling and yank hard, pulling himself out 
of its momentarily sloppy grip. He swung down and hit the ground—pain—and 
sprinted into the dark, his glowing eyes sorting out basics as the wibbling thing behind 
him screeched in rage. 

 Another door ahead. Roger reached it, shoved it, it groaned open on rust-spotted 
hinges. He paused, looking at the inside of the door. Something in his blood twitched, 
something in his heritage responded as he saw the hyperdimensional coordinate 
emblazoned in the door. Like a terribly agile, sentient avalanche, the thing from the pit 
rushed through the corridor behind him, shoving a wind before it that was full of its 
stink. Then Roger stepped through and slammed the door, sliding the bolt in place. 

 Blood oozed and trickled down his burned and tortured flesh, but he didn‟t have 
time for pain. He looked around the broad room where he found himself. Some kind of 
grotto, only faintly lit by patches of luminescent moss and algae. Several flat pools 
dotted the room, and on the other side— 

 With a plip, a head surfaced in one of the pools. Two flat fishy eyes regarded the 
demon, then the scaly creature heaved its bulk out of the pool. It was still only half 
again as big as a man, but its heavily muscled limbs were scaled and knobbled, and its 
hands and feet were clawed and webbed. Its neck had sunk back to its shoulders, and a 
wide carapaced head was slit by a nightmarish gaping mouth as the gills behind its jaws 
flexed. Lamplike, its pale eyes settled on the demon. 

 It honked, and water twitched; three more rose from different pools. Eight more. 
The walls shuddered as the infuriated glop monster began tearing at the stone around 
the door that seemed to be able to repel it. 

 “Crap,” Roger muttered, gathering his strength. Then he charged. The first scaled 
monstrosity in his path failed to stop his mighty stone fist with its head and torso. It 
caved in, organs squirming around the inexorable fist, black ichor spraying liberally as 
Roger yanked his hand free of the ruin. A backhand collapsed another, and the rest 
hesitated. Roger narrowed his eyes. 

 “You don‟t get to quit,” he rasped as he sprang. His cleft hoof fired out, smashing 
into one fish-thing‟s guts as his stone fist broke a head open. Whirling to free himself, 
he snatched and crushed another fish man as the rest spun around, ungainly on land, 
and dove into their pools. 

 The door unhinged, flying across the room as the wall crumbled like piecrust under 
the unthinkable power of the creature that no longer accepted restraint. Roger glanced 
at it over his shoulder, then looked at the dark pools. He had no illusions about why the 
creatures were really running away. 

 “What the hell,” he muttered, and he dove into the dark waters. 

* 

 Logan shifted and groaned, his eyes burning. He flexed his jaw, and salt gritted 
between his molars; that was enough to remind him of his predicament. His chest 
throbbed dully as he opened his eyes, registered his situation. 

 He hung by his elbows, shackled to a stone wall. A window high up on the wall 
behind him let in a little light. Five men stood in the cell with him, but it was a cell 
roomy enough for all of them to stand there without crowding. He still had his pants 
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on, but the rest of his clothes and his shoes were missing. His guards all wore jeans and 
heavy shirts, and they all had a vague paleness in their eyes, wide mouths. One signaled 
outside the cell, and Logan heard footsteps approach. 

 “You‟re awake. Good,” Allan Marsh said as one of the guards opened the cell and 
let him in. He stood before Logan, trim in his suit. “I take it you didn‟t see eye to eye 
with DuBois.” 

 “hrrk,” Logan said. He cleared his throat, the brine crusted on his vocal cords 
leaving them chapped and painful. “That the shaman guy?” he croaked. 

 “Was, yes,” Allan replied. “I don‟t know how you survived the breath of the deep, 
or why you have blades in your hands, or how you can heal so fast. But I don‟t really 
need to know. You‟re a mystery, and here in Innsmouth, we just hate mysteries we don‟t 
understand. We like to stick to mysteries that we do understand. Where the rules are 
clear.” He smiled. 

 “Same here,” Logan rasped. “If yer gonna kill me, no harm satisfyin my curiosity. 
Some kinda mutation? From magic or somethin?” 

 “Simpler, simpler by far,” Allan shrugged. “We live on the edge of another world, a 
world that broods beneath the waves. A world that does not know war, or dissent. And 
Innsmouth? Well, we are allied with that world. That means we have a secret to 
protect.” 

 “What, fer their safety?” Logan said sourly. A cough trembled in his throat, but he 
didn‟t let it out. 

 “Hardly,” Allan said, his smile undentable. “Breeding rights. They come here to 
breed because female Deep Ones are genetically compelled to kill off their young when 
the population reaches a certain size. If they mate with humans, then their young can be 
protected in this world until the deep calls them home, and the change is complete.” He 
shrugged. “Innsmouth belongs to them. Let‟s not speak of Boston, of New York, of 
Miami.” 

 “You gotta be stopped,” Logan whispered, deeply chilled as the implications sank 
in. 

 “Why not?” Allan shrugged. “In the twenties, the government staged a raid and 
flattened this town. It was rebuilt, the pact renewed, and here we are today. I like to 
think that Deep Ones are as resilient and determined as humanity itself.” His smile was 
a leer. “What do they care about some tribal warfare taking out collaborators? There are 
always more. Lured by gold they find in the deeps.” 

 “The refinery.” 

 “Yes,” Allan nodded. “You‟re a dangerous man, whoever you are. But you‟re no 
match for a shoggoth.” He reached into his coat, pulled out a .357 magnum revolver. 
Snapping the barrel open, he fished one last bullet out of his pocket and slotted it in, 
flicking the gun so the cylinder clacked back in place. He cocked the hammer, lined up, 
and pulled the trigger. 

 

CHAPTER FIVE 
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 Logan had nowhere to go. The magnum load at close range slammed into his 
adamantium skull, resonating through his whole skeleton as his head whipped back to 
crack into the stone of the wall he was chained to. Another bullet slammed into his 
chest, banging into his abused sternum. Another slug plowed through his eye and brain, 
flattening on the back of his skull. Another fired through his belly, into his guts. One in 
each shoulder, and the hand cannon was empty. Logan sagged in the chains, agony 
swelling through him, hallucinations flickering through his unsteady vision. 

 “Quick, before he heals that up,” Allan said. “Toss him in the pit.” 

 They rushed to comply, unchaining him and dragging him towards the pit. Allan 
Marsh followed, casually reloading the hand cannon, snapping it shut and lining it up on 
the hapless man they dragged to the opening in the floor of the main hall. 

 “Bon voyage,” Allan Marsh said wryly. “Good eating.” His henchmen tilted Logan 
over the edge to fall into the dark pit. Then they peered into the darkness, listening. 

 “Maybe the shoggoth is tired after wrestling with that big guy,” Allan mused. “You 
could hear that tussle halfway across town.” He shrugged. “I didn‟t think it could get 
tired. It always snapped up our sacrifices before, no matter how many we tossed in.” 

 “The shoggoth isn‟t here right now,” growled a deep voice from the pit. “May I 
take a message?” 

 Allan Marsh blanched. “He couldn‟t have killed it!” he gasped. “That‟s impossible!” 

 Roger sprang, his mighty muscles carrying him up out of the pit to clack down 
solidly in the hall. His coat was slimed, his skin burned and torn, cuts intersecting the 
peculiar worls carved into his crimson hide. He glowered at Allan, rising to his full 
height, towering over the quaking man. Allan raised the magnum, Roger stepped 
forward and slapped it away; bones broke in Allan‟s hand, and he screamed. Roger 
snatched his other arm in his great stone fist and flexed his grip, snapping every bone in 
Allan‟s arm. Allan‟s scream rose to a wavering howl of agony. 

 “You want some?” Roger snarled at full volume, rounding on the others. Terrified, 
they turned and sprinted for the exit, leaving Allan in the grip of the demon. 

 Roger tossed Allan aside and hopped down into the pit. Squelching down at the 
bottom in an unspeakable muck, he crouched to scoop Logan up before uncoiling his 
steely muscles, springing up out of the pit and catching the side, swinging up to stand in 
the hall again. He lowered Logan to the ground, propped him up against the wall. 

 “Shot you up pretty good, huh,” he observed. 

 “Be fine,” Logan managed. “In a minnit.” His gut pushed a bullet out, it rolled 
down his belly, clacked onto the floor. He groaned dully. 

  Roger snatched Allan and effortlessly hefted him off the ground, squinting at him. 
“How‟s our investigation going, Logan?” he asked as Allan stared at him, speechless. 

 “City… just off the coast… monsters called Deep Ones… breeding with 
humans… thing in the floor is a shoggoth…” Logan gestured vaguely. “Front page 
stuff for a Pentagon report.” 

 “I‟ll feel safer when we notify the Sorcerer Supreme,” Roger sighed. 

 “You—you‟ll regret—this,” Allan hissed through the pain. 
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 “Lippencot,” Roger said. “These bastards will kill anybody who knows their secret. 
They couldn‟t kill us. But if we just leave it like this and wait for St—the Sorcerer 
Supreme to clean it up, then this cult will start knocking off people we can‟t protect.” 

 “Unless we go public with it and everybody knows,” Logan added. 

 “You think that‟s a good idea?” Roger asked softly. Logan thought about it for a 
moment, then winced. 

 “No.” 

 “Right.” Roger stared at Allan. “I think we need to destroy their ability to fight.” 

 “We ain‟t in top form just at the moment, in case you didn‟t notice,” Logan said 
sourly. 

 “Good thing we‟re tough enough to finish this out anyway,” Roger retorted. 

 Allan‟s giggle wasn‟t entirely sane. “You don‟t have any idea,” he hissed. “You face 
a god.” 

 Roger glared at him. “Then it‟s in your best interests to dispose of us directly by 
sending us straight to this god.  Is that Dagon? Like the name of your order? Where?” 

 “Devil‟s reef,” Allan gasped through the pain. “Then you‟ll be close enough it 
won‟t matter anymore.” 

 Roger discarded the man, who toppled gracelessly with a whimper. “Right then. 
Let‟s go steal a boat.” He offered Logan his hand, and the short man took it, hauled to 
his feet effortlessly. “How are you doing?” Roger asked, concerned. 

 “Take the eye a while to grow back, and I‟ve got a hell of a headache,” Logan said, 
putting a brave face on it. “What are we waiting for?” He smiled, a little pale from the 
abuse he had taken. 

 “I sorta figured you‟d heal faster,” Roger observed. 

 “Gotta be mad.” Logan rolled his head on his neck, the hollow metallic pop of 
shifting bones echoing out. 

 “Gotta be—look here,” Roger glowered. “These monsters are interbreeding with 
the population. I know how you feel about breeding rights between species.” 

 Logan glared at him. “That some kinda crack that I‟m just mad about you and 
Illyana because yer a demon? Hell, bub, I‟m a werewolf and I got myself a human 
woman!” 

 “But these jerks,” Roger said, pointing to where Allan passed out from the pain, 
“they are forcing their monsters onto women who would never choose to be a part of 
that. They‟re using humanity for breeding stock, and that‟s worse than cattle.” He 
paused. “There‟s something to be said for choice,” he growled softly. “Stealing women 
is one of the oldest reasons humanity has for killing each other. You can‟t tell me there 
isn‟t some hardwired squick in that skull somewhere about all this.” 

 “‟Hardwired squick‟? Where the hell did you learn English?” Logan squinted. 

 “Look. Logan. I think you need to turn back now,” Roger said seriously. “It‟s not 
that you‟re too busted up or anything,” he quickly added over Logan‟s half-formed 
protest. “If I go on and fight these things and fail, then somebody has to keep an eye on 
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Illy- on the Sorceress Supreme of Limbo and the others around the Sorcerer Supreme 
of Prime,” Roger said. He glanced around, unable to see the eavesdroppers that he 
knew had to be there somewhere. 

 Logan frowned for a long moment, then turned and strode over to Allan. He 
stooped over and picked up the magnum, then patted the unconscious man down and 
lifted three quick-loads off his belt. Pocketing them, he turned to Roger. 

 “I‟m goin with you,” he said calmly, resolute, his remaining eye glinting with 
resolve as something twitched in his burst socket. “We stand or fall together. I can‟t 
rabbit. Not now.” He checked the revolver. “Together, you an me can stitch this whole 
thing up.” 

 Roger slowly smiled. “Alright then,” he said. “Let‟s go steal a boat.” 

* 

 The outboard engine droned as it propelled the small skiff away from the glowering 
town, over the dark waves towards the low, frothy silhouette of Devil‟s Reef. Roger was 
hunched down in his human shape, steering the boat. Logan clung to the bow, looking 
down into the mottled and uneasy water as they cut over it. 

 “I hate the ocean,” he growled. “Can‟t swim, see. I have adamantium lacing on my 
bones. I can last just a little while swimmin, before the weight of it drags me down. No 
buoyancy.” 

 “You should have stayed back in town,” Roger said, shaking his head. 

 “I don‟t dare show up at the Sanctum withoutcha,” Logan shrugged. “That would 
get a lot of bad karma headed my way, ta hear Illyana tell it. I‟ve had a bellyful of bad 
karma.” 

 “And here I thought you were starting to like me,” Roger said with the beginnings 
of a grin. 

 “Now you know better,” Logan retorted, also unable to resist a bit of a grin 
himself. 

 The boat bucked and skidded, splashing down in a weird wash of water; something 
big moved, but they couldn‟t tell what exactly was going on under the boat. 

 “Funny, that didn‟t feel like one a the fish men,” Logan muttered. 

 “Away from the edges,” Roger said tersely. “That shoggoth I fought? Yeah, I let it 
out. And it chased me. But I got away. Last I saw? It was in the water.” His expression 
was unreadable and grim. 

 The boat bucked, sailing through the air for a few seconds before heavily plowing 
back into the waves, its bow slapping down and sending water spraying, some sloshing 
into the boat before it righted after a crazy tilt. 

 “You can thank me later,” Roger said through his teeth, looming up to full 
demonic size and snatching Logan before the short man could protest. Roger yanked 
him up in the air and back, gripped in his stone hand, then he exerted his might and 
flung Logan towards the reef. Logan understood, and thrust his hands out front, 
streamlining his body to minimize air resistance as he flew. 
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 Roger didn‟t have time to see how he landed. The boat crumpled up in an 
explosion of kindling as unholy strength gripped it and flexed. Roger was tumbled up 
into the air, his stone fingers splayed wide, his tail limp. Looking down as the wood 
scattered, he saw rippling pools of seawater on the gelatinous bulk of the shoggoth; eyes 
blazed up at him, mouths twitched and gibbered in the frothing sea as the mostly 
submerged shapeless mass of death waited for him to land. For a moment, Roger 
wanted very much to fly. 

 No such luck. He slapped down through the thin screed of seawater, plowing into 
the stinging bulk of the shoggoth. It folded around him gleefully, and he realized he had 
no leverage, no way to use his great strength to tear free or protect himself. 

 Logan lost altitude, and he spread his limbs to slow his descent slightly. Only five 
yards to the reef, he estimated as he banged down through the cold surf, angling his 
impact to push him towards the reef instead of straight down. Addled by the startling 
cold of the bitter sea, Logan pushed and strained, swimming with the powerful muscles 
that wrapped his bones, bones that were anchors that pulled him towards the airless 
deep. Light vanished three feet below the troubled surface, but Logan clenched his teeth 
and fought on, swimming hard; his fingertips scraped coral, and he redoubled his efforts 
and snatched at the stony outcropping. Pulling himself close, he began to desperately 
climb as the coral bit deep into his fingers and knees and feet. Razor sharp, it bloodied 
him as he climbed it. 

 A hand snatched Logan‟s hair and jerked back hard. Ripped off his perch, he found 
himself face to face with a pair of glowing, luminous eyes. 

 Roger‟s stone fist closed around a gibbering mouth, and teeth splintered in his grip. 
The shoggoth was unfazed. It‟s muscleless bulk torqued around him, sending water 
spraying weirdly up above. The demon felt his joints creak, felt his bones flex, and he 
grimly faced the fact that this thing could kill him. There had to be a way out. Sparks 
danced in his vision as the air was forced out of his overtaxed lungs. 

 A shiver rippled through the shoggoth, and Roger was twisted around as the grip 
surrounding him loosened fractionally. He saw a pair of sharks chomping on the fringe 
of the shoggoth. Infuriated by the pain in their mouths, they redoubled their efforts, 
ripping loose odd shimmering globs and going back for more. 

 The shoggoth flowed around the two sharks and twisted; their skeletons were made 
of cartilage, but even if they had been stainless steel they would have crumpled into 
flesh sacks in that terrible grip. Teeth gritted, Roger wasted no time taking advantage of 
the reprieve. He shoved free in a determined push, then his hooves kicked wildly and 
his tail thrashed behind him as he swam as hard as he could towards the reef and the 
leverage it represented. His muscles screamed, and more sharks drifted up through the 
blood-clouded water as the shoggoth‟s tendrils effortlessly wormed his way. 

 Come on, Prime, Roger thought desperately as every spark of his energy was poured 
into swimming as fast as he could, ignoring the pain that shrieked through him. Look 
after your defender. 

 Meanwhile, with a disturbing slitting ring, metal slid along metal and pushed clear 
of flesh as Logan popped the blades through the back of his hands. One neat swipe 
gutted the creature that held his hair, but he twisted and rammed the blades on his other 
hand through its face. To be sure. Kicking off the dying corpse gave him the leverage he 
needed to hit the coral higher up. His hands shredded so deep bone glinted in the light 
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(light! Finally!) Logan ignored the searing agony and dragged himself up the razor-sharp 
coral, breaking surface and greedily gasping at the air. 

 He clung to the coral, half-buried in the erratic surf, panting heavily as his body 
rebelled against more seawater in his system. Claws still out, Logan rammed them into 
the coral and used them for leverage, pulling himself up out of the water, clambering up 
on top of the reef. Pools of water spotted the coral ridge, and from this low vantage he 
could see the dark shapes moving about in the water. Preparing to rush. 

 There were a lot of them. 

 Seawater trickled down his face, pulled from his hair by gravity and pushed from 
his eye socket by the unbearable itch of his new eye growing in. The salt in his wounds 
stung painfully. His body pushed back against the pain, healing faster. He could feel his 
hands beginning to rebuild slashed muscle, and the myriad gashes and cuts all over his 
body slowly shrank. 

 “You want some?” he bellowed at the water. “Come on then!” 

 With a loud clack, a massive stone hand rose from the surf and slammed down on 
the reef. Hauling with incredible strength, the hand pulled a big red demon half out of 
the waves. Logan scrabbled carefully over the reef, headed to where the demon clung to 
the sharp rock. Behind Roger, the water was clouded with blood, and it swirled in a 
disturbing fashion. Several fins cruised the area, and the water‟s rippling betrayed 
something vast and smooth beneath its surface. Logan picked his way to the edge, then 
turned around, slung down, and jammed his claws in the coral so his ankles dangled by 
where the demon hit the reef. 

 “Climb! Hurry!” Logan said, his voice muffled in the living rock. Roger grabbed his 
leg with his flesh hand, gripping the coral with his stone hand. Thrusting his hooves at 
the coral and pulling on Logan, Roger managed to get up away from the surf line with 
minimal damage. Logan pulled himself free and clambered after him. Back to back, they 
stood on the low ridge as surf slammed one side, spraying over to the other, and the 
restless sea surrounded them. 

 “On second thought,” Logan growled, “heading out to the reef may not have been 
the best idea.” 

 Roger chuckled painfully, his hands planted on his knees as he fought to subdue 
the pain and catch his breath. He trembled. “Damn,” he muttered. “Split a hoof.” His 
whole body bled and ached, he hurt from the tips of his hair to the depths of his bones. 
Still he stood. 

 “Here they come,” Logan said tightly as the flowing surf retreated from the reef, 
revealing a dozen dark shiny forms clinging to the reef, creeping up one side. The other 
side had a similar number. Detected, the undersea horrors reared up on their hind legs 
and charged, croaking with rage and encouragement. 

 

CHAPTER SIX 

 Logan retracted the claws on one hand, snatching the magnum from his belt. He 
fired into the mass, pounding a bullet through one head. Another. As the gun roared at 
the charging obscenities, Roger squared off with the other side; he snapped a chunk of 
coral off and threw it, embedding it in the crushed chest of one as the others flowed up 
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the reef towards him. Their wide webbed feet slapped on the coral harmlessly, as 
though they were built to withstand its edges. 

 Some had spears or clubs, some had peculiar coral axes, but most of them were 
simply armed with their powerful arms and the hooked claws at the ends of their thick 
fingers. They roared at Roger, and he smiled grimly. Bang! A head collapsed. He lashed 
out with his mighty stone fist, splintering bone and caving organs everywhere he swung, 
their knobbled hides powerless to stop the devastation of his onslaught. 

 Logan twirled the pistol around backwards and jammed it back in his waistband, 
slitting out his sheathed claws a moment before they reached him. He snapped into 
action, whirling low, gutting one and chopping another‟s face in half. He pulled his 
claws clear as they simply piled on to him, relying on numbers and the weight of their 
dead to pin him on the coral. 

 Logan gritted his teeth. Not today. He switched tactics, lopping off arms as he 
deftly scrabbled up onto the writhing wounded and the senseless dead, a layer of 
gruesome padding between him and the coral. He chopped and slashed, whirling, not 
intimidated in the least. Still, there were too many of them. They were going to pin him. 
Defeat him. And who knows what they‟d do next. 

 Something in him couldn‟t allow it. 

 Logan howled, and the howl turned into a scream. Something in him simply let go. 
He would not be contained. He would not be contained. 

 The Deep Ones hardly knew what to make of the unstoppable slashing blades that 
they couldn‟t pin down. The short man pulled an unguessed strength from somewhere, 
and a savagery from even deeper. Intimidation was a palpable presence around him as 
he slashed and tore. He was not defending himself. He was going to kill them all. He 
exulted in the raw agony and viciousness of combat, wallowing in the death he 
unleashed in all directions. 

 Roger wavered under the weight of the beasts that clung to him, but he refused to 
fall. He heard Logan grunting and chopping, the dull bang and thud of weapons hitting 
him. Then he heard Logan let go, and the noises took a different turn. 

 Meanwhile, four of the Deep Ones gripped his mighty stone hand while the others 
battered him as best they could with their weapons, trying to bear him down to the 
coral. He frowned, frustrated, and he yanked on his fist. As his enemies unbalanced, he 
twisted sharply and flicked towards the water. Three of the four holding onto his stone 
hand sailed out haplessly over the waves; the approaching shoggoth snatched them 
down and dealt with them, their skeletons shattering in staccato snaps. 

 The rest, startled by the proximity of the shoggoth, abruptly let go and lumbered 
towards the other end of the reef. Not back into the water. Breathing heavily through 
his mouth, Roger watched as only two of the remaining Deep Ones made it past Logan; 
over the edge, the small man looked like he had been dipped in brackish gore, only his 
staring eyes and bright blades polished clean. 

 “Go!” Roger commanded. “Get them!” He pointed at the shambling fish-men, and 
that was something Logan could understand even in his freaked-out rage. He howled as 
he darted over the razored coral in pursuit, heedless of the ruin of his shoes and feet. 
Roger scrabbled to catch up as the shoggoth flowed up onto the reef, its questing 
tendrils homing in on the mound of dead. 
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 “You just chow down on that for a while,” Roger muttered under his breath as he 
followed Logan into a strangely angled cave he had not noticed on the reef. With the 
distinctive punch of adamantium through wet leather and meat, and the death gurgles, 
Roger had no doubt Logan had managed to catch and slay the two fish-men. He 
cautiously descended into the dimness to see Logan hunched over the bodies, eyes 
insane, body tense with killing doses of adrenaline. Both eyes were fully formed and 
totally mad. 

 Roger crouched, then shrunk further to his human form. “It‟s okay,” he said, 
holding up his bloody hands. “We got „em all. You and me? We‟re friends,” he explained, 
hoping he wouldn‟t have to clock the hairy little berserker. 

 Weariness mixed with a lack of hostile targets, weighing the rage down until it sunk 
back into Logan, drifting away. He slumped back, then his butt hit the floor and he 
leaned against the wall, his hands covering his face, his whole body shaking. 

 Roger looked around the room, and he blinked. “Well well well,” he muttered. 
“Looks like a runic alphabet of some kind. Looks pretty damn familiar,” he added, 
rising to his full height and touching the carvings in the coral wall. He glanced over at 
Logan, then back the way they came. With slobbering squelches, the shoggoth was 
greedily absorbing the fallen. “Take a minute,” Roger said to Logan. “Get your breath.” 

 “F-familiar?” Logan asked between his hands. 

 “Yeah,” Roger growled softly, his fingers sliding along a line of runes. “This says 
we‟re pretty damn close to a way down to… to, uh, Y‟ha-nthlei. Something like that. An 
undersea city of the, you know…” He squinted at the runes. “The Deep Ones. Must be 
our frog boys. Where they are watched over by… by two gods.” 

 “That thing a god?” Logan asked, dropping his hands and nodding towards the 
cave mouth. 

 “Nah. That‟s a shoggoth,” Roger said. “I didn‟t know what they were called, but I 
usta duck outta the way when the one in Cthon was out slithering around. I totally know 
better than to tackle it.” 

 “Crap,” Logan muttered, almost sullen. He ineffectually rubbed at the gore on his 
face. “So. Two gods.” 

 “Right. Looks like Father Dagon and Mother Hydra. Whatever that means. This is 
kind of like Cthonian, which I know. Looks like… some remedial dialect, some kind of 
corrupted shorthand.” 

 “Aren‟t you fulla surprises,” Logan said with a wry grin. Looking around, he saw 
the dim abscess in the wall that led to another chamber. “Well, no time like the 
present,” he huffed out wearily, and he rocked forward then rose to his feet. “Let‟s git 
movin before Jello-butt figures out where we went.” 

 “Nice trick, by the way,” Roger said, gesturing at his eyes. Logan winked at him 
with his new, blood-shot eye. 

 “I‟ve practiced too many times,” Logan shrugged. He looked around, but his pistol 
had fallen out of his belt in the desperate struggle on the reef. He sighed, and let Roger 
take the lead further into the reef. 
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 They ducked into another corridor, a passage way, then what seemed almost like a 
chute as they worked their way into the honeycomb of spaces in the reef.  

 Roger stopped. “Through there,” he said, gesturing at a doorway laced with faintly 
luminescent growths. 

 Logan stared at the door with undiguised loathing and disgust. “Mind tellin me 
what I smell?” he growled. “Don‟t smell like one a them Deep Ones. Or the shoggoth.” 

 Something stirred in the darkness on the other side of the doorway, and Roger‟s 
jaw flexed. “See, it‟s like this,” he said tightly. “The Deep Ones worship another god, 
one that their gods worship. An ancient god. One that can, you know, plunge from 
world to world. And right now he‟s sleeping. He has dreams.” Roger tapped at a wall 
with his flesh hand. “These runes show that the Deep Ones are at least influenced by 
Cthonian culture, and that means that dreams are a big deal for them. A real big deal. 
Their sleeping god is dreaming, and sometimes something is born that, you know…” 
Roger trailed off, cleared his throat. “Sometimes their god dreams things into reality. Or 
unborn fetuses are touched by those dreams.” 

 “I really don‟t like where this is going,” Logan observed. 

 “Look, it‟s a monster, alright?” Roger said sharply. “I‟m gonna kill it, okay?” 

 “I‟m gonna help,” Logan said with a slight grin. He paused, nodded at the stone 
fist. “That thing get heavy? When yer tired?” 

 “You have no idea,” Roger said solemnly. 

 “Maybe I do,” Logan said, his claws slitting out the back of his hands with a 
disturbing ring. “Let‟s go get „im.” 

 Roger smiled at him, almost curiously, then he swelled up into his hulking red 
demon form and ducked through the doorway into the dim room beyond. 

 A chain clinked and slithered. Something moved. A great iron post was planted in 
the floor, glowing with runic tracings, and a thick chain wound away from it and 
through a doorway. Something slithered and squelched, then huffed a gout of stinking 
gas out as it registered the presence of intruders. 

 A great slime-coated hand the size of Logan‟s torso wrapped around the door 
frame to the recessed cave, and a bulk shifted inside. The chain, links thick as a man‟s 
wrist, clinked as a tentacle, then another tested the air, waving gently as they found their 
way into the light. Logan‟s breath shortened, and Roger frowned as he glared at it. The 
tentacles glimmered faintly with phosphorescence. Then the creature rushed out— 

 Only a moment passed before the thing was on them with a low, sucking hiss of 
fury. Logan caught a glimpse of a mass of tentacles in its face, a compound eye; a 
stubby wing smacked against the upper door frame as the thing sprang at them on 
stubby limbs, glittering claws outstretched, its body a sack of putrescence and vileness. 
It was roughly double Roger‟s size, but the demon sprang at it. 

 His flesh hand snatched a tentacle, and his stone fist drove into the center of the 
head mass; something like snapping bone resonated in the chamber, and the monster 
screamed with a piercing squall that trembled the coral of the reef. It snatched Roger 
with its stubby limbs, tentacles swarming around him so he couldn‟t do more than 
squirm, and it flung its bulk down to crush him. 



 

 156 

 Logan sprang on its back and drove his claws down again, again, punching into the 
startlingly heavy rubbery leather of its hide. A stubby wing as big as he was batted into 
him in irritation, flinging him off and to the side. Springing to his feet, Logan leaped at 
the creature‟s head as Roger choked in his fury. The big demon was wrenched as the 
creature tried to simultaneously crush him and tear him asunder. Logan realized he only 
had a matter of seconds. 

 “Arright,” he growled. He found the head. In a slick twist of motion, he punched 
his claws down in opposite ends of the creature‟s dinner plate eye, and he dragged his 
claws through the slick flesh. The better part of the eye came out with a flex of his arms, 
and the creature reared up so fast he was driven into the stone of the ceiling. Gasping, 
Roger weakly scrabbled to get away; Logan had no such idea. The creature ducked, and 
he lined the tips of his claws up on the top of its oddly ridged and pulpy skull as sparks 
danced in his eyes from being slammed into stone. Predictably, the creature reared 
again, and its own strength drove Logan‟s claws, fists, and forearms through its skull 
and into its head. Barely conscious, Logan flexed the hard and powerful muscle of his 
arms in stirring motions as his mind teetered on the edge of blackout, pain coursing 
through his beaten flesh. 

 With a whining squeal, the thing collapsed, its tentacles wildly twitching. Logan 
leaned back with the last of his strength, dragging his arms up out of the beast‟s head. 

 Logan collapsed next to where Roger was laying on the coral floor, panting in pain 
and exhaustion. 

 “That—your first—monster kill?” Roger managed. 

 “Hell no,” Logan grinned. “Could use a smoke, though.” 

 Roger barked a short laugh as the creature on the floor squirmed slightly, not 
centralized enough to be sure it was dead. Logan didn‟t take his eyes from its bulk for a 
moment. 

 “Looks like he got you pretty good,” Logan observed. 

 “I had backup. I knew… if I could keep it busy long enough, you could finish it 
off.” 

 “Damn straight,” Logan nodded. “Next time I‟ll get its attention so you can do the 
honors.” 

 “Deal,” Roger said, his breathing still hurried and pained. “Damn. I‟ve seen better 
days.” 

 “Beats having your head stuck to a wall,” Logan said with an insubstantial laugh in 
the words. 

 Roger chuckled. “You got that right. How you holding up? Can you go the 
distance?” His eyes were serious. 

 “Me?” Logan retorted, a mad gleam in his eyes. “Good to go.” 

 “Me too,” Roger grunted, hauling himself to his feet, taking a quick sidestep to 
steady himself. “Let‟s go have a word with our Deep One friends and their pet god.” 

 “Rock and roll,” Logan grinned ferociously. “Now what was Mr. Squidface 
guarding down here?” 
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 “Squidface? Jello-butt? Do you have to rename everything?” Roger asked with 
academic interest as he followed the short berserker to the monster‟s chamber. 

 “Sure, ya big red monkey,” Logan shrugged, his back to the demon. Roger rolled 
his eyes and followed. 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN 

 Squelching over a thin layer of noisome filth, they found a spiral staircase that led 
down under the reef. Flat glowing stones were set into the wall. Logan headed down, 
and Roger followed. 

 After the first three turns it became impossible to count them; the dimly glowing 
slick light faded into the next light, the stones irregularly placed, the steps almost even 
but wider than humans needed them to be. Roger shifted to his human form, adjusting 
the gore-slicked coat, and he said nothing as he followed Logan down the steps. Neither 
felt the need for conversation as the world seemed to float away above, and the stairs 
unwound below them like the inexorable progression of fate. 

 Time lost meaning as they curved ever deeper into the endless night below the 
surface. They paused for breath as they heard a peculiar gloating croak of a chant that 
drifted up to them in the staircase. 

 “This could be a trap,” Roger observed. “We got no room to fight, nowhere to go. 
They could bury us in their dead here, even if we win.” 

 “Maybe,” Logan shrugged. “But smart money says you could pound through that 
there wall and get out anyway. Besides. I don‟t think they got the stomach for another 
slaughter.” 

 “I hope you‟re right,” Roger shrugged. They continued down the stairs, their 
resilient systems gathering a second wind for the coming confrontation. 

 It could have been a half hour, it could have been days; they couldn‟t be sure. But 
finally, the bottom of the stairs was in sight, lit by a weird green light that threw 
wavering, dancing shadows. Cautious, the two intruders continued, half-choked by the 
stink that seemed to mix rotted grease and low tide in a miasma that hung in the air. 
The stink repulsed all attempts to get used to it. 

 The droning croaking chant continued unabated, and it seemed to pick up a new 
dimension of urgency and energy. Then a great honking croak reverberated in the walls, 
and they heard a wash of displaced water. 

 “About your whole „frontal attack‟ concept of investigation,” Roger said, his mouth 
dry. “I‟m having second thoughts.” 

 “Try to avoid that,” Logan replied, playing it off as his heart thudded with nerves. 
“It‟s better to stick with the first idea you get. Less confusing.” 

 They crept forward and peered into the green-lit chamber. Around a hundred or so 
Deep Ones were crowded in a wide half circle, several ranks deep, facing a flat pool. 
Odd gaps in the wall let the light dim out into the ocean deep; something kept the water 
from rushing in, but was impossible to say what force held the sea back. Witchlights 
flickered on sticks, like torches made of some unearthly energy that had little to do with 
flame. As the two intruders watched, something surfaced in the pool. 
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 A long ridge of humped rubbery flesh rose up from the water, with great glowing 
lamps of eyes on either side. Logan thought it was the creature‟s back; with a start, he 
realized it was the creature‟s head. It honked again, the croak underneath clicking 
resonance through Logan‟s bones as his eardrums vibrated with the force of its call. 
Mist from the its bellow sprayed over the chanting Deep Ones, who didn‟t mind in the 
least. 

 Father Dagon pushed further out of the pool. The head was reminiscent of a great 
fish, sort of like the Deep One visages only more so, and bigger. Chin to crown, the 
head was as tall as one of the Deep Ones, and Logan realized it could snap up and eat 
creatures his size. Water sluiced down the glittering nightmare of its hide as it heaved its 
bulk up a bit more, its hands gripping the edges of the pool with a careless strength that 
sent cracks racing away through the floor. 

 “I call shotgun,” Roger said under his breath. Logan looked at him, blinked. 

 “What?” 

 “I call shotgun,” Roger repeated. “For the trip home. I want to ride in the front 
seat.” A faint smile shifted the shape of his face. 

 “Hot damn, yer on,” Logan chuckled quietly. “I‟m tired a the floor show anyhow. 
Whaddya say we get our money‟s worth at the buffet and get outa here?” 

 “You sound like a man with a plan,” Roger replied. “How do you think we should 
do this?” 

 “Well, we gotta get through all the fish-men,” Logan said. “How about we 
surround them? You toss me over them, aim for the big guy, then you just catch up 
when you can.” 

 “That sounds ridiculous,” Roger said under his breath. 

 “Remember the deal,” Logan admonished him. “Next time I get to tie up the 
monster‟s attention, you bail me out.” 

 “Yeah,” Roger said. “Yeah, that‟s the deal. You‟re insane.” 

 “Never heard that before,” Logan muttered. “Let‟s get this show on the road.” 

 The two intruders strode through the door, then Roger hefted Logan effortlessly, 
took a couple steps for momentum, and flexed his mighty muscles. The short man 
hissed through the air with incredible force, his claws flinging out as he sailed towards 
the monstrous fish-god‟s head. Roger roared, and charged the rear ranks of the Deep 
Ones. 

 Logan lost all track of how that fight went as he thrust one arm‟s claws out in front 
of himself, plunging into a pale eye with a shock of force driving his claws into the 
membrane. The eye burst around him as Logan was distantly amazed at Roger‟s aim. A 
honking scream of agony deafened him and nearly knocked him out as it erupted all 
around him and fed straight into him; he was wedged in the monster‟s skull, shoulder 
deep, his head pressed against it‟s rubbery hide. His arm was buried in the weirdly chilly 
pulsing innards of the monster‟s head. 

 Deaf, Logan ripped his arm free and slung down to the creature‟s mouth. It had no 
neck, so rocking back and forth was the best it could do to dislodge him. He felt the 
push of air and he snagged a nostril hole, slinging around the monster‟s snout as it 
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slapped the side of its head with crushing force, barely missing him. It opened its mouth 
to cry out again, and Logan managed to squirm in before he could think about it. 

 Claws out, he launched himself off the horrible stink of its jaw, up into the soft 
palate at the backside of its maw. Tearing, he dug for the brain he knew he would find 
as the sensation of up and down lost meaning. 

 “Not a bad way ta go,” Logan growled, unable to hear himself as pickled fish-
pieces rained down around him and impossibly vile fluids glugged over him. It screamed 
one last time, or tried to; the gore from the damage he inflicted coursed down its throat, 
choking it. Logan took the opportunity to spring out its open mouth, disoriented, sailing 
down to crash on the stone floor with shattering force from an unexpected height. 

 The fish god plunged down into its pool, sending a shockwave through the stone 
that knocked the fleeing Deep Ones off their feet. A wave slopped up, washing the 
chaotic scene in a gory tide. Logan shook his head, unsteadily rose to see Roger 
backhanding a Deep One away as the others ran in fear. Then he looked up. 

 The force that held the ocean out was taxed to the limit; the „windows‟ bulged in at 
angles that predicted imminent collapse. 

 Roger roughly beckoned Logan, then turned and dashed for the stairs. Logan 
followed, quickly regaining his balance as he ran. He caught a glimpse of the red 
demon‟s tail as Roger bounded up the stairs; he thought he cried out, but he couldn‟t 
tell, still being deaf from the impossibly loud scream. He felt the shudder through the 
walls as the ocean broke into the undersea city. The stone trembled as incalculable 
tonnage of water blasted in, vengeful with the pressure of the deeps. 

 He just kept sprinting up, having no better plan. Cold water flecked his back 
moments before he was slammed with a fire-hose gush that boiled up around him, 
firing him up the stairs. He whipped claws out to the side, digging into the wall lightly, 
directing his upward rush so he wasn‟t tumbled off a wall and left behind; in a weird 
way, he felt he was somehow surfing. 

 Then his push of water swept up into Roger, and the big demon struggled in the 
leading edge of the blast; normal men would have been immediately killed, but 
somehow they hung on. The ceiling rushed up at Logan as the water took on renewed 
energy, and out of the corner of his eye he saw a stone hand reaching for him as the 
wall rushed in— 

* 

 Seawater vomited out in a sudden gush, and Logan managed to tilt over to his side, 
his body stupid and unresponsive; another heave, and the water sluiced out of his nose 
and mouth and tear ducts. Spent, he rolled over face down, coughing wetly. 

 “Sicka that,” he choked. His chest ached. 

 “I was starting to worry,” Roger said lightly, squatted next to him. 

 “You give me mouth to mouth?” Logan squinted up at him. 

 “Just pushed on your chest. I don‟t like you that much,” Roger said with half a grin. 

 Logan struggled to sit up, his whole body drained with the effort of regeneration. 
Roger quickly helped him. “I wasn‟t sure if werewolves could drown,” Logan muttered. 
“I guess I‟m still not sure.” 
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 “Probably can,” Roger shrugged. “But you didn‟t.” 

 For a long moment they just sat and rested as the surf pounded up and sprayed 
over the reef, misting around them. 

 “Good work,” Logan said decisively. “Damn, I could use a cigar right about now.” 

 “We aren‟t back to the mainland yet,” Roger reminded him. “The shoggoth is out 
there somewhere. Looks like it‟s been at least a couple hours since we headed down, 
though. Maybe it headed out to find greener pastures.” 

 “I just can‟t believe we made it through that in one piece,” Logan admitted quietly. 

 “Yeah. Even though we are a bit tougher than pasty-faced morticians,” Roger 
grinned. 

 “You makin a point?” Logan growled, squinting at him. His heart wasn‟t in it, and 
he couldn‟t keep a grin from twitching at his face too. 

 “I figure that‟ll slow them down until Strange can come do something about this. 
Bring Illyana and Kira. Make short work of whatever‟s left,” Roger shrugged. 

 “Maybe he can do better about getting evidence,” Logan said as he looked down 
the reef, swept clean. “My pile a corpses got eaten by a shoggoth. I wonder if Stark‟ll 
take that excuse; the shoggoth ate my homework. Better‟n a dog.” 

 “That will make the article tougher to write,” Roger agreed. 

 “I ain‟t writin a damn thing about all this. The bodysnatching is your problem. Me? 
I‟m security. You are the investigator.” Logan‟s grin shone through his exhaustion. 

 “Well, climb on up,” Roger said. “It‟s gonna be a bit of a swim back, so I want to 
get started. It‟ll be dark in a few hours, and I want to be on the road out of Innsmouth 
by then.” 

 “Fair enough,” Logan nodded. “And then? Let‟s get somethin ta eat.” He paused. 
“Let‟s get a lot to eat.” 

 “Sounds good to me,” Roger said. He paused, then extended his flesh hand. “It‟s 
been good working with you, Logan,” he said seriously. 

 “Next time you got a monster-bashin party goin on, you just call me. I‟ll go with 
you anytime,” Logan replied as he shook Roger‟s hand. “I guess yer alright after all.” He 
shook his head. “Fulla suprises.” 

 “What about Illyana then?” Roger asked quietly. 

 Logan sighed. “Don‟t push yer luck,” he growled. 

 “Yeah,” Roger grinned. “Wouldn‟t want to get in over my head.” 

 Logan couldn‟t help but smile. “What‟re you askin me for? She‟s a big girl now.” 

 Roger‟s grin widened. “Well, climb aboard,” he said. “Let‟s head back.” He turned, 
and Logan hiked himself up on Roger‟s back. 

“By the way,” Logan said, “My wallet is clean gone. So yer buyin fer dinner.” 

 The big demon smiled as his muscles bunched and he sprang out over the surf, 
slapping down into the water and rising to swim towards the dim town that seemed to 
shrink away from their return. 
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 Roger was exhausted, and Logan was no featherweight, but the swim back still felt 
like flying. 
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The Prize 
 

Friday, September 2 

 The two women strolled down the sidewalk together, invisible in the bustle of 
hurrying people. The sun set in a blaze of heat, shadows deepening as the pair 
approached the corner café. They ducked into the shop‟s breathing dimness. 

 The two women were soon seated at a table by the window, coffee in hand, 
relaxing in the stale and pungent smell of the place. 

 “That was a hell of a class,” the slender teenager with a smooth olive complexion 
said, shaking her head so her black braid slithered over one shoulder. “I can‟t figure 
Wong out. I mean, he‟s Strange‟s housekeeper, and he‟s also this awesome martial arts 
instructor. If you could do a three inch punch that would break every bone in a man‟s 
chest, why would you cook and clean for somebody?” 

 “Well, Dani, maybe you should ask him,” the lovely blonde in her early twenties 
reflected, gazing out the window. “I don‟t think he sees himself as a housekeeper. I 
think he believes he‟s serving the Sorcerer Supreme, and he can‟t see the distinctions 
beyond that. I don‟t think he‟d agree that cooking and cleaning and maintaining 
Strange‟s home is menial work.” 

 “I guess,” Dani said. She sighed. “I‟m sore all over. I have no idea how many times 
I got thrown on the mat tonight.” She squinted at the blonde. “So. Tandy. You‟re 
Strange‟s personal assistant. Do you feel like that‟s an honor?” 

 “I feel like he trusts me,” Tandy said distantly. “So yeah. An honor.” She focused. 
“You are his secretary. I‟m guessing you‟d like to have a bigger role.” 

“I don‟t even know,” Dani shrugged. 

“How are things at Strange‟s mansion?” Tandy asked, stirring creamer into her 
coffee. “Now that you‟ve been living there for a while, have you settled in?” 

 “I guess,” Dani sighed. “You know how Strange is. So distant. I mean, he‟s 
friendly, and we talk sometimes, but he‟s got a lot on his mind. And it‟s hard to connect 
with him.” She stopped herself, looking out the window. 

 “And you miss Montessi,” Tandy finished for her. She sipped her coffee, not 
meeting Dani‟s eyes. 

 “Well, when Strange rescued me, I lived with Montessi for years.” Dani watched 
her coffee, making no move to drink it. “I loved her,” she said softly. “We were family. 
I could tell her anything. And now she‟s gone.” Dani frowned. “I can see her in Strange‟s 
eyes when he looks at me. Like I‟m towing her ghost around behind me everywhere I 
go. He sees me, he thinks of her.” She paused. “He loved her too.” She rubbed briefly 
at her eyes. “She‟s been gone almost eight months. I still—I miss her every day,” Dani 
said dully. 

 Tandy nodded, nothing to say to that. 

 “It‟s even harder because I‟m Strange‟s secretary at the Planetary,” Dani continued. 
“I mean, I work in his office, and then come home to his mansion, I‟m right there in his 
life, but I feel so—so invisible. I feel in-between. I‟m too freakish for the real world, but 
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not freakish enough to join Strange‟s investigative team.” Dani looked Tandy in the eye. 
“Strange loved Montessi, and he wouldn‟t let her very far into his life. Me? I still feel 
like a guest in his house, and I live there. I envy you. He talks to you more than anybody 
else in the world, you know.” Dani looked back down at her coffee. 

 Tandy smiled slightly, looking out the window. “Just because I‟m his personal 
assistant. Mostly work, for the Planetary and for coordinating the efforts of others who 
are defending the Web of Light. That is his whole life.” She sighed. “It‟s not simple or 
clear-cut. Sure, he talks to me, but I never know what he‟s thinking. On any given day, I 
never know what‟s going to happen, schedules be damned.” She sipped her coffee. “I 
envy him his poise.” 

 Tandy narrowed her eyes as a peculiar roiling wash of nerves twisted in her belly, 
scenting the air with adrenaline. Her flesh prickled, her ribs tightened, and her senses 
were unsteadily thrust into high alert. She looked around, alarmed. 

 “What is it?” Dani asked, startled. 

 “I—I don‟t know,” Tandy muttered, her eyes darting from shadow to shadow, 
rapidly scanning the faces of those walking by the café. 

 There. Pale, across the street, stock still on the sidewalk, a woman stared right into 
Tandy‟s eyes. Her eyes were bright with unidentifiable emotion, her face rigid with 
surprise. Dark, styled hair was cut chin-length, accentuating her elegant jaw-line and 
aristocratic features. She wore a long, light trench coat in the waning heat of the early 
evening. She concentrated, as though memorizing everything about Tandy, then she 
rapidly turned and vanished down an alleyway as Tandy rose to her feet. 

 “Tandy, what‟s going on?” Dani demanded. 

 Tandy watched the mouth of the alley for a long second, then she sat down and 
shook her head briefly. “Probably nothing,” she said, trying a smile. “Just… a strange 
feeling. I‟ll probably never know the story behind it, or what just happened,” she added 
with a shrug. “Like I said. Day to day, you never know what might happen.” 

 Dani looked out across the street, searching the impassive building faces, 
wondering what Tandy saw. “Maybe,” she said, unconvinced. “I hope so.” 

 The subject dropped. 

 

Tuesday, September 6 

 “Doctor Strange is not available today. Perhaps I can help you,” Tandy offered as 
she leaned her forehead on her hand, phone handset held to her ear. “No, he won‟t be 
in until next Monday. I am his assistant. Yes. I understand that you wish to speak to 
him, but he is unavailable,” she said evenly. “Alright. Here is his voice mail,” she said, 
and she punched a couple buttons on the phone and hung up. Leaning back in her 
chair, she heaved a deep breath and looked out the massive bay window of her office, 
ordering her thoughts. 

 A knock hit her door, and she smiled as she glanced at the clock. “Come in,” she 
called, rising as the door opened and an attractive blonde stepped in. 

 “Hey there, Tandy. Ready for lunch?” 
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 “Illyana. You may have just saved my life,” Tandy said. “With Strange at the 
publishing convention, several dams have broken and we‟ve got a lot to sort out. And 
you know I hate to bother him if it‟s something we can take care of,” she grimaced. 

 “Believe me, I know,” the blonde grinned. “Let‟s go, I found a new Italian place, 
Garazzini‟s, in SoHo. I‟m going to take Strange there, you know he has this thing for 
stromboli.” 

 “One side effect of being taken to lunch by a demon sorceress is the transport,” 
Tandy said, pleased. “I don‟t suppose you‟d mind teleporting us there?” 

 “I‟ll handle transportation if you‟ll buy me lunch,” Illyana shrugged. 

 “Deal,” Tandy said firmly. “Or, rather, the Planetary will take you to lunch.” Her 
eyes were merry with mischief. 

 She stepped close to Illyana as a disk of pale, bleak darkness swept up around them 
in a ring of fire. Less than a heartbeat later, they were standing on a thick pad of moss, 
somewhere else entirely, in a circle ringed with standing stones. To one side was a 
massive throne, with a dark pool before it. Illyana stepped around the pool, and 
gestured at it. The surface rippled, and a back alley drifted into view in the reflection. 

 “I like the moss,” Tandy said, noting the carpet that surrounded the throne. 

 “Thanks,” Illyana smiled. “I thought it added a homey touch to the throne room. 
What‟s the point of having a pocket dimension if you don‟t redecorate, right?” 

 “Right,” Tandy agreed. “How have your investigations been going?” 

“I was just in Brazil dealing with an infestation of Xiticix. Every time I go out 
and settle something for Strange, I learn a little more about Prime‟s defenses. There are 
so many layers. So many things I don‟t know about.” She shook her head. “Strange has a 
full-time job looking after this circus, let me tell you.” Illyana gestured at the scry view 
of the alleyway, then flame whipped up around the pair again, and they were standing in 
the alley she had been viewing. 

 “There is half an hour of traffic skipped,” Illyana grinned, leading the way out of 
the alley. They merged with the flow of pedestrians on the sidewalk, and joined the line 
in front of the restaurant. 

 Tandy glanced at her watch. “Hm. I can‟t be gone more than an hour and a half,” 
she said apologetically. “Do you think we‟ll get in fast enough?” 

 “No problem,” Illyana said, pulling out her cell phone. “I thought that might be a 
problem, so I had Logan get seated. I‟ll have him order for us, then we can cut to the 
head of the line and join him. He‟s so helpful.” 

 “How is your new baby brother, by the way? I hear Logan is a proud father,” 
Tandy smiled. 

 “He‟s walking. Calls Logan „da‟. Piotr thinks it‟s a sure sign he‟s going to be 
Russian. Ignoring the fact that one parent is an English ninja and the other one a 
werewolf. I honestly think he forgets that Logan adopted us.” Illyana rolled her eyes. 
“But my brother is a dork. Yeah, Brian is walking now. Kid is going to be hell on wheels 
when he gets a little bigger. I can hardly believe how big he‟s getting.” She punched in a 
speed-dial number on her cell phone. “What do you want?” she asked as the phone 
placed the call. 
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 Tandy froze. Again, her nostrils were rimed with adrenaline as her stomach 
lurched, a dizzy moment swelled up through her, and her heart hammered with 
anticipation. Glancing around, she saw the dark-haired woman again. Across the street, 
in the mouth of the alley. Her bearing and braced stance sent a clear message. An 
invitation. 

 “Excuse me,” Tandy said distantly, eyes locked with the figure across the street. “I 
need to talk to someone.” She stepped away from the restaurant, ignoring her 
surroundings. The woman across the street turned away, striding into the alleyway. 
Tandy glanced at traffic, looking for an opening. 

 “Just a second, something came up,” Illyana said into the phone, and she snapped 
it shut. “I‟m going with you,” she said firmly. 

 “Why?” Tandy asked, looking her in the eye. “I can handle myself. I haven‟t been 
in Wong‟s martial arts class for exercise alone, you know. And there‟s always the Light.” 

 “Exactly,” Illyana said firmly. “You are Strange‟s personal assistant. Strange is the 
guy that trained me to be a wizard, and one of the first lessons is that you‟re never 
justified in getting cocky. And, you carry the living Light of Agamotto. So if something 
happens to you there will be no living with him. Ergo,” she concluded, “I‟m coming 
along.” 

 “Then let‟s go already,” Tandy said, suppressing her irritation. She saw a gap in 
traffic, and she darted across the street with Illyana at her heels. 

 Less than twenty steps into the garbage-strewn alley, and Tandy stopped. Not ten 
paces away, the dark-haired woman glowered at her. 

 “What do you want?” Tandy asked, her heart still racing. “Who are you?” 

 “Leave,” the intense woman replied, eyes boring into Illyana. “This is none of your 
affair.” Her voice was smooth and liquid, printed with a European accent, flavored 
French. 

 “We‟ll see about that,” Illyana said darkly. She examined the stranger, unsure. 
Something… wrong. 

 Tandy felt her vision shift, she saw a deep and steady shine of Light dwelling in the 
woman that confronted her. “What are you?” she breathed. “You bear the Light.” She 
paused. “Sort of.” 

 “I am Jacqueline L‟Avenir,” the stranger replied. “The prophecy is true. I have 
found the Heir. I truly am sorry. But this is unavoidable.” Moving with startling speed, 
she whipped her coat aside, her hand darting into its folds and ripping forth a 
broadsword in a single ringing rasp of steel. Twirling the blade once to settle its weight 
and balance, she was on top of Illyana as the startled sorceress took a step backward. 

 Illyana‟s reflexes kicked in, and she leaned away and slapped at the flat of the blade, 
knocking its point to the side as Jacqueline expertly thrust at the center of her torso. 
Both women recovered with dazzling speed. The expert swordswoman stepped closer, 
following up her assault with an unexpected twisting upsweep of the pommel, catching 
Illyana in the chin with a startling smack. Illyana spun away, hissing furiously, her 
innocuous bracelet rippling and twisting into a mass of organic steel that raced down 
over her fist as a clawed gauntlet, and up her forearm as a greave. 
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 Tandy sidestepped and fired a kick at Jacqueline. The swordswoman rolled with the 
blow, spun around and bounced off the brick wall. Tandy nearly lost her balance as she 
desperately sprang back, out of the way of the broadsword‟s scything swipe. 

 Jacqueline threw herself forward into a roll as Illyana fired a bolt of energy at her, 
and it only skimmed her back as she dove. Popping up, the swordswoman whipped a 
lightning fast strike at Illyana, and the demon sorceress easily parried it with her 
gauntlet, too late seeing the feint— 

 Her powerful wrist redirecting the broadsword‟s weight, Jacqueline tilted the 
trajectory down to slash across Illyana‟s torso, neatly ducking the parry. As Illyana‟s eyes 
widened, Jacqueline leaned with the momentum of the swipe, body-checking the 
sorceress into the wall as she lashed out at Tandy, backing her off. Jacqueline whipped 
an elbow strike back and up, catching Illyana in the face and breaking her nose with a 
meaty snap. 

 “Dammit!” Illyana gritted out, and a brilliantly dark disk of flame swirled up around 
her and her attacker. Jacqueline sprang clear at the last moment, startlingly agile. No 
time to—Tandy fired a jump-kick at her, slamming into her chest and flinging her back 
to smack off the wall again. 

 Unfazed, Jacqueline slit the air with a deadly swipe, and Tandy stumbled as she 
backpedaled away from it. In an instant, Jacqueline was pressing the advantage, sword 
sweeping down. Tandy let out a shout as she released a blast of brilliant Light, slamming 
into the swordswoman and knocking her back, reeling, to collapse in the alleyway. 

 Tandy leaned against the alley wall, gasping for breath, startled at the ferocity of the 
attack. Jacqueline unsteadily rose, blinking, her gasps hoarse. 

 “That‟s mighty unkind,” growled a low, intense voice from the mouth of the alley. 
The swordswoman turned to see a short, heavily muscled man with wildly upswept hair 
and chiseled features. “You have some explaining to do.” 

 “Logan,” Tandy said. “Be careful!” 

 “Stay out of this, little man,” sneered the swordswoman. “This is none of your 
affair. My business is with her.” 

 “Don‟t you tell me my business,” Logan snarled. 

 Jacqueline shot a glance at Tandy. “Don‟t go anywhere,” she said coldly. “I‟ll be 
right with you.” She twirled her broadsword once in her grip, her other hand extended 
with its fingers splayed wide, and she squared off with Logan. 

 Frowning, Tandy focused, then she unloaded a massive gout of brilliant Light. A 
circle of the pure shining depth of Light carved around one eye as her hand directed the 
bolt. It slammed into Jacqueline hard, flinging her towards Logan. His fist clenched, his 
forearm flexed, and three blades shot through the meat of his arm, extending out the 
back of his hand. He swept his blades at the incoming swordswoman, snipping through 
the meat of her chest and catching her sword, slitting her hand open and sending the 
blade tumbling through the air to clatter off the wall as she rebounded from his swipe. 

 Logan and the swordswoman and Tandy were all snatched in sudden vortexes of 
pale dark flame; a moment later they stood on the moss of Illyana‟s throne room. 
Illyana‟s nose was unbroken, the cut on her torso healed completely. 
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 “So much for that,” Illyana said through her teeth. “Damn good thing I can pull 
back here and heal almost anything. So what‟s her story?” She looked at Tandy. “Do 
you know her?” 

 “I only saw her once before, last week, through a window,” Tandy said solemnly. 
“She said her name was Jacqueline something. Sounded French.” 

 “I‟m getting Strange for this. He‟ll want to know that expert swordswomen are 
stalking you.” Illyana looked to Logan ruefully. “Thanks for your help. I‟ll send you 
back. Don‟t worry. If we need you, we won‟t hesitate to call.” 

 Logan nodded briefly. “Good luck,” he said. “Go get „em, girls.” He flashed them a 
wry look, then Illyana gestured, and flame carried him back to Prime. 

 “So much for lunch,” Tandy sighed. She looked curiously at Jacqueline, who lay 
unconscious, her chest and hand slit. “Do you think she‟ll be alright?” 

 “She doesn‟t look so good, does she?” Illyana mused. “Strange will know what to 
do.” She squatted over her scrying pool, and a moment later flame swirled around her, 
and she was gone. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Illyana flashed down to Prime in a pale, tiled bathroom. A lean man glanced up 
from washing his hands in the sink, making eye contact with her in the long mirror. His 
narrow face was aesthetic, his waved black hair shot through with silver and streaked 
back white from his temples. He wore a trim goatee and mustache. A smile touched at 
his features. 

 “I do hope you looked before you dropped in,” he said in his smooth, untraceably 
accented voice. “Considering this is the men‟s restroom.” 

 “Tandy was attacked,” Illyana said quickly. Strange froze, alarm sparking in his 
eyes. “She‟s fine, not a scratch,” Illyana rushed on. “But her attacker is weird. I‟ve never 
seen anything like it.” 

 Strange faced her. “Let‟s go,” he said, inscrutable, and flame whipped up around 
them. 

 “You‟re alright?” Strange said to Tandy as the flame flared away, depositing them 
in Illyana‟s throne room. 

 She nodded curtly. “Illyana took the brunt of the attack,” she said. She pointed at 
the unconscious figure sprawled on the moss. “She said her name was Jacqueline. She‟s 
a terror with a sword.” 

 Strange‟s eyes widened as he looked at Jacqueline. “Send us to the Sanctum,” he 
said quickly. “Did you get her sword from the alley?” 

 “No,” Illyana said, confused. 

 “Please do,” Strange said smoothly. “Then join us. The kitchen will be fine.” 

 Illyana nodded, and flame whipped up around Strange, Jacqueline, and Tandy. The 
wisps of eldritch fire spun off into nothingness, leaving them in the well-appointed 
kitchen of Strange‟s brownstone mansion. Strange and Tandy stood to one side, and 
Jacqueline was laid out on the big table. 
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 Sunlight made the open room cheery. The big table dominated the room, but 
various appliances lined the wall, and there was plenty of counterspace. The room was 
designed to serve as the social center of the mansion, right off the foyer, and its 
scrubbed order felt welcoming. 

 “Look!” Tandy said, surprised. “Her hand!” 

 Jacqueline‟s outstretched and deeply cut hand had stopped bleeding, and the edges 
of the gash were slowly contracting and resealing. Her chest was healing too. She was 
still unconscious. 

 “I hit her with enough Light to burn out her mind,” Tandy said firmly. “It just 
knocked her down. She‟s full of Light, can you see it? I thought you said that I was the 
only living person carrying the Light.” Her puzzled eyes accused nothing, looking for an 
answer. 

 Strange nodded. “Aside from the Illuminati, no other mortals carry the Light as you 
do,” he said quietly. “This woman is immortal. And she‟s not the only one.” He stroked 
his beard briefly. “Bathe her in the Light. Gently this time, if you please.” 

 Tandy looked at him for a moment, then turned her attention to the unconscious 
swordswoman on the table. She extended her hand, breathing out slowly, and a gentle 
wash of living Light flowed from her, bathing Jacqueline in a peculiar nimbus that 
resonated with her internal energies. A moment later, Jacqueline blinked, and sat up. 

 “You are safe, for the moment,” Strange intoned. Light flashed in the hall as 
Jacqueline rolled over and dropped off the table, landing lightly on her feet, torn 
between fight and flight instincts. 

 “Here‟s your sword,” Illyana said sourly as she stepped into the doorway. She 
tossed the broadsword over at Jacqueline, and the swordswoman caught the blade‟s grip 
neatly, holding the sword to the side, warily watching the others. Her shirt hung in 
tatters, and she was spattered with a few bloodstains, but she was otherwise intact. 

 “Who are you?” she challenged Strange, desperate to regain her balance. 

 “I am Doctor Stephen Strange,” he replied politely. “Tell me, have you seen 
Methos lately? He mentioned you fondly, Jacqueline L‟Avenir.” 

 “You—you know Methos?” Jacqueline said faintly, suddenly unsteady on her feet. 

 Strange pulled a chair out from the table and seated himself. “Yes,” he replied. “I‟d 
like to think of him as my friend. So. You are the Living Sister mentioned in the 
prophecy.” He stroked his goatee. 

 “I knew he could sort this out,” Illyana confided in Tandy, who looked as confused 
as Jacqueline. 

 “In accordance with that stupid prophecy, I found the Heir,” Jacqueline said with a 
nod towards Tandy. “But I refuse to accept that my sister is fated to die.” She studied 
Strange. “If you know of the prophecy, then you know I am to kill the Heir.” 

 “That‟s not true,” Strange said simply. “The prophecy says you will find her, and so 
you have. You must understand,” he continued, an edge under the smooth tone of his 
voice, “she is under my protection, and you will not be allowed to harm her. We can 
work together to save your sister.” 
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 “What‟s in it for you?” Jacqueline demanded. “Why should I trust you?” 

 Strange arched an eyebrow. “I don‟t feel I need to answer to you. You have your 
sword,” he pointed out. “You‟ve found the Heir. Your sister‟s captor will contact you 
with the next step now. You are free to go.” His eyes were unreadable as he calmly 
watched her. 

 Jacqueline hesitated, then sheepishly pulled a chair out from the table and sat down, 
setting her sword on the table in front of her. “I am sorry. The last week has been—
well, difficult. Please. Can you help me find my sister?” An anxious note crept into her 
voice, and she pressed her hands flat on the table. 

 Tandy sat down too, and Illyana crossed to the counter and started filling a kettle 
with water. Tandy rubbed at her forehead. 

 “Prophecy? Heir? Living Sister? Immortality?” she said. 

 “It seems I know little more than you,” Jacqueline agreed, looking to Strange. 
“What is your role in the Game? You don‟t seem to be a Watcher.” 

 “No. I am not a member of that order, though I do keep up my contacts with 
them. I‟m not a player in the Game you speak of, though I do have a stake in its 
outcome. I am willing to help you, but I won‟t answer all your questions,” he said 
quietly, his tone inviting no argument. “Tell me about your sister. You would not be this 
desperate unless she was still alive. What happened?” 

 Tandy and Illyana exchanged a glance, Illyana shaking her head almost 
imperceptibly. Patience. Tandy swallowed her questions and leaned back in her chair, 
paying attention. 

 Jacqueline took a deep breath to steady herself, and she buttoned her coat over her 
slashed shirt. Touching her forehead for a moment, she cleared her throat and looked 
up at Strange. “My sister, Dominique L‟Avenir, lives here in New York. Two weeks ago 
she was abducted. I was in France at the time, and I got a call from her captor. He let 
me speak with Dominique briefly, and I am sure it was her. The man did not identify 
himself, but he spoke fluent French with an English accent. He told me that I must 
fulfill the prophecy and find the Heir. When I had done so, he would contact me again. 
I determined that I would kill the Heir,” she said, looking Tandy in the eye, “once I saw 
her power. With her Quickening added to my own, no other immortal could stand in 
my way.” 

 “That‟s very possible,” Strange agreed. “How did you find her?” 

 “I had no idea where to begin looking. I was on my way back to my flat from the 
library when I walked past her in the café, and my instincts told me what I had found, as 
though I had known what I was looking for all along.” Her jaw tightened. “You look a 
lot like my sister, too,” she said with a thin smile. “Meeting you outside the restaurant 
was pure luck, I‟m staying not far from there, and I knew it was time to make my 
move.” 

 “I assume you tried to use conventional methods to find your sister,” Strange said. 

 “Of course,” Jacqueline shrugged. “She disappeared between her work at the 
museum, restoring artifacts, and her apartment. No one saw anything. No note. No 
evidence. Nothing.” She swallowed at a lump in her throat. 
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 Strange rose swiftly, decisively. “Your sister is probably still alive,” he said. “But the 
man who took her will kill her when she is no longer worth the leverage she commands, 
and that time is coming up fast. You were observed during your entire hunt, and now 
that you‟ve found the Heir, your usefulness is drawing to an end. I‟m sure I can find this 
man, hopefully before sundown. We must strike quickly.” 

 Jacqueline‟s classically beautiful features clouded. “That‟s too convenient,” she said, 
almost to herself. “How can you know so much and not be involved? You are so near 
to the Heir, and you just take all this in stride? No. Why is she the Heir? What does that 
mean? What is this prophecy that the madman babbled about over the phone? What 
does it mean that I am the Living Sister?” Anger swelled under her words as they 
tumbled out. 

 Strange regarded her with a distant reserve. “I‟m sorry. I can‟t tell you more. I‟ll try 
to stop the man who kidnapped your sister, with or without your help. I‟m going 
upstairs now.” He paused. “It‟s best for you if you work with us. But if you choose to 
leave and go it alone, you are welcome to do so. I can‟t tell you more.” He turned from 
her, rounding the table and leaving the kitchen. 

 “For that matter, how do you, you know, the light and then we are somewhere 
else?” Jacqueline demanded of Illyana, whose eyebrows raised. “The blasts of energy. 
What are you?” 

 “Yeah, none of your damn business,” Illyana said curtly. Tandy shot her a glance, 
then hurried after Strange. Illyana sighed to herself. “Okay, look,” Illyana said, squaring 
with Jacqueline. “Strange is the best man you could hope to have in your corner, okay? 
He doesn‟t lay everything out to the people that work with him. And, having been on 
both sides of that line, I gotta say that‟s probably for the best,” she said after a 
moment‟s reflection. “If your sister can be saved, Strange is the man to do it.” 

 “How much do you know about us?” Jacqueline asked. “Or do you keep your 
mouth shut like your friend, the Doctor?” 

 “Us?” Illyana prodded. 

 “The Game,” Jacqueline said uncomfortably. “The Prize.” 

 “Not a damn thing,” Illyana said through her teeth. “In this job, I learn something 
new every day. So maybe now it‟s your turn. Want to fill me in on what you know?” 

 “I—no, that‟s not a good idea,” Jacqueline faltered. 

 “Well then,” Illyana said calmly, looking the uncertain swordswoman in the eye. “I 
guess that‟s that.” Her eyes dared Jacqueline to press for more information, but the 
confused swordswoman looked down at her nicked sword, and said nothing further as 
Illyana brewed them some tea. 

* 

 Tandy caught up to Strange as he opened the ornate wooden doors that led to his 
inner Sanctum Sanctorum. He hesitated, looking over his shoulder at her as she stopped 
in the middle of the wide hallway. She was flushed, her breathing rapid from climbing 
two flights of stairs, and she balled her fists up then relaxed her hands. 
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 “Please,” she said. “I understand the need to keep confidences, and to use 
discretion. But I‟m right in the middle of this, and I don‟t know what‟s going on.” She 
paused, then stopped, the question unstated and fully present between them. 

 Strange nodded. “Come inside,” he said, and she followed him into the Sanctum. 
The door closed behind her with an almost sinister click. 

 The Sanctum Sanctorum was surprisingly roomy. Deep bookshelves covered the 
walls, supporting massive and ancient texts. The shelves were half empty. Here and 
there, peculiar artifacts dotted the remaining space… A throne in a circle of silver set in 
the floor. A massive bookstand with a book on it, closed, its cover encased in peculiar 
scribed metal. A skylight with a sigil interlaced through it.  

Strange approached a three-legged stand that held a cylinder with a domed top. 
Scrollwork and stylized abstractions covered the golden surface of the case. The top of 
the dome was level with Strange‟s waist. He turned and regarded Tandy thoughtfully. 

 “What I am about to show you is so secret that many in this world and others 
would kill you for knowing it,” he said quietly. 

 She nodded, tense, eyes bright. 

 Strange stroked his goatee, regarding her thoughtfully, then he reached his decision. 
“This is the Crystal of Agamotto,” he said. He gestured, and a rim of light slit the 
seamless domed cover. The top half drifted up in the air, and a familiar Light filled the 
room. Tandy gasped, her eyes riveted to the crystal that hung, weightless, inside the case 
as it drifted up into view. 

 “This is Prime,” Strange said, “and it is my task to defend its balance. We are 
encircled by the Web of Light, and this is the only existing model of it.” He gestured, 
and spiderweb-fine traces of light whipped all around and through the globe, refining 
the glow. “Those are ley lines. Where they meet, there are nodes. These are the 
geomantic energies of Prime. The nodes are gates that seal energy and life into Prime 
and keep it safe from those who would invade. This network is made from the soul of 
the planet itself. When the ley lines are out of balance, the world shudders. When they 
are in balance,” he shrugged, “Prime restrains itself to its normal level of violence.” 

 “Why is this so dangerous?” Tandy asked, her eyes riveted on the beautiful artifact 
as it slowly revolved. 

 “Because this is a map of the ley lines and nodes. What lines are active. Which 
nodes are unbalanced. It could be used to find an entry point for an invading force,” 
Strange said quietly, “or it could be a guide to the most powerful nodes, should an 
unscrupulous wizard want to siphon power from the Web of Light for a ritual.” 

 Strange smiled to himself. “Give me your hand,” he said. She offered him her 
hand, and he put his long, powerful hand on the back of hers. His skin was oddly dry 
and warm. He guided her hand towards the Crystal, and the Crystal hummed as it 
brightened. She gasped as she felt the Light within her answer, and for a wildly 
disorienting moment she brushed the model of the Web of Light, and a million miles of 
energy corridors touched her just briefly, just a glimpse of the world. 

 Her heart raced, she stumbled, and Strange‟s free hand touched the small of her 
back to steady her. She turned and looked right into his eyes, those green-flecked 
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depthless eyes, and she smelled the peculiar spicy warmth of his scent as she realized 
how close she was to him. She did not pull away. 

 Strange stepped back. “Agamotto was a tremendously powerful wizard, back in 
pre-historic times. Hoggoth drove the Unseelie Court underground and into hiding, but 
he could not maintain the balance in the world with military might. Agamotto found a 
more elegant solution, defending the vulnerable planet with a net of energy and 
coincidence. He made it flexible enough to withstand the test of time, able to adapt, and 
tied into the heart of the planet. The ley lines and nodes, the Web of Light, was crafted 
and triggered by Agamotto. He was the first Sorcerer Supreme. And you bear the Light 
he left behind in the Eye of Agamotto. When you absorbed the amulet‟s power, you 
became his living Heir.” 

 “How does that connect to the woman downstairs?” Tandy asked. 

 “The nodes protect Prime, restrict access to it,” Strange said softly, his eyes lost in 
the Web of Light. “But there is a back door. Agamotto wanted to be sure that, when 
humanity was ready, they could travel among the stars.” Strange gestured at the Crystal, 
and it shrank tremendously as sinewy threads of Light sprang from it. Tandy stared, 
fascinated, seeing the Crystal shrink from the size of a basketball to the size of a marble. 
It rested in a much wider net of Light. 

 “The universe is bound together by this energy,” Strange said, almost to himself. 
“As there are nodes on the ley lines here on Prime, Prime is a node in the energy that 
binds this galaxy together. The galaxy is a node in the energy that connects the 
Universe. It‟s all just a matter of scale.” Strange looked Tandy in the eye. 

 “Agamotto knew this was a terrible risk. He wanted to assure that no matter what 
happened, humanity would someday be able to use this One Gate. He felt that was their 
inheritance. So he took the energy for the One Gate and he shattered it, and the scraps 
and shards rebounded from the inside of the Web of Light, and fell into the souls of 
unborn children. The shards fell randomly, and they still do. The children who receive 
this gift don‟t know it until they die a violent death. When they die, they rise again, 
immortal.” 

 “Like Jacqueline,” Tandy said. 

 “Exactly. Unless something crushes or severs her head, Jacqueline will heal any 
wound fully. She has a shard of the One Gate within her, a little piece of Agamotto‟s 
power that keeps her alive through the centuries. When these immortals gather all the 
shards of the One Gate into a single individual, then the One Gate will be intact in that 
immensely powerful soul, and humanity will find an ascension of sorts.” He looked 
down at the Crystal pensively for a moment. 

 “How do they gather the shards?” Tandy asked in a small voice. 

 “There are ways, techniques. They take time to master, and the one surrendering 
the spark accepts mortality.” He paused. “The fast way is for one immortal to behead 
another. Then, the Light surges free and fills the victor. It‟s a rush,” he added softly. “If 
an immortal dies with no other immortal nearby to attract the energy, then it rebounds 
from the Web of Light and nests in another unborn child. The immortals have a legend 
of the time of the Gathering, when all will come together and fight it out, so one of 
them will win the Prize.” He sighed. “They don‟t know what it is, and I am oathbound 
not to tell them.” He looked at Tandy sharply. “You can tell no one of this.” 
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 “I understand,” she said in a small voice. “They… they hunt each other down and 
behead each other for this energy?” Her lips were tight with disapproval. 

 “The whole point is that the immortals are still human, maybe the most human 
people the world has to offer. When presented with this sort of power, violence is the 
quintessential human reaction,” Strange shrugged. “They call it the Game. The hunting 
and killing of others of their kind. Some find their purpose in it, others try to escape it, 
but any reasonable immortal develops some skill with a blade. You never know when 
some maniac will show up on your doorstep looking to decapitate you, and whether or 
not you deserve it is irrelevant. They have a code,” he said, eerily underlit by the Crystal 
as he gazed down into it. 

 Tandy didn‟t interrupt, but she crossed her arms as though suddenly chilled, the 
implications of the hunt sinking in. 

 

C HAPTER THREE 

 “They don‟t fight on Holy Ground,” Strange murmured. “The original idea, of 
course, was not to fight in or near a node. The transfer of energy could be 
unpredictable, painful, shorted out by the Web of Light if it was too powerful when the 
spark was released. They fight one on one, because if the spark was split between two it 
could set up nasty feedback, they could bleed energy into each other, and it was 
inefficient. The energy they carry is printed with their memories, with their experiences, 
and when it flows back and forth instead of simply being absorbed,” he shrugged, 
“that‟s uncomfortable. Humans being what they are, there is plenty of cheating. Using 
guns, using human agents, using poisons, and so on.” He looked up at Tandy. 

 “That‟s how it is,” he said. “Some of them grow to embody the best humanity has 
to offer, others succumb to their worst instincts. Agamotto wasn‟t making heroes. He 
was giving humanity a chance to distill down into a champion. When the last two 
immortals fight, and one beheads the other, they will have that champion. Depending 
on who it is,” he shrugged, “the world‟s entire balance could be shifted forever. And 
that is why it matters to me, the Sorcerer Supreme. Though I do not get involved, I do 
keep an eye on what they‟re up to.” He looked back into the Crystal. “They bear the 
burden of humanity‟s greatest hope, and deepest danger.” 

 “And if they behead me?” Tandy asked, steady. 

 Strange looked her in the eye. “Then the Light of Agamotto will fill your murderer. 
If your killer can withstand the energy, then that immortal will be able to easily 
overpower others, and finding them would be simple as well. So we would be a huge 
leap closer to the end of their Game and the winning of the Prize. A shift like that 
would trigger the Gathering at last.” He smiled mirthlessly. “Don‟t lose your head.” 

 “I‟ll bear that in mind,” Tandy replied with the ghost of a smile on her pale face. 
“If they have the Light of Agamotto, and I do too, why can‟t I heal like they do?” 

 “It‟s not the same. Yours is more powerful than theirs. They can‟t project it, 
though it heightens their experiences. They call it the Quickening. But you?” He smiled 
slightly. “You‟re one of a kind.” 

 Strange cleared his throat, and gestured at the Crystal of Agamotto. “I‟ve found the 
energy signature that matches our charming guest L‟Avenir‟s. Her sister. Her captor 
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didn‟t even try to hide her energy traces, he wants to be found, the plan doesn‟t work 
otherwise. I doubt he‟ll expect my personal involvement, however,” Strange said as his 
features darkened, unsettling to see. “He will expect Illyana, as he has seen you with 
her.” Strange cracked his knuckles. He glanced at Tandy. “We‟re going after him 
tonight. That‟s all I can tell you,” he said simply. 

 “You know who is behind this, don‟t you,” she replied, watching him closely. 

 “Yes,” Strange said. “Does that surprise you?” 

 “Not really,” Tandy shrugged. “Do you want me to send Illyana in?” 

 “Yes please. And stay close to Wong, alright?” 

 “I will,” she nodded. She hesitated. “Thank you.” 

 Strange smiled slightly. “Be careful,” he replied. 

 Tandy turned and left the Sanctum, heading down the stairs, her mind reeling with 
what he had told her. She tried to fully grasp the stakes in the insane and murderous 
game of the immortals. She glanced into the den, and saw the Asian man with a shaved 
scalp standing with his back to her, dusting the mantle. 

 “How can I help you, Ms. Bowen?” Wong said politely as he turned to face her. 

 “Strange asked me to stay close to you,” she replied. “He‟s worried someone will 
behead me.” She smiled winningly. 

 “You have my most humble efforts to prevent that unfortunate end,” Wong said 
with a shallow bow. “Perhaps you will help me to cut up vegetables for dinner?” 

 “That sounds great,” Tandy said. She followed Wong‟s padding noiseless steps into 
the kitchen, and Illyana and Jacqueline looked up from their tea. 

 “He‟s ready for you,” Tandy said to Illyana. She rolled her eyes. “I feel like I‟m in a 
doctor‟s office. Your turn!” She smiled ruefully. 

 “What did he say?” Jacqueline demanded as Wong opened the refrigerator and 
pulled out vegetables. 

 “He told me I shouldn‟t let anyone chop my head off,” Tandy replied with a quiet 
smile. 

 “Took his time saying it,” Jacqueline said darkly. 

 “He was emphatic,” Tandy shrugged. “He knows where your sister is. I think he‟s 
planning to make his move tonight.” 

 Jacqueline leaned back in her chair, unsure of how she should feel about that. 

* 

 “Half an hour is fine, I‟ll see you there,” Strange said into the phone as the door to 
the Sanctum Sanctorum creaked open, revealing Illyana. He beckoned her in, and she 
closed the door behind herself as he set the phone back on its cradle. 

 “Dinner plans?” Illyana inquired. 

 “Yes. I‟ve got a contact I need to consult before this goes down tonight,” Strange 
said crisply. 
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 “Tonight?” Illyana blinked. “You move fast.” 

 “It is necessary,” he replied. “Dominique‟s captor will not keep her alive much 
longer. I imagine she‟s giving him some trouble.” 

 “Who is behind all this?” Illyana paused. “And what is he behind? I‟m totally lost.” 

 “Something big is coming, Illyana,” Strange said seriously. “The Scrolls of Skelos 
call it the Reckoning, or the Testing. We‟re nearing a point of decision where everybody 
who wants Prime throws down for it, and the victor sets the balance for the next 
thousand years.” 

 “Holy crap,” she said, breathless. 

 “Yes,” Strange nodded. “We‟ve seen some signs already. The return of Rasputin, 
for one. He is the Bloody Agent referred to in the cuneiform. I suspected the immortals 
would be the source of the Living Sister. Every few centuries, lightning strikes twice and 
two sisters both become immortal. The L‟Avenirs are such a pair, and Methos alerted 
me to their existence.” 

 Illyana‟s forehead was furrowed. “Help,” she said. “A little remedial study here?” 

 “I‟ll fill you in later,” Strange said. “Here are the highlights. There are a handful of 
others like Jacqueline in the world, and they live until killed because they carry a spark 
of Agamotto‟s Light in them. You can kill them with a beheading, but it releases the 
spark, and makes a mess of the area. I don‟t think it kills mortals, though, and you‟ll 
certainly be fine.” 

 “Right,” Illyana nodded. “So what‟s the plan? Do you want me to have a look at 
the Scrolls of Skelos? I can scry for her sister if you want.” She grinned. “Or just 
teleport in, snatch the sister, and teleport out.” 

 “No, he‟ll be ready for you in particular,” Strange said with a shake of his head. 
“We can‟t look for her through traditional mystic means. I‟ve located her general area, 
and if we look closer then he‟ll know we‟re coming. He has… ways of twisting space so 
you can‟t drop in unexpectedly.” 

 “I‟ll bite,” Illyana said. “Who is behind this? I bet you have it all figured out.” 

 “A wizard with a masterful grasp of Cthonian magic,” Strange said grimly. “He has 
studied the materials related to the Scrolls of Skelos. He knows of the immortals. In 
fact, he probably has several unscrupulous immortals with him right now.” 

 “Cthonian magic,” Illyana said, suddenly pale. “Rasputin?” 

 “No,” Strange said with a shake of his head. “This is not his style. It‟s his star pupil, 
Smythe,” he said as he looked her in the eye. 

 “Hey,” Illyana protested, frowning. “Last time I fought him I tossed him into a 
shoggoth. I heard his head pop like a grape. He‟s dead.” 

 “More or less,” Strange shrugged. “Those who deal with Cthonian sorcery have 
ways around death. He was Rasputin‟s student, so he learned from the best.” 

 “Can I at least help you study the Scrolls?” Illyana asked in a small voice. 

 “As useful as that would be,” Strange sighed, “even I have never managed to 
decipher the Scrolls. They are wound in a deep, powerful magic that distorts the 
cuneiform and shows the reader what the reader wants to see. There are few seers in 
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history who had the skill and talent for reading them, and it is their scholarly works that 
we study, not the Scrolls themselves.” 

 “Now I‟m starting to feel useless,” Illyana said wryly. “Can I at least get you a beer 
or something?” She grinned to lighten the mood. “When I was your apprentice, I‟d ask 
a simple question and you‟d give me six hours of work. I‟m feeling a little off balance 
here.” 

 Strange turned his back to her, pulling his red trench coat off the rack and slipping 
into it. “Don‟t worry, there will be enough to do going after Smythe and his cronies.” 

 “Who do you think I should take? You want me to call Roger in? If we get Kira 
involved, Smythe is a wet smear,” Illyana said reflectively. “Why take chances, right?” 

 “I‟m going with you,” Strange said quietly, smoothing his lapels. 

 Illyana blinked, stunned. “You? Going after Smythe and this immortal woman? 
Personally?” She blinked twice. “I can handle it,” she said, unsure of how to take the 
news. 

 “Illyana, I don‟t doubt you,” Strange said quietly. “This affair stinks of death, 
though. I don‟t like it. I want to be there. If we bring in anyone else, we up the ante, and 
whatever is behind Smythe will have a freer hand to move against us.” 

 “Strange, magista, please,” Illyana said, stepping forward and putting her hand on 
his forearm as she looked him in the eye. “Are you sure?” 

 “The stakes are already too high,” Strange replied, his eyes oddly bright. “I can‟t… 
afford to lose this one.” 

 A peculiar vulnerability shifted behind Strange‟s impassive features, a hint of 
desperation in his eyes, and Illyana dropped her hand from his arm as understanding 
finally grew in her. “So Tandy is going,” she said, muted. 

 Strange‟s jaw clenched, and he was suddenly unreadable. “I can‟t discuss this right 
now,” he said, his voice slightly hoarse. He nodded to her curtly, then he turned from 
her and let himself out of the Sanctum Sanctorum. 

 The door clicked shut behind him, leaving Illyana alone. She slumped into the 
throne. 

 “Well, damn,” she muttered, rubbing her eyes. “Now it‟s all complicated.” 

* 

 The man with silver hair and narrow features sipped at his coffee. His downturned 
nose had flared nostrils, and his shifting eyes missed nothing as they roved the small 
café. 

 “Hello, Dawson,” said the man in the red trench coat, standing nearly at his elbow. 
The silver-haired man jumped, almost spilling his coffee. 

 “Strange,” he reproved the newcomer. “Don‟t do that. Sit down.” 

 Smiling, the slim wizard lowered himself into the seat opposite Dawson. “I‟m glad 
you were free to see me,” he said politely. 

 “We have questions we can‟t answer,” Dawson replied darkly, eyeing Strange. 
“When that happens, and you give me a call, I‟m ready to listen.” 
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 “Disappearances?” Strange asked. 

 “Yes,” Dawson replied. “We‟ve lost four immortals in New York, and two of them 
made a special trip to get here right before disappearing. Three weeks ago.” 

 “Dominique L‟Avenir disappeared only two weeks ago,” Strange said. Dawson 
tried not to glare at him, and a grudging smile of respect crossed his features. 

 “I should have guessed you‟d know as much as we do,” he said ruefully. 

 “Any unusual activity among your own ranks?” Strange asked casually. “Among the 
Watchers?” 

 “We‟ve lost three agents,” Dawson said, subdued. “That‟s highly unusual.” 

 “I think you‟re being stalked by a rogue agent of the Arcanum,” Strange confided 
in a low voice. “Did any of the missing Watchers know you by name?” 

 “Yes,” Dawson replied, alarmed. 

 “Hide. Go for deep cover until this is over,” Strange said with a solemn nod. 
“Assume their cells are compromised. Tell the other Watchers to get out of sight.” 

 “Damn,” Dawson swore emphatically. He stared at Strange. “Can‟t the Arcanum 
control its wizards?” 

 Strange shrugged. “About as well as the Watchers keep an eye on their wayward 
strays,” he replied quietly. Dawson bit his next comment back, stewing quietly to 
himself, and Strange continued. “No one said joining a secret organization dedicated to 
spying on immortals would be easy or safe. Now. About the three immortals that are 
missing. Besides L‟Avenir,” he pressed. 

 “How do you know about her?” asked Dawson. 

 “Her sister, Jacqueline, came to me for help. I mean to do everything I can to 
rescue her sister. Any help you can offer is appreciated. I‟d like to know what I‟m 
walking into.” 

 “You‟re walking into a world of hurt,” Dawson muttered. “The three that are 
missing are some nasty characters, believe me. First is Gregor Dobbins, a Cossack who 
has been murdering people the hard way for over three hundred years. He likes to 
disembowel his kills before eventually taking their heads. He‟s been operating in 
Philadelphia. Then there‟s Kenneth Hawkins, a British sadist. He spent the last fifty 
years working with a crime syndicate in London, assassinating their targets in exchange 
for cover-ups of his sensational murders. As for the third… well, at first we thought he 
took off out of South Africa because the police were closing in on him after a long 
string of murders. Now we suspect someone contacted him, offered him a job. He‟s the 
one to worry about.” 

 “Who is he?” Strange asked. 

 “Marcus Chifumbe, from Kenya. Close as we can figure it, he‟s almost eight 
hundred years old, and he‟s been all over Africa. We sighted Chifumbe and Dobbins 
together, and we saw Dobbins and Hawkins together, and then all three of them just 
disappeared.” He leaned back in his chair, grim. “We don‟t know of any nearby 
immortals that might have successfully hunted any one of them, much less all three. It says 
something that they had a chat and it ended peaceably. Something is going on.” 
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 “Any other victims missing?” Strange asked intently. 

 “Just the one, as far as we know. Now, I‟ve answered your questions,” Dawson 
said. “Your turn. I want a name. Who do you suspect in all this? The rogue wizard from 
the Arcanum?” 

 “His first name changes a lot, as he‟s been causing trouble for a long time,” Strange 
muttered. “He calls himself Smythe. If you run across him, do not engage. That‟s not a 
threat. It‟s for your own good, believe me.” The wizard leaned back on his seat, his eyes 
oddly deep and solemn. 

 “Right,” Dawson nodded. “I see. Well, Strange, it‟s always a pleasure,” he said. He 
thrust his hand out, and Strange shook it. Then the grizzled spy heaved himself up out 
of his chair, picking up the silver-headed cane by his side, and he limped to the café‟s 
exit. Strange watched him push through the door and step out into the New York night. 

A few moments later, he left, and no one saw him go. 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 She paced the study, her boots thumping softly on the floorboards as she strode 
back and forth. Jacqueline finally looked up at the doorway, where Wong stood 
motionless. 

 “Would you care to join us for dessert?” he asked politely. 

 “Strange knows too much about this,” Jacqueline said, her lovely French-accented 
voice flattened with frustration, brittle. “Where is he? Right now?” 

 “Doing what he must,” Wong replied, unreadable, “as he always does. We have 
vanilla ice cream and banana bread,” he offered. 

 “Are you in on this too?” Jacqueline demanded as her paranoia deepened. 

 “My instructions are to let you leave any time you are ready,” Wong replied with 
the merest suggestion of a nod. 

 Jacqueline chewed her lip for a moment. “He‟s not going to help me,” she said 
distantly. She frowned at Wong. “Very well. Let‟s go have dessert.”  

 He turned and led her across the short hallway, past the front door and into the 
kitchen. She followed. Tandy sat at the table rubbing the last scrap of bread around on 
her plate, getting all the remains of slightly melted ice cream. She did not see Jacqueline 
reach into her coat. 

 Wong did. He sidestepped, a precise blow slamming Jacqueline‟s wrist as she 
clutched the grip of her broadsword. Off balance, she staggered to the side, and 
managed to rip her sword free of its sheath anyway. She tossed it to her left hand, 
shaking her right hand, unable to rid it of tingling numbness from Wong‟s blow. 

 “Stop,” Wong warned, calm, settled into a balanced combat stance that looked 
supremely simple and comfortable. 

 “I must do this myself,” Jacqueline snapped, “and that means I need the Heir‟s 
power. Get out of my way,” she snarled as she narrowed her eyes. 

 Wong did not move. “You show poor manners for a house guest,” he suggested. 
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 “You had your chance,” she gritted out, and she twirled, the broadsword singing 
through the air at him. It neatly sheared the back off a chair as he slid down and under 
and away, back up in cat stance as her riposte whipped at him, falling short. Tandy was 
on her feet and backpedaling as Jacqueline‟s sinewy wrist controlled the broadsword‟s 
lethal strikes and counterstrikes, driving the Asian man back towards the counter. 

 “Enough,” he said shortly. The swordswoman shifted her nimble footwork, darting 
lethal thrusts at him as he spun and dodged. Tandy had the odd feeling she was 
watching a fight between a master and a shadow, or water; Wong was flexible, tuned 
into the battle, formless with discipline, unreadable. 

 Jacqueline let out a frustrated shout as her left-handed swipe trimmed a fluttering 
strip from the housekeeper‟s sleeve. Wong fired a palm strike, snapping her nose and 
breaking the bones of her face, and as a fluid follow-up he snatched the bones in her 
wrist so her grip sprang open. Catching the sword before it hit the ground, the Asian 
man whirled and seated himself at the table, hardly winded, her sword across his lap. 

 Staggering back, Jacqueline slumped to her knees gripping her face. Something wet 
clicked behind her hands, and she snorted with her bloody broken nose. She dropped 
her hands, glaring at Wong with deeply bloodshot eyes, peculiar greenish discoloration 
in a mask around her broken nose. “Fidish it,” she gritted out. 

 “You have not compelled me to,” Wong replied simply. “You are an excellent 
swordswoman, by the way. Fine technique. I am impressed.” 

 “For all the good it did me,” Jacqueline muttered sourly as her nose twitched back 
into place, the discoloration already fading from her face. Wong stared. “I‟m a very 
quick healer,” she explained, already able to flex her right hand, wiggling her fingers, 
fully recovered from his nerve strike. She rose to her feet. 

 “There is only one reason I beat you,” he said, also standing. “You fight with your 
heart,” he said, extending his fist. “The heart only knows one move.” He flexed his fist, 
like the beating of a heart. “You must focus. You must be centered and ready for the 
battle. If you are not prepared, then you have already lost.” He was inscrutable and 
collected as he handed her sword back. “You must read the fight, adapt, be flexible. If 
you pile attack upon attack then you become predictable.” 

 She sheathed her sword, and glanced at Tandy. “You have a hell of a housekeeper,” 
she said sardonically. 

 “He‟s also our martial arts instructor,” Tandy shrugged. 

 “I can see that,” Jacqueline sighed. 

 The front door creaked open behind her in the hallway, and she quickly stepped to 
the side and out of sight from the doorway to the kitchen. Strange shouldered into the 
hallway, closing the door behind himself and stepping into the kitchen. Jacqueline 
visibly relaxed. 

 “What news?” she demanded. 

 “Three immortals are working with your sister‟s captor,” Strange said to her. 
“Chifumbe, Dobbins, and Hawkins. I assume you or your sister have crossed their 
paths before.” 
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 “Yes,” she said through her teeth, distracted. “That‟s not good. They are all 
dangerous men. But Chifumbe…” She looked Strange in the eye. “He never leaves 
Africa. This does not bode well for us.” 

 “Then we must be careful,” Strange said. “Wong, I‟m going with them to sort this 
out.” 

 “Yes, sir,” Wong said with a deep bow. “Please, sir, what shall I tell Ms. Bently if 
she inquires after you?” 

 “I gave her studying to do while I was at the publishing conference. I doubt very 
much she will suspect anything is amiss while I‟m gone. If something does happen, I 
trust you to care for it in my absence,” Strange said seriously. “Now. Let‟s go upstairs.” 

 “Are you sure Wong can‟t come with us?” Jacqueline said earnestly. “He could hold 
his own against Hawkins or Dobbins.” 

 “I am a simple housekeeper,” Wong said with another bow. “You flatter me.” 

 “Wong is too valuable where he is.” Strange smiled, turned, and strolled through 
the hallway and up the stairs. 

 When they reached the third floor, Strange turned to Tandy and Jacqueline. “Please 
wait here,” he said, and he crossed the long hallway and passed into his Sanctum 
Sanctorum. 

 Illyana finished sealing the case of the Crystal of Agamotto as he entered. “Well?” 
he said. 

 “I—I found the energy signature that matched Jacqueline,” Illyana said, slightly 
pale. “A farm, upstate New York. I can teleport us there, to the edge of the traps 
Smythe is likely to have left for me.” 

 “Your geomancy is improving. That‟s not a simple task,” Strange approved. 

 “Well, I had a great teacher,” she said with a grin. 

 “You ready to go?” he asked. 

 “Yes,” she replied, and she followed him out of the Sanctum Sanctorum and down 
the hall to where the other two waited. 

 “She didn‟t try to chop my head off once while you were gone,” Tandy smiled 
ruefully as Jacqueline crossed her arms. 

 “We‟re going to Westchester, to an abandoned farm,” Strange said. “Are you 
ready? We‟re going to teleport there.” 

 “Why not,” Jacqueline said, wide-eyed. “Do we have to hold hands or something?” 

 “No, this is the deluxe model of flying carpet,” Illyana replied with a crooked smile. 
Pale, dark flame flared up from the floor, sweeping up all four of them, and they were 
gone. 

 As the flame wisped away to nothingness, they stood in deep grass by a barbed wire 
fence, the wind rustling through the leaves and grass blades around them. Above, the 
clouds piled and rolled, inching along at visible speed. Over the fence and across a field, 
a sagging farmhouse waited for them. To one side was a barn, and off by itself, an old 
bunkhouse. 
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 “Here we go,” Illyana said through her teeth. “Smythe screwed up the timespace, 
can you feel it?” 

 “I expected no less,” Strange replied, resolute. “Let‟s get him.” He squinted for a 
moment, listening to something no one else could hear. “We‟ve flipped an etheric 
switch. He knows we‟re here.” 

 “I have the best chance of getting out of the way if we hit a trap,” Illyana said. “I 
had better go first.” She turned her back on Tandy, Strange, and Jacqueline, and she 
stalked towards the farmhouse. They followed. 

 They crossed the dilapidated fence, then reached the edge of a windbreak of trees. 
Illyana paused, looking over her shoulder at Strange. 

 “Why would Smythe come here of all places?” she hissed. 

 “Something bad happened here once, long ago,” Strange replied quietly. “I‟m only 
picking up fragments. But… whatever it was, it made this farm a kind of etheric 
sinkhole. Smythe twisted that energy to provide a kick-start to the warping he‟s wrapped 
around the site to protect it from your teleportation.” 

 “It gives me the creeps,” Jacqueline muttered, hugging herself and rubbing her 
arms as she peered through the ragged trees at the farm. 

 “Exactly,” Strange nodded. 

 “Let‟s get this over with,” Illyana said decisively, picking her way through the tangle 
of brush and stepping between the trees— 

 A blast kicked her up off the ground, sending her tumbling through the air, gore 
and a gyser of dirt booming up around her. Strange sprang in front of Tandy and 
Jacqueline, gesturing, and a filmy defense surrounded them as Illyana vanished in a swirl 
of pale and dark eldritch flame. 

 “Those bastards,” Jacqueline said through her teeth. “They‟ve mined the perimeter. 
Maybe the interior areas too.” 

 Strange concentrated. “Just a band in the windbreak.” He glanced at Jacqueline. 
“Just as well you didn‟t come alone, isn‟t it.” 

 She had no reply for that, but she was startled as she gently lifted into the air. 
Strange floated the three of them through the treeline, then drifted back to the ground 
on the other side. 

 “What about Illyana?” Tandy asked nervously. “Will she be alright?” 

 “I think it blew one of her legs off,” Strange replied. “But she dropped back into 
Limbo. She‟s Sorceress Supreme there, and I‟m confident she can regenerate the 
damage. She may choose to stay and look around a little more carefully from there 
before returning, but,” he shrugged, “Smythe has this place fairly well distorted. Scrying 
probably won‟t help her much. She‟ll just catch up at her own speed.” 

 “Great,” Tandy replied lightly, trying to hide her concern. “Let‟s just keep going 
then.” 

 They only took a few steps closer to the farmhouse before a pack of five lean dogs 
raced around the corner of the barn, closing fast, furiously barking as spittle flew in 
their wake. They were tough, stringy, long-legged dogs. Strange stepped forward, 
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smoothing his palms down the lapels of his red coat, then he flung a single gesture at 
the incoming dogs. 

 Faltering, the dogs were held at bay. They barked all the more furiously, their dark 
gums visible beneath ferocious snarls, their fangs gleaming in the dusk. Strange slowly 
closed his hand to a fist, and the dogs hesitated, uncertain. He lowered his hands, and as 
one, the dogs turned and slunk away, tails thrust between their legs, darting glances back 
over their shoulders as they retreated. 

 “I could have killed them,” Jacqueline sniffed. 

 “Be glad you didn‟t have to,” Strange replied with an arched eyebrow. 

 “Let‟s see,” boomed a deep voice, “if you can kill me, Jacqueline L‟Avenir.” A huge 
black man stepped out of the shadow of the barn, crossing his massy arms over his 
chest. He towered almost seven feet tall, and he was built like a linebacker. His shaved 
head gleamed with sweat in the fading light of dusk, and his teeth were a shocking white 
in the darkness of his smile. He was dressed in a vest and loose pants. His sword was 
strapped to his back, the curved grip visible. “I challenge you,” he roared, pointing 
directly at Jacqueline. 

 Her eyes narrowed to slits, and she gripped her sword, stepping forward. 

 “No,” Strange said sharply. “Don‟t. We need to force their hand, or there is no 
reason for them to bargain with your sister‟s life.” 

 “I understand your fear,” the huge man mocked. “I carry the blade of Khalid ibn 
al-Walid, over thirteen centuries old. He was the Sword of God, and this was his blade.” 
He slowly drew the curved sword, and it seemed to shimmer as it caught the last light of 
the dying sun. “I have destroyed three hundred and twelve immortals with this blade. It 
hungers for you.” His smile was gone. 

 A flare of brilliant pale darkness caught Strange‟s eye from the other side of the 
trees, and a moment later Illyana joined them. Her pale features were set, grimly furious. 
Her eyes flared red, horns kinked and curled from her forehead, she wore a sweeping 
gray cloak fastened at her throat with a square amulet. Her fists and arms were 
embedded in a peculiar organic steel with a visual rhythm all its own, studded with a few 
gems. Her legs were both present, and they recurved down into dainty goat hooves. 

 Jacqueline stared at the demon sorceress, shocked by her outlandish appearance. 
Illyana turned to Strange, her sharp and pointed teeth visible as she spoke. “Who is this 
clown,” she demanded. 

 “His name is Chifumbe,” Jacqueline supplied. “He is extremely dangerous. I am 
about to fight him.” 

 “No,” Illyana replied curtly. “No, I‟m pretty pissed off right now. Strange. I want 
him.” 

 “He‟s yours,” Strange replied unreadable. “The barn seems to be radiating the most 
Cthonian energy. I‟m going to check it out.” 

 “Very well. I will come to you,” Chifumbe boomed. He strode towards them, 
massive and imposing. 

 “Illyana,” Strange said earnestly. “He can heal rapidly. The only way to kill him is to 
chop off or crush his head, so you have fairly free rein here.” 
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 “Do you want him killed?” she asked, her eyes fixed fearlessly on the behemoth. 

 Strange regarded her. “That‟s up to you and your conscience, really,” he said softly. 

 She glanced at him. “Gotcha. Scuse me, I got a scumbag to ventilate,” she said 
through her wickedly sharp teeth. 

 A piercing scream reached them, and Jacqueline blanched. “That‟s my sister,” she 
said breathlessly, staring at the farmhouse. 

 “Don‟t,” Strange warned. “It may not be what it seems.” 

 “I must go to her! Damn you, out of the way!” she snapped. She irritably pushed 
Strange aside, racing towards the farmhouse. 

 “Are you going to stop her?” Tandy asked, wide-eyed. 

 “She has led us here,” Strange replied, neutral. “Her task is finished. She has 
chosen to separate herself.” He nodded. “I must allow her to find her own way. You, 
though,” he said with half a smile. “Stay within arm‟s reach. This is dangerous.” 

 She nodded as Illyana squared off with Chifumbe. 

 “You are a wicked and peculiar thing,” Chifumbe observed. “Unarmed, too. 
Perhaps I shall take my time and my pleasure with you.” 

 Illyana glanced down, skipped sideways on her nimble hooves. A smear of pigment 
lined out a circle, a circle she had entered, and there were sigils across a fifty foot 
enclosure painted on the ground. “So this is how Smythe focused the energy,” she 
muttered. “Whose blood?” she asked Chifumbe. 

 “Doesn‟t matter,” he replied, settling into stance with his scimitar. Then he darted 
forward, lightning fast, swiping at her. She sprang back on her hooves, out of the 
sword‟s startling reach, and she landed ready. 

 “If you are going to draw a weapon,” Chifumbe sneered, “this is the time to do it.” 

 “You asked for it,” she grinned maliciously, her face transformed into a mask of 
demonic glee. Her fist clenched, and fired out a razored blast of energy, smacking into 
Chifumbe. He grinned widely as a jade amulet at his throat flared, negating the blast. 

“I am protected by powerful magics,” he gloated. “Now you will die.” 

 “Powerful magics?” Illyana scoffed. “Yeah, suck this down.” She tucked her hand 
back by her ribs as she breathed a phrase of power, then her gauntlet flashed and her 
amulet glowed, and she fired her fist forward with a coruscating roaring geyser of 
mystical might that crashed into Chifumbe, shattering his charm and lifting him off the 
ground, sending him flying over thirty feet back to crash into the wall of the barn and 
rebound. He slammed down on his elbows and knees, his sword several yards away, and 
he coughed with pain as his torso sizzled. 

 “Don‟t you dare open your pie-hole and say a word about cheating, either, you son 
of a bitch,” Illyana hissed as she advanced on him. 

 

CHAPTER FIVE 
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 Strange and Tandy approached the barn‟s entrance as Chifumbe staggered up to his 
feet, unsteadily jogged to his sword, and scooped it up. He charged the demon 
sorceress, who watched him. 

 “I bet you‟re a damn good swordsman,” she said, unimpressed. She flung a gesture 
at him. Her gauntlet blurred, then a nails-on-chalkboard screech resonated in the air as 
razorwire tendrils whipped out of the gauntlet. Shocked and unsettled, Chifumbe 
swiped at one tendril, severing it; one sank deep into his shoulder, the other whipped at 
the back of his knee. The filament slit his knee tendons, and the big man screamed in 
earnest as he collapsed, muscles rolling up into his leg. The tendril in his shoulder 
twisted and squirmed, and when it retracted trailing gore, Chifumbe clutched at the 
stump where his sword-arm had been. 

 Arterial heart-blood pumped rhythmically out of his amputation, his bone joint 
gleaming whitely in the severed cross-section of his shoulder‟s meat. The mess of gore 
flowed out over the sigil that had been painted in the dirt, disrupting the pattern, 
rendering it worthless for mystical purposes, painting the demon sorceress‟s hooves. 
The huge man was already succumbing to shock from massive blood loss and pain, his 
complexion draining to ashen gray. Illyana stood over him, impassively looking him in 
the eye. 

 “I hate bullies,” she said softly. “If you ever want your revenge, I‟ve got more 
where that came from. Strange tells me you‟ll survive this.” She squatted, prying his 
sword from the lifeless grip of his severed limb. “I‟ll just keep this to remember you 
by.” She rose to her full height as consciousness dimmed out of Chifumbe‟s eyes, and 
she dropped his curved sword into a puff of flame, sending it somewhere else. 

 “Now,” Illyana said, focused. “Where was I?” 

 She saw Strange and Tandy duck into the barn, and she headed after them. 

* 

 “No, for the love of God, please!” begged the voice in French, desperate. “Mercy, 
mercy, I don‟t know anything,” and the babbling dissolved into a scream. 

 Eyes bright, Jacqueline hesitated in the kitchen, glancing up as though the ceiling 
would tell her where her sister was to be found. Upstairs, in any case. She felt the roiling 
unsettled rush of another immortal‟s presence. Broadsword in hand, Jacqueline raced 
through the dark, musty house, around to the stairs. She pounded up to the second 
floor, heedless, desperate to reach her screaming sister. 

 A closed door at the end of the hallway sent out a bar of light out beneath it into 
the dimness of the hall. Jacqueline raced to the door, planting a kick on it, banging it 
open. 

 She stared. The far side of the narrow room had a simple table, and on the table 
was a stereo. 

 “I‟ll do anything, anything, just stop,” squealed the agonized recording. Crying out 
in rage, Jacqueline darted across the room and lunged, ramming her sword into the 
stereo to stop the horrible screaming. 

 “Impulsive,” noted a dry English voice behind her. She whirled to see a thin man 
standing in the doorway to the narrow room. “What a surprise.” He was lean, honed, 
his hair slicked back into a ponytail, his eyes slits of malice. Dressed all in black, he 
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seemed to be a shadow cast by the lethal rapier he casually held in one hand, blade 
pointed towards the floor. 

 With a chill, Jacqueline realized he stood between her and the only way out of the 
narrow room. Their arena was only seven feet across and fifteen feet deep. The close 
quarters oppressed her as she nervously flexed her grip on the broadsword, well and 
truly trapped. 

 “I could have locked you in. Shot you. Ambushed you. But I want you to shame 
your sister with your screaming,” he said, his eyes glittering. “I want to hear you squeal. 
Beg. Whimper on my steel. I want to feel your body heat on my blade,” he murmured, 
his gloved hand briefly touching at the rapier hilt. “It‟s time for you to attack first. You 
always do.” His smirk was unamused. 

 “You monster,” Jacqueline breathed. 

 The thin man‟s smile widened. “Well then,” he replied. “Stop me.” 

 The rapier flicked up. 

* 

 The door to the musty barn slid open, and Strange peered inside. Tandy frowned 
into the shadows, and she began to glow softly, her Light diffusing through the 
building, chasing the darkness into the corners. 

 Stalls along one side had once enclosed horses, and the other side had a tractor and 
a beat up junker car parked permanently. Ahead and above, the hayloft was still dim. 

 “This place is brimming with Cthonian energies,” Strange said through his teeth. 
“Be careful. Do not strike without thinking. Be ready to retreat.” 

 “Such brave words,” echoed a sardonic voice. A slender, trim man stepped up to 
the rail of the hayloft. He was draped in a cloak, dressed in a pinstriped business suit, 
and his cruel features were amused. “I expected you to simply send Illyana, and we 
could have waltzed a merry round or two. Instead, you show up personally,” he added, 
his smile souring somewhat. “It took me almost three minutes to figure out why you are 
handling this in person.” He leered at Tandy. “Agamotto‟s Heir is lovely, isn‟t she. Do 
you plan to train her as the next Sorcerer Supreme then?” 

 “Don‟t bother attacking him,” Strange muttered to Tandy. “He‟s not there. It‟s an 
illusion. He is close by, though, I can feel it.” His eyes raked the remaining shadows, his 
senses extended and wary. 

 “You shouldn‟t ignore the man who is poised to crush your dimension, Strange,” 
Smythe scolded. 

 Strange looked the illusion in the eye. “The Web of Light is shut to you, lackey,” he 
gritted out. 

 Smythe chuckled. “Amusing, that you should say that to me even as you bring me 
the key.” His glittering gaze fixed on Tandy, who felt rage twitch in her blood. 

* 

 Blades clattered and rang, the din magnified in the narrow room as Hawkins slid 
thrusts at her, whipping his blade around to deflect her strikes, disrupting the rhythm of 
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her battle with expert countermoves. He knocked her defenses aside, forcing her to 
retreat from the whipping razored edge of his blade, driving her back towards the wall. 

 “No river Thames for you to fall into this time,” he sneered. “Your head is mine.” 

 She hissed, and darted at him with a fresh barrage of strikes and ripostes, and as he 
let out a forced chuckle she drove his defenses wide with a flurry of blows. Then he 
flexed his wrist, reversing a stroke, and he snapped his blade into the grip of her sword. 
As two of Jacqueline‟s fingertips spun free and she gasped, he pressed his advantage 
with a bold lunge. Twisting aside, she punished him with a swipe that chopped a groove 
in his face, from his chin across his nose, scratching his forehead. He ducked backward, 
grimacing against the pain as blood slopped into one eye. 

 A slashing twirl of blade drove her back as she passed her broadsword to her off 
hand. His blade slipped around her defense and grated on bone as it punched into her 
shoulder. She slammed a kick into his knee, unbalancing him enough for her to slash at 
his sword. For a moment, his sword tip clattered against the wall as he stumbled, and 
she dropped to one knee with the force of her entire body behind the slash that slid 
across his belly.  

 She retreated from his clumsy counters as he staggered back, clutching his gut, eyes 
wide with shock and agony. His intestines squirmed out of the deep gash across his 
torso, and as he pressed his gory hand against the wound, his reflexes bottomed out and 
it was all he could do to stand. 

 Eyes narrow and bright, Jacqueline closed in for the kill. Hawkins defiantly gasped 
out something incoherent as he lunged, his blade laying open the back of her sword 
hand as she knocked the blow aside. She whipped her broadsword up and around and 
down in a circular chop, and he dropped to his knees with a voiceless scream as his 
hand toppled off his wrist, his sword ringing as it rebounded from the floor. 

 His mouth worked, opening and closing, words deserting him as he stared his 
death in the face. Jacqueline composed herself, looming over him. 

 “In the end,” she said coldly, “there can be only one.” One hand extended a palm 
at him, balancing her as she drew her sword back. The broadsword hissed through the 
air, its honed blade whacking through meat and bone. With a dull thud, Hawkin‟s 
severed head bounced from the wooden floorboards, and the meat of his corpse sagged 
over, slopping out gore. 

 Jacqueline staggered, an odd warmth shimmering around her as everything became 
luminous, as matter and energy rose and blended in a mighty inexplicable kiss. Some eye 
began to open inside Jacqueline, and the world that was painted in the relative darkness 
of mere vision and scent and sound and touch became dim, suffused through with the 
wild storm of energy that coiled and squirmed behind the obvious world. She had just 
unbottled the lightning that Hawkins carried, and she was ready as it twisted free. 

 A molten curl of energy twitched along the bones of her arm, flickered up her leg, 
writhed across her skull, and she let out a pained gasp. 

 Lightning struck. 

The Quickening slammed into her full force, and she was rigid with shock, her 
sword flaring and arcing with energy, her arms out-flung. She twitched and flinched, 
unseeing, the Quickening rushing through her like a mighty wind, connected in some 



 

    187 

unspeakable way to a brilliant Light she could not understand even after centuries of 
occasionally touching it and surviving. 

 She screamed as the sense intensified, and she lost her sense of who she was as the 
lighting flew free of her, arcing to the windows and shattering them, twisting around her 
in a wild destructive storm. She saw flashes of Hawkins‟ life. Glances of lovers, 
sensations of shared heat. A fine spring morning in the Himalayas. The cold-eyed man 
who had first taught him swordplay forever ago. The thrill of tormenting his victims, a 
sea of horrified, agonized faces, immortals he had dispatched. A long, crackling 
aftertaste of a hundred slain immortals, their Quickening still curled through his. She 
was lost in the vortex of the life he had led, life that was borne along in the energies that 
raced through her. 

 She only vaguely felt the impact as she slumped to her knees, utterly spent. Like the 
distant roll of sullen thunder, she felt the energy settling into her. The storm was over. 
She felt herself breathing again, she felt sweat trickle down her ribs. She touched at her 
inflamed eyes with the back of her wrist, and she lifted her sword. It was unreasonably 
heavy. She knelt in the still-hot pool of Hawkins‟ blood. 

 The windows had shattered, she was dusted with glass. The stereo was all over the 
room. The door was halfway down the hall, and she could smell charred wood. 

 “Well,” she muttered, “that‟s that.” 

 She struggled to rise. Her work here was not finished. 

* 

 Strange frowned as lighting arced and scrawled across the walls of the farmhouse, 
just out of sight. He could see the strobing shocks of Light pulsing from it as they 
reflected on the bunkhouse behind him, and the trees of the windbreak. 

 “The suspense!” Smythe said shrewdly. “It‟s so exciting. I wonder who survived. I 
find the light show most impressive, don‟t you?” 

 Strange returned his attention to the Cthonian wizard. “You‟re here to taunt me 
with something,” he said through his teeth. “Get on with it.” 

 Smythe‟s image sighed. “Very well,” he said. “Is this what you came here to find?” 

 One of the stalls banged open, and a tall blonde man with a thick bush of beard 
shoved a woman out. Her hands were tied behind her, so she fell awkwardly and 
painfully down on her knees. Her flowing blonde hair was tangled and matted, and her 
brilliant eyes pleaded with the Sorcerer Supreme for help. 

 “Perhaps you‟d like to meet Gregor Dobbins,” Smythe suggested. “He‟s going to 
be hosting the death of Dominique L‟Avenir for your pleasure this evening.” The big 
man looming over his captive drew a two-handed sword from its sheath on his back, 
and the blade caught the light with an unreal sheen. 

 “Both sisters will live,” Tandy said grimly, Light beginning to focus in a nimbus 
around her tightly-clenched fist. 

  Dobbins looked at her, and he arched an eyebrow as Light began to shine deep 
around her. Then she released a beam that crashed into him, banging him against the 
back wall of the barn several yards from his captive. Tandy ran forward. 
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 “No!” Strange shouted, and his hands whipped in and around in a pattern 
impossible to follow. A hook of crimson energy squirmed out, around Tandy, slamming 
into the captive immortal and bowling her over as the illusion cloaking her was 
shredded; Smythe hit the ground in a tumble, springing to his feet, rage contorting his 
features as Tandy skidded to a halt still thirty feet away. 

 “Well,” Smythe snarled, “Illyana would have fallen for it.” 

 “Not likely, Smythe,” she said from the doorway. He spun around and darted for 
the back corner, vanishing through the angle where the walls met. Dobbins pushed the 
barn‟s back door open and ran, leaving Strange, Illyana, and Tandy alone in the barn. 

 “That was close,” Strange observed. 

 “Sorry I ran at them like that,” Tandy said, avoiding his eyes. “I guess I got carried 
away in the moment.” 

 “No harm done,” Strange replied. “Illyana. Who won?” 

 “I think Jacqueline did,” she replied with a shrug. “Smythe didn‟t go far. I can feel 
him.” 

 “Yes,” Strange agreed. “Why don‟t you track him down while Tandy and I look for 
Dominique.” 

 “Great,” Illyana nodded. 

 Warily glancing around, Strange led Tandy across the barn, towards the ladder 
leading up to the loft in the back. “Usually,” he said in a low voice, “I‟m swarmed with 
earth spirits that bring me information about my environment. I can find out names, 
locations, warnings, whatever. That‟s part of the power of a Sorcerer Supreme of Prime. 
Right now, the spirits are restrained,” he continued, eyes roving the balcony. He put his 
arm around her, and his red coat lifted both of them up to the balcony. “The Cthonian 
magics push them away.” 

 The hay loft had no hay in it, only tables and shelves. A clutter of books and scrolls 
and candles and half-eaten meals crammed all available space. Strange glanced around, 
then oriented on the big table in the back that seemed to be a workspace instead of 
storage. 

 Strange leaned over the table, examining the open book on top. His eyes skimmed 
the text, and he blinked. “This is a study on the Scrolls of Skelos,” he breathed. He 
looked over the table, noting more tomes. “Looks like he‟s been reading up on the 
subject.” He touched one towards the back. “Even I have never seen this one.” Then his 
eyes fell on a scroll, hastily rolled, spattered with what looked like blood. He nudged 
one side, and it rolled open. 

 He rose to his full height, a terrible anger in his eyes. “I‟m going astral,” he said to 
Tandy. “I‟ll be back in just a moment. Be careful.” Then his eyes glazed, and he was 
somehow gone. 

 Strange released his astral form, rising from the fleshy machine of his body and 
criss-crossing the area in a fraction of a second. The air was thick with oozing Cthonian 
energy, and the horrible reek of the nightmare landscape would have been unnerving to 
a wizard of lesser mettle. Strange immediately isolated Illyana‟s energy. She was already 
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some distance into the woods. In the time it took to think it, Strange‟s astral form was at 
her side. 

 “Don‟t do that,” she scolded. “I almost whacked you good.” She looked right at his 
ghostly form. 

 You are walking into a trap, Strange thought at her. 

 “Duh,” she agreed. “I‟m following Smythe. He always has a trap.” 

 This one might be beyond you, Strange clarified. Smythe has been studying the invocations for 
Shub-Niggurath. 

 “The Black Goat of the Woods?” Illyana echoed, paling. “You sure about this?” 
She looked ahead on the path. “You think he‟s nuts enough to summon the Dark 
Young?” 

 Strange‟s ghostly image nodded. Get out, he advised, then he vanished as though he 
had never been there. 

 Illyana looked into the woods, caught another flash of motion. Smythe was just 
ahead. She creased her brow, flexing her fist. 

 Just a little further. 

 She bounded over a fallen log, her red eyes needing no light to see in the dark 
woods. Nimble, she advanced after the hints and traces of Smythe‟s energy that trailed 
after him. Then she stopped, sniffing. 

 Blood. The stink of an open grave. 

 Peering ahead, she saw a standing stone, and beyond, perhaps a clearing. 

 One of the close-packed trees in the forest twitched, and a limb slowly curled. 

 “Yeah, bye,” Illyana muttered, and she vanished in a flare of dark eldritch flame. 

 

CHAPTER SIX 

 Jacqueline staggered out of the farmhouse, her strength slowly returning to her as 
the Quickening‟s energy surge faded into her blood and bones. She looked across the 
abandoned yard, at the darkened barn and the bunkhouse that framed the open space. 
In the middle of the painted sigil that covered the yard, Chifumbe lay in a pool of his 
own blood, his arm severed from his torso. He looked dead, but Jacqueline knew better. 

 “Maybe I had better just sort you out before you wake up,” she mused, stumbling 
off the porch. “Illyana must be a better fighter than I thought.” She shivered slightly at 
the possibility that Illyana could have cut her arm off and left her for dead. 

 “In the end,” she said, looking down at Chifumbe as she tightened her grip on her 
sword, “there can be—” She stopped, raising her blade, her weariness falling away as a 
rush of adrenaline woke her up. Another immortal, nearby. 

 She spun, staring at the doorway to the bunkhouse, startled to see the big immortal, 
Dobbins, staring at her. He held his two-handed blade lightly, almost insolent, saying 
nothing, impossible to misunderstand. 

 Jacqueline advanced on him. “Where is my sister?” she demanded. 
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 “In grave peril,” replied an amused voice from the side of the bunkhouse. 
Jacqueline spun to face him, startled; a man in a cloak over a pinstripe suit, his eyes 
cruel. He gestured absently. “There. That should do it.” 

 Jacqueline felt a sudden tightening of her sinew and tendons. She desperately 
struggled, but it was as if all her muscles flexed at once, painfully arresting all motion. A 
chill tingle of dark magic settled through her. 

 Dobbins approached, tugging her sword from her frozen grip. He tossed it aside, 
and raised his blade, standing at just the right distance for a decapitating swing. 

 “What are you doing?” Smythe asked, his voice oddly silky. “Have you forgotten 
the plan?” 

 Fear shaped Dobbins‟ features in a moment of uncertainty, and he stepped back, 
away from Jacqueline. 

 “Unless you prefer your own plans? Unless you would rather break our little 
agreement?” Smythe purred, his eyes narrowed, an immense menace flowing from him 
even though he bore no weapon. 

 “No sir,” Dobbins‟ hoarse voice choked. 

 “Take her inside,” Smythe said dismissively. “Let‟s get this tricky little bit of 
business over with.” 

* 

 A slap stung across Strange‟s face as he dropped back into his body. He blinked, 
and Tandy covered her mouth. 

 “Sorry,” she said in a small voice. “I hear voices outside. I was just trying to wake 
you up.” 

 He half smiled. “No harm done,” he said, “but for future reference, my body is 
empty until I return to it.” He squinted. “Voices.” He frowned, his nostrils flaring. 
“Smythe.” 

 Strange slipped his arm around Tandy‟s back, and he sprang from the balcony. His 
coat flared, and the two of them whipped down and out the barn door in a fraction of a 
second. As they swooped clear, Smythe ducked into the bunkhouse. 

 “Let‟s finish this,” Strange gritted out. They landed a few yards from the bunk 
house, and Strange strode towards it with Tandy on his heels. 

 Strange shoved the door open, his mystic senses spinning all around looking for 
traps. The far end of the bunkhouse was loaded with them. 

 Tandy and Strange stared at the scene before them. The far end of the long room 
was painted in sigils. Smythe stood on one side, a stiff and motionless Jacqueline behind 
him, Dobbins on the other side of the room, and in the center, a guillotine had been 
assembled. A half-conscious Dominique L‟Avenir was clamped in place, a yoke around 
her wrists and head, a slanted blade above her neck in the framework. Poised to behead 
her. 

 “Well, excuse the drama,” Smythe said with some amusement as he examined his 
fingernails. “She is French, after all.” 
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 Tandy seethed as Strange quickly examined the runes; they warped space, bent 
light, discharged dark energies, tore flesh from bone; a standard compliment of 
Cthonian defensive magics. He began sifting his options in his mind as he frowned at 
Smythe. 

 “You don‟t want to do this,” Strange growled. 

 “Ho hum,” Smythe replied, and he kicked the lever. 

 With a rasping screech, the blade plummeted— 

 A dark explosion of eldritch fire flared down with a snap-hiss, and Illyana launched 
out of the middle of the room towards the defensive runes, her witchblade gauntlet 
singing steel out at the falling blade. The tendrils punched into the falling blade and 
jerked it off course, out of the machine, to clatter down on the floor. 

 “Dark Young?” she demanded of Smythe. “Are you nuts?” 

 Everything happened at once. 

 Prepared as she was, Illyana‟s hasty defenses could not match the ferocity of the 
Cthonian glut of dark magic that Smythe slapped across her. The demon sorceress 
flipped backwards, smashing through the relatively frail wall. 

 Strange unloaded a mighty burst of energy, easily shredding Smythe‟s defenses with 
the visceral rage in the blow, crashing into the Cthonian sorcerer and bashing him out 
through the back wall of the bunkhouse, frying away the defensive wards. 

 Dobbins stepped forward, whipping his heavy blade up and around and down, 
lashing at the defenseless immortal‟s head as she struggled in the broken guillotine. 
Screaming, Tandy blasted him with Light, a dense and potent beam that would destroy a 
mere mortal with its brilliance. 

 Dobbins cried out as the green charm around his neck burst, dimming the Light 
that slammed into him. The falling blade was inexorable; it slid through Dominique 
L‟Avenir‟s neck and thudded into the floorboards as her head tumbled free in a spray of 
gore. 

 “No!” Tandy screamed, sprinting across the space between her and Dobbins. 
Dobbins looked up, dazed, too slow to react to the spinning jump-kick Tandy slammed 
into his chest, sending him flying through the splintering boards of the bunkhouse wall. 

 “No no no,” Tandy gasped, snatching up Dominique‟s severed head, pressing it 
back in place, Light swelling around her. “You can heal this. I will not let your Light 
escape.” Tears squeezed from the corners of her eyes as she focused, she bore down, 
pushing the head back in place, her Light intensifying. 

 “Tandy,” Strange said softly, feeling the rising tingle in the air. “Let her go.” 

 “No,” Tandy replied. “She can—it isn‟t—she can make it,” she managed. “They 
can heal—” 

 Then her words choked off as she felt the first twitch. 

 “No,” Tandy whispered, almost a plea, and the Light around her deepened. Strange 
brushed past her, springing out through the hole in the wall. 
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 Smythe rolled over, trying to rise, but blood freely flowed from his charred face. 
Strange gestured, and energies twisted from his hand and snapped into Smythe‟s 
skeleton, pinning him in place physically and dimensionally. 

 “That hurts rather a lot,” Smythe gritted out. 

 “Congratulations,” Strange said quietly. “You‟ve pulled me off balance, as you 
meant to.” He flexed his hand, and Smythe let out a choked yelp as bones cracked. 
“There is a price we will both pay for that indiscretion.” 

 Assured Smythe wasn‟t going anywhere, Strange glanced over his shoulder as the 
Light in the bunkhouse trebled. 

 Energy gushed into Tandy, drawn twisting and curling and throbbing into her 
Light. She cried out, a wail of loss, her back arched as the energy punched into her. It 
was impossible to tell how long the transfer took; the Light transfixed those who 
watched it. 

Memory shocked and coursed through Tandy Bowen. She lived with the deep, 
welling shine of the Light of Agamotto, but she had never felt anything like this stream 
before. It was Light, yes, but it was not pure and clear. It was printed, endlessly folded 
like the blade of a masterwork katana, filled with whispers and traces of the experience 
of all those who had bourn it. She was eroded in a torrent of love, hate, laughter, rage, 
fear, sorrow, pride, despair; she shuddered under the onslaught of skill, pain, a billion 
sunrises and sunsets. She felt the spark of her own life, so shallow and insignificant, 
teetering atop a glorious wellspring of human experience. She connected with all those 
whose lives had collected in Dominique L‟Avenir. She understood. 

Agamotto. The One Gate. Human experience. Collected. The immortals were 
the distillation of human experience. The ultimate record of the race. Each immortal 
was a node in a web of human experience, free to roam the globe and experience what 
it meant to be human, absorbing experiences and memories from those they defeated, 
so nothing was lost, all of it would be recorded in living, human flesh. For a moment, 
she could almost see Agamotto himself. 

Then it was over. 

 Tandy slumped, Dominique‟s severed head rolling free of her nerveless grip. She 
looked up into Jacqueline‟s frozen eyes, stricken. “I‟m so sorry,” she whispered. 

 Strange glanced at Smythe. “Let her go. Or I‟ll pry her free,” he growled. Smythe 
smiled weakly and gestured. 

 Inside the bunkhouse, Jacqueline dropped to her knees, tears streaking down her 
face, wordless. Then she rose, staggering past Tandy, stepping through the broken wall. 

 Before her, Dobbins was just rising unsteadily. Purpose galvanized Jacqueline. 
Unsure what she would do, she simply could not deny the rage that propelled her at her 
sister‟s killer. She sprinted at the tall immortal. 

 Alarmed, Dobbins raised his blade; Jacqueline would not be deterred. She slapped 
his unsteady sword aside, smashing a blow across his face with her fist. Startled, the big 
man staggered slightly, and she drove a knuckle strike into the nerves of his wrist, 
yanking hard on his sword, freeing it from his grasp. He slugged her, hard, knocking her 
to the ground. Then he dashed over towards where her sword lay on the ground by the 
bunkhouse door. 
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 She was on her feet and after him, racing at him, a scream tearing free of her as she 
brandished his heavy blade. He fearfully glanced over his shoulder, then he slid down to 
his knees and snatched the sword, just in time to twist and deflect the whistling blade of 
his own sword. He scrambled to his feet, knocking her wild swings aside. 

 Her feint drew his attention, and she spun, slinging his heavy sword down at the 
hinge of his knee. It crunched through, and Dobbins toppled, a hoarse scream tearing 
loose of his chest, blood spraying from his leg. 

 Nothing fancy. Nothing to say. Jacqueline jammed the heavy sword down through 
his chest, his heart, pinning him to the ground. Then she yanked her sword from his 
frozen grip. Without further ceremony, she slashed down at his neck. His head rolled 
free, and she raised the sword in a salute to someone only she could see. 

 Again, the storm rose around her. 

 She was already buzzed with Quickening, her mind and heart were filled with 
emotions too big for her body to contain them. The slain immortal‟s Quickening rushed 
into her, drawn into the maelstrom, and as she staggered back in the arcing, furious 
crackle of energy, she re-lived the intense, Light-frozen image of chopping Dominique‟s 
head off. She felt the shock of impact in her own hand, she saw her furious, terrified 
face unable to move. The memory became her own, and in the shock of that absorption 
she was simply dazed as the rest streaked and flared into her bones, her flesh, her blood. 

 By the light of the Quickening blazing around Jacqueline, Strange limped over to 
find Illyana crumpled in a heap where she had fallen. He knelt at her side, touching her 
face. 

 “Illyana,” he said softly. “Come back to us now.” 

 Her eyes fluttered slightly, then drifted open. Something lazy unfocused her pupils. 
She steamed, a brittle slime of poison spread across her. 

 “Teleport home,” Strange murmured. “Go heal up.” She smiled, off-center, and 
she touched his face. Then he was leaning over a flaring cloud of eldritch energy, and he 
was alone. 

 Almost. As Tandy struggled with her Quickening, and Jacqueline slumped by 
Dobbins‟ fresh corpse, Strange turned and pinned Smythe with an unfriendly gaze. 

 “I hope you are pleased by what you have wrought,” Strange said quietly. 

 “The Heir is connected to the One Gate, Strange,” Smythe said as blood oozed out 
the corners of his mouth. “When my master takes her, he will have the key to the Web 
of Light. You lose. Rasputin will be victorious, the Reckoning will be his, and the next 
thousand years will be darkness.” His eyes glittered with madness. 

 Strange was expressionless, facing the bound sorcerer. “You like folding space,” he 
mused. “I won‟t kill you, and I won‟t destroy you either. I might have a use for you in 
the coming days.” He paused. “Perhaps I‟ll just keep you handy.” His hands raised, then 
he gestured sideways, up, around. Smythe screamed as he crunched, then folded, folded 
in ways that the human body was not made to fold. He became impossibly thin, 
compressed, compacted, and his scream became tinny. Then he was the size of a pocket 
handkerchief, bound in steely glittering light. Strange took the sorcerer‟s altered body 
and slipped it into his pocket. 
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 Eldritch flame roared up beside him, leaving Illyana in its wake. She appeared 
mostly reconstituted. 

 “Armor took most of the blast,” she explained. “What did I miss?” 

 “I put Smythe away. Jacqueline settled Dobbins. Tandy absorbed Dominique‟s 
Quickening.” Strange brushed at his coat. “So it‟s time to bring this to a close and go 
home.” 

 “Sounds balanced,” Illyana said, subdued. 

 “Thanks for flashing in on Dominique like that,” Strange said to the demon 
sorceress. 

 “Even if it didn‟t work?” Illyana muttered sourly. 

 “Who says it didn‟t work?” Strange asked. “Dominique did die. But not by the 
guillotine. We cannot see all outcomes of that event. Don‟t lose sleep over it.” He 
touched her shoulder encouragingly. 

 “What about the Dark Young?” Illyana asked. “Do we deal with them tonight?” 

 Strange squinted up at the rumbling sky. “There‟s a storm coming, and there‟s no 
hurry. The Dark Young will stick close to the altar. Why don‟t you get Kira and Roger 
and come back tomorrow. Make a regular monster hunt out of it. It seems Chifumbe 
has sloped off. If he emerges, use your discretion.” 

 “Sounds like a plan,” Illyana agreed, trying not to sound relieved. “Leave it to me.” 

 “Fine,” Strange nodded. “Also. I want Smythe‟s books on the Scrolls of Skelos, in 
the barn loft.” 

 “You got it, boss.” 

 Strange watched as Tandy swayed out of the broken bunkhouse, still glowing with 
the Light. Jacqueline looked up at her from twenty feet away, her eyes blurred with 
tears. Jacqueline rose awkwardly, still clumsy with the pain and weariness of absorbing 
the Quickening. She closed on Tandy, who warily watched her approach. Jacqueline 
stood her ground in front of Tandy, peering at her as though trying to see something in 
her eyes. 

 “Jacqueline,” Tandy said softly. “I am deeply sorry for your loss. If you ever need 
my help, as long as I live, I will help you.” Her voice quivered as tears filled her eyes. 

 “You are the Heir,” Jacqueline replied, only a trace of unsteadiness in her tone. 
“You bear the Light. You did everything you could to save my sister. You kept her 
essence out of that—that monster. Now you carry her memory. You are all I have left 
of her.” She steadied. “No evil wizard is going to use you to conquer the earth. Not 
while Jacqueline L‟Avenir draws breath.” She sank to one knee, holding her sword up 
flat on the palms of her hands, offering it to Tandy. “As long as you need me, I will 
defend you,” she said seriously, staring right into Tandy‟s eye. 

 “Thank you,” Tandy said seriously. “I will do my best to be worthy of your 
service.” 

 In the background, Strange smiled. 

 “How about we all head back to the Sanctum?” Illyana suggested. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

 Ten minutes later, they sat at the large table in Strange‟s kitchen. Hot buttered toast 
was in a basket on the center of the table, and Wong was pouring cups of steaming 
green tea for those that wanted it. Strange leaned back rubbing his eyes, Tandy sipped 
her tea as Jacqueline stared at the table, and Illyana pulled toast out of the toaster. 

 “Would you like to move into my apartment with me? If you don‟t have a space in 
New York,” Tandy said to Jacqueline. 

 “I would be honored,” Jacqueline nodded. “That would be simplest. And I could 
keep better watch over you.” 

 “I can incorporate you into my staff, if you don‟t mind,” Strange said. “I could use 
a translator. Do you speak languages besides English and French?” 

 “Latin, Greek, and German,” Jacqueline shrugged. 

 “That will do nicely,” Strange said, rising. “We can hammer out the details when 
we‟ve had a little time to adjust. Please excuse me.” He nodded to them, then ghosted 
out of the room and up the stairs, gone into the darkness of the mansion. 

 “When you live as long as I have,” Jacqueline murmured, “you tend to think you‟ve 
seen it all.” She shook her head. “Then another layer peels back, another world you 
never saw before.” 

 “I know exactly what you mean,” Illyana agreed, looking the immortal over. “Well, 
if you‟ll excuse me, I‟ve got to get my beauty sleep and prep the monster squad for 
tomorrow‟s hunt. Sorry, you all aren‟t invited,” she said with a wry grin. Then flame 
roiled up around her, and she was gone. 

 Wong seemed invisible in the background, leaving Tandy and Jacqueline sitting 
together at the table. Tandy shifted uncomfortably, then rose. 

 “I—I have to go see what Strange is up to,” she said. “I need to talk to him.” She 
paused. “Wait for me, alright?” 

 “I‟ll be here,” Jacqueline nodded. Tandy flashed a smile at her, then followed 
Strange out of the room and up the stairs. 

 “Perhaps,” Wong said quietly, “I can offer you a guest room for the night.” 

 “Thank you,” Jacqueline replied, “but I‟m going with Tandy.” 

 “If she goes,” Wong said delicately, “then all is well. If she does not go home,” he 
added, “it may be wise to plan your own arrangements.” 

 Being French, Jacqueline understood at once, hardly arching an eyebrow. “I see,” 
she said. “I‟ll take you up on that room after all.” 

* 

 Glowing enough to easily see in the darkened mansion, Tandy caught up to Strange 
as he opened the door to the Sanctum Sanctorum. “Can we talk?” she asked 
breathlessly. 

 Strange turned to regard her, pale and worn in her Light, weary to the bone. He 
shrugged slightly, and left the door open as he walked into his inner fortress. 
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 “I heard Smythe,” she said evenly. “He thinks I‟m keyed to the One Gate now that 
I have absorbed an immortal. He thinks my existence threatens Prime.” She regarded 
Strange. “Is he right?” 

 “Yes,” Strange replied simply, slowly removing his coat as though he was sore and 
stiff. 

 “I‟ve already taken the Light of the Eye of Agamotto,” she said humbly. “I 
destabilized one of the most powerful Agamottite artifacts in the world.” She swallowed 
hard. “I don‟t want to be the weakness in your defense, Strange.” 

 “We‟ve been over this,” he replied wearily. “You did nothing wrong, and I don‟t 
hold the transformation of the Eye against you. You may have rendered the Light 
mutable, but you also humanized it, and that‟s a gift that…” He shook his head. “Don‟t 
beat yourself up about it,” he said. He sank into his high-backed chair, unreadable. “Is 
that what you wanted to talk to me about?” 

 “Yes,” Tandy said. “And no. Strange… I cannot be your downfall.” She looked him 
in the eye, slightly desperate. “What must I do? How can I protect myself so I am not a 
liability to you?” 

 Strange regarded her for a long moment, then he rose to his feet, weariness pushed 
away. “You are not a liability to me,” he said solemnly. “You have not defaced the 
Light. Protecting the Web of Light is cold, harsh work. The Eye of Agamotto assisted 
me in the task, with discernment and raw power. But then you got it. And you altered 
the Eye. You brought it to life. You brought warmth to a cold task.” His eyes focused 
on hers, and for a moment she felt lost and dizzy on the edge of a great depth. “Smythe 
sees the impermanence and vulnerability you have brought me. He cannot see the 
strength and will you have given the Light, the life, a power the Light could have no 
other way.” He paused. “Let‟s not have any more talk of being a liability.” 

 Tandy found it difficult to breathe. Strange stood before her, focused, his shirt 
sleeves half rolled up, his hair slightly tousled, and a serious discipline that most mortals 
could only dream of shaping his face, eyes, posture, soul. She felt the Light warming 
from her, rendering the room luminous, and she could hardly speak. 

 “Wong says the heart only knows one move,” she managed. 

 “He is right,” Strange murmured. “But a body without a heart dies. Because the 
heart, at its best, takes in weariness and releases life.” 

 Tandy saw through Strange‟s defenses, as though he was reliving an old memory, 
and she saw the humanity wrapped around the soulless task he undertook in defending 
Prime. She saw the duty that compelled him. And the loneliness that resonated through 
his bones. She took an uncertain step towards him as her vision blurred with unshed 
tears. 

 “You need to leave, now,” Strange said, the words costing him something as he 
looked away. He turned, walking under the skylight, staring up through its sigil at the 
night sky. She didn‟t move. “Or not at all,” he added softly. 

 Tandy slowly approached the Sorcerer Supreme from behind. Gently, she touched 
his shoulders, surprised by his warmth and the lithe solidity of his muscles. She gathered 
his narrow chest into a hug, and she leaned her forehead against his back as she held 
him. He shuddered slightly. 
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 “As long as I am here,” she said, muted, “I am yours.” 

 Strange leaned away, and she released him. He turned to look her in the eye, and he 
was inscrutable for a long moment. 

 “In the end,” he said, his voice hoarse, “that‟s all we can ask for.” 

 Her fingertips traced down the side of his face as he studied her, and then he found 
what he was looking for. He took her in his arms, and something in him finally 
surrendered as his lips met hers. 

 Quietly, of its own volition, the Sanctum Sanctorum door clicked shut. 
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Invitation Only 
 

Saturday, October 8, 2005 

 The slender blonde padded across the cold flagstones, draped in a bathrobe. She 
rubbed the towel in her hair as she winced. “I‟m sore all over,” she muttered, crossing 
the room to flop on a couch. 

 Peculiar mystic tapestries hung on the walls, and the spacious room was oddly 
shaped. A pair of comfortable couches faced each other in the common room, 
incongruous in their foreboding surroundings. 

 “What was it this time, Illyana?” asked the attractive woman lounging on the other 
couch. She was perfectly proportioned, her strawberry blonde hair like a cascade of 
copper and gold. She was relaxed, dressed in what could be a gi or pajamas. Her closed 
laptop was on the coffee table between the couches. 

 “I was dealing with a psychotic cult. They were trying to summon a Keeper of 
Secrets.” Illyana huffed out a breath, and tossed the damp, rumpled towel on the coffee 
table. “What‟s wrong with people?” she demanded, waving at her hair to dry and 
straighten it with a swift stroke of magic. 

 “You look okay to me,” the other woman pointed out. 

 “Sure, I healed up all the physical damage, a jaunt to Limbo let me do that,” Illyana 
said. “But they hit me where it hurts, Kira. Got bit by a couple poisonous demons, and 
they nailed me with some warpstone-fueled aggression. I‟ve been barfing for the last 
five minutes.” She shook her head. “Burn half as long, twice as bright,” she grumbled. 
“Sure, warpstone use destroys them eventually, but not until after they‟ve kicked my ribs 
in.” 

 “So you‟re taking a break?” Kira said, arching an eyebrow and not believing it for a 
moment. 

 “Strange told me about a geomantic strain in the American Midwest,” Illyana 
sighed. “He wants me to take care of it, he‟s busy with his apprentice.” She stretched, 
wincing. “So I‟ll go do that in a minute here. Instead of sleeping for about twenty 
hours.” She offered Kira a wry grin. 

 “Now that you‟re not his apprentice anymore, are you jealous?” Kira asked directly. 
“I mean, he used to spend a lot of time with you, and now he has a new student.” 

 “Jealous?” Illyana echoed. “Hell no. I‟ve been there, done that. Believe you me, 
being trusted is way cooler than being coddled. Strange trusts me to handle things, you 
know? I had to earn that trust the hard way, and I wouldn‟t trade it for anything.” With 
a grunt and a wince, she levered herself up to her feet. “That‟s why I‟m going to sort out 
his little problem even though I feel like I was run over by a truck.” 

 “You aren‟t going alone, are you?” Kira asked with a small frown. “Setting 
machismo aside, even if you are at the top of your form, you take serious risks when you 
tamper with geomancy.” 



 

    199 

 “Hey, I‟m a glorified traffic cop for the energies that run in ley lines and surround 
the world,” Illyana shrugged. “I need to check it out, see what‟s causing the energy to 
get stuck at a node, and then smooth it out.” 

 “The web of light does not jam up all on its own,” Kira reminded her. 

 Illyana sighed. “Well, I got Roger on standby, in case I need him. I just snap my 
fingers, and bang! He‟s with me.” Her grin was a bit sly. “I got that demon so whipped,” 
she teased. 

 “I just think you should check in with him before you head out, that‟s all,” Kira 
shrugged. She picked up her laptop. 

 “By the way,” Illyana said, “I think it‟s totally cool that Strange figured out how to 
get us broad-band wireless internet in our Tibetan fortress, don‟t you?” 

 “He truly is a Master of Mysticism,” Kira agreed wryly. “Good luck.” 

 A disk of pale, dark flame swirled up around Illyana, carrying her away. Kira sighed, 
stretching, waiting for her laptop to boot up. Then she propped her feet on the coffee 
table and logged in. Checked her email. She took a sip of the tea she had left on the 
coffee table, but it had grown cold. She focused on it for a moment, and thin red beams 
darted from her eyes to touch the coffee; steam swirled up, and she smiled as she took 
another sip. 

 Junk mail, junk mail, junk mail, a forward from Doug, junk mail— 

 Kira froze, eyes wide open, coffee forgotten in her free hand. 

 An email with a Kryptonian subject line. An invitation for a meeting. 

 She swiftly opened the email, staring. It is urgent that I speak with you, the Kryptonian 
message said. Here is my address in New York. The address was rendered in symbolic 
navigational markers using the language of a dead planet. Kira quickly put her coffee 
down, her hand slightly unsteady. 

 “I must go,” she murmured to herself. Closing her laptop, she crossed the room 
and tugged a gray cloak off a coat rack, shrugging the fabric over her shoulders. 
Stepping off the ground, she flew up the stairs, through the corridors, and out one of 
the vast windows of the Tibetan fortress. She darted up into the pale light of the sky, 
moving ever faster, over the horizon in a moment. 

* 

 The office was wood-paneled, with slatted blinds casting shadows on the walls as 
they filtered the neon light outside. One door led into the office, its window pebbled 
glass with a name stenciled on the other side. A ceiling fan slowly spun overhead, 
rhythmic as a calendar. A large form settled into an office chair, wearing black biker 
shorts and a rumpled trench coat over the red bulk of a demonic body.  

 He was huge, nearly two meters tall, not a scrap of fat on his heavily muscled torso. 
His crimson skin was carved in worls and designs of wicked Cthonian magic. His legs 
propped his massive cloven hoofs on his desk, next to the bottle of amber whiskey. His 
lantern jaw gave his face a craggy look; his eyes were deeply recessed, his nose crooked 
from being repeatedly broken. Black hair scraggled from his jaw, and his forehead was 
broad. Two disks of bone, the base of horns that had been sliced off, looked almost like 
goggles pushed up from his eyes. His eyes were closed as the scratchy record player 
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behind him belted out some Irving Berlin; his right hand looked to be encased in a 
massive stone gauntlet, and his fingers tapped on the arm of the oversize chair. The 
fingers of his other hand held a forgotten cigar that wisped up smoke like incense. 

 A slim shadow loomed against his door. As the door opened, the big demon‟s eyes 
opened too, and his tail delicately twitched over to the record player and lifted the 
needle from the spinning vinyl. He looked Illyana over, his eyes glinting and unreadable. 

 “She slipped through my doorway like a dagger slides between ribs,” he muttered 
in a voice that needed no whiskey or cigars to roughen it. “I knew this dame was 
trouble. She was too sharp, too sleek to be anything but a dagger, and I could already 
see my name in it. The light caught in her hair, and tried so hard to get away that she 
seemed to shine. Her eyes punched right into me… I knew she‟d want more than I 
could give her, and I knew I‟d do my best anyway.” He mugged an amused and defiant 
grin on his broad jaw as he took a deep drag on his cigar. 

 “It‟s official,” Illyana said thoughtfully. “Too many detective movies. No more 
Mike Hammer for you. I half expected you to figure out a way to make your office 
grayscale.” 

 He shrugged. “They aren‟t black and white when I watch them,” he growled 
playfully. “My imagination colors them. Now.” He shrugged into his seat more 
comfortably. “What kind of trouble are you in, Miss?” 

 “Do I really need to play along?” she asked, arching an eyebrow. “My movie is all 
mystic and creepy and cool. Yours just has nervous people with revolvers in their trench 
coat pockets, and heroes that smell like body odor, cigars, and whiskey.” 

 “I get to transcend genre. I‟m a detective with a fedora, a trench coat, and awesome 
demon powers,” Roger shrugged. “Oh, you like my new name?” He pointed at the 
door. 
 She opened it far enough that they could both see it. “Roger Stone, huh,” she said. 

 “Yeah, but you have to guess why,” he said as he wiggled his three stone fingers at 
her. 

 “Nice,” she nodded. “Kira said I should stop by. I‟m on my way to sort out a 
geomantic mess in the American Midwest. She wanted to be sure I had backup, and I 
told her you were on call, but she thought maybe I should check in before I go.” She 
paused. “Check.” 

 “I could come along if you like. Pre-emptive measures,” he shrugged. His eyes 
wandered the stacks of paper on his desk. “Strange knows I can speak Cthonian, so he 
asked me to do some translation for his apprentice.” He grimaced. “Translating 
Cthonian sucks.” 

 “I‟m headed to Kansas,” Illyana said. “Sure you want to come?” 

 He looked her in the eye. “I don‟t give a damn where you‟re going,” he growled 
softly. “C‟mere.” 

 She rounded the desk, her eyes bright, and leaned over him. He wrapped an arm 
around her narrow shoulders and pulled her close for a kiss. A passionate moment later, 
she leaned back away from him, and grinned as she slugged his rock-hard chest. 

 “Smoothie,” she said. 
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 “It‟s my demonic seduction,” he admitted. “Let‟s go on a date to Kansas.” 

 “Let‟s go on a date after Kansas,” she corrected. “I don‟t expect trouble.” 

 “I do,” Stone said simply. “Want to bet on it? I‟m offering three to one odds. You 
win, I translate three Cthonian documents per bet you place. I win, you translate one.” 

 “Look, bub,” Illyana scolded, amused, “I‟m not getting sucked into your racket. 
Strange gave those to you. You better do them.” She grinned. “Translating Cthonian does 
suck.” 

 Stone sighed, heaving himself up out of his chair and clapping a battered fedora on 
his head. “I never should have told Strange I knew Cthonian,” he rumbled. His coat 
twitched slightly, and he lost half a meter from his height and shrank to the dimensions 
of an imposing man. His flesh shifted to a more pink color, and his stone fist slid down 
to a black-gloved hand. He was clothed in slacks and a slightly rumpled shirt. 

 “Ready when you are,” he grinned. 

 “Let‟s get moving,” she nodded, and flame carried them off. 

* 

 Kira hunched in the cloak, peering down through the skylight. Her enhanced 
hearing detected silence from the security on this window; a window that should have 
been buzzing with the electric feed to the sensor. She tugged the skylight open, and no 
alarm went off. Closing it behind herself, she floated down to the shadowed floor in the 
echoing corridor of the museum. 

 She ghosted down the hall, passing a museum guard who looked the other way. 
Her cloak deflected attention, so she did not have to be overly careful as she passed 
through the museum into the Staff Only section in the west wing. She followed the 
Kryptonian directions precisely, and found herself outside an office door. 

 “Doctor Virgil Swann, eh,” she murmured to herself. She shrugged the cloak off 
and draped it over one arm, then stepped into the office. 

 In the dim light, Kira saw a man in a wheelchair, sitting oddly straight, his back to 
her as he considered a computer screen. She hesitated. 

 With a whine, the chair pivoted to face her. The man seated in the chair was braced 
in position, equipped with a breathing tube, and he controlled the chair with a 
mechanism by his chin. He looked right into Kira‟s eyes, and she was given pause by the 
tremendous presence of the man. 

 “You must be Dr. Swann,” she said quietly. “I got your email.” 

 “And wasted no time in arriving,” he said, his voice struggling. “Thank you for 
that.” 

 “How did you learn Kryptonian?” she demanded. 

 “Perhaps you should come in,” he rasped. She blinked, then stepped into the office 
and closed the door. “I found a narrowcast stream of communication and decoded it,” 
he wheezed. “I am an astronomer, and a mathematician.” 

 “Fine,” she said, frowning, “but how did you find out about me?” 
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 “Years ago you published an article in the Planetary,” he managed. “It revealed 
some scientific principles that were in line with what I knew about our planet‟s other 
Kryptonian. Very helpful. As he never mentioned you, I guessed your article might be 
auto-biographical. I gambled.” 

 Kira simply stared. “Other Kryptonian?” she breathed, shock tingling through her. 

 “Clark Kent,” Dr. Swann supplied. “Smallville, Kansas, United States of America. 
I‟ve been in touch with him before.” Dr. Swann frowned, his features slightly slack. 
“Now he is in great danger, and I cannot reach him. I need your help.” 

 “What‟s the problem?” Kira asked, accepting that there was another Kryptonian 
even as her mind raced with questions. 

 “There is a nexus here on Earth,” Dr. Swann said. “Energies from Krypton were 
beamed here on a narrow bandwidth. An energy string crossed the galaxy to touch our 
world, connecting it. I can only assume this was used for communication and 
transportation. When Krypton began coming apart,” he said hoarsely, “they sent a child 
in a craft suited for this beam, basically a transmission that was taken apart on 
Krypton‟s end and reassembled on this end. There was a snag.” He paused for breath. 

 “Go on,” Kira said, reining in her impatience as best she could. 

 “The vessel was almost here when the beam was intersected by some kind of 
charged debris. They collided. Both fell out of phase and crashed through the 
atmosphere. The alien craft did not materialize at the terminus; instead, it fell to earth, 
surrounded by the debris that knocked it out of phase.” 

 Kira stared at him as her swift mind generated possible outcomes. 

 “His craft,” Dr. Swann said weakly, “was discovered by a pair of farmers. 
Jonathan… and Martha… Kent.” He paused to gather his strength. “He was raised in 
Smallville, dealing with the fallout from the charged debris, and also with his unusual 
power. He is nearly invulnerable. If I cannot contact him, I suspect that someone has 
incapacitated him with Ingredient 279, which is what we‟re calling the charged debris.” 

 She raised her eyebrows. “You‟ve done your homework, Dr. Swann,” she said. 
“Egon Spengler is not an easy man to consult.” 

 “I‟m impressed, Kira,” Dr. Swann said. “I am spared explaining the dangers of 
Ingredient 279. But if you are familiar with it, then you know what would eventually 
happen to an area that was liberally seeded with fragments. They operate at a sub-
quantum level. They erode, for lack of a better term, reality itself.” 

 “So what exactly do you think will happen?” Kira asked, chilled. “And why now?” 

 “I think that Smallville, Kansas, may have contracted reality cancer. It may be on 
the edge of a space time rip. Clark, and the rest of the world, could be in danger. If the 
boundary between matter and energy is breached, the world could be exposed to 
multiple probabilities simultaneously.” He paused for breath. “Clark‟s last emails were… 
vague. I fear for him. Please. Please look into it.” 

 “I‟ll do it,” Kira said breathlessly. “Do you have an address?” 

 “On the table next to you,” he said quietly. “Good luck.” 



 

    203 

 “Thank you,” she said seriously, then she picked up the card and whisked out of 
the office. 

 Alone, bathed in the lights of the monitors, Dr. Swann gazed into the shadows. 
Nothing left to do but wait. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 “Damn, the whole place is a mess,” Illyana said in dismay as she squatted over a 
pool, underlit. Her legs recurved like goat legs, and horns kinked up from her forehead. 
A rippling sleeve of organic steel armor covered one arm, and her eyes shone red as she 
peered down into her scrying pool. 

 “Why is that?” Stone asked, leaning against one of the standing stones in her 
throne room. 

 “Looks like somebody sneezed warpstone all over the place.” 

 Stone chuckled, and Illyana looked up sharply. 

 “And that sucks,” she continued, “because I‟m going to have to get down there and 
talk to the locals instead of scrying around for the node. There‟s some kind of funky 
interference.” 

 “What, the warpstone actually masks geomantic activity?” Stone said, surprised. 

 “No,” Illyana replied, “but it does distort things. It‟s chaos; it unmakes rules. So I 
wouldn‟t be able to trust whatever I found.” She paused. “And I‟m reluctant to use my 
stepping disks too close to an area this unstable. I might accidentally land in an alternate 
reality. I can‟t figure how Strange missed this leak; this is huge. This… this could screw 
up Prime,” she said, chilled. 

 “Well, let‟s go sort it out,” Stone shrugged. 

 Illyana nodded, rising to her full height. Her horns twisted into her head, vanishing, 
and her legs popped as they shifted back into human shape, complete with feet. She 
stepped behind the throne, and when she emerged she wore jeans, a tee shirt, hiking 
boots, a windbreaker. She looked like any other twenty-something. She dazzled Stone 
with a smile. 

 “Hey there, handsome. Let‟s go to Smallville.” She shook her head. “Somebody 
named it that on purpose,” she said mournfully. “That‟s just messed up.” 

 Flame swirled around the couple, depositing them in the parking lot behind the 
movie rental store. Stone followed Illyana through the alley and out to the sidewalk 
along the main drag. 

 “For the record,” Stone growled, “I‟m glad we‟re investigating without your dad 
along.” 

 “Yeah. For so many reasons,” she agreed, and she crossed the street with Stone at 
her heels. “This looks like a promising spot for gossip,” she said, looking up at the neon 
sign over what looked like a theater. “The Talon. Well, let‟s see what we can find out.” 
She strolled down the sidewalk and into the building. 

 They were met with the heavy scent of coffee. For a moment, Illyana stopped and 
stared. Bright colors were splashed everywhere, and some of the lighting was tinted. 
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There were small soda-fountain style tables, but the building‟s heritage as a movie 
theater was clear. A dozen teenagers were scattered through the seating, some doing 
homework and some talking, a few of them alone. 

 Stone followed Illyana up to the bar. She leaned against it. “I‟ll have a couple 
coffees,” she said with a winning smile, and the pimple-scarred kid behind the counter 
nodded, heading for the coffee pot. 

 “I have a lead,” Stone muttered to Illyana, looking down the bar at a slim teenager. 
She had her laptop computer open, and she was tapping into it from a notepad. “See 
that scribbly pad? Those are interview notes,” he growled. “She‟s typing double-spaced. 
I smell gossip.” 

 Illyana looked at the teenager‟s feather-cut blonde hair, her bright eyes, her trim 
waist. She chuckled. “Or maybe you have a thing for cradlerobbing blondes. You‟re a 
devil,” she grinned. “Do your thing. Remember I‟m watching you.” 

 He mugged a grin for her, and sauntered down the bar, settling on a stool next to 
the teen. Even in his smaller form, he was over a meter and a half, and the stool creaked 
under his weight. He glanced over at the laptop, then took his coffee from the server 
with a nod. 

 “Hey,” he said to the blonde. “You look busy.” 

 “I am,” she replied without looking up. 

 “Just looks like you‟re handling the news, that‟s all,” Stone muttered. “Sorry to 
interrupt.” He let that small, almost fierce grin out. The blonde paused, looking at him. 

 “And if I am?” she said, terse. 

 “I know about news.” He pulled a card from the pocket of his trench coat and slid 
it over. “Name is Roger Stone. I‟m with the Planetary. Pleased to meet you.” 

 Her expression changed at once. “You‟re with the Planetary? Wow!” she said. “I‟ve 
had a subscription since you guys started.” 

 “I‟m new on staff,” Stone shrugged modestly. “Maybe you saw my piece on the 
legends of Innsmouth?” 

 “Right, the fish breeders,” she said, breathless. “You‟re that Roger Stone?” 

 “The very one,” he said. “I thought maybe you could help me.” 

 “Me?” she gasped. “I mean, with what exactly?” 

 “Your name, for starters,” he said gently. “And you can tell me if I‟m right about 
you working on a news story.” 

 “Oh! Right. Sorry. I‟m Chloe Sullivan. I‟m the managing editor of the school paper. 
I‟ve got—yeah, a story here, I‟m writing up an interview about the parking policy,” she 
said, her face flushing red. 

 “Chief cook and bottle washer, huh,” Stone grinned. “I like working with 
somebody who knows the whole range. Some people get into management without 
having any idea what everybody else is doing. Me, I‟m new to this journalism gig. I wish 
I had your background.” He shook his head. 

 “Damn you‟re good,” Illyana murmured, watching Stone, amused. 



 

    205 

 “So what brings you to Smallville?” Chloe said. 

 “I‟ve heard some weird stories,” he shrugged. “Thought I‟d come and sniff around. 
See what I could find. I hear this place has a lot of good material that would fit right in 
to the Planetary‟s offerings.” 

 Chloe stared at him, her heart racing, and she completely failed to conceal her 
hope. “Maybe I could help,” she said quickly. “I‟ve been in on some pretty weird 
things.” 

 “Tell you what,” Stone said quietly. “You get me in on a good story around here, 
and I‟ll share the byline with you.” 

 He knew the deal was closed before she nodded nonchalantly. “Alright, Mr. Stone. 
You have a deal. Byline, huh.” 

 “If we get to the bottom of the weirdness of this place, the Editor in Chief is 
talking front cover,” Stone nodded. “So what‟s the story here?” 

 “Eighteen years ago, a meteor fell on Smallville,” Chloe said. “Everybody knows 
that. But there aren‟t many people who are willing to believe the bizarre events that 
came after that.” 

 “Color me credulous,” Stone said, leaning closer, studying her bright eyes. 

 “Where do I even start?” she said, rolling her eyes. Then she blinked. “Tell you 
what. Let‟s go to the high school. I can show you better than I can tell you.” 

 “Cool,” Stone nodded. “Hey. Let me introduce you to my assistant. This is Illyana 
Rasputin.” Illyana strolled up to them, right on cue. 

 “Hello,” she said. 

 “Hey,” Chloe replied, her nervousness doubling. “Well, let‟s get moving.” 

 “Mind if we ride with you?” Stone asked. 

 “Sure, fine,” Chloe replied as she snapped her laptop shut and stuffed her gear into 
a backpack.  

 Less than five minutes later, they were pulling into the high school parking lot. 

 “Smallville Crows,” Illyana observed. “Nice mascot.” 

 “Yeah, real fierce,” Chloe said with a nervous laugh. 

 They reached the back door just as it was opening. The thin man in the doorway 
froze when he saw them, then he forced a smile. 

 “Ms. Sullivan,” he said, his voice slightly scratchy. “Come to do a little work on the 
paper over the weekend?” 

 “It doesn‟t write itself,” she grinned. He stepped aside, holding the door and 
watching them file in. “See you later, Dr. Crane.” 

 “Don‟t stay too late,” he called after Chloe. The door slid shut, and Dr. Crane 
watched them for a moment through the door‟s window before turning and descending 
the stairs. 

 “He‟s a little creepy,” Illyana muttered. 
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 “Oh, him? Yeah, but he‟s harmless. That‟s Dr. Crane. He teaches psychology at the 
community college, and helps with tutoring here. Hires students for his experiments,” 
she said. “Okay, here we are.” She opened a side door and stepped into the brightly 
painted office of the school paper. Indirect lighting gave the room a slightly surreal 
atmosphere. “And here it is.” She proudly gestured at the wall. 

 “Damnation,” Stone muttered. The wall was papered in photographs, newspaper 
articles, magazine covers, police and medical paperwork, and sketches. 

 “Eighteen years of weird stuff, since the meteor fell,” Chloe said quietly. “I call it 
my „Wall of Weird.‟ Every time something happens that can‟t be explained, it goes 
here.” 

 “This is a goldmine,” Stone breathed. He glanced significantly at Illyana, who 
nodded seriously. Stone turned to Chloe. “You have documentation for all this?” 

 “As much as I could get, yeah,” she said. “I even did some hacking and dumpster 
diving to get some of this stuff. There‟s more in my file cabinets.” 

 “There‟s too much here to go into a single story,” Stone said. “When we‟re done 
here, I‟m going to talk to the editor. See if we can get you a column. When do you 
graduate?” 

 She swayed, pale and breathless. “Next spring,” she managed. 

 He nodded. “Maybe you can send us your work until then. I have the feeling 
Strange might want to relocate you to New York.” He paused. “Unless you‟d rather 
work for a more respectable paper,” he conceded, setting the hook. 

 “I‟d like that very much,” Chloe said, trying to restrain her grin. “Working for the 
Planetary, I mean. So. How are you framing the story?” 

 “This meteor sounds like a good place to start,” Stone said. “What do we know 
about it?” 

 “It fell on Smallville in the morning, and crops died, it was a total mess. Lex 
Luthor, maybe you‟ve heard of him. He‟s in charge of Lexcorp. Well, he was here, he 
was a little boy, and all his bright red hair fell out and never grew back. His dad put him 
in charge of operations in Smallville when he was old enough. Eventually, old Lionel 
Luthor had a fatal accident and Lex took over.” 

 “You sound like you knew him personally,” Stone said. 

 “Yeah, I guess I did,” Chloe agreed. She moved on quickly. “Just about everything 
weird that happened ties back to the meteor rocks.” 

 “They‟ve been tested, right?” Stone muttered. 

 “Yeah, some scientists were brought in, and Lexcorp handled the toxic cleanup. 
But no matter how much you get, you never really get it all, you know?” She smiled, 
nervous. “Whatever the meteor rock is, it‟s not on the periodic table. Everybody around 
here calls it „meteor rock‟, but I interviewed an independent scientist who came to study 
it, and he talked to me about it without giving me permission to print.” 

 “What did he have to say?” Stone asked. 

 “He called it Ingredient 279,” she said. “He got as much as he could find.” 

 “Doctor Egon Spengler,” Illyana said with a small smile. 
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 “Wow,” Chloe said. “Yeah. Him. He said it was the most concentrated find he‟d 
ever seen.” 

 Stone glanced at her Apple computer. “Can you make me copies of all this stuff?” 
he said. 

 “Sure,” Chloe nodded hesitantly. “Look, Mr. Stone. How can I trust you? If I give 
you everything, then how can I be sure I‟ll get a byline?” 

 He looked her over. “That‟s your decision, not mine,” he shrugged. “I‟m 
trustworthy. You can decide if you believe me.” 

 She nodded, bit her lip, and sat at the computer. Illyana snagged Stone‟s elbow, 
steering him over to the corner. 

 “This doesn‟t add up,” she said under her breath. “Spengler was right. This much 
warpstone has never fallen to Prime before. It should have been a pillar of flame to draw 
the attention of the Sorcerer Supreme. The news stories. The corporate studies. How 
could this have escaped Strange? I mean, I should have found it when I was a student. 
This place is ready to pop. How could it get this bad?” 

 “First I figured it was demons hoarding it, but after a stroll downtown, I know 
that‟s not true. Something is weird here. The signal is blocked somehow,” Stone 
growled. “Somebody has this place nailed down a quarter step off Prime, to stifle the 
noise. Who could do that?” 

 “That‟s it,” Illyana nodded. “You‟ve nailed it. I was having trouble scrying on the 
place, and I didn‟t trust my stepping disks. That‟s because Smallville is almost unmoored 
from the rest of the dimension.” She paused, her eyes growing wide. “Oh, I hope I‟m 
wrong,” she breathed. 

 “Clark, hi!” Chloe said. They turned to see a rangy teen in the doorway to the 
office. He had not yet grown into the strong features of his face. His blue eyes glittered 
with anger, he was rigid with suppressed fury. His tousled black hair seemed storm-
blown as he squared off with the visitors. 

 Chloe rose, apparently oblivious. “I‟m glad you came by, Clark. This is Mr. Stone, a 
reporter with the Planetary. He‟s having a look at the Wall of Weird.” She turned to 
Stone. “This is Clark Kent. Clark here is a local hero. He‟s in a lot of police reports,” 
she said fondly. “And he‟s a fellow reporter with the paper.” 

 “Let‟s all take it easy,” Illyana said calmly as her mystic sight scanned the 
newcomer. Stone flexed, ready, as Illyana slowly stepped between Chloe and the lanky 
teenager in the doorway. “Calm down, Clark.” 

 “What‟s going on?” Chloe said, confused. Then she really looked at Clark, and her 
hand reflexively covered her mouth, her eyes went wide. Clark subtly bristled with 
power and rage. 

 “Get out of here,” Clark growled. “Now. You don‟t belong here.” 

 “Let‟s all relocate,” Illyana said grimly, and she swiftly gestured. Eldritch fire roiled 
around Clark, but he snatched the doorframe and gritted his teeth; the teleportation 
failed, and Illyana was thrown to the floor by the backlash. 

 “This is MY world,” Clark growled, his eyes eerie and red. Chloe took a step back, 
and Stone launched forward, pounding a mighty blow across Clark with his black-
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gloved fist. The teenager crashed through the wall of the newspaper office, and Stone 
bounded after him. 

* 

 Kira rapped on the farm house‟s screen door. A moment later, a middle-aged 
redhead opened the door, peering out, surprised. “Hello?” she said. 

 “My name is Kira,” the blonde smiled. “I‟m here to see Clark. Is he around?” 

 “Not just at the moment,” the woman replied cautiously. “Who are you again?” 

 “Kira. I‟m Clark‟s cousin. You must be Mrs. Kent.” Kira offered her a winning 
smile. 

 “Martha!” hollered a voice further back in the house. “Who is it?” 

 “Come on in, dear,” Martha said, opening the door after a moment‟s hesitation. 
“Make yourself comfortable on the couch. Some lemonade?” she asked politely. 

 “Yes, please,” Kira said. She settled on the couch as Martha bustled back towards 
the kitchen. 

 Kira hardly had time to consider the folksy rustic décor of the living room before 
Martha was back with a tray, lemonade and cookies. She put the tray down and seated 
herself primly. “This comes as something of a shock,” she admitted. 

 “Does Clark know he is adopted?” Kira asked, direct. 

 “He‟s expected home any minute,” Martha said with a ghastly grin. “Just be patient 
for a moment longer.” 

 Kira felt a peculiar twitch in her blood, and she frowned. Then the side door to the 
parlor whipped open, and a lean man sprang in with a pitchfork in one hand and a 
fistful of—black rock— 

 A gasp was wrung from her chest as she keeled over, thudding down on the carpet 
and twisting as the weird sub-quantum radiation of the warpstone slid through her, 
leaving her weak. 

 “I guess she is his cousin after all,” Martha observed. 

 “Martha,” the lean man said, his eyes coldly determined, “get an axe.” 

 “Wait, Jonathan,” she said as she rose to her feet. “We may have use for her.” 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 A full-size stone fist crashed across the rangy teenager‟s head, bashing his skull with 
enough force to smash a tank. Clark toppled, then sprang to his feet as Stone roared in 
on him. The teenager snapped his forearm up, forestalling Stone‟s next hit, and he fired 
a blow into the middle of the demon‟s chest that sent him sailing back through the brick 
wall of the school newspaper office. 

 Chloe let out a squeak of terror as the huge red demon smashed through the 
computer and plowed into the wall. Stone sprang up at once, firing himself back out 
through the hole. Illyana blearily blinked, struggling to sit up. 

 “Wha?” she said. 
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 “I have no idea!” Chloe replied desperately. 

 Crashes and thuds resonated in the ground as the two hugely powerful creatures 
traded punches just outside. Illyana struggled to her feet and slumped against the 
shattered wall. Clark snatched Stone, flinging the battered demon straight down into the 
pavement. 

 “Hey,” Illyana said coldly. She pointed, murmuring, and brilliant crimson energies 
wove around the lank teenager. His eyes flared red, and he whispered something sibilant 
that shredded the mystic binding. 

 “Just what I thought,” she growled. The teenager focused, sending twin lances of 
heat whipping at her as she dove to the side and rolled up to her feet. 

 “Faltinak,” she hissed, and mystic flames burst all around Clark. He let out an 
unholy shriek as he tumbled back, waving his arms, immolated. Stone was on his 
hooves in a single fluid motion, and he sprang into the fire, grappling the powerful foe, 
crashing down on him with his full weight. 

 His stone fist rose, then fell with force that seismographs picked up kilometers 
away. Again. Again. Again. The head shattered under Stone‟s blows. Stone slowly 
climbed to his feet, standing over the limp, burning corpse of his headless enemy. 

 “Dammit, I wanted him alive for questioning,” Illyana fussed at the huge demon. 

 “Sorry,” he growled, unrepentant. 

 They watched as Clark‟s burned and broken form twitched and shivered, changing 
shape; it was pale, segmented, chitinous, then it sagged into a pulpy mess and faded to 
ash in the hungry mystic flame. 

 Illyana heaved a sigh. “Get a truck. Drive it into the side of the school.” 

 He nodded, trotting towards the parked vehicles. Illyana turned, fixing Chloe in her 
gaze. Chloe stood, frozen, her digital camera filming. 

 “Don‟t kill me,” Chloe whispered. 

 “I won‟t,” Illyana soothed. “Now get your backpack and come with me.” 

 After only a moment‟s hesitation, Chloe was outside with her backpack. She 
watched as Stone drove a hotwired truck through the hole he had pounded in the side 
of the school. As he hopped out of the busted truck and ran to them, sirens were 
wailing closer. Illyana sighed, then snapped her fingers. Eldritch flames swirled up 
around the trio. 

 Chloe was still screaming when the flames spun away, leaving them standing on the 
deep bed of moss that surrounded the pair of pools in the stone courtyard. A throne on 
a dias dominated one side, the area was marked off with standing stones and gardens. 
Several huge demon-dog creatures snored gently in the flowerbeds. They looked up, 
mildly interested, to see what was squeaking. 

 Chloe ran out of air, and Illyana gripped her shoulders and looked her in the eye. 
“Sullivan,” she said sharply. “I need your open mind now.” She paused for a moment. 
“You say that was Clark?” 

 “What the hell is going on,” Chloe breathed. 
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 Illyana spoke slowly, watching for recognition in Chloe‟s eyes as she held her 
shoulders and laid it all out. “I‟m a demon sorceress, trained by the Sorcerer Supreme of 
Prime, or Earth. I use geomancy to help maintain the web of light, a system of the 
Earth‟s energy that represents its life force and bars enemies from trying to conquer our 
plane and planet. Stone is a demon we recovered from an evil wizard. He too is pledged 
to the protection of the earth. We‟re here because all that meteor rock is about to risk a 
meltdown for the whole planet.” She paused. “Questions?” 

 “Where are we?” Chloe managed. 

 “This is a pocket dimension I call Limbo. I am the World Mage of Limbo, so I can 
heal fast here, and I can scry on Prime, and I can travel back and forth at will using 
those stepping disks like the one that brought us here just now. My subjects look like 
demons. It‟s a pretty cool place to kick back and relax.” 

 “Was that Clark Kent?” Chloe asked in a small voice. 

 “No.” Illyana shook her head. “That was a shapeshifter, it probably nailed Clark 
and stole his shape. He might still be alive,” she shrugged. “Will you help us find his 
home?” 

 “Yes,” Chloe said. She raised her camera, still filming, and she turned in a circle. 
Then she glanced at Illyana, suddenly worried. 

 “What,” Illyana said with a sharp-toothed grin. “Still afraid I‟m going to kill you? 
Mind-wipe you? Ha!” She squatted by the scrying pool. “You don‟t have any evidence 
of any of these things,” she said. 

 “Um, camera,” Chloe said. 

 “Photoshop,” Illyana countered. “You could make movies on your computer. 
Besides. So what if it is real. What does it mean? What does it prove? Don‟t tell me you 
managed to gather evidence on everything on that Wall of Weird, and you haven‟t been 
battering your head against humanity‟s unwillingness to believe.” She shook her head. 
“Here you are at a crossroads, Sullivan. I‟m about to show you one hell of a weird story. 
You can either try to document it, or you can experience it.” She paused. “Stone was 
right to offer you a position. If you want one, then I think you could handle it. But. We 
only publish fragments of our findings, if you know what I mean. The magazine is just a 
side effect of our efforts.” 

 Stone looked at her narrowly as wonder transformed her features. “Yeah,” he 
muttered. “You wouldn‟t have liked Innsmouth.” 

 “I always wanted to know what was really going on,” Chloe said in a meek voice, 
her eyes shimmering. “A peek behind the curtain.” She turned her camera off and 
pocketed it. “I‟m in.” 

 “Good,” Illyana nodded. “Now. Where does Clark Kent live?.” 

* 

 Kira slammed down on the stairs and awkwardly rolled, clattering down to lay 
bruised and broken on the earth floor of the root cellar. Jonathan and Martha looked 
down at her, then slammed the cellar door and barred it. 

 Slowly twisting, Kira saw the chunks of warpstone strategically placed around the 
cellar. A rangy teenager lay senseless on the ground, his nose and mouth leaking threads 
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of blood. His skin was pale, his eyes bruised and half open. He hovered on the edge of 
death. 

 The real Jonathan and Martha Kent were tied to a post, back to back, with tight 
ropes. They looked on Kira with fear and hope and alarm, all at once. Kira‟s lovely 
features twisted in a snarl of pain as she suffered, half conscious; there was a lot of 
warpstone. 

 Jonathan and Martha Kent‟s imposters chuckled to each other in an inhuman 
language, turning their backs on the cellar and trotting towards the house. They 
stopped, squinting, as a flash lit up the trees at the edge of the property. They did not 
even need to exchange a glance before they turned and dashed lightly towards the 
disturbance, sleek and low and predatory. 

 Thirty meters away, at the edge of the trees, Illyana glanced around. “Well, we‟ve 
come to the right place,” she said through her teeth. “There‟s a huge concentration of 
warpstone over that way,” she said pointing in the general direction of the farm house, 
but off to the side. “Meteor rock,” she clarified as she looked at Chloe. 

 “Does meteor rock hurt you?” Chloe asked. 

 “Eh, not really,” Illyana shrugged. “See, I use magic, and magic sort of circumvents 
reality‟s normal rules; the ways of using magic have been codified so they can be 
repeated. Sometimes you invoke other powers, sometimes, if you‟re good, you can 
borrow power from ley lines and nodes. But with the warpstone, it‟s made of chaos. It 
takes „what is‟ and replaces it with „what if‟, and it‟s got a mean sense of humor. It‟s the 
byproduct of the psychic dreaming of our world; it‟s the spirit equivalent of eye 
boogers. So if I were to use its power to fuel my spellcasting, I could do some wicked 
bad casting that would have a lot of raw power. But there‟s a price to be paid for power 
like that,” she said, squinting towards the farmhouse. 

 “Something‟s coming,” Stone growled, hulking in his full red demon form. 

 “Yeah,” Illyana said, “I feel it.” She looked Chloe in the eye. “Get out of sight.” 

 Chloe wasted no time scrambling for the bushes. Once behind a tree, her shaking 
hands fumbled to change the memory card in her camera. 

 “Here it comes,” she heard Illyana growl. 

 “These aren‟t demons,” Stone muttered. “What the hell are they?” 

 “Tell you after the fight,” Illyana said, and the rippling hiss of twisting steel 
slithered. Chloe glanced around the tree to see Illyana covered in sleek organic steel 
armor. Illyana clenched her fist, and a vicious blade extended from her forearm. 

 The afternoon sun sent long shadows streaking across the open spaces as 
 Jonathan and Martha Kent closed in, grinning, eyes flaring red. They shifted as they 
came on, the changes so swift and sleek that the eye could not grasp them. Tails whirled 
out behind them, they grew a meter, their arms and legs elongated to powerful, taut 
weapons. Clawed talons sprouted, they became so pale they were almost translucent, 
and utterly alien heads hissed menace at the intruders. 

 As they closed in on Illyana and Stone, panic rose in Chloe. She ran, bashing 
through the bushes at the edge of the treeline and sprinting towards the farm house, 
giving the shapeshifters wide berth as they sprang into battle. 



 

 212 

 Going airborne three meters away from the intruders, the pale creatures screeched 
fury as they extended their talons. 

 “Take one alive,” Illyana snapped, and then she ducked and twirled, invoking 
Faltine, engulfing one in a blaze of mystic fire out of nowhere. 

 Roger leaned into a swing at the other, and it squirmed aside in mid-air. Snatching 
him with its feet, it flipped, sending him sailing into the woods, splintering trees with 
heavy thuds and crackles. It landed with the effortless ease of a cat, whipping its head 
around and snarling at Illyana. 

 She flexed hard, dragging fresh screams from the other shapeshifter with a gout of 
flame, then she settled into combat stance facing the remaining creature. “Do you want 
to do this the hard way?” she asked, arching an eyebrow. It narrowed its eyes, uncertain, 
as organic steel traced up her throat and the sides of her jaw. 

 Why has the Shadow King sent you? she demanded in an inhuman tongue. What does the 
Unseelie Court want with the Kent farm? 

 The creature hesitated, uncertain and startled. Illyana narrowed her eyes and flexed 
her hand again, and the death shrieks of the other monster pierced the night. I have more 
fire, Illyana growled. 

 We were sent to suppress the invader, the pale creature hissed, and to clean up the warpstone. 
To protect the Earth from a breach. This place is broken. 

 Illyana nodded as understanding dawned in her eyes. I will take over. This is the 
Sorcerer Supreme’s problem now. She frowned. Get out. Take the rest of your people with you. 
Mystic flame flickered and played across the organic steel of her gauntlets. The pale 
creature hesitated only a moment before springing away and vanishing into the woods. 

 Stone shoved clear of the treeline, incredulous. “You just let him go?” he 
demanded. 

 “Damn straight,” she said. “I figured it out. The fey defended Prime before 
Hoggoth handed them their butts and Agamotto refined the web of light. When they 
were in charge, humans got their start. The Unseelie Court experimented on apes and 
monkeys until they got a slave race they liked.” 

 “Really,” Stone observed. 

 Illyana nodded. “Humanity got its start as toys of the Unseelie Court, and they 
were freed by Hoggoth‟s armies when the Unseelie Court was driven back into the 
shadows.” She shook her head. “So if you ever wondered where humanity‟s mean and 
destructive perversity came from, now you know. I‟m sure Hoggoth had second 
thoughts.” 

 “Makes me proud to be a demon,” Stone shrugged. “So what‟s that got to do with 
this?” 

 “I‟ll tell you when we‟ve got everybody together,” Illyana said. “We don‟t have time 
right now. I just thought I‟d let you in on the slave race thing. I don‟t think the humans 
need to hear it, and I sure as hell don‟t want to tell Kira.” 

 “Yeah,” Stone agreed. “I can see that. I‟ll find Chloe. You check out the 
warpstone.” 
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 “You got it,” Illyana said. Stone headed for the trees, softly calling Chloe‟s name, 
and Illyana ran up the hill towards the farm house. 

 Meanwhile, Chloe reached the storm cellar, her heart pounding and her lungs on 
fire. She leaned forward, her hands on her knees, gasping after her run. Glancing at the 
farm house, she shivered. She looked over her shoulder and saw flames dancing in the 
darkness. She turned to the storm cellar and dragged the bar out of the way; a place to 
hide, and that‟s all she was looking for. She put her back into it, hauling the door open. 
Then she froze in shock. 

 Green light bathed the cellar. Meteor rocks had been placed strategically around the 
floor. A blonde was sprawled at the base of the stairs, and Clark slumped lifeless next to 
a support pillar. Jonathan and Martha Kent were tied to the post. 

 “OhmyGod,” Chloe managed, and she dashed down the stairs. 

 “Get Clark out first!” Jonathan shouted. She grabbed Clark under the arms and 
hauled him towards the stairs, surprised by his weight. Straining, she dragged him up 
one step at a time, then out to the grassy lawn. Dropping him and panting for breath, 
she headed back down into the cellar. 

 “Now get the girl,” Jonathan said. 

 “I‟m getting you two free first,” Chloe panted. She snatched up some garden shears 
and went to work on the ropes. When the Kents were released, they pitched over to the 
side, groaning. 

 “How long have you been down here?” Chloe demanded, breathless. 

 “Best I can figure, almost a week,” Jonathan said. “They gave us a little water, a 
little bread. I‟m a mess,” he said, embarrassed. 

 “Forget it,” Chloe said with a shake of her head. “We‟ll get you out of here.” 

 “Take the girl, dammit,” Jonathan said as he struggled to rise to his hands and 
knees, badly cramped from being tied in one position for so long. 

 After a fractional hesitation, Chloe dipped under Kira‟s arm, hefting her up, 
staggering up the stairs to dump her on the yard. Illyana was closing in. Now Illyana 
looked like a normal young woman; Chloe‟s eyes were drawn to the slim bracelet Illyana 
wore on one wrist, and she realized it had grown to full armor and weaponry in the 
fight. 

 “What the hell?” Illyana said, shocked. “Kira!” 

 “Yana?” the blonde prisoner Chloe supported said, her voice muzzy. 

 “What are you doing here?” Illyana demanded. 

 “Looking… for him,” Kira said as she pointed at Clark, her finger wavering. 

 Illyana looked down at Clark for a long moment, then back at Kira. “Another 
one?” she whispered. Kira only smiled. 

 “Okay, people, I‟m moving this party elsewhere,” Illyana said. 

 “Let‟s take the Kents,” Chloe added quickly. “They‟re still downstairs.” 

 “Right,” Illyana nodded. She looked down the stairs, and gestured; pale, dark flame 
roiled and winked out. Then it flared again, around Clark, Chloe, Kira, and Illyana. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 They stood on the soft moss of Illyana‟s throne room. Illyana squatted over her 
scrying pool, and snapped her fingers; a moment later, flame carried Stone into the 
room too. 

 “Looks like we‟re all here,” Illyana said. She looked at Jonathan and Martha, who 
stared around in utter shock. 

 “Sorry,” Illyana said with a faint smile. She waved an arcane pattern, and sleep 
claimed them both. 

 “What did you do?” Chloe demanded, breathless. 

 “Check this out,” Illyana shrugged. She gestured, and they relaxed. She gestured 
again, and their clothes were clean. Then she gestured a third time, and flame carried 
them away. “I just tidied them up, repaired the damage of their captivity, and sent them 
to their bed. They don‟t need to remember all this. It‟ll be a bit blurry for them.” She 
turned to the Kryptonians. “And I can yank their warpstone poisoning out, just like 
this,” she said with a flick of the wrist. 

 Kira and Clark woke, and rose to their feet immediately. 

 “What‟s going on?” Clark demanded, staring around. His eyes stopped on Chloe as 
questions jackknifed on his mind‟s interstate. 

 “I was contacted by Dr. Swann,” Kira said, drawing his attention. As soon as he 
saw her, he was shocked again. She was truly beautiful in the classical sense. From the 
red-flavored gold of her hair to the exquisite curve of her jawline, from the sculpted 
smoothness of her features to her perfect proportions, she seemed a goddess. “He said 
you were in danger. He asked me to look for you.” 

 “How many other Kryptonians are there?” Clark murmured. 

 “Just us, as far as I know,” Kira shrugged. “But before today, I thought I was the 
only one.” 

 “Me too,” he agreed. 

 “What else did this Dr. Swann have to say?” Illyana asked, concerned. 

 Kira turned to her. “He said that when Krypton was destroyed, they managed to 
send Clark here through space, through a kind of energy string that connected Krypton 
to Earth. He was supposed to materialize on this end, he was traveling out of phase. But 
he hit a chunk of warpstone, knocking both of them into phase, and they fell to earth 
on Smallville. It was the biggest infusion of warpstone to ever hit the Earth.” She 
shrugged. “Kent was adopted by local farmers. He grew up here. But now, the 
warpstone saturation has given the area „reality cancer‟, and this plane could start 
touching multiple probabilities at once.” 

 “That‟s bad,” Stone clarified. 

 “You have no idea,” Illyana agreed. “Strange and I didn‟t see this coming, because 
it‟s carefully warded and protected. The Unseelie Court moved this area a half step off 
Prime, to hide from geomancers. They did this because they must have one of their 
gates here. It‟s probably the same gate the Kryptonians used to use. The Unseelie Court 
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has no love of the Sorcerer Supreme and the web of light. Even when the area 
degraded, they didn‟t come to us for help, and with the web of light in place, they 
probably don‟t know how to fix the leak.” 

 “You… are an alien?” Chloe said softly, gazing at Clark. There was a tumbling mix 
of sympathy, resentment, and awe in her eyes, but her shoulders slumped with 
resignation. “I should have known,” she said bitterly. 

 “I wanted to tell you,” Clark said, desperate. “But it was too dangerous. I didn‟t 
want to get you all mixed up in wild stuff.” He paused. “This is out of my depth,” he 
admitted. 

 “Well, here I am, and now I know,” she said with a smile that would be charming if 
it wasn‟t so wounded. “So you‟re off the hook, because you didn‟t bring me here.” She 
turned to Illyana, holding herself together. “What do we do?” 

 Illyana looked from Clark to Chloe, then she answered. “The warpstone is leeching 
energy from the gate. It must not have closed properly. After 18 years, the area is 
unstable with all that energy, and it‟s on the edge of collapse. I need to find and close 
that gate. There‟s so much energy saturating the area, the gate itself is not going to show 
up very well. Any idea where it could be?” 

 “I think I know,” Clark said slowly. “There are some caves. Old Indian caves. With 
wall paintings and stuff.” He paused. “I… I know there are some secrets about my past 
there.” 

 “Bingo,” Illyana nodded. “Soon as we‟ve all caught our breath, we‟ll head out.” 

 “What about my parents?” Clark demanded. 

 “They should be safe enough where they are,” Illyana said. “The fey know we‟re 
going for the caves. They‟re likely to concentrate their defenses there.” 

 “What are those things?” Stone asked. “They‟re like demons, but they‟re from 
Prime.” 

 “They are called Sons of Mars,” Illyana said. “The first record of them is from a 
couple Roman sorcerers who went along with the armies conquering a little island off 
the coast of Gaul. They were named after the war god of the Romans, and it stuck. 
They‟re fast, I think they can fly, they‟re hella strong and they can take whatever you can 
dish out. Look out for heat vision and shape shifting. There‟s only one real weakness 
they have, that I know of. Fire. So use it whenever you can.” 

 “So—the gate to Krypton. What are you going to do with it?” Clark asked. 

 “I‟m going to close it,” Illyana said simply. 

 Kira put her hand on Clark‟s arm. “Don‟t worry about it,” she said smoothly. “I‟ve 
been to the wreckage Krypton left behind. It‟s for the best.” She paused. “Maybe I‟ll 
take you to see the monument left behind.” 

 “Hang on,” Illyana said, thoughtful. “Krypton‟s remains are warpstone. There‟s 
warpstone here. Maybe some has traveled in through the gate, called by the rest, after the 
meteor hit.” 

 “That would help explain how they could never get it all cleaned up,” Chloe said 
thoughtfully. 
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 “When you close the gate, it won‟t matter,” Stone muttered. “Let‟s move out, 
people.” 

 Illyana squatted over the scrying pool. “Kent,” she said briskly. “Help me out 
here.” 

 “Just a minute,” Clark replied, nervous. He looked Chloe in the eye. “So is it 
better? Now that you know?” 

 She looked away for a long moment, then looked steadily met his gaze. “Yes,” she 
said, and she didn‟t dare say anything else. Her chin twitched slightly. 

 Clark bit his lip, then turned away from her and headed for the pool, his lanky body 
not yet fully grown into the strength it promised. 

 “Damn, this business of being just off Prime makes scrying and teleporting a real 
pain in the ass,” Illyana groused as she directed the watery image in the scry. “And when 
you look at the astral plane; well, it‟s full of warpstone poisoned ghosts. Nasty.” 

 As they struggled with the scry, Kira stepped over next to Chloe. 

 “He didn‟t tell you,” Kira stated. 

 Chloe sniffed, touching at her eyes. “Of course not,” she said lightly. “I‟m a 
reporter. Can‟t be trusted to keep my mouth shut. And I‟m a woman, who might do 
stupid things if I fell in love with him. And I‟m a simple fragile human. More of a pet 
than a peer, I suppose. I guess… if I had really wanted to, I could have figured it out.” 
She offered Kira a bitter, damp smile. “How do you manage your identity?” 

 “I was raised in another world,” Kira said distantly. “I was brought up by a dictator 
who used my power to support his own. And when that world was destroyed, I was 
found by the Sorcerer Supreme of Prime. He also used my power to support his own.” 
She shrugged. “I have yet to find my purpose. Trips like this give me something to do. 
But I haven‟t had much trouble with my identity. I mostly deal with people who are 
aware of my capabilities.” 

 “Are there a lot of people who know about you?” Chloe asked as curiosity took 
root. 

 “Only a few. But enough to save the world, time and time again,” Kira said with a 
faint smile. Kira patted her shoulder. “Looks like you‟re joining their ranks.” She turned, 
heading for Illyana, leaving Chloe to work out her own thoughts. 

 “Illyana,” Kira said, “when you get a minute, scry around the north east of the 
Kent farm. I left my cloak there.” 

 “The one I gave you?” Illyana said, surprised. “The one that lets you move 
unnoticed? You left it under a bush?” 

 “Just collect it for me before you collapse the gate. Who knows what a dimensional 
reentry might do to this area,” Kira snipped, irritable. 

 “Whoah, what about my family and friends? What about Smallville?” Clark 
interrupted. 

 “They‟ll be fine,” Illyana said, eyeing Kira. “The only thing to worry about is, you 
know, all the warpstone and any magical items that have been left untended.” She 
looked at Clark. “They might fall through the cracks. When you merge realities, then 
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there is some necessary retro-active continuity. History sometimes re-writes itself. 
Subtly, or blatantly. But the people affected never know it. Unless they‟re special,” she 
grinned. “Now, once we‟ve saved Kira‟s horse blanket, maybe we can get to these caves 
and wrap this up.” 

 “I can‟t stand demons,” Kira muttered, stalking off. “Or demon sorceresses.” 

 “I heard that,” Stone said, amused. 

 “Especially when they‟re together,” Kira sighed. 

 “Enitharmon‟s work is easy to find,” Illyana said, reaching down into a puff of 
eldritch flame and pulling out a gray cloak with leaves clinging to it. “Here ya go. And 
for my next trick… caves. Thank you, Clark, that will be all.” She rose. “Everybody 
ready?” 

 “Let‟s go,” Stone nodded. 

 “Sullivan,” Illyana said. “Want me to drop you off somewhere until this is over?” 

 “No,” Chloe said firmly. She checked the digital camera, the fresh memory card. 
“I‟ll just keep my head down and stay behind you.” 

 “Okay,” Illyana nodded. “Here we go.” 

 The teleporting flame roared and flickered, and there was a moment of unbearable 
strain before they toppled in the woods, panting, their sinuses stinking of warpstone. 
Stone sprang up and bounded over to Illyana, crouching over her, touching her gently 
as she groaned. Kira helped Clark up, and he looked around, then focused and looked 
around again. He found Chloe; she lay unconscious. 

 “Send her back,” he said sharply, pinning Illyana with his glare. “This is too 
dangerous for her.” 

 Illyana sat up, a little woozy. “I don‟t think I‟m going to send anybody anywhere 
until we have this leak buttoned up,” she said, her words slightly slurred. “How far off 
course are we?” 

 Clark looked around. “I just see woods,” he muttered. “We could be anywhere.” 

 “Well, fly up and have a look,” Kira said. 

 Clark blinked. “Fly?” 

 “You can‟t fly yet?” Kira said, eyebrows raised. “Oh. Sorry about that. Here, I‟ll 
carry you,” she said, only a hint of condescension in her tone. She gripped him and 
whipped up off the ground. 

 “They‟re perfect for each other,” Stone muttered. 

 “Careful,” Illyana grinned lazily. “Super hearing.” 

 “Oh. Right. Forgot,” Stone lied with a grin. He helped her to her feet, and she 
shook her head. 

 A moment later, the two Krytonians dropped through the trees and landed. “We‟re 
about half a mile away,” Clark said. 

 “Right,” Stone grunted. “Lead the way.” 
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 Clark picked Chloe up and set out. They ran through the woods for a half mile 
without breaking a sweat. Kira and Clark kept the pace slow enough for Illyana for the 
first quarter mile, then Stone simply scooped her up and carried her, bounding over the 
obstacles of the last quarter mile. They arrived at the cyclone fence surrounding the 
entrance to the excavation. 

 “You can put me down now, you big red monkey,” Illyana said. 

 Stone shrugged her off, and she landed lightly on her feet. “Okay,” she said, “This 
place reeks of the Unseelie Court and warpstone and the whole nine yards. Watch your 
step in here.” 

 Stone gathered her into his arms and sprang easily over the fence, followed by Kira 
and Clark. He put her down, and she arched an eyebrow at him. 

 “Don‟t get fresh with me, mister,” she said. “We‟re on task here. Quit grabbing 
me.” 

 “Oh, I‟m real sorry,” he deadpanned, his tail unrepentantly straight. 

 A security guard climbed the rise before them, and he yanked his pistol out. “Don‟t 
move!” he yelled. 

 Stone regarded him mildly. “Cut the act. Beef up. Let‟s get this over with.” 

 “Unless, of course, you want to step aside and let us in to the Unseelie Court‟s seat 
of power in the caves below us,” Illyana said clearly. 

 “Not a chance, whelp,” the security guard snarled. “Neither you nor any of the 
Sorcerer Supreme‟s other lackeys will ever enter our hallowed temple.” 

 “You said the „L‟ word,” Illyana sighed. “He‟s stalling for reinforcements. Take him 
out. We need one alive.” 

 Kira scowled, and twin lances of heat flared out and drove into the security guard‟s 
chest. He screamed, toppling back, sizzling. 

 Sons of Mars sprang at them from several directions at once. In the initial rush, 
Clark put Chloe down and sprang at one of the creatures as Kira slashed two with her 
heat vision, infuriating them. Stone counted about eight before he caught one as it 
slashed at him; its hand bones crunched as he squeezed with all his might, swinging the 
creature around to crash down on the ground. 

 With a gesture and a breathed incantation, Illyana flared a dome of fire over 
Chloe‟s unconscious form. Armor slid over her as two of the creatures closed in. She 
gusted flame across one, slamming it back, and the other uncoiled at her. Her mystic 
defenses seared it, but then she was on the ground, the breath knocked out of her, and 
it loomed over her with killing glee. 

 Illyana let out a desperate shout, and her organic steel weapon answered; with a 
resounding slitting noise of steel on steel, three long blades shot out of the back of each 
hand, and she thrust up, stabbing the creature that pinned her down. Choking, it 
clutched its punctured neck, rearing back. She rolled forward gracefully, popping up 
with a disemboweling strike. Panting, she stood with organic steel across her torso and 
down both arms, gore dripping from her claw blades. 



 

    219 

 “Let‟s do this right. Bub.” She growled an incantation, and mystic fire sprang to life 
on the six blades. She grinned. “Remind me to thank Faltine.” Then she darted at one 
that clutched Roger, and she flung her fists at its back, the claws punching deep and still 
magically flaming. The creature screamed, convulsing. 

 Clark bashed one as hard as he could. It sailed away, flipping in midair, and 
bounded back for more. Alarmed, he parried its grapple, gripping its wrists. It hissed, 
flexing, bearing down on him, and he was breathless in the presence of a strength 
greater than his own. Roaring, he focused his inner eyes, and heat vision blared across 
the creature‟s face. Screaming, it flinched back, and he drove a strike into the charred 
plates of its head, knocking it down. 

 Kira was clearly stronger. She snatched wrists, twisting until tendons snapped. She 
kicked knees sideways, tore throats, smashed heads, and when she had cleared the three 
on her, she flared her wicked piercing heat beams through another, aiming for the heart 
she saw with her x-ray vision. 

 In a few horrifically violent seconds, eight of the creatures had been dropped. 
Several had stolen away, knowing they were defeated. Most were dead. But one still 
lived. 

 

CHAPTER FIVE 

 Stone gripped the top of its head with his stone hand, and its arms were both badly 
broken. It wheezed breath with crunched ribs, and blood flowed in a tarry delta down 
its cracked face. 

 “I saved one,” Stone panted, his face grooved with bloody claw tracks, “just for 
you.” He spat blood off to the side, and winced. 

 Organic steel flowed up Illyana‟s neck, touching her jaws. She stood before the 
captive, speaking in an alien tongue. 

 What’s going on with the gate. Why are you all here? What are you doing to keep it from 
exploding? she demanded. 

 The Shadow King sent us to seal it, mere hours before it came apart, last winter. We can’t get it 
closed, as we no longer control access to Prime, the creature hissed and spat. 

 What else have you been up to? Illyana demanded, sensing more. 

 To stabilize the area, the Shadow King arranged a liaison with a mortal, contracted with him to 
clean up all the warpstone. The captive struggled, snarling. My brothers have gone to get help, 
they’ll be back to feast on your little pink soul. 

 Like Hell, Illyana snapped. Where are the others! Where! Her organic steel parted on 
one fist, rising in almost self-aware tendrils, hungry to administer the punishment her 
anger desired. You know what I bear. You know what I can do to you with it. Talk. 

 The captive quailed before her weapon. There is an abandoned fertilizer factory. On the 
outskirts of town. 

 Illyana nodded. She turned to Clark. “You know of a fertilizer factory?” she asked. 

 He blinked. “Sure, Lexcorp has one on the north edge of town.” 

 “Right.” She looked at Stone. “Let him go.” 
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 “What?” 

 “Release him,” she said. “We found out what we need to know.” 

 Stone frowned, then kicked the captive loose. The Son of Mars stumbled slightly, 
looking at them with wild eyes. Then it turned and sprang away into the woods. 

 “I wish you wouldn‟t keep letting them go,” Stone winced. 

 “I have my reasons,” she said as she started hiking up the hill that led to the cave. 
“The Unseelie Court doesn‟t rule Prime anymore. But that doesn‟t mean we want to 
start a grudge match with them.” 

 Chloe sat up as the fire faded around her. “Wha—what happened?” she mumbled. 

 “We had a rough trip. Sorry about that,” Stone smiled. 

 “What were you saying to it?” Clark asked abruptly. “What was that language?” 

 “Oh,” Illyana said. She stopped, turning back towards them. “That was their foul 
speech. And this thing,” she said as she nodded at her steel-coated hands, “is a witch 
blade. It‟s a weapon of the Unseelie Court that I earned the hard way. It‟s sort of 
intelligent. And it knows the lingo.” 

 “Looks like I missed the excitement,” Chloe said shakily as she looked around at 
the damage. 

 “Just as well,” Clark muttered. He took her elbow, and headed up the hill. The 
whole group followed Illyana to the crest of the hill, then down through the restricted 
entrance to the cave. 

 “Wow,” Illyana said as her nose began to bleed. “They, uh, have something going 
on here.” She abruptly turned and vomited. 

 Stone was at her side in a heartbeat. “You okay?” he said, concerned. 

 “Just… hoo,” she whispered. “I came here from a hard fight, and I wasn‟t… I 
wasn‟t ready for this. On my best day, this would kick my butt,” she confided, only to 
him. “And I can‟t reach Strange now… no time.” 

 “Call it,” Stone muttered. “What do we do?” 

 She looked up at him with blood-shot eyes. “We win anyway,” she whispered. 

 He nodded, his craggy and gory face solemn. She looked into his eyes, drew 
strength from his presence, and straightened. 

 “Let‟s do it,” she said, her voice hard, and they followed her down. 

 Stairs led down into the darkness, and electric lights were regularly spaced along the 
walls. “Looks like the place has been kept up,” Stone observed. 

 “Yeah,” Clark said. “Lexcorp got the rights to study the site a few years ago. They 
modernized some parts, moved in a lot of gear. The contract was kind of touch and go 
for a while, but eventually Lex got full control. Lex Luthor, that is.” 

 “So what was he doing down here?” Stone asked as he followed Illyana. She seemed 
to be sleepwalking towards something that drew her onward. 

 “Looking at the cave paintings, mostly. Trying to figure out what I am.” Clark 
paused. “He suspected I was different. I was his best friend. Once.” He shook his head. 
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“I knew there were secrets down here, but I guess you know almost as much as I do 
about myself, and more about this cave.” 

 They left the stairs, stepping down into a cool, dry cave. The walls stretched up for 
meters on all sides, covered by peculiar tribal paintings. 

 “Yes,” Illyana said unsteadily. “This is where the Unseelie Court held human 
sacrifices to bolster their power, before Hoggoth chased them out. But the people 
remembered, for a while. When they forgot, the Kryptonian gate was established.” 

 “How do you know?” Kira asked skeptically. 

 Illyana pointed at the wall, carefully aiming her finger with the focus of one slightly 
drunk. “The writing is on the wall,” she said. “Now. I‟m going to engage with this 
thing…” She looked at Stone. “Idiots. Stupid fairy twits. They thought they could seal 
it, but they just dammed it up. There… there‟s a year of power overflowing the edges of 
reality, right here.” She stumbled slightly, swaying. “I need to smooth it out across the 
web of light. Before what‟s left of the dam bursts.” 

 “We‟re with you,” Kira said firmly. 

 “I need you… to go to the fertilizer factory,” Illyana said. “The Sons of Mars will 
regroup and come after me here. I need you to give them something better to do. And 
find out what‟s going on with that warpstone.” 

 “I‟ll look after you,” Stone said. 

 “No. Go with her,” Illyana ordered. “If they have warpstone, she‟ll be vulnerable. 
Clark, Chloe. Guard me while I do this. Stone and Kira can settle the… other place.” 
She squinted into the middle of the room, a catch in her breathing. “Gotta get started,” 
she said. 

 “There,” Kira said suddenly, pointing. “The House of El. It‟s their symbol!” 

 Clark followed her gaze, and stared at her in wonder. “Yes. I am Kal-El. How do 
you know? Did you know my family?” 

 “No, but they saved me once,” Kira said softly. “I‟ll tell you later, Kal-El. Right 
now, I have a job to do.” 

 “You can call me Clark,” he said, uncomfortable. He absently rubbed at his chest. 

 Stone rolled his eyes, then trotted after Kira as they left the cave. Chloe and Clark 
moved off to the side as Illyana took a few deep breaths, looking like a marathon runner 
on the right side of the finish line. She shifted forms, horns uncurling from her 
forehead, her legs recurving, her feet sinking to hooves, her armor glittering in the dim 
light. Then she levitated, her back to them as her tail uncoiled from the base of her 
spine. 

 The amulet at her throat glowed, snapping light across the area. The steel of her 
weapon expanded in long strings, encircling a globe in the center of the cave. She began 
to murmur, and a gossamer veil of energy began unfolding and shifting the pressure in 
the room. 

 “This is crazy,” Clark said, uncomfortable. “If it makes you feel any better, I‟m out 
of my depth too.” 
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 “Maybe so,” Chloe said as she examined her fingernails. “But today validates my 
whole life. And you‟ve found someone else of your… species, or whatever.” She looked 
up at him, unreadable. “So we win, you know?” 

 “Yeah,” Clark said, unconvinced. Chloe‟s smile was sudden and fierce. 

 “Buy her flowers, for a start, you big dork,” she said, and Clark echoed her 
expression with a relieved smile of his own. 

 Behind them, Illyana‟s whole body tensed as she leaned into an ocean of energy 
and tried to steer. 

* 

 “Almost there,” Stone yelled. “That trucker was very helpful with directions!” He 
clung to the massive tank trailer that the semi had been hauling. Kira glanced down at 
him from where she gripped the undercarriage, hauling the tank of gas upside down 
through the sky. Then she veered off, and closed in on the abandoned plant. 

 Sons of Mars rushed up to meet them; fifteen sprang towards them. Kira was 
ferociously grinning as she swung the tank around and let it fly; it banged into a couple 
of them as it hurled recklessly towards the parking lot below. Then Kira‟s eye beams 
flared. 

 The trailer exploded. 

 Flaming gasoline flew everywhere. A massive rush of liquid fire caught the Sons of 
Mars and sent them screaming away—those that still could. Stone slammed down, 
aflame, and easily rose to his hooves. He ran through the lake of fire in front of the 
plant, and he shoulder-checked a door open. Kira descended, drifting through the fire 
unharmed, the roaring updraft swirling her hair above her head as she passed through 
flame, floating just above the melted asphalt. 

 She followed the banging sounds into the dark factory; she twitched to the side as a 
Son of Mars whipped past, slamming through the wall and screaming as it skidded into 
the fire. She darted forward to see Stone dusting his hands off. 

 “Probably aren‟t too many more of them,” he muttered. “Can you feel the 
warpstone?” 

 “It‟s in the basement,” she replied. “I feel ill just standing this close to it.” 

 “Seems to be going around,” Stone mumbled. His eyes narrowed, and he turned to 
see a Son of Mars with a brick of bright green mineral clutched in one hand. Kira 
stumbled, surprised, and Stone saw a discarded lead box in the shadows. 

 “Get clear!” he shouted, snatching her and flinging her at the wall full force. She 
bashed through it, sailing out into the night, and Stone turned to face the Son of Mars. 
The green glow caught his eyes and accentuated his features. 

 “You‟re going to take me to the stash,” Stone growled, “or you‟re going to die 
trying.” 

 Screaming rage, the creature attacked. 

* 
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 The cavern began to rumble and twitch, the light became painfully bright, and 
blood began to ooze out of Illyana‟s skin, dripping to the floor below her. Clark glanced 
around, alarmed, then took Chloe‟s elbow and steered her up the steps, out of the cave. 

 “What about Illyana!” Chloe managed over the noise. 

 “We can‟t help her,” Clark said. “This is her fight. But I have to keep you safe.” 

 “Ever the hero,” she gritted out, running up the stairs as fast as she could. 

 As they left the cave, they stopped abruptly. Two uniformed policemen were 
headed for the entrance, pistols drawn. 

 Clark flexed his inner eye for a moment, scanning their forms. Right. They were not 
policemen. 

 “Stop right there,” Clark warned them. The cops exchanged a glance. 

 “That‟s our line,” one of them said, amused. “Should we draw our guns?”  

 “If it makes you feel better,” Clark said, frowning, stepping between them and 
Chloe. “You don‟t want to do this.” 

 “Hey, he read our script,” the other cop replied. “Is that a misdemeanor?” 

 “No, it‟s a capital punishment,” the first cop said, flexing his fists. “And he‟s about 
to resist arrest, obstruct justice, and assault a police officer. Kids these days.” He shook 
his head, the teeth sharp in his wicked smile. 

 A cosmic furnace kindled in the pupils of Clark‟s eyes as he scowled, braced for 
battle. “You‟ll have to come though me,” he growled. 

 “Look,” one of the cops said patiently. “That brat is down there trying to tear a 
hole in the earth. We need to collapse the cave before she can destroy us all.” 

 “She‟s holding all that energy right now, or somehow connected to it,” Clark 
countered. “What if you drop the cave on her and it‟s released? Have you thought about 
that? Do you really know what she‟s doing down there?” 

 “We could blow through you in two hits,” one growled. 

 “What if I‟m right?” Clark demanded. “Do you want to stop this, or trigger it?” 

 The shapeshifters exchanged a brief glance, and took a step back. 

 “Alright. We‟ll let it go for a few minutes. But we‟ll be back.” 

 Clark just nodded, not trusting his voice. 

 “Good one,” Chloe said from behind him, her voice small with the risk they had 
just survived. She watched the shapeshifters walk down the hill, out of sight. 

 “I hope I‟m right,” Clark replied. 

 The earth trembled insistently. 

 

CHAPTER SIX 

 Illyana couldn‟t feel her body. Her breath occasionally sipped in with barbed 
hiccups of weeping. She was lost, lost in the energy, and she felt her consciousness 



 

 224 

overrun by the blinding roar of power. She could not see. She knew she was coming 
apart. In moments, she would be utterly destroyed. 

 A familiar taste. 

 She realized the whole sea of power was laced with warpstone contamination. 
Something twisted in her heart as she struggled for air. 

 She would not die. 

 Nor would earth. 

 She clamped down hard on the trace of warpstone, using it like a net, pulling it out 
of its ambience in the power, focusing it to try to contain the energy. To channel it. The 
world shifted. 

 Where the sun was rising or setting, the view took on a surreal beauty. The moon 
grew a massive nimbus as it shone through the shifting web of light, and where the sun 
was shining, the shadows twitched with a life of their own as energy was forced out of a 
pocket, away from a gate, spread thin across a world of life. 

 Illyana could not scream. 

 She redoubled her efforts, feeling a hint of herself return as she squirmed the 
warpstone in place. Bearing down, she gave it her all. 

 Something burst. She struggled on. 

* 

 The Son of Mars sailed through the air, crashing down on the concrete and 
bouncing. Four men in Lexcorp coveralls followed his trajectory back with their eyes, 
spotting Stone hulking in the shadows of the gantry above the smelter. 

 “So you‟ve been refining it,” Stone growled. 

 Bright green ingots of warpstone glowed with gentle, ruthless energy. They were 
stacked ten high and ten across on massive flats. There were two flats. A jumble of 
unrefined warpstone was next to the smelter. 

 “We‟re dealing with toxic waste,” one of the men sneered, revealing too much 
knowledge by not being at all surprised to see a big red demon. 

 “Yeah, I‟m gonna take that away from you,” Stone said, and he swung over the rail, 
dropping all the way to the floor, smacking down with enough force to crack the 
concrete. He rose to his full height. “Let‟s do this.” His stone fist creaked as he flexed it 
hard. 

 “Wait,” a woman said. She stepped forward, out of the shadows, and pulled out a 
silvered plasma pistol. “This is the property of the Unseelie Court. Or Lexcorp. 
Whatever,” she shrugged. With her free hand, she tucked a slim, expensive cigarette 
between her lips, and she lit it with practiced ease, dropping her lighter back in her 
pocket. “You can‟t have it, demon,” she said plainly. 

 “Plasma? Look, I‟m fireproof. You have to do better,” Stone growled. 

 “Fair enough,” the woman said, holstering the pistol. She pulled a box from her 
pocket. “This is a detonator. I have sixty three pounds of C-4 applied to the structural 
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supports of the Smallville medical center. I push this button, the hospital and all hands 
aboard become a gravel pit.” 

 “That‟s a hell of a lot fewer casualties than that stack of danger represents,” Stone 
said, nodding at the warpstone. “Go ahead. Blow „em up.” He took a step forward. 

 “Strange wouldn‟t approve,” the woman said swiftly. 

 “He isn‟t here,” Stone replied. He took another step forward. 

 The woman‟s smile was hard. “I like a serious negotiator,” she said. “Let‟s get 
down to it, then. You touch this warpstone, you start a war between the Sorcerer 
Supreme and the Shadow King. The Unseelie Court will come down hard, and this 
dimension will be torn to pieces in the battle. Mordred, and those like him, will get the 
monsters they want, to do the jobs they want to do, no restraint. How does that sound?” 
She took a pull on her cigarette, and her eyes became blank white as she stared at Stone. 

 “You have my attention,” Stone said. “Now what.” 

 “If that Rasputin girl can seal the breach, then she‟ll be doing us a real service. In 
exchange, the Shadow King will overlook the casualties inflicted, and the loss of 
territory, and the invasion of privacy.” 

 “I want assurances that the warpstone won‟t be used on Prime,” Stone said. 

 The woman‟s laugh was unpleasant. “You‟ll get no such thing. I‟m through 
bargaining. I have a job to do.” 

 Stone considered it. “I give you two hours to get all this out of here. And this 
operation is over.” He scowled. “Two hours. Be gone, or we will have a war.” He 
turned, took a running start, and sprang up to the gantry. He vanished into the factory. 

 “Good work, boys,” the negotiator said. “You heard the demon. Let‟s get moving.” 
She smiled, something cruel in her nondescript features. “The Shadow King will be 
pleased.” 

* 

 “So what happened?” Kira demanded as Stone strode out of the plant. 

 “I let them go with the warpstone,” the big demon muttered. 

 “You what? Stone!” 

 “You don‟t like it, you go in and sort it out,” he growled. “I‟m going to get Illyana. 
You can come if you want.” He broke into a run as the sirens of emergency vehicles 
closed in on the flaming parking lot of the plant. 

 Kira snatched him up by a handful of his coat, flying, and he hung like a kitten 
gripped by the scruff of the neck. He could feel her wrestling with the temptation to 
fling him to the ground, but instead they whirled higher, and oriented on the direction 
of the cave. 

 Moments later, they touched down. Clark and Chloe started guiltily, turning to see 
them. 

 “How is it going?” Stone asked. “Why aren‟t you looking after Illyana?” 

 “It was getting intense,” Clark said. “I thought the place might cave in. So I 
brought Chloe out here.” 
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 Stone didn‟t visibly react for a long moment, then he dashed down into the 
darkness. The lights had given out under the strain. He could easily see in the pitch 
black, and in a minute he was by Illyana‟s side. 

 She was awkwardly sprawled in the dark, on the stone. The rippling energies had 
erased the drawings on the wall, re-shaped the cave itself. Her face was caked with 
blood, and her vitals were weak. 

 “Yana,” Stone growled. “Hey. C‟mere.” He gave her a little shake. 

 Her head lolled, she gazed at nothing. 

 Stone‟s heart raced as he felt her sinking away from him in a deep, endless 
darkness. He glanced over her frantically, then he snatched her bracelet, gripping its 
simple gem between a stone finger and thumb. 

 “Okay, witchblade, I know you got a kickstart in you somewhere,” he said. “Get 
her back here, or I‟m gonna mash you. I mean it,” he warned, “and I got my reasons.” 

 The exhausted witchblade twitched slightly, and Illyana weakly coughed. Stone 
released the bracelet, holding Illyana close. 

 “You gonna make it?” he asked, trying to sound nonchalant. 

 “Lemme go,” she whispered. “Hurts.” 

 “I love you. I love you with everything I got,” Stone said, hoarse. “Don‟t leave 
me.” Tears mixed with the blood on his face, almost steaming hot as they splashed 
down on Illyana. 

 “Stay with me,” Illyana whispered. “Stay… with me…” 

 “I‟m with you,” Stone muttered. “One jump. Just go home. One jump. Easy as 
falling off a log.” 

 A weird, wet fire addled around them, then coalesced in a flash as she winced— 

 They toppled on the moss. Stone scooped her up and slid her into the healing pool 
in her throne room, clumsily splashing in after her. “Hey,” he said. “Wake up. Come 
on.” He slapped her cheek. “Dammit!” he yelled. 

 She coughed slightly, looking down. “Yeah,” she whispered, and she focused as 
hard as she could. The water turned chilly, but she smiled dreamily. “That‟s the ticket.” 

 “Yana, babe… your eye,” Stone said hesitantly. Her right eye had burst, her socket 
was empty and gory. “Heal that up.” 

 “Can‟t,” she whispered. “Tainted with warpstone. Too much… too much energy to 
ride without using the warpstone… But I did it… Saved…the world… small price...” 

 She was asleep. 

 Roger huddled in the pool, holding her, his soggy coat flat against him. He waited. 
He waited for her to wake up. 

 He would wait as long as he had to. 

 

Sunday, October 9, 2005 



 

    227 

 The morning sun bathed the Kent farm, shining through the offset wooden slat 
fence so it lay a grid of shadow on the trim lawn. A car rolled towards the house, dust 
trailing up off the road as it passed. 

 Chloe parked, and headed up the porch steps, knocking on the door. Martha 
opened it a moment later, smiling at her. 

 “It‟s a bit early, isn‟t it,” she said, standing aside. Chloe grinned apologetically. 

 “Sorry, but yesterday afternoon and evening… so weird,” Chloe said. “I had to 
make sure it wasn‟t all just a dream.” She sniffed at the earthy breakfast smells coming 
from the kitchen, and Martha smiled. 

 “Just finished a pot of coffee. Come on into the kitchen.” 

 Chloe followed her, glancing at the clock; six thirty. She blinked, surprised. 

 “You‟re up early,” Clark grinned at her from the table. He was already wearing red 
flannel and blue jeans. His father smiled at her too. 

 “Sorry, I just woke up this morning and knew I had to come over.” She hesitated. 

 “Don‟t worry,” Clark said. “My parents know I‟m not from around here. And I 
already filled them in.” He chuckled sheepishly. “After I fed the chickens, slopped the 
hogs, milked the cows, and chopped wood.” 

 “What time did you get up?” Chloe asked, impressed. 

 “Fifteen minutes ago,” he shrugged. 

 Chloe sat at the table. “New goal in life,” she announced. “Become impossible to 
surprise.” 

 “Then where‟s your sense of wonder?” Martha asked kindly. She made eye contact 
with her husband. “Well. We‟ve got to go put some canning away in the basement,” she 
said pointedly, and she headed down the stairs. 

 “Oh. Right,” Jonathan said with a weak smile. He got up. “We‟ll be back.” He 
headed down the stairs after his wife. 

 A long moment of silence wafted up between Chloe and Clark. 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN 

 “I feel really alive,” Chloe said softly. “After what I saw yesterday. I think… I think 
this is what I‟m supposed to do.” She looked up at Clark. “I‟ve been offered a column 
on weirdness in Smallville. For the Planetary. Stone is an investigative reporter with 
them.” She shook her head. “And a seven foot demon. That will take some getting used 
to.” 

 “I‟m happy for you,” Clark said with a genuine smile. 

 “I want you to share the byline, if you are interested,” Chloe said, looking down at 
the table. “All those last minute saves. Those heroic rescues. All those freaks and 
weirdos you beat up. I should have known.” She paused. “Maybe, in a way, I did know. 
Not that you were an alien, necessarily. But that you… well.” She stretched her hands 
flat on the table, then looked him in the eye. “So what do you say?” she asked. 
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 “I‟d love to share the column with you,” Clark said. 

 “Good. Then you can get started on the research,” she said with a grin, lightening 
the mood. “And my name is first. Chloe Sullivan and Clark Kent.” 

 “Sounds good,” Clark said, flashing her his best farmboy grin. 

 “Well,” Kira said from the doorway. “Thanks for offering me a place to spend the 
night.” 

 “No problem,” Clark said, blushing. “Besides. I know you could have headed back 
to New York, but I appreciate you keeping an eye on the place. Make sure they don‟t, 
you know. Come back.” 

 “I don‟t think they will,” Kira shrugged. “Stone reached an understanding with 
them, apparently.” 

 “Will you take me to New York?” Clark asked, rising. “I have some business 
there.” 

 “Sure,” Kira shrugged. “And I know Strange will be very interested in meeting you.” 

 “Great,” Clark said, smiling. “When are you leaving?” 

 “Oh, now,” Kira shrugged. 

 Clark rose, opening the door to the basement. “Mom, dad, I‟m going to New 
York.” 

 “Have a good time,” his mother replied. “Get back for school tomorrow.” 

 “I will,” he said. “Okay,” he shrugged, turning to face Kira, eyes only for her. “I‟m 
ready.” 

 “Hey,” Chloe said. “Let me get a picture of you two together.” She pulled her 
camera out of her pocket. “I‟ll email it to you.” 

 “Cool,” Clark grinned, standing next to Kira and putting his arm around her. Both 
of them offered the camera a charming smile, and it winked at them. Chloe sat back 
with something like satisfaction. 

 “Okay,” she said. “Have a great time in New York.”  

 Kira smiled in return. “Peter Parker is our managing editor. He‟ll be in touch.” 

 “Up, up, and away,” Clark said under his breath. He followed Kira out to the 
porch, and a shadow flitted over the house. 

 Chloe sat at the table alone. She covered her eyes for a moment. Then she picked 
up her camera and sniffed. She turned on the viewfinder and flicked back through her 
pictures, and a smile grew on her face as she looked at the footage. 

 “Yeah. Cool,” she said quietly to herself. She leaned back in the chair, closed her 
eyes, and enjoyed the sunshine. 

* 

 “He will see you now,” the receptionist said to Clark. He rose from where he had 
been waiting, and he passed through the sleek double doors to Lex Luthor‟s office. 
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 “Been a while, Clark,” Luthor said with a lazy smile, his eyes lidded. “How have 
you been?” His bald scalp reflected the room‟s light from his narrow head, he was 
dressed in an exquisitely tailored suit. Luthor strolled around his desk to shake Clark‟s 
hand. Clark did not offer his hand in return, and Luthor smoothed his jacket after a 
moment. “I see,” he said, still smiling, but a different cast to his features. “If this isn‟t a 
social call, then perhaps you had best tell me what you want.” 

 “You‟re collecting and refining meteor rock,” Clark said, his tone flat. 

 “Lexcorp won a bid from the government. We‟re subcontracting toxic waste 
cleanup. Tax shelter,” Luthor said, an edge under his easy-going demeanor. “I didn‟t 
realize I needed both federal and Kent oversight.” 

 “Does the government know about the shapeshifters you have on the payroll?” 
Clark demanded. “The shapeshifters that almost killed me and my parents?” 

 “Listen to yourself,” Luthor soothed. “You‟re talking crazy. Next, you‟ll be telling 
me they were trying to kill you with meteor rock.” 

 Clark‟s eyes were round with shock as he stared at Luthor. Luthor was 
imperturbable and composed, his eyes glinting with the slightest hint of malice. Luthor 
turned his back, rounded his desk, headed for his chair. 

 “Bad things happen to you when the world is convinced you‟re crazy, Clark,” he 
said smoothly as he sat down. “They take you to hospitals. Run tests. Blood work. Keep 
you for observation.” He shook his head. “I don‟t think you‟d like it. You are used to 
farm life. Surrounded by all that open space, and a loving family, a normal life.” He 
leaned forward. “If anything like that ever happened to you, Clark, I assure you I would 
do my very best to see to it that you had the finest care in the world.” Taking a deep 
breath, he leaned back. “I wish you could trust me, Clark. But you never could. Who 
knows how our lives could be different if you had taken me into your confidence.” He 
looked at his computer screen. “Now we‟ll never know.” 

 “I‟m glad I didn‟t trust you,” Clark said sharply. “Now that I see who you really are.” 

 Luthor‟s eyes flicked up to Clark‟s, looking deep for a moment before he looked 
away. “I‟m glad too,” he said softly. “Take care, Kent. This conversation is over.” 

 “Watch your back,” Clark seethed. “It‟s what you‟re good at.” He spun on his heel, 
and stormed out. 

 Luthor‟s smile was pensive, tinted with something like regret. Then he chuckled to 
himself. “Watch your back indeed.” 

 The office‟s side door opened, and a broad-shouldered ugly man stepped in. “Do 
you want him killed?” he asked in a thick voice. 

 “No, no, it‟s fine,” Luthor said with a wave of his hand. “He‟s just letting off 
steam. The day may come when he desperately needs my help,” he said with a much 
thinner smile. “And I‟ll be ready to offer it.” 

 

Wednesday, October 12, 2005 

 Stone sat at the kitchen table, in his human form, pensively drumming his fingers, 
waiting. The front door opened, and a slim woman stepped in, closing it behind herself. 
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Reflexively, she glanced into the kitchen, and she stopped. “Stone, what are you doing 
here?” she said. “Where is Illyana?” 

 “Hey, Kira,” Stone said. “This is the first day she‟s felt up to coming back to Prime. 
She‟s upstairs debriefing Strange on the finer points.” He shook his head. “She‟s still 
pretty shaky.” 

 “An energy load like that would hammer Strange himself,” Kira agreed, stepping 
into the kitchen. “It‟s amazing she succeeded, even more amazing that she survived.” 

 “Yeah,” Stone said shortly. 

 “Touch and go there for a bit,” came a soft voice from out of sight, up the stairs. 
Kira glanced to the side, and smiled. She rushed up the stairs as Stone rose and headed 
for the kitchen door, leaning out to see Kira hugging a wan Illyana. 

 “What‟s with the pirate look?” Kira asked, pointing at the eyepatch over Illyana‟s 
right eye. 

 “Well, I drained the warpstone taint out of enough energy to blow a hole in the 
web of light,” Illyana shrugged. “I resorted to using that tainted magic to siphon the 
energy elsewhere in the net. Something had to give, you know?” 

 “Oh,” Kira said, discomfited. “Well, good work.” She noticed how exhausted and 
pale Illyana was, the slight trembling in her limbs. “You get rested up, you‟ll be fine,” 
she assured her. 

 A glint came into Illyana‟s eye. “So tell me. How‟s the farmboy?” 

 “I imagine he‟s doing alright, he‟s back home,” Kira said. 

 “No, I mean was he any good,” Illyana suggested slyly. 

 Kira‟s brow creased in confusion for a moment, then her eyes widened. “Illyana 
Rasputin!” she said indignantly. “I prefer men who know something about the world, 
not ridiculous hicks.” 

 “So you haven‟t seen his abs then,” Illyana clarified. She shrugged it off. “No 
problem. I‟m sure Strange will make him a man of the world soon enough. It‟s that old, 
„not if I was the last woman and you were the last man‟ rejection line. I understand. I 
mean, we really don’t need you two to take Kryptonians off the endangered species list” 

 “Glad you‟re feeling better,” Kira said, rolling her eyes. “I‟ll be at the fortress if you 
decide you are up to civilized company.” She headed down the stairs, shrugged her cloak 
on, and left. For a moment, Illyana and Stone considered each other. 

 “I got hella abs,” Stone reflected. “Way better than that string-bean kid.” 

 “I am so not ready for „civilized company‟,” Illyana observed. “I just want you.” 

 Stone climbed the stairs towards her. “Let‟s get you home,” he muttered. 

 She watched him, and he paused as he met her gaze. Halfway up the stairs, he was 
the same height she was. His eyes narrowed slightly; something was off. 

 “I need something from you,” she said softly. 

 “Name it.” 

 “Before we left. You were joking. But you said I‟d betray you.” 
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 He nodded. “Just foolin around.” 

 “Don‟t,” she said quietly. “I‟ve betrayed the two most important men in my life. I 
don‟t think I could bear it if you thought I would betray you too.” 

 His answering grin was all hard planes and angles. “I‟m not made of glass,” he said. 

 She shook her head slightly. “Maybe I am,” she whispered. 

 He watched her. “I don‟t think so. And I don‟t believe you will betray me,” he said. 

 A warmth touched the weariness of her smile. “Though I do have designs of my 
own,” she said, stepping down a couple stairs and touching his carved skin, her fingertip 
following a grooved scar. “On a totally ripped, fire-proof demon.” 

 “Forget about the sigils,” he rumbled, pressing her hand flat against his chest, 
covered with his own. “That‟s just my skin. Your designs go a lot deeper.” He leaned 
over her and pressed a kiss on her, and she passionately returned it. 

 They vanished in a ring of fire. 
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Into the Breach 
 

Tuesday, November 22 2005 

 “Like this?” the woman asked, striking a pose with her fist out before her and her 
legs settled in a stance, her other arm tucked back. She looked at herself in the mirror, 
and her eyes flicked to the blonde standing off to the side. Both women wore a martial 
arts gi. They stood on the mat in front of the mirror, alone in the drafty loft studio. 

 “Sure, Lady Bently, that will do fine,” the blonde woman said with a shrug. “If you 
are showing off in the mirror or using martial arts for aerobic exercise. But you‟re not 
going to hurt anybody, or stop them from hurting you,” she said with a shake of her 
head as she looked over the brunette‟s careful positioning. Her long blonde hair was 
back in a ponytail, her impish and attractive features somewhat marred by a black 
eyepatch. 

  Bently straightened, stung. “Well, I have the magic for hurting people, haven‟t I,” 
she said stiffly, her English accent elegant. She struggled to remain calm as she looked at 
her teacher. “Really, these martial arts exercises are primarily for health, aren‟t they? I 
mean, really. You wanted to learn them to fight, but… Illyana, I‟m not planning to do a 
lot of punching and kicking.” A smile tugged at her serious expression. She was 
classically beautiful, and a curl of hair down the side of her face was endearing. The rest 
was pulled up and back, out of the way. 

 Illyana pursed her lips, then turned and walked off the mat. She crossed the loft to 
a weapons rack, and hefted a sword. She returned to Bently, who eyed her warily as she 
approached. 

 “Okay then,” Illyana said, “we are going to do a little sparring. You know you can‟t 
hurt me permanently, as I can teleport away and heal up. So don‟t hold back. Alright?” 
she handed the sword to Bently, who reluctantly took it. 

 “I suppose,” Bently said. “But—I really don‟t want to cut you, Illyana.” 

 “Try anyway,” Illyana shrugged. “Ready? Begin.” She squared off with Bently, and 
Bently raised the sword, hefting it. 

 “I‟d prefer a fencing foil,” she said wryly, looking down the straight length of the 
Norman broadsword. 

 “People in hell want ice water,” Illyana said. “Take your best shot, Victoria. Do it.” 

 Bently hauled the weapon back, then swept it at her instructor. Illyana hopped in 
close, slapping a grip into Bently‟s forearm. She stepped back, her hand sliding down 
Bently‟s arm to her wrist, and in a moment Illyana twisted her grip, and came away with 
the sword. She stepped back and raised the blade to readiness. 

 Bently shrugged. “Alright, so you‟ve disarmed me,” she said through her teeth. 

 “You think we‟re done sparring?” Illyana said, raising her eyebrows. 

 “Of course,” Bently said patiently. “I mean, I‟m not your equal as a swordswoman. 
And unlike you, I cannot teleport away and heal.” 
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 Illyana tossed the sword away. It clattered on the floor, startling Bently. Illyana 
gritted her teeth, staring at her student. “The sword is just a tool, nothing more. I am 
the weapon, and magic is my tool. You are not a weapon, Victoria. If the magic is taken 
away from you, or if it won‟t solve your problem, does that mean you quit? Just like 
that?” 

 “No!” Bently retorted. “But I don‟t need to be a weapon. I am training to be the next 
Sorceress Supreme, in case something happens to Strange. I can learn from him. He has 
surrounded himself with warriors, with living weapons, with people like you. He does 
not have to fight directly!” she insisted. 

 “That‟s not a good example,” Illyana said, shaking her head. “Strange was trained in 
the martial arts by Wong. He can put me down in hand to hand, he‟s scary good. I‟m 
training you to understand what it means to fight, so Wong can take over and train you 
up to Strange‟s level. As for Strange fighting his own battles… well, he‟s the one who 
took Mordo out. Just to pick an example.” 

 “Yes, but he used the energy of Prime and tactical advantage, not this—this 
brawling,” Bently insisted. “Likewise he defeated Mordred‟s trap by demonstrating a 
depth of understanding in the precepts of the Vishanti. I am not Strange, nor am I 
you—I can become a worthy successor, but you can‟t ask me to become nothing more 
than an expert in violence.” 

 “This is about self-reliance,” Illyana insisted, “and learning how to use minimal 
force to get the maximum result. If you can‟t apply that in hand to hand combat, then 
you are forced to use magic. And sometimes that‟s just not a good idea.” 

 “Especially when you‟re still training me in the rote and memorization of 
invocational magic and hermetic formulae,” Bently said, raising her voice. “I studied 
under Lord Bently, and he taught me the rudiments of geomancy as well as foundational 
training. I‟m ready for further mystic training. I‟d much rather be involved in learning 
the Sorcerer‟s trade than in this silly posturing and falling.” Her face was heated, her 
eyes bright as she confronted her teacher. 

 Illyana looked her in the eye. “Let‟s get to the bottom line,” she said. “I‟ve been at 
this business intensively for years, and Strange graduated me from my apprenticeship. 
That means I know what I‟m talking about. The fact of the matter is, the Sorcerer 
Supreme cannot fail. No matter what. Because the world depends on it, all the time. 
Strange taught me that,” she nodded, “and now you need to learn the same lesson. 
Violence may not be the answer, but your battle skill may be the only thing that keeps 
you alive long enough to figure out what is. If I can defeat you, you aren‟t ready.” 

 Bently glared at her, and said nothing. 

 “Now,” Illyana continued, smoothing her hair back. “Assume the horse stance. 
Let‟s do some upper gate and lower gate blocks.” 

 As Bently gingerly settled herself, the door to the dojo opened. A tall man strolled 
in. He was built like a linebacker, and his squarish head had a receding hairline, lank 
black hair pulled into a short ponytail. He wore a baggy trench coat, and he had a black 
glove on one hand. He strolled across the dojo towards them. 

 “Take a break,” Illyana said to Bently with a distracted grin. She jogged over 
towards the newcomer. “Hey Stone!” she said. “What brings you here?” 
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 “I was in the mood for love,” Stone growled out one side of his mouth. “Give me 
some sugar, baby.” His grin was crooked as he caught the slender blonde up in one arm 
and planted a kiss firmly on her lips as she wrapped her arms around his neck, leaning 
into him. 

 Bently rolled her eyes and checked the time on the dusty wall clock. “Really,” she 
murmured. 

 “I got a story,” Stone said, releasing Illyana. “Strange wants me to go check it out.” 

 “For a Planetary article, or because he thinks it‟s a threat to the Web of Light?” 
Illyana asked. 

 “I didn‟t ask,” Stone shrugged, “so I‟ll go in as a reporter, and then see what needs 
to be done.” 

 “So did you actually talk to Strange?” Illyana asked. “I haven‟t heard from him for a 
week. He‟s all absorbed in those scholarly works on the Scrolls of Skelos.” 

 “I talked to Ms. Bowen,” Stone said. “Didn‟t see the boss man himself.” 

 “When do we go?” Illyana asked.  

 “Actually, I‟m not taking you with me,” Stone said. “He has some other errand 
lined up for you. Bowen wants Victoria here to get some field experience. Since I‟ve 
been doing so many missions for him lately, he wanted me to take her out and show her 
the ropes.” He offered Illyana another lopsided grin. “I‟ll try to do better than your dad 
did when he was teaching me how to be an investigator.” 

 “That‟s a pretty low bar,” Illyana said, arching the eyebrow over the patch. “Want 
me to send you into action, or are you going to take traditional transportation?” 

 “We go tomorrow. I‟d like you to teleport us,” Stone said. 

 “So can I drag you off now?” Illyana asked, something wickedly playful in her grin. 

 “Hoo,” Stone growled through his grin. “Later. I gotta get this thing all set up. Find 
a photographer. Bowen said Parker could help with that detail. After that,” he said, 
reaching into his pocket, “I might come find you.” 

 Illyana nodded. “Fine. You have work to do. Go get it done so I can send you off 
properly.” Her smirk was deeply suggestive. 

 “I‟m on my way,” he growled playfully. Then he turned and strode back towards 
the door. Illyana turned back to Bently. 

 “Did you catch all that?” she asked. 

 “I‟m to go on a mission into the field tomorrow,” Bently said, pale and still. 

 “Don‟t worry,” Illyana said with a wide smile. “You‟ll be fine.” 

* 

 “Yes. Yes. I know. I told you I would be there. Will you—will you just calm 
down?” the slim young man said into the phone. “Right! I‟m leaving now. I‟m already 
gone. I‟ll be home in a minute, okay? Okay? Good!” He hung up the phone and 
straightened, his lithe body tense as he rubbed at his eyes. “Damnation,” he muttered 
under his breath. 
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 “Hey boss,” Stone said from the doorway of the office. It was immaculate, with all 
the filing done and everything neatly in its place. The harried man at the desk looked up, 
unsurprised. 

 “Stone,” he said as he rose, “I can‟t talk. I am already gone,” he clarified, tugging 
his coat off the peg and slipping into it. 

 “I can walk with you,” Stone said mildly. “Bowen told me you could get me a 
photographer. I‟m going on a story tomorrow.” 

 “Bowen should know better,” the slim man replied as he somehow ducked past 
Stone and into the larger office area. “She knows we have photographers on two big 
stories right now. And she knows that I am now „Peter Parker, General Editor‟ and not 
„Peter Parker, Freelance Photographer.‟ I just can‟t do it.” He moved along the aisle 
between the cubicles in the middle of the room and the offices around the border of the 
general press room of the Planetary magazine. “My wife has an art show she‟s 
coordinating over the Thanksgiving weekend, and I told her I would help. Also, her 
parents are in town, and I blew them off last year. So this year I have to be around, or 
I‟m a dead man. Whatever dangers you face, they pale next to the wrath of Mrs. Parker, 
believe me. So I‟m already gone, and I hope you can work it out. Check with Kira.” 

 “Mr. Parker!” a young man said, springing out of nowhere. “I‟m your four o‟clock 
appointment.” He smiled, bright and hopeful. 

 Stone glanced at the clock; 4:15. Parker didn‟t bother to look. 

 “Sorry, Jimmy,” Parker said apologetically, “I had an emergency come up. And 
now I‟ve got another one. We‟ll have to reschedule. Email me, okay? I just can‟t look 
over your portfolio right now.” 

 “Portfolio?” Stone echoed. 

 “I‟m a news photographer,” Olson said, sensing an opening. “I‟m looking to do 
some freelance for the Planetary.” 

 Parker glanced at Stone, then grinned. He clapped Olson on the back. “This kid 
does great work,” he said. “He worked with Lois Lane for the Daily Planet. He is top-
notch and cool under fire.” He looked at Olson, who was beaming. “Get the paperwork 
signed, and you can start this weekend. Solved?” he asked, glancing at Stone. “Solved! 
I‟m a genius. And I‟m gone.” He headed away from Stone and Olson, pausing at the 
corner to look back. “Gone,” he said significantly, and he vanished around the corner. 

 Stone heaved a sigh, looking at the freelance photographer. “Jimmy,” he said. 
“Wait here. I‟ll go talk to Ms. Bowen. She handles this sort of thing.” He offered him a 
grimace of a smile, and as Olson sat down, Stone strode across the suite to another 
office. He knocked, without any gentleness. 

 Bowen opened the door. She was lovely, her pale hair piled and pinned in place and 
her curved, athletic body flattered by executive clothes. “Hello, Stone,” she said. A 
smoothness in her voice prickled his skin. 

 “Parker told me to take this freelance guy, Jimmy Olson, on an investigation,” 
Stone growled. “But I wanted to teleport. This is gonna get awkward.” He glanced over 
at the freelancer, taking in his casual dress, youthful face, and curly orange hair. 
“Cramping my style.” He unconsciously clenched his black-gloved hand. 
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 “You and I both know that we are defending the world from mystic threats,” 
Bowen said primly, “but the world thinks we are a magazine covering the supernatural 
possibilities all around us. So you could just use the expense account for once.” 

 Stone shot her a pained look, and she couldn‟t help but smile. “Sorry, teasing,” she 
said. “We have a way around this. Don‟t worry about it.” 

 “I can‟t wait,” Stone said, his voice neutral. Bowen turned and crossed to her filing 
cabinet, and she riffled through it before pulling out a thick envelope. She headed out of 
her office, and Stone followed her to where Olson sat waiting He rose as they 
approached, pointing a goofy grin at Bowen. 

 “Hi,” he said. “I‟m Jimmy.” Wide smile. 

 “Hello, Mr. Olson,” Bowen said as she seated herself at a vacant desk, pulling the 
thick stack of paper out of the envelope. “If you are to work for us, we have a contract 
for you. Now, I must warn you that these papers are enchanted, this is a mystic contract 
you are entering. It includes a nondisclosure agreement. If you break the contract, then 
there will be otherworldly consequences, including loss of memory.” She looked him in 
the eye, calm. 

 “Magic papers, huh,” Olson grinned. “I guess contracts are kind of magical. Or is 
this one of those things like in your article? Like, supernatural stuff?” 

 “Supernatural, yes,” Bowen said with a polite smile. “You‟ll be fine as long as you 
do not attempt to share information with those outside the magazine staff.” 

 Olson riffled through the pages. He got to the page with the rates, and his eyes lit 
up. 

 “Let‟s get this thing signed,” he said eagerly. 

 Bowen shrugged slightly, smiling at Stone as Olson scribbled away. Stone shook his 
head, unable to repress his grin. 

 “I‟ll pick you up tomorrow morning at eight,” he said, and he clapped the 
photographer on the back. “Welcome to the Planetary.” 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

Wednesday, November 23 

 “Nice place,” Jimmy reflected as they pulled up in front of a three storey 
brownstone mansion, wedged between two other mansions. “Who are we picking up 
here?” 

 “Victoria Bently,” Stone growled. “She‟s my assistant on this jaunt. So be polite.” 
He paused. “That‟s why you‟re in the back seat.” 

 “Whoah,” Olson said, eyes wide as he saw the woman who stepped out the front 
door, closing it behind herself. Bently trotted down the steps. She wore fitted boots, 
jeans, and a blouse with ruffled sleeves. Her close-fitting jacket completed the picture. A 
large purse or small carry-on was slung over her shoulder, and she wore black 
sunglasses. 

 She opened the door and dropped into the car next to Stone. “Is this really 
necessary?” she asked. “Illyana could have picked us up.” 
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 “She‟s not going along, so I wanted to keep it simple,” Stone growled without 
looking at her. They pulled away from the curb. “We‟re going to meet her at the dojo.” 

 Minutes later, they reached the old apartment building. They got out of the car, and 
Olson squinted up at the dilapidated pile. “This is where we‟re meeting your contact?” 
he said dubiously. 

 “This is the dojo,” Stone agreed. “Come on.” They headed inside, working their 
way up the flights of stairs and coming out in the loft. The three of them stepped out 
into the open space. Illyana strolled towards them from the back of the room. 

 “Right on time,” she grinned. “That‟s my man.” 

 “We‟re ready to go,” Stone nodded. 

 “Who‟s the pup?” Illyana asked, looking at Olson. He reddened, torn between 
emotions as he looked at the attractive woman with an eyepatch. 

 “Jimmy Olson, freelance photographer,” Stone explained. “He signed a non-
disclosure that Strange put together.” 

 “Oh, okay,” Illyana said with a smile. “Clears that up. Maybe we should explain 
some things before he gets started. So we don‟t have a freakout in the field.” 

 “Good call,” Stone agreed. He turned to Jimmy. “Remember. You try to tell 
anybody else about this, and you‟ll forget before you spit it out.” He grinned broadly. 
“The magic papers.” 

 “Okay,” Olson said, wary. 

 Stone flexed, and he swelled up to a huge form two meters tall. The coat somehow 
shifted along with him, but his shirt and pants and shoes vanished; he wore only the 
coat and black biker shorts. His black-gloved hand swelled up to a massive stone 
gauntlet. His lantern jaw and craggy features were even more pronounced, his skin 
deepened to crimson red with patterns printed on it in alien swirls, and the flat disks of 
two horn stumps stuck out of his forehead like bone goggles. His legs recurved and 
sprouted cloven hooves instead of feet. A hairless prehensile tail uncurled behind him. 

 “Trick or treat,” he grinned, his rough voice deepened but recognizable. 

 Olson stared for a moment, then the camera popped as though moving of its own 
accord, and he snapped off a string of shots of the demon standing before him. 

 “And I‟m a sorceress,” Bently said loudly, not looking at Stone. 

 Olson glanced over at her. “Really?” he said, and he took another picture of Stone. 

 “Yes, indeed, really,” she replied, her forehead creased. “Don‟t you believe me?” 

 “Sure,” Olson said, unable to take his eyes from Stone. 

 “Might as well go for the money shot,” Illyana said with a wicked grin. She snapped 
her fingers, and her body blurred and shifted; her legs recoiled and split to hooves, 
silver armor twisted over her arms in organic living steel, shaped by an alien aesthetic. 
Her teeth sharpened, her eyes glowed red, and horns kinked and curled from her 
forehead as a tail lashed behind her. 

 Olson‟s camera clicked and whirred, almost desperate in its speed, and he stared 
wide-eyed. 
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 “I want a copy,” Stone growled, and he leaned over Illyana, his arm around her, 
and they kissed as Olson snapped shot after shot. Their tails curled around each other, 
and he swept her up off her feet. Bently crossed her arms, frowning at them, and Olson 
was captivated. 

 “This is the coolest thing ever,” he breathed. “What was on those papers? LSD?” 

 “You‟ll have to figure that out on your own,” Illyana said, hopping out of Stone‟s 
arms. “For now, you all have a mission.” She shifted, her knees bending forwards with 
throaty clicks as she looked human once more. Stone shrank down into his bulky 
human size and shape. “Right now? You‟re on your way to Bixby.” She gestured at 
them, fingers stiff, and a disk of dark flame swirled up around them. 

 A moment later they were deposited on the sandy hill behind a bar, and the flame 
whisked away. 

 “Whoah!” Olson shouted, shuddering violently. “What—what just happened? 
Where are we?” 

 “We‟re behind main street in Bixby, Nevada,” Stone explained patiently. “We just 
got teleported by a demon sorceress. Cool, huh,” he added with a crooked grin. 

 “We‟re looking for the wrong story,” Olson replied, breathless and staring at Stone. 
“I read every issue of the Planetary since it came out, and I never saw anything like—I 
mean, your hand—tails—demons and stuff,” he managed. “And—we were just in New 
York!” 

 “Stick to the story you‟re in,” Stone replied, grin widening. “Trust me, we don‟t 
have time to rehash those details. Just keep up.” He turned, following the side of the 
building towards main street. Bently followed, and Olson brought up the rear. 

 “While we‟re „keeping up,‟ would it be too much to expect a few details 
underpinning our investigation?” Bently asked, arch. 

 “Right,” Stone growled. “There‟s this guy, Bert Gummer, who contacted us. He 
has tried to get the major networks to pick up his story, nobody is interested. Says he‟s 
got something big, a cover-up.” Stone shrugged, still walking. “Gummer was involved 
in the discovery of a new creature in Perfection Valley, Nevada, back in the nineties.” 

 “Graboids!” Olson said, enthusiastic. “Dude, that‟s right! I played that video game 
when I was in elementary school! I had the top score in junior high, until they replaced 
it at the arcade. You mean that Bert Gummer?” 

 “The same,” Stone nodded. “He‟s got something new. Trying to get it out on the 
wire, but his way, and nobody has cut a deal with him.” Stone stopped, looking across 
the street at the Moonlight Diner. “Strange thinks he might be on to something.” Stone 
sniffed, then glanced both ways and crossed the street, Bently and Olson at his heels. 

 They entered the diner, the bell tinkling overhead, and Stone surveyed the room. 
He stopped, half a smile on his face, as he saw a man in the back corner watching him 
intently. He closed in. 

 The man wore a green „Atlanta Hawks‟ ball cap, and a hunter‟s vest, BDU pants 
and combat boots. His face was narrow, his eyes intense, paleness streaking his trim 
moustache and hair. He had a gangly grace to him that was evident even as he unfolded 
from the booth where he had been waiting. He thrust his hand out. 



 

    239 

 “You must be Roger Stone, from the Planetary,” he said. “Pleased to meet you.” 

 “And you must be Bert Gummer,” Stone replied, shaking his hand.. “This is 
Victoria Bently, my assistant, and Jim Olson, our photographer.” 

 Olson snapped a shot of Gummer as he turned towards him; Gummer recoiled, 
blinking. “Hey!” he protested. 

 “Candid shot,” Olson said with a shrug. 

 “I don‟t do „candid,‟” Gummer muttered blackly. 

 “You like to be prepared,” Stone nodded. “Understandable. Let‟s sit down.” He 
lowered himself into the booth, gingerly, and it creaked as he wedged in. Gummer 
settled himself, and Bently slid in next to him as Olson pulled a chair over to the end of 
the booth table. 

 Gummer glanced at them uneasily, cramped. 

 “Ms. Bowen told us you‟d be waiting here,” Stone said quickly, “and we took the 
liberty of bringing an advance on the story.” He put an envelope on the table. That re-
focused Gummer, who picked it up and tore the end open, not even bothering to 
pretend at modesty as he examined the check and its number. Satisfied, he folded the 
check and tucked it into one of the dozens of pockets on his hunting vest. 

 “Looks like we can do business,” he said. “I was glad to hear back from Ms. 
Bowen. I‟ve tried to take my story to major news outlets, but they either tell me I‟m a 
kook, or they‟re well connected enough to be afraid of the dark force behind it all.” He 
looked at them meaningfully, eyebrows arched. 

 “Does this have to do with the graboid infestation in Perfection Valley, and later in 
Central America?” Olson asked eagerly. 

 “Indeed it does,” Gummer replied, pleased. “Glad we‟ve got a man who knows 
how to read. Seems to be a lost art.” He offered Bently a significant and conspiratorial 
look. 

 “I got the game for the Playstation when it came out,” Olson grinned, “but I totally 
dominated the first one in the arcade. The second one was more awesome, I gotta 
admit. My favorite level was the one with the little remote control cars.” 

 Gummer stared at him, at a loss. 

 “So who is behind your story?” Stone pressed on. “You figure the government?” 

 “Bigger,” Gummer said, reluctantly returning to the matter at hand. “Lexcorp, in 
bed with the government. Lexcorp pulled strings to have eminent domain declared on 
all of Perfection Valley. I knew they would,” he gritted out, “sooner or later. But I 
figured we had it made when it was declared a wildlife preserve for the last of the 
graboids. No such luck.” He shook his head. “Lexcorp said they‟d take care of 
everything, then they paid the bill and the government handed over the valley. It was 
the first and last time I ever found myself in the same camp as the Sierra Club,” he 
admitted. “We fought it, but Lexcorp made some deals and the whole resistance just 
dried up and blew away.” He shook his head. 

 “So what‟s going on in Perfection Valley now?” Stone asked. 
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 “After I was evicted,” Gummer muttered, “I kept the site under surveillance. They 
trucked in a lot of goods, and built a fortress where the town used to be.” He pulled a 
briefcase from under the table, and popped it open. He handed pictures around. 

 “Here‟s an aerial photo, and since this is a no-fly zone I had to call in a few favors 
to get it. See here, the fortress. I have no idea what it‟s for. These look like graboid 
pens, they stole my design to protect the subterranean border of my house with the 
concrete walls. This is a lot of work for one graboid, let me tell you.” He locked eyes 
with Stone, dead serious. 

 Bently looked over the photos. Long distance shots zoomed in on walkways, a site 
built in a rough „X‟ shape. “This is the pen between these arms?” she asked. 

 “Right,” Gummer nodded. “And opposite it, research labs. Then the north and 
south sides of the fort seem to be housing for the staff and more holding pens. There‟s 
a helicopter pad, a motor pool; I mean, look at this place!” 

 “Multi-million dollar facility, for sure,” Stone muttered. “Looks like a lot of 
personnel, too. What, a hundred?” 

 “Hundred and fifty,” Gummer said, arching an eyebrow. “I got some of their people 
drunk when they visited Bixby for a weekend, and they talked about some of the things 
going on out there. They have some kind of material, top secret, I think it might be 
uranium. It‟s guarded in a vault in the middle. Yes sir, this middle tower is the mystery. 
Look at those weird spikes out the side.” He pointed at a picture, and shook his head. “I 
think they might be building some kind of weapon. And it looks like graboids are 
involved.” 

 “Graboid?” Bently asked faintly. 

 “She‟s from England,” Olson assured Gummer apologetically. He turned to Bently. 
“See, they are these underground worms that dig real fast, with these stubby spines 
along the side to push them through the dirt. They have this beak on the front,” he said, 
demonstrating the shape with his hands, “and the jaw splits apart at the bottom and 
they have, like, eight tongues inside that are like little horned snakes? So they hunt by 
vibration, and pull you down and suffocate and squeeze you to death inside.” He 
grinned. “They grab with these snake tongues; grab-oid, see?” He gazed at Gummer 
with admiration. “Mr. Gummer here figured out that they would pull down explosives, 
so that‟s how he hunts them. Get them to swallow a bomb, then p-koo!” He gestured 
the blast with his hands, his grin resurfacing. 

 Gummer stared at him. 

 “You alright?” Stone asked. 

 “Just feeling old,” Gummer replied irritably. “So here‟s the plan. Sierra Club 
adopted the graboid cause, and they set up a damn base camp at the top of the old jeep 
trail at the end of the valley. Lexcorp drove them out, so it‟s abandoned. There may be a 
guard or two there, but they‟re easy enough to circumvent. We have to get a closer 
look.” 

 Stone studied him for a moment. “Mr. Gummer,” he said, “what exactly is the story 
here?” 
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 Gummer sighed. “I‟ve fought these things before,” he growled. “Some mysterious 
change triggers a—a mutation in them. The worm body rips open and the heat-seekers 
come out. A number of bipeds that see in the infra-red spectrum.” 

 “If they get food,” Olson interrupted enthusiastically, “they reproduce asexually by 
coughing up young that are deadly in minutes. That totally sucks on the garage level, 
where you have to stay alive for three minutes while your friends are trying to get you 
out. Did you really do that thing with the fire extinguisher?” 

 Gummer ignored him, talking to Stone. “It seems true that fire extinguisher 
discharge cools the body enough so it doesn‟t register as prey,” he said loudly. “When 
the population reaches a certain mass, they change again, and they can fly. That‟s how 
they disperse and lay eggs that turn into the worm graboids.” 

 “If you don‟t nail them fast enough, they grow exponentially, and you‟re up to your 
butt in the heat seekers. But when they turn into ass-blasters, watch out!” He nudged 
Bently with a wink. “They said video games don‟t teach you anything.” 

 “So you‟re thinking about Lexcorp‟s extensive military contracts,” Stone 
murmured. 

 “Six billion dollars last year alone,” Gummer agreed, smug resentment settled on 
his features. “Not just to the U S of A. Lexcorp operates in Europe, in the Balkans, in 
Asia, and in Africa. Some of their best customers include China and South Africa.” 

 “A few eggs, tactically inserted, could wreak havoc on a civilian population,” Stone 
said. “They change as fast as the tactics used against them do. And they have wide 
dispersal before continuing the cycle over again.” 

 “If they have figured out how to get their hands on more graboids, and I do mean 
if,” Bert glowered, “then once they think they‟ve got a control method in place, those 
monsters will be on the market.” 

 “They have to be stopped,” Bently said, stern. “Before these monsters can be used 
on a human population.” 

 Gummer leaned back, looking her in the eye, something like relief on his features. 

 “Alright then,” he said. “Let‟s roll.” 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 The massive truck rumbled and lurched up the tattered remains of a road. Finally, it 
pulled off to the side, hauling its bulk up a narrow track that led behind rocks big 
enough to hide the military vehicle.  

 The doors opened. Gummer sprang out of the driver‟s seat, thudding down on the 
ground and stretching. Bently and Olson staggered down to the ground, battered and 
stiff from the jolts of the ride. The back of the truck opened, and Stone hopped out, 
squinting at the sunset. 

 “This the top of the trail?” he asked Gummer. 

 “Keep your voice down,” Gummer said. “Yes, we‟re close to the top, and less than 
half a klik from the Sierra Club base. Now, let‟s arm ourselves before we go any 
further.” 
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 “Arm… ourselves?” Bently said with a glance at Stone. 

 “Rubber bullets,” Gummer nodded. “We don‟t want to go killing people, but we 
might have to defend ourselves.” He hefted a little Glock pistol. “It‟s the right weight 
for you,” he said, smiling at Bently. 
 “Dude, I‟ll take it,” Olson said. He eagerly grabbed the pistol. “Awesome.” 

 “Don‟t worry about us,” Stone said to Gummer as he patted Bently on the 
shoulder. “We can take care of ourselves.” 

 “Alright, I won‟t argue,” Gummer said. “Give me just a minute to load up myself.” 
He holstered two pistols. “Rubber bullets,” he muttered. “But not in these babies.” He 
pulled a case out of the back, and swiftly assembled a massive rifle. “Heckler and Koch 
.50 caliber,” he said with a fond smile. “In case we do have to deal with graboids. This 
will slow them down, anyway. I‟ve made some special modifications.” His enthusiasm 
seemed to vibrate somehow. Then he turned back to the truck as he slung the rifle 
across his back. “And here is the prize of the show.” He opened a case, and lifted a 
pistol out. It took both hands. 

 The dying sun threw a crimson light over the massive revolver. It seemed twice as 
big as the biggest pistol Bently had ever seen. Gummer strapped a pad on his forearm 
with six bullets, each one the size of a shotgun shell. 

 “I got this darling from a good friend in Colombia,” Gummer said, almost 
reverent. “It is just right for a holdout against a graboid at close range. My pal called it 
the Samaritan.” Gummer slid it into a special holster on his ribs, opposite where the 
rifle hung on his back. “There we go. Balance the load.” He smiled at the others as he 
hefted a bag. “And a few other things,” he said. “We ready to go?” 

 “Clearly,” Bently murmured as she eyed the massive pistol, “I‟m in America.” 

 “Let me carry that for you,” Stone said, shouldering the heavy bag. “What‟s in 
here? Explosives?” 

 “Yes,” Gummer nodded. “For starters. Anyway, let‟s go get a look at that facility.” 
He turned, clambering up into the rocks with surprisingly little noise. The others 
followed, with Stone bringing up the rear and looking all around. 

 Five minutes later they crouched in the sand and brush between boulders, 
overlooking the valley. 

 “There it is,” Gummer said, shaking his head. “Two kliks away, lit up like a 
Christmas tree.” 

 The clear desert air did not obscure the view. An oddly shaped tower dominated 
the fortress, the rest spread like an apron around it. Olson snapped away, the flash 
turned off. “Lois would kill to see this one,” he muttered to himself. 

 “Motor pool, helipad, holding pens, quarters,” Stone growled. “It‟s all there.” 

 Gummer moved some brush aside, consulting something in the ground with the 
aid of a small flashlight. Olson scooted over next to him. 

 “Seismograph,” Gummer observed. “These readings seem to show no graboid 
activity outside the compound, the pens. We have about an hour until the moon rises. 
We can make it under the cover of darkness.” He twisted his cap around backwards, 
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unzipped Stone‟s bag, and pulled out one pair of night goggles. He ducked into them 
and clicked them on. “Let‟s go.” 

 Stone nodded. He took Bently by the hand and followed Gummer as Olson 
stumbled after them in the deepening gloom. 

 Behind them, up on the hill, the Sierra Club camp was dark and empty. They 
scrambled down to the floor of the valley, which was oddly flat. Time shifted into a 
surreal drift as they endlessly put one foot in front of the other, in the deep shadows of 
night, the brilliantly lit fortress drawing them forward. 

 The moon was just about to rise as they reached the outskirts of the fortress. 
Stealthy, they darted from boulder to boulder, but a hundred meters lie between them 
and the rise of the metal walls. 

 “The easiest plan is to climb the walls up to the gantry level and get in there,” 
Gummer said in a harsh whisper. “Lighter security one level up.” He thrust his goggles 
back into Stone‟s bag and rummaged around for a grappling hook and ten meters of 
rope. 

 “What else is in there?” Olson asked, leaning towards the bag. Gummer slapped his 
hand away and scowled at him. 

 “On three,” he said. “One, two, three!” He rose, kicking out a gangly run towards 
the wall, his sniper rifle bouncing on his back as he let the grapple swing from one 
hand. The others were right on his heels. 

 As he ran in range, Gummer swung the rope once and let it fly up. The grapple 
clanged from the metal, then slid down and hooked on something like a vent. 

 “First toss!” Gummer wheezed, out of breath. He dropped to one knee and held 
the knotted rope steady. Stone sprang onto it and swarmed up, climbing with surprising 
agility. Olson was right behind him. What he lacked in skill, he made up for in sheer 
enthusiasm as he clambered up with a wild grin on his face. Bently struggled on the 
rope, awkwardly gripping at the knots with her feet and pushing at her own weight. 

 She was only a third of the way up as Stone reached the top and whirled, hauling 
up on the rope. He easily lifted Olson, Bently, and Gummer‟s weight as he pulled hand 
over hand. In under a minute, all four of them were on the gantry. 

 “Now what?” Bently hissed as Gummer rapidly re-coiled the rope. Stone glanced 
around. The gantry was two meters wide, and it had a door on either end of its fifteen 
meter length. It was a guard walk. Looking down, he saw the facility‟s roof, leading to 
the base of the tower. 

 Then the doors on either side unsealed, and troops dashed out, kneeling. More 
behind them stood, so on both sides of the walkway six shooters lined up on the 
intruders. 

 “Now you surrender,” said a dry voice behind the shooters on one side. 

 “Carter?” Gummer said, squinting past the shooters. 

 A trim blonde woman stepped into view behind the soldiers. “Gummer, I warned 
you about this,” she said, shaking her head with mock sympathy. Her features were 
hawk-like. “First you went to the authorities, then the press. What is this? The lunatic 
fringe?” 
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 “Yes ma‟am,” Stone said, thrusting his chin out. “We‟re with the Planetary.” 

 “Fringe indeed,” the woman said with a sneer. “I am Director Carter, and this 
Lexcorp facility is under my care. Disarm.” 

 Olson abruptly dumped his pistol, his face pale and sweating. 

 Gummer glared at the troops, then grudgingly slung his rifle down, his two guns, 
the Samaritan, a survival knife, and a small pistol. 

 “Anything else?” Carter said, amused. 

 “The rest is attached,” Gummer said defiantly. 

 “Very well.” Carter looked on as two soldiers hustled up to them and picked up the 
bag and the guns, and a third pulled Gummer‟s vest off. They retreated as others closed 
in and put handcuffs on the four intruders. 

 “Darkholme?” Carter said, turning and looking over her shoulder. “This is a 
surprise. Shouldn‟t you be with the birthing?” 

 “I wanted to see what the fuss was about,” purred a chilly, lethal voice. A green-
eyed brunette surveyed the four prisoners, and languidly lit herself a thin cigarette. 
Bently and Stone exchanged an alarmed glance.  

 “I‟ll go tend to the birthing, then,” Carter said with a frown. “You get the prisoners 
settled.” 

 “Yes, Director,” Darkholme said with a faint smile. She wore a Lexcorp uniform, 
but she somehow managed to make it look utterly seductive. “Now. Take them to the 
observation deck.” 

 “Sir?” one of the troops said, confused. 

 “It‟s on the way,” Darkholme replied, her eyes narrowing to slits. “Let‟s go.” 

 All twelve troops escorted the four prisoners down a corridor, across a hall, and to 
a jutting balcony overlooking a broad expanse of sand, boulders, and thorny brush. 

 “Let‟s have a chat,” Darkholme said, her green eyes seeming to glint with a light of 
their own as she turned her back on the arc lighting that poured down on the sand five 
meters below. “You are from the Planetary. But you can‟t print anything you had to 
commit a felony to obtain. So there is something more.” Her eyes were laughing. “I 
know most of the picture. But there are a few gaps.” 

 “You‟ll just have to live with that,” Stone gritted out. 

 Darkholme studied him closely. “There is something familiar about you,” she 
murmured. 

 “I‟ll bet.” His grin was a snarl. 

 “Have we met?” 

 “How would I know?” he shrugged. “I‟ve never seen your—current—face before.” 
His eyes glittered with malice. “I do have a question for you, though; what did you do 
with all that refined warpstone, anyway?” 
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 Something clouded her eyes, and she drew her pistol and slapped the barrel across 
the side of his face. His head jerked around with the impact, but his eyes had not 
changed as he faced her again.  

 “I don‟t like it,” she reflected to herself. “I‟m too far along in my plans to let some 
random factor bring them down.” She made a decision. Grabbing Stone, she swung him 
around with his back to the railing. Then she kicked him in the knee, and as he 
staggered, she lashed out. Her kick plowed into his chest, and he keeled over the railing, 
toppling down to the sand with a thud. 

 Stone sprang to his feet, and stood motionless. He could feel the sand tremble, his 
eyes seemed to play tricks on him as the ground shifted oddly. 

 Gummer, Olson, and Bently watched in horror. Darkholme lazily leaned against 
the railing, an amused smile toying with her lips as she considered the frozen man 
below. 

 Stone looked over to a boulder, not ten meters away. His courage crystallized, and 
he sprinted for it. He didn‟t make it four meters before the ground below him erupted, 
and he was bourn up in a storm of sand. 

 Olson snapped away with the camera as snake-like tongues whipped around Stone. 
He did not scream as he was yanked down the worm‟s gullet; the graboid flopped back 
down in the sand and burrowed with impossible speed. Another graboid burst up 
between where Stone had been pulled down and the boulder; it flopped its chin down, 
the plates spreading, and its tongues waved. 

 Bently gasped. 

 Then it too pulled back under the ground, and Bently noticed Darkholme smiling 
at her. A chill of fear rippled down her ribs and back, pooling in her guts. 

 “So, you are the photographer?” Darkholme said to Olson. “Do you really think 
you‟ll be able to use those pictures for anything?” 

 “Who knows?” Olson shrugged, his voice trembling. “That‟s some awesome nature 
photography. Maybe—someday—who knows?” His smile was weak. “We might live.” 

 Darkholme chuckled. “Take Gummer and the kid away, lock them up under the 
spire. I‟ll take care of this one.” Her smile was cruel as she focused on Bently. 

 The soldiers seemed nervous as they escorted the men away, leaving Bently and 
Darkholme together on the balcony. 

 “Why not take me away too?” Bently asked, thrusting her chin out. 

 “Because I know you are Victoria Bently,” Darkholme replied. “I know you are the 
apprentice of the Sorcerer Supreme, I know that you are a geomancer studying to 
someday take over the guardianship of the Web of Light. You are going to stay in a 
succession of nice safe places until the Primewar is over.” 

 “Who—do you work for?” Bently managed, struggling to breathe over the swelling 
of fear in her stomach. 

 “It is a sign of your inexperience,” Darkholme replied, her eyes flaring gold and 
narrowing, “that you even have to ask.” 
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 Bently clenched her fist, and a nimbus of flame radiated from it as she shouted an 
incantation, willing destruction upon Darkholme. The woman was too fast for her; 
ducking around the assault. She slapped Bently soundly, knocking the startled 
apprentice to one knee with the force of the open-handed hit. Darkholme shook her 
head. 

 “Remember that you can still provide me with everything I need,” Darkholme said 
coldly, “even without feet.” She drew the knife at her side, twirling it expertly. Then she 
smiled. 

 “Let‟s get you into your cell.” 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 Bently cried out as she toppled into the cell, shoved. She landed on her hands and 
knees. As the door clanged shut behind her, she rose, glancing around the four meter 
cube. A stool, a padded bench to sleep on. The door had no window. She looked up at 
the little wide-angle camera in the corner of the ceiling. 

 “Time to call for help,” she breathed to herself, and she lay on her back on the 
bench. She arranged herself, then breathed out and relaxed, cycling an incantation in her 
mind, focusing. The magic did its work, and she felt her feet sink, then her knees, her 
hips, her chest, her arms, her head. When she opened her eyes, she was a form of pure 
energy below the bench. She floated up and around, looking down at her empty body. 
Then she drifted up through the roof, moving at the speed of thought. She could be in 
New York in no time— 

 As she rose up through the roof, she saw the tower with astral vision. The odd 
protrusions around its sides each projected a massive flaring rune. She gasped 
incorporeally as she realized that the „X‟ shape of the facility was laid out along the 
intersection of two ley lines. They glowed below her, ten meters across, ropes of energy 
that bound together the Web of Light. 

 But the runes the tower projected skewed the picture. They set up a shadowy 
energy echo. She realized the runes distorted the pattern of the node, making it appear 
to be directly over the graboid pens. Curiosity tugged at her, hampering the instinct to 
go get help. Bently hovered, ghostlike, torn. 

 Then she imagined Illyana‟s expression, what the sorceress would think when 
Bently crawled home begging for a rescue. She tried to picture Illyana running to 
Strange when the going got tough. Her astral form gritted its teeth, and lowered towards 
the ley lines. 

 She saw something moving in the lines, and she paused. Then she darted closer at 
the speed of thought. Indistinct energies twitched in the line. She gathered her nerve, 
and drifted into the coruscating tide of energy. 

 She saw with her whole being, not just her eyes. Before her, a long worm-thing like 
the one that had devoured Stone drifted in the energy current. It paused, and its beak 
split open. The tongues snaked out, writhing in a hyperdimensional coordinate, sealing a 
tiny leak in the ley line and refocusing the energy. Then the worm drifted along in the 
astral current. She saw several; they were pulled off course, out of the lines, by the runes 
that displaced the node. Seven or eight of the worms drifted in the astral plane, around 
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the false node, gesturing at it. Her rudimentary geomantic training interpreted the runes 
as advanced energy manipulation; she realized with a jolt that the worms were trying to 
fix the node! 

 As she watched, one squirmed at the “node”, and then wriggled mightily. Her eyes 
were wide as she saw it slip through the node, dropping to the sand with a heavy thud. It 
cranked its beak back and gestured at the false node, then it plunged its beak down and 
burrowed effortlessly into the sand. 

 Bently looked along the length of one of the lines; it traveled down Perfection 
Valley, right down the middle.  

 So the graboids were astral before they were corporeal. 

 She felt for the power source; moving the projection of a node well enough to fool 
an astral creature was no small feat. There, at the base of the tower, she felt a 
tremendous power. With the speed of thought, she was at the barrier. It was close-set 
with runes, close enough for the mystic barrier to keep the astral graboids out. She 
managed to slip between them. Then down through the wall, and into a room— 

 The shock almost discorporated her concentration. Bently gasped as she focused 
hard on remaining in her shape. A tide of lethal green energy swarmed out of the room, 
and she managed to glance at what was causing it. 

 Seven blocks of refined warpstone sat in a circle. Each block was a two meter cube 
of stacked ingots. The imperfections had been somehow purged, and the blocks glowed 
with a sickly and powerful energy. 

 “That is the beauty of my plan,” Darkholme explained. Braced against the energy, 
Bently dared venture back into the room, enough to see the slender woman talking to 
someone.  

 The warpstone blocks were in a circle in the middle of the floor, under a shaft that 
led up into the tower. The energy was focused out into the projected sigils, pulling the 
illusion of the node off course and luring the graboids out into the pen. Down in the 
control room, a balcony surrounded the circle, and it had several computers and 
monitor stations to regulate the flow of mystic energy. Darkholme stood on the 
balcony, talking to a man dressed all in black, with a military officer hat and every inch 
of skin covered. He wore a blank, sleek mask with round goggles, and a long trench 
coat. His arms were crossed as he regarded Darkholme. 

 “The very instrument that will begin the destruction of Agamotto‟s legacy, the 
Sorcerer Supreme and the Web of Light, comes from an innovation of the Weaver 
himself. You see, the worms clear the flow of energy and help regulate it, sort of like 
astral earthworms. If a node is damaged and a rift opens, these things are built to exit 
the astral plane and weave it back together, sacrificing life energy as needed, then rejoin 
the sea of energy. We‟re just luring them out, that‟s all. And Luthor gets a new bio-
weapon. When they eat enough warpstone, it triggers the mutation from worm to biped. 
They will swarm to the warpstone, be mutated, and fall out into Prime‟s realspace, 
making a hell of a mess.” 

 The figure in black nodded, but Bently couldn‟t hear him. Darkholme continued. 

 “When we harness warpstone blocks to them and compel them to haul those 
blocks to the seven points where the Web of Light accesses the wider energy web, then 
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we can isolate Prime. When we‟ve done that, then we can destroy the Sorcerer Supreme 
without interference from the Weaver, and as this node has become important to the 
Weaver‟s overall network,” she shrugged, “then your master can strike at the whole 
system, and we’ll keep what‟s left of Prime.” 

 The black-clad figure whispered again. Bently was fascinated by the weird astral 
signature of Darkholme, and the astral emptiness of the other. 

 “Oh, Strange will cooperate,” Darkholme said smugly. “I have his apprentice. If he 
tries anything, I‟ll mail him pieces of her until he comes to his senses. Once I give her to 
my master, Strange will never find her.” She regarded the warpstone blocks. “Do you 
know what founded the vaunted Web of Light that offers Prime the protection it 
enjoys?” 

 A smile toyed with her face. “Souls, my friend. Souls. The Weaver sent these 
creatures, and they digested the life energy of the people of this world. Their trails, and 
their legacy, founded the energy paths that protect the earth. It was through that energy 
that Hoggoth destroyed the rulers of the world and set himself and his tribes up to rule, 
through that energy that the slave races overturned their masters. They thought it a 
small price to pay, all those deaths, to gain defenses against the great unknown.” She 
spat on the floor. “So much for the Sorcerer Supreme and his moral high ground. 
Agamotto rose to power codifying the energy these creatures spun, building his empire 
an a million souls. Since then… Well, enough.” She shook herself. “Soon enough, you 
will bring down the wrath of the great unknown they have evaded for so long.” 

 Bently let the tide of green energy spin her clear, she squirmed between the runes 
armoring the tower and drifted loose into the night air. She stared at the facility, 
horrified. They were out to destroy Prime‟s Web of Light, what she was sworn to 
defend. And they were going to get away with it. For a long, long moment she 
considered how the Web of Light had been made. The possibility it was first shaped 
with human sacrifice. 

 Something in her hardened. No matter. However it began, it was vital now. She 
vaguely wondered if Strange knew. If there was truth in the possibility. If Illyana knew. 
Then she put her questions aside and focused on the task at hand. 

 She darted to the real node, and hovered next to it. Then she whisked back down 
through the solid fortress to her cell. Concentrating hard, she reached up, feeling the 
node above, and she called to it. She extended her other ghostly hand towards her body, 
and she trembled, flickering in and out of focus, as she pulled on the node energy, 
where the ley lines crossed. 

 Almost—almost—then energy arced down to her and through her—for a moment, 
she was on the edge of dissolution, but her body was as incorporeal as she was—and 
she shoved for the hallway as she began fusing with her body— 

 Bently merged her astral form and her body as she sailed through the wall. She 
thudded down on the floor outside her cell, tingling all over from making her body 
incorporeal long enough to escape. 

 Unsteadily rising to her hands and knees, she felt the crisis in her flesh peak, and 
she vomited. Then she staggered up, supporting herself on the wall as she followed the 
corridor away from the empty cell. 
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 She peered around the corner, and saw a guard standing in front of another cell. 
She smiled to herself, and reached out towards him with her senses. She lowered her 
hand, gently, and his eyelids drooped. He slumped against the wall, and she padded up 
to the cell. Glancing down, she realized she was naked. Her clothes did not follow her 
out of her cell. Swiftly, she pulled the jumpsuit and boots off the soldier, tugging them 
on. She zipped up the suit, and then keyed the cell door to open. 

 It slid away, revealing Gummer and Olson. They looked up warily, then they leaped 
to their feet as they recognized Bently. 

 Olson‟s expression turned dark as he eyed her jumpsuit. “What did they do to 
you?” he demanded. “They didn‟t try anything, did they?” 

 “No, I had to go astral and—well, I got my body out of the cell,” she explained 
quickly. 

 “Okay, sure,” Gummer said warily. “Now we have to get out of here.” He and 
Olson stepped out into the hallway, and Gummer picked up the sleeping soldier‟s gun. 

 “Not just yet,” Bently said. “We have to put a stop to them before it is too late.” 

 Gummer looked her in the eye. “What‟s the plan?” 

 “First, lock him up,” Bently said as she nudged the sleeping soldier with her boot. 
“After that, it gets a bit tricky…” 

* 

 Carter smiled. “That‟s it,” she said, “come on out.” She was in the control room 
overlooking a containment cell. A worm was surfaced, bawling, and its back began to 
split as it screamed. “Looks like a small sample of warpstone will do the trick. Six grams. 
Make a note.” 

 “Yes sir,” one technician agreed, typing. 

 Three splits deepened across the graboid‟s back, and then the flesh tore away, 
sending orange glop flying in all directions. Already steady on their feet, three bipeds 
stalked out of the corpse, ropy orange slime drooling from their bodies. Their legs 
curved and ended in clawed toes, like an ostrich. Their heads were fitted with lethally 
powerful beaks. A flap atop the head whipped up as one scanned around, then the 
sensor flopped back down. 

 “They are looking for heat,” Carter said. “Amazing creatures. Sonic hunters, then 
infra-red.” 

 Darkholme stepped into the control booth. Carter turned, surprised. “What are you 
doing here?”  “I got the prisoners put away,” Darkholme replied. “Are they not 
everything I promised Luthor?” she asked dully, gesturing at the hunters. 

 “These would be fabulous in night raids,” Carter nodded. “If they could be 
controlled.” 

 “That‟s Luthor‟s end,” Darkholme shrugged. “Well, this is the part where things 
usually start going wrong. I can feel it.” 

 “What?” Carter blinked. 

 Darkholme looked her in the eye. “I‟m going to take the helicopter now,” she said, 
and she turned to leave. 
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 “Now just a damn minute,” Carter protested. “What do you mean, go wrong?” 

 “Luthor is pushing too fast. I thought maybe we could get away with it, but I‟m 
afraid we have provoked an equal and opposite reaction.” Darkholme smiled cryptically. 
“I‟ve seen this before.” She looked Carter in the eye, and Carter felt a dizzying gulf of 
years layered in the woman she didn‟t really know. Carter swallowed hard, taking a step 
back. 

 Then Darkholme was gone. 

 “Director Carter,” one of the techs said. “Something—weird going on in the main 
holding pen.” He tapped at his keyboard. “One of the graboids is surfacing.” 

 “It‟s not feeding time,” Carter said, furrowing her brow. She crossed the control 
room and stepped out onto the observation deck, overlooking the desert sand. 

 She saw the beak thrust up out of the loose soil, and the jaws flexed; it made a 
peculiar noise, not unlike the sound of a birthing graboid. 

 “Shaw, get the trank gun—” Carter said, then an explosion riveted her attention 
back on the graboid. It tore, a deep and chewy rip, and a massive figure rose up from its 
cocoon. 

 “That‟s not a heat seeker,‟ Carter said through nerveless lips as she stared down at 
the huge red demon. “How much warpstone did we give that one?” 

 Stone yelled, slick with orange goo. He clambered out of the meaty crater of his 
captor, and he trotted towards the concrete wall as Carter stared, unbelieving. He 
cranked his arm back, and unleashed a massive punch into the wall that sent a net of 
cracks racing across its surface. 

 Carter was jolted to action. “Red alert,” she snapped into her radio. “Red alert! We 
have an intruder in Section 4, headed north. All troops, respond. All troops, respond. 
Threat level alpha. Use of heavy weapons authorized.” 

 The wall crumbled, and the demon ducked through the hole into a hail of small 
arms fire. Carter jumped as the demon roared, and she blinked rapidly. 

 “I just hope it‟s enough to stop that thing,” she said, her radio forgotten in her 
hand. 

 Stone pushed into the lab, and as the techs fled through the side doors, soldiers 
fired on him. He held his massive stone fist in front of him, deflecting bullets aimed at 
his head and chest. 

 The glass beside him shattered, three heat seekers sprang into the control room. 
One snapped at him as the other two hissed. Stone did not hesitate; the stone fist 
crashed down on one, breaking its head open, and he rounded on the other two. Both 
sprang. He shoved a punch through one‟s face, bone crunching under his attack. The 
other snapped onto his arm, biting down hard. He roared again, and rammed it into the 
wall, his whole weight behind the rush. Its jaws buckled on his tough flesh and sinew, 
and he shook himself free. 

 When he turned around, the soldiers were gone. 

 Grinning to himself, Stone clopped further into the fort. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 “Alright,” Bently whispered. “There is the helipad.” She pointed out through the 
observation room‟s glass, noting where a sleek helicopter perched. “I doubt very much 
we can escape while the base is functioning normally. But, the helipad has a corridor 
that leads right to the room at the base of the tower, and that‟s where we‟re going.” 

 “Look!” Olson said, pointing. Darkholme closed in on the helicopter, striding 
purposefully. 

 “There are no guards watching the helicopter,” Gummer said uneasily. “That 
doesn‟t seem right.” 

 Bently made a quick decision. “After her!” 

 Olson snapped a few pictures of Darkholme, and followed the other two out of the 
observation booth, down the corridor, and through the door leading out to the helipad. 
It overlooked the graboid pen on one side, and the roofs of laboratories on the other. 

 An unearthly scream cut the night, and a tearing sound, in the near distance. 
Darkholme hesitated, turning, and she caught sight of her pursuers. She rounded to face 
them. 

 “Just couldn‟t leave well enough alone,” she sighed. “I was even going to leave you 
here,” she said to Bently. “Looks like now I‟ll have to kill your buddies and drag you 
along.” 

 “I think not,” Gummer said, raising the rifle and sighting along it. 

 “You simply aren‟t fast enough,” Darkholme shrugged. Then she was moving, 
impossibly fluid and graceful. She dropped, whipping a knife out of her sleeve and 
throwing it. The knife glittered as it spun, and Gummer snapped off a shot that rang 
from the helicopter hull as Darkholme rose to the side and the knife thudded into his 
belly. Gummer gasped, staggering back, and Darkholme rushed them. 

 Bently flared a mystic attack at her, and Darkholme threw herself into a tumble; the 
magic seared overhead, and Darkholme came up with a palm strike that slammed into 
Bently‟s solar plexus, robbing her of breath. She stumbled back and fell, and Darkholme 
fired a kick across Gummer‟s head that sent him sprawling. She faced Olson, who 
stared with wide eyes. 

 “Aren‟t you glad you caught me?” she asked, her teeth oddly sharp as she smiled 
into his eyes. Then she stepped at him, snatched his arm, and spun. He stumbled over 
his own feet and fell backwards, but he was too close to the edge—his arms wildly 
waved as he sailed into open space, five meters above the sandy graboid pen. Then he 
fell, slammed down, his breath knocked out of him. 

 A boom shook the wall, and the fortress went to red alert. 

 “That‟s my cue,” Darkholme sighed. “It‟s been wonderful getting to know you 
better,” she said to Gummer as she hauled him up; he was still blinking, his mouth 
slack, from the force of her oddly powerful kick. She tossed him, and he let out a yell as 
he dropped to the sand. 

 “Stay away from me,” Bently said, a tremble in her voice. 
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 “No, you are my consolation prize,” Darkholme said with a wicked grin. “My 
master will be delighted to see you.” 

 Bently spun and leaped, surprising Darkholme; Darkholme lunged at her, but did 
not catch her before she dropped into the graboid pen. 

 Darkholme stared for a moment, then shrugged. She ran to the helicopter, strapped 
in, and prepared for takeoff. 

 Olson and Gummer lay on the sand, sweating and breathless, as Bently slapped 
down. The sand below them blasted up as something surfaced; snake-like tentacles 
writhed at them, and they somehow found the breath and energy to sprint to a boulder, 
the graboid at their heels. They scrambled up out of reach. 

 “Okay, we are in a really good place,” Bently said as she looked around, struggling 
to catch her breath. The helicopter lifted from the pad, heeled around, and streaked 
away. 

 “Wha?” Jimmy managed, shielding his face from the small sandstorm the chopper 
kicked up.. Gummer planted his hand on his abdomen, the small throwing knife handle 
protruding between his fingers. 

 “Look over there, Jimmy,” Bently said as she pointed. Olson squinted, seeing the 
meaty crater and the shattered wall, hearing the gunfire. “That‟s Stone. These „graboid‟ 
things can‟t kill him, he‟s too tough. He was playing possum, as you Americans say.” 

 “What?” Jimmy said, slack jawed. 

 “It‟s possible,” Gummer said. “I was swallowed by one, once, traveled for almost a 
kilometer before my partner cut me out of the beast.” He winced as he pulled the knife 
out. “He have some explosives or something? To get through that wall?” 

 “No, he‟s just that strong. He‟s a big red… he… how did he get through the wall?” 
Olson wondered, scratching his head, suddenly forgetful. 

 Gummer stared at him, then shook his head slightly. “Either way, it doesn‟t matter. 
If Stone is alive, that still doesn‟t get us off this rock. The graboid will wait until long 
after the security forces have a chance to recapture us.” He winced, pressing at his 
stomach. “And I‟m not sure how fast I‟m going to be able to run.” 

 “Let me bind that up for you,” Olson said. 

 “You are not touching me,” Gummer protested abruptly. 

 “Listen, Mr. Gummer, I was a photographer for Lois Lane. I‟ve been to some 
pretty dangerous places, and I‟ve done field dressings a couple times. I studied first aid,” 
Olson said. “So let me have a look at that.” Olson pulled his shirt off and tore it. 
Gummer reluctantly lay back on the boulder and moved his hand, breathing hard with 
the pain. 

 Bently scooted down the rock, closer to the sand. Olson glanced up, alarmed. 
“What are you doing?” he demanded. 

 “Earlier, when one popped up and its appendages waved. All you saw was a 
threatening posture. But, believe it or not… those appendages traced out a 
hyperdimensional coordinate in the way our poor two hands can‟t. I‟m going to see if 
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we have a language in common.” She slid down a little further, then waved her hands in 
a complex pattern. 

 The graboid‟s beak surfaced, and puffs of sand slid out either side. The beak 
cranked up, and the snake-like appendages slithered out, wavering like cobra heads, and 
then dancing in a peculiar pattern. 

 “I was right,” Bently breathed, and she extended one trembling hand towards the 
graboid. A snake arm wove out. It had a blunt snout, no eyes, and two horn-like 
protrusions on the back of it‟s head. It opened its toothless mouth, slime stretching 
apart inside, and it gently clamped down on her wrist. In the back of her mind, Bently 
registered the shutter flying as Olson took pictures. 

 Bently closed her eyes as she empathically connected with a deeply complex and 
focused mind; the world was reduced to images they shared in common. She had a 
shockingly small vocabulary in geomancy, where this being lived. 

 We try to close the break in the node, the graboid transmitted. We cannot get to it; we dive 
into it and fall out here, we cannot get to it. There is a poison needle. 

 Trap, Bently sent. Me fix. You be free. 

 Then the connection broke, the graboid unclamped its bite, and slithered back into 
the sand. 

 Olson tied the bandage in place. “I hope that does it,” he said. “It‟s the best I can 
do without a first aid kit.” 

 “Thanks,” Gummer said. “I guess.” 

 Bently rose, turning to face them. “I think we have come to an understanding,” she 
said. She cleared her throat. “Let‟s find out.”  

 She hopped down, her feet kicking up puffs of sand. 

 Three meters away, a hump of sand rose and sank, but there was no sign of 
aggression. 

 “Let‟s go,” Bently said. 

 “Where?” Olson asked. 

 “To the command center under the tower,” Bently pointed. “If it makes you feel 
any safer, that‟s the direction Stone went. We can just follow the trail he left us.” 

 “I sure hope he‟s okay,” Jimmy said, shaking his head.  

 Bently sighed as she led them towards the hole in the wall, with the graboid 
keeping pace nearby. 

* 

 Three massive bangs dented the door, then it was torn from the frame by the 
fourth. The vault door clanged down, and Stone sprang over it, landing with a thud, 
peering around the central control room. He stalked in, fingers splayed, feeling the 
thrum of the warpstone radiation in his chest. He swore softly in his alien tongue as he 
saw the huge blocks of refined warpstone.  Looking up, he saw an inverted obelisk 
hanging in the middle of the tower, pure green, with crusted sigils painted on it. 
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 He paused, glancing around, and he sniffed. The warpstone filled his peripheral 
vision with dancing nightmares and mirages, his hide tightened around his hair, raising 
bumps all over him, and a tickle of hunger or disgust raced over his bones with the 
nearness of the mystic substance. His severed horns itched. The blocks were in the 
middle, in a circle. Beyond them, control panels, and on a walkway above, the computer 
system and numerous work stations. Then the tower rose up, and the energy that was 
pulled from the warpstone was broadcast through the protrusions on the outside of the 
tower. 

 Stone felt something moving, but he was not sure he could trust his senses as the 
warpstone skirled illusions and hallucinations out of its chaotic core. It spoke to his 
demon blood, and he stood motionless as he tried to sort out fact and fiction. 

 He barely ducked away from the killing stroke in time. As he sidestepped, a blade 
sharper than mortal science could hone it punched through the back of his coat, 
narrowly missing his spine. He tore loose with a spin, facing his attacker. 

 The gaunt man before him was dressed in a black leather uniform with a sleek 
black mask, set with round goggles. He wore a military-style hat, and his gloved hands 
held bladed tonfa. 

 “Kroenen?” Stone gasped. He scowled, falling back, his massive stone hand out in 
front of him as the blades whickered and sang at him, rebounding from his fist. “I—
didn‟t I kill you sixty years ago?” Stone demanded. A blade licked past his defenses, 
laying his ribs open, and his features hardened. 

 “Alright,” he growled, “let‟s dance.” 

 He hopped back, snatching a computer terminal with his mighty stone fist. His 
fingers crunched down into it, then he flexed his torso, tearing it free and flinging it 
underhand. The terminal streaked like a comet, and Kroenen barely managed to spin 
away as the terminal hissed past and buried itself in another computer bank. 

 Stone pounced, and Kroenen twirled with his blades singing, slitting the demon‟s 
chest. Stone‟s flesh hand shot down and snatched Kroenen‟s head, and his arm 
uncoiled, flinging the leather-clad man across the room to bang off one of the 
warpstone blocks. Kroenen landed hard, his leather steaming from touching the 
mystically toxic substance. 

 The slim warrior was on his feet with unreal, fluid speed. His hat was gone, but his 
entire head was encased in the goggled mask. The mask was crumpled slightly from the 
demon‟s grip. Kroenen whirled his bladed tonfa before him, a seductively mesmerizing 
net of glimmering light as they spun and whickered. He closed in on the demon, wary. 

 Stone scooped up a chair, swinging it at Kroenen, and the bladed tonfa slit it into 
four pieces in a blur of blades. Stone leaped back as Kroenen struck, canny and sure; the 
demon barely evaded the strikes. Stone stalked around the upper level as Kroenen 
dashed up the stairs after him. 

 Back at the destroyed door, Bently glanced in, then nodded. 

 “Let‟s go,” she whispered. She slunk in, followed by Olson and Gummer. 

 “What is that?” Olson asked, raising his camera. He started snapping pictures of 
Stone and Kroenen as the assassin shot in towards the big demon, precision slashes 
drawing more of his hot black ichor. 
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 Gummer ran along the wall, and Bently looked after him with exasperation. Then 
she saw what he had seen; the security station, with a black bag and all his guns. 
Gummer grabbed the holster for the massive Samaritan, yanking it clear and popping it 
open. Smiling to himself, he tilted it shut, and turned to the big battle. 

 “Who is the good guy?” he demanded. 

 “The big red demon!” Bently replied. “Shoot the man in black!” 

 Gummer braced in a wide shooter‟s stance, his arms straight as he lined up the 
shot. “This,” he muttered, “is one of the weirdest days of my life.” 

 The huge gun was heavy even in a two handed grip, and sweat beaded on 
Gummer‟s face as he lined up on the swift shadow that relentlessly flicked attacks at the 
defensive demon. Then he squeezed, squeezed— 

 With a roar, the Samaritan spoke. Gummer was kicked back, staggering, his arms 
and chest shocked hard. Kroenen spun, tonfa instinctively twirling to deflect the shot. 
The blade shattered like fine china, and the bullet was deflected through his shoulder 
instead of his chest. It tore into him, and he crashed back into the wall as a huge puff of 
sand shot out of his busted shoulder. 

 Kroenen flung his tonfa, and Stone barely managed to duck away from it as it 
hissed at his head. As he flinched away, Kroenen gestured with his good hand, and 
sprang at where the walls met in a corner. Somehow, he flicked through the corner, and 
he was gone. 

 

CHAPTER SIX 

 “Nice shot,” Stone growled with a wince, touching at his gore-slicked torso. 

 “That voice—” Gummer said, startled. 

 “Stone,” Bently clarified. “He‟s a big red demon in disguise. That‟s why he let the 
graboid eat him. He tore loose when he felt the time was right.” 

 “D-demon,” Gummer said, unable to ask a question. Then he shrugged, turned 
back to his gear, and started strapping guns on. That he understood. 

 Stone limped over to them, one of his hooves slit. He leaned against the counter. 

 “You—you‟re a demon,” Olson managed. He snapped a half a dozen pictures. 

 Stone arched a bloody eyebrow at Bently, who shrugged, glanced at Gummer. 
Stone nodded sagely. 

 “Yeah, I‟m a demon,” Stone said. “And I hope we‟re almost done, because I got 
chopped up pretty good by that pantywaist.” 

 Suddenly, blast doors rolled down over all the exits, crashing in place, sending 
echoes chasing each other up through the spire. They could hear the public address 
come on. 

 “Use of heavy weapons authorized. Switch to armor piercing rounds. The intruders 
have been isolated in the tower. Repeat: the intruders have been isolated in the tower. 
Teargas authorized. Shoot to kill. Repeat: Shoot to kill.” 

 “Nice,” Stone growled.  
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 Gummer looked around. “Congratulations in isolating us in the least defensible 
part of the fortress,” he said sourly. 

 Bently raced up the stairs and over to the main computer. “It doesn‟t matter what 
happens to us,” she muttered. “We must stop this madness.” 

 As her fingers flew, Olson clambered up to see what she was up to, and Gummer 
loaded his guns. Stone hefted the vault door he had knocked down to get in. “Figure 
this will stop armor piercing rounds,” he grumbled, ducking behind it experimentally. 

 “What are you doing?” Olson asked Bently. 

 “See this diagram?” Bently replied, pointing at a screen. “The intersection of the ley 
lines is directly over this room. But they are using the warpstone mirage to make it seem 
that the node is over the pen. Then they damage it with that warpstone spike in the 
middle of the room. It‟s painted in sigils even I don‟t know, and it‟s being used to 
corrupt the node, to damage it. So the graboids try to fix it, can‟t from inside, they come 
out to fix it on Prime. Only when they come out, they aren‟t by the node, because 
they‟ve been tricked. This is how they‟ve captured the graboids.” 

 “So what do we do?” Olson asked, wide-eyed. 

 Bently spun her chair. “Stone! Break that spike!” 

 He nodded curtly, hefted the vault door, and leaned back. His whole body was a 
magnificent mesh of muscle, and it all flexed to send the vault door sailing through the 
air to bash into the warpstone obelisk. The warpstone shattered in a most gratifying 
way, spraying half the room with shards and chunks. 

 “Perfect,” Bently smiled at him, and she spun around to the computer, moving the 
mouse and frowning at the display. “So with the damage to the node dealt with, if I can 
just turn off the emitters…” She trailed off, clicking the mouse. 

 “They are here!” Gummer yelled, his ear to the blast door. 

 “So what happens to us?” Olson asked, his eyes pleading. 

 Bently did not meet his gaze. She picked up a phone, it hissed static, she hung it up. 
“Well,” she said, and she swallowed hard. “Thanks for coming.” 

 “This isn‟t over,” Stone barked. “Open the pens. All the pens.” 

 “What?” Bently looked down at him. 

 “The pens,” he said gently. 

 Understanding dawned in her eyes. “Right you are!” she said, and she turned back 
to the computer. Clicking into the security system, she tapped away. “Graboid pen—
open,” she called out. “Shipping dock? Open. Blaster cages—open.” She leaned back. 
“Now let‟s get behind some cover!” 

 The first stream of sparks shot out of the door as the welding team got to work on 
the other side. 

 “Wait,” Gummer yelled. “Why are they cutting through? They control the—” The 
gaping hole of an open doorway across the room caught his eye as a team of special 
forces troops poured in, firing. 
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 “Down!” Olson yelled, flinging himself over Bently so they both tumbled to the 
ground. A bullet ricocheted from the guard rail and sliced across his back; he yelled with 
the hot sting of the cut. 

 A mainframe whistled through the air and crushed into the doorway that had let 
the special forces troops in. The huge computer banged in place, the casing wrenched 
by impact. Three men sprawled, dead, and the others had not made it into the room yet. 
Off to the side, Stone rose to his full height, his eyes glittering with rage, sparks flaring 
behind him from the sockets the computer had connected to. 

 Screaming and shooting reverberated in the hallways. 

 “Where are they? Where are they?” Gummer demanded, turning around and 
around, the smoking mass of the Samaritan in his grip. 

 “They are outside,” Bently said grimly, “and they are not shooting at us.” 

 The mainframe was shoved clear, and everyone braced. Then, with a rasping 
slither, one of the graboids sinuously twisted into the room. It was not pushing itself, so 
much as it was being pulled; astral currents bathed it. The currents were invisible, but 
they lit up pulsing runes that were stitched on the protruding stubs along the graboid‟s 
flank. It was pulled towards the center of the room, and with clicking steps a number of 
heat seekers flanked it. They headed for the node as the blast door was banged, 
crunched, and torn; the vault door was gone, and now the bulkhead was breached as 
long and sinuous creatures pushed their way in, patagia-like wings along their sides, their 
jaws long and narrow. 

 Several of the varied creatures that closed in on the node were injured, bleeding 
orange from bullet wounds or impacts. Still, they eagerly clambered and scrabbled 
towards the center of the room. Some kind of shadow rippled; the node was invisible, 
but time and space swirled around it as its energy shifted with the creatures that sprang 
into it. Olson‟s shutter clicked and jumped, then he struggled to replace his digital 
camera‟s memory card. 

 Bently stared, awestruck, unaware of the tears that traced down her cheeks as she 
saw the geomantic interchange more clearly than the others could. For some time, 
graboids and heat seekers and the flying blasters wriggled and clopped and drifted into 
the room, orienting on the rippling distortion at its center. 

 Then all was quiet. 

 “It‟s over,” Bently whispered. “They‟ve sealed it again.” She dragged the back of 
her hand across her face, wiping at her tears. 

 “Ow,” Olson said reflectively. “I, uh, got shot. For you.” He smiled hopefully at 
Bently. 

 “Is it bad?” Gummer demanded. 

 “Well, no, I guess not,” Olson replied with a wince. 

 “Then let‟s get to the truck,” Stone said, glancing around. “I don‟t know what‟s left 
here, but we don‟t need to give them time to regroup.” 

 “We could steal a jeep from the motor pool,” Bently offered. 

 Stone nodded. “Let‟s get moving.” 
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* 

 The jeep lurched and jounced up the steep trail, grinding to a halt by the Sierra 
Club outpost. 

 “Go call Illyana collect,” Stone growled at Bently. She nodded, hopping out of the 
jeep and jogging towards the buildings. Stone turned to Gummer. “Well, we got you 
back to your truck. I think they‟ll have better things to do than try to track you down. If 
not, well, stay in touch.” There was something fierce in his grin, even though he had 
once again assumed the illusion of humanity. “You do understand that we‟re not going 
to print the whole story.” 

 “Of course,” Gummer shrugged. “Why panic people, right?” There was something 
sour at the back of his tone. Then he tugged his ball cap off, and squinted at Stone. 
“No, I don‟t mean anything by it. I wanted some kind of action, so I went to the press. 
What you did back there was better than any news story could have been.” 

 “Kind of you to say,” Stone nodded, then he winced as his cuts shifted. 

 Gummer reached a decision. “Here,” he said. “I want you to have this.” He thrust 
the massive Samaritan cannon at Stone. “Go ahead, take it.” 

 “Hey, this is yours,” Stone protested. 

 “You are the only other man or beast I know that was swallowed by a graboid and 
lived. That makes us brothers of one kind or another. And it‟s got too big a kick for me 
anyway,” he added evasively, color rising in his cheeks. “Don‟t make this hard. Just take 
the damn gun.” 

 Stone rose out of the jeep and turned to Gummer. He swelled up to his full 
demonic size, and took the pistol. It fit neatly in his hand. He hefted it, and solemnly 
took the holster and bullets. “Thanks, Gummer. Really. I‟ll treasure this.” He lifted it 
and sighted down the barrel, then rolled the cylinder on his arm, listening to the clicks. 
“This is a hell of a piece.” 

 “You saved my life, you know,” Gummer said quietly. “Sooner or later, they would 
have shut me up. And when we got caught in there, I thought it was going to be 
sooner.” 

 Stone considered him. “It‟s what we do,” he said. 

 Gummer grinned, and tucked his hat back on. “Keep doing it!” he said, clapping 
Stone on the arm, somewhere between slashes. “I have to get back, I‟ve had enough 
adventuring for one night. If you ever want to go out shooting, give me a call. I know 
some great firing ranges and hunting territory.” 

 “Thanks,” Stone grinned, “I‟ll remember that next time I get a vacation.” 

 Gummer just waved, not looking back, as he headed up over the rocks and out of 
sight. 

 Bently returned to where Stone and Olson waited. “I reached Illyana,” was all she 
managed to say before a dark flare of mystic flame roared up around the three of them. 

 “So?” Illyana demanded, the eybrow over her eyepatch cocked. 

 “We beat the bad guys,” Stone said wearily, looking around the dojo. “I got kinda 
chopped up. Can I fill you in later?” 
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 “You‟re so cute when you‟re wounded,” Illyana said. “Sure, you big red sissy. Go sit 
in the healing pool, I‟ll be by to check on you.” She thrust her fingers out at him, and 
eldritch flame swirled up and carried him off. She looked at Olson and Bently. 

 “Dude,” Olson said, “I don‟t care about the publicity, but I got some awesome shots. 
Seriously. I‟ll burn them off on a cd and get them to you.” He grinned, slightly puzzled. 
“I can‟t believe I lived, and kept my camera in one piece. I got shot, you know! That 
was… it was awesome, even if I was scared out of my wits most of the time. I‟ve never 
been through anything so weird before!” 

 “Good to know,” Illyana said crisply. “You‟re totally insane, kid. We‟ll have a look 
at those shots, and if they‟re any good, we‟ll keep your number handy.” 

 “Awesome,” Olson grinned, then a gout of mystic fire carried him off too. 

 “Talk about trial by fire,” Bently said unevenly. “That was too close. Far too close. 
The only reason we won… I remembered what you taught me. How we can‟t give up, 
and can‟t rely on others. There comes a point where we have to risk it all because we 
dare not lose.” She could not go on; a lump rose in her throat, and she took a deep, 
shuddering breath. 

 “Well you‟re back now,” Illyana said decisively. “Don‟t thank me for the training. 
Just remember it, and pass it along. I didn‟t make this up. Strange is the one who taught 
me. So you owe me nothing.” 

 “Warpstone,” Bently said suddenly. “Huge blocks of refined warpstone. The base 
is most likely still in disarray. We should go do something about it, it is most certainly in 
the wrong hands now.” 

 “Then let‟s go get it out of the way,” Illyana grinned. 

 First Illyana took them to her realm, and they used the scrying pool to pinpoint the 
location. Illyana squatted, looking down into the mystic waters. 

 “They‟re gone,” Bently said, her voice flat. “They were right there. Blocks of refined 
warpstone, ingots fused together.” 

 “I believe you,” Illyana said quietly. “See?” She concentrated on the pool, and the 
view shifted slightly. A lingering darkness wove and twisted in the air, like incense. 
“That‟s the after-effect of Cthonian magic. Not just Kroenen. He escaped, and 
summoned his master. Rasputin carried that warpstone away in his Shroud, you can bet 
on it. Damn.” 

 “And I thought we had won,” Bently said, forlorn. 

 Illyana rose and put her hand on Bently‟s shoulder. “We did win,” she said 
patiently. “We don‟t have to tie off every lose end. All we have to do is restore the 
balance. Their project is destroyed, and you guys figured out what was behind it. I can‟t 
wait to hear the details, by the way. But we foiled this plot, set them back, and defended 
the Web of Light. At the end of the day… it‟s that simple.” She smiled at Bently. 

 “That simple, eh,” Bently replied, arching an eyebrow. “All we are about is 
defending the Web of Light and the people of Prime? Regardless the cost?” 

 Illyana looked her in the eye. “We cannot count the cost,” she said quietly, 
“because what we are defending is the ability of humanity to determine its own fate. 
Even if they abuse it. Even if they don‟t deserve it. Our business is not humanity‟s 
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eventual destiny… we are here to see to it that they make their own, and that it is not 
imposed on them.” 

 Bently studied her for a long moment, thinking it over. “Seems narrow,” she said 
quietly. “At the end of the day… do you feel heroic?” 

 “More or less,” Illyana conceded with a grin. “More or less.” 

 



 

    261 

 

 

 

Volume XIII 

A CLASH OF 
COINCIDENCE 



 

 262 

The Deadly Net of  Knowledge 

PART ONE: COLD TRAILS 

Friday, October 14, 2005 

 A thin man hunched over his coffee. His tousled hair looked like it couldn‟t 
remember the last time it had been washed. The shapes of his face were hollow, angular. 
He wore reflective sunglasses, and stubble bristled from his checks and chin, forgotten. 
In the unseasonable warmth of October, he wore a ragged trench coat, and his foot 
tapped with nervous energy. 

 “Remy LeBeau, you look a mess,” growled a voice behind him. Remy glanced up, 
and relaxed. A stocky, muscular man in jeans and a tee shirt rounded the table and 
lowered himself into the seat, a grin on his almost feral features. A wild mane of black 
hair swept up from his head. “Long time no see, homy.” 

 “Dat‟s „homme‟,” Remy muttered. 

 “That‟s what I said,” the newcomer agreed. “So what have you been up to? Haven‟t 
seen you in a dog‟s age.” 

 “Wandering,” Remy replied. “Bit of dis. Bit of dat.” His smile held a trace of his 
former charm. “I‟m looking for somebody, Logan,” he said seriously. “You have good 
contacts. Mebbe you help ol Remy.” 

 “Maybe so,” Logan agreed, leaning back in the chair. “Who are you looking for?” 

 “A woman,” Remy said. “She got many names, I don know what she call herself 
dese days. She use to teach at de Manchester Academy, upstate. I wen dere, new 
management, nobody know anyting. Sometimes she call herself Rogue. She got brown 
hair wit white in it.” 

 “That‟s not much to go on,” Logan said after a brief pause. 

 “Wish I knew more,” Remy shrugged. “She was working for a woman, Emma 
Frost. Mebbe dat help.” 

 Logan frowned, eyes brightening. “Don‟t you go lookin fer trouble,” Logan 
growled. “Emma Frost is bad news. I know this firsthand. And you don‟t wanna get 
mixed up in anything she‟s got her hooks into. Not worth the grief.” He crossed his 
arms over his chest. 

 “Hit a nerve,” Remy observed. “What dis woman do to rile you so? I know she bad 
news, I saw her years ago, wit a plan to mess wit Elizabet Braddock‟s brain. Member 
when we go to save Braddock from dat Institute?” 

 “Frost was involved in that?” Logan said, startled. “I didn‟t see her there.” 

 “I snuck into de Hellfire Club to get de news I brought you,” Remy shrugged. 
“Dey were having a meeting, Frost did a mind-scan on Braddock to see dat she was 
easy-going wit de brain modifications. Das when I came to you for help.” 
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 “Then it came full circle,” Logan growled, “because Betsy‟s psychic power was 
keeping Frost‟s brain muzzled when I thrashed her.” His frown intensified. “I repeat. 
Frost is bad business.” 

 “She may be my only way to find dis woman I‟m looking for,” Remy replied 
heatedly. 

 “Speaking of that Institute, and Frost, I should have known they were connected 
more closely than it looked like,” Logan said. He sighed. “The Institute had a machine 
in the basement called „Cerebro‟, and psychers could plug into it and project their 
consciousness to find other „gifted‟ individuals. Frost used it to gather a bunch of the 
best and the brightest youngsters to her. Then she broke the Project with them.” 

 “For serious?” Remy said, startled. 

 “Dead serious,” Logan nodded grimly. “But she‟s runnin with a dangerous crowd 
these days, she found people more powerful than her and formed an alliance with em.” 
He regarded Remy. “I suspected you wanted somethin when you invited me here for 
lunch. I wish you wanted somethin else.” He paused. “I honestly have no idea where 
Frost went.” 

 Remy leaned back in his chair. “Dat‟s why I come to you,” Remy said softly. 
“Because you my friend, an you do tings for me dat you don want to do.” He looked 
down at his hands, spread flat on the table. “How is Braddock dese days?” 

 “Good,” Logan nodded. “We‟re…together,” he said. His features softened; “We 
got a son, named Brian. I couldn‟t be happier.” 

 Remy‟s features suggested a smile. “Das good for you, Logan,” he said. “She a fine 
woman.” 

 For a long moment, the bustle of the café was almost disrupted by the weight of 
the silence that bowed down the space between the two men. 

 “Dammit,” Logan muttered. “I‟ll check with my boss, Stark. He might be able to 
find Frost, if she‟s still in the grid, and I‟ll see what I can do about your mystery 
woman.” He sighed. Then he looked Remy in the eye. “As fer you. You could use a 
shave, a haircut, a hot meal, and a shower. Maybe a good night‟s sleep. Do somethin 
about that, will ya? In the meantime, give me a week or so, then be in touch. I‟ll give 
you what I can find. Yer coffee is on me.” He rose, tossed a bill on the table, and 
stumped out of the café, the door bell tinkling in his wake. 

 Remy looked down at the bill on the table, and a painful half-smile crossed his 
features as he picked up the hundred dollar bill. He pocketed it in a motion so smooth it 
was almost invisible, and he leaned back in his chair and watched the slow, steady sweep 
of the ceiling fan. 

 

Monday, October 17, 2005 

 The slim man strode down the hall, his dark coat billowing in his wake. The lights 
gleamed from his baldness, and glittered in his eyes. Two women followed him, both 
wearing dark professional suits. One was a curvaceous blonde with icy eyes, the other a 
rangy, graceful woman with cruel features and a mane of dark hair. 
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 They reached the end of the dim corridor, and the man in the lead pushed his way 
through the door into the laboratory. A stunted man glanced up from his work, then 
straightened with a nervous smile. 

 “Well?” the slim man said. “What news do you have for me, Dr. Carver?” 

 “Good news, Mr. Luthor,” Carver said quickly. “I spoke with Garrett. We‟ve 
isolated and eliminated the buzz in his nervous system. I believe we can re-construct 
him, reverse-engineering the parts he has now, so he‟ll be more durable.” 

 “Full recovery?” Luthor murmured, his eyes unreadable and his voice oddly 
hypnotic. 

 “Yes, better than new,” Carver agreed. 

 Luthor squared off with the tank that filled half the room. A luminous green light 
bathed the work station, filtering through the gel solution that filled the tank. In the 
middle, a steel skull floated, eye sockets empty. Cables connected the free-floating eyes 
to their sockets, and the rest of the body hung around the head in a loose orbit. Every 
centimeter of the cybernetic construct had been dismantled but not disconnected, and 
the cyborg body floated weightless in the gel. Luthor‟s eyes roamed the endless maze of 
circuitry and mechanicals. 

 “Better than new,” Luthor mused. He looked directly at a blurred screen. “I bet 
you‟ve heard that before.” He punched an access code into the terminal under the 
screen, and it accepted his code with a beep. 

 The greenish mist on the screen coalesced into a face. “Mr. Luthor,” the speaker 
said. “Do you have good news for me?” 

 “Yes, Garrett,” Luthor said. “Dr. Carver isolated the breakdown in your nervous 
system. He can end the pain, put you back together again, new and improved.” He 
smiled, a peculiar and private expression. 

 “The flaw was in the cyberware and software, your brain is still fine, still able to 
interface with an artificial electro-chemical nerve net,” Carver supplied. 

 “That‟s a relief,” the image in the screen said, the speakers floating his voice out to 
those watching his mental image on the screen. “I thought maybe Lexcorp could put 
me back together again.” 

 “This is next-generation technology,” Luthor said quietly. “You came to the right 
place. I doubt there are many facilities in the world with the staff and tools to solve the 
puzzle you wore when you approached us.” 

 “I… I‟m not much of a scientist. I‟m a user, not a programmer,” the cyborg said, 
his simulated expression a wince. 

 “I understand that,” Luthor nodded. “When we get you back together, we‟ll test 
your new cybers out. I can use a bulletproof bodyguard,” he said with a slight shrug. “I 
did some checking. On your military record. And your extracurricular activities.” Luthor 
smiled again, still unsettling. “You‟ll do fine.” 

 “Thank you sir,” Garrett nodded seriously. 

 “Get some rest,” Luthor said, and he disconnected the feed. 
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 The dark-haired woman with him jumped slightly, then pulled a cell phone off her 
belt and scowled at it. “Please excuse me,” she said in a low voice, and she strode into 
the hallway as she opened the phone. 

 “This is Elektra,” she growled. 

 “Worthington here,” the voice on the other end said. “We, uh… well, we have a bit 
of a snag.” 

 “Snag?” Her voice was no less dangerous for being neutral. 

 “The shipment, on the Hail Mary out of Singapore. It was supposed to leave New 
York tonight. But it won‟t. It, uh… it was boarded. The police. They… they searched 
it,” he said, and she could hear his nervous swallow. 

 “Why did the police search it, Worthington?” Elektra asked evenly. 

 “There was a big fight. A brawl. Guns, flashes of light, big noisy crashes. The cops 
came to investigate. And the Hail Mary had—well, this part is hard to explain. But there 
were a hundred people tied up on the boat.” 

 “And they were still there when the police arrived,” Elektra prompted. 

 “Yes, they were. Because of the battle, see. So when the cops saw the slaves, they 
decided to search the whole craft. And that‟s when they found the power armor that 
Mr. Luthor was sending to South Africa. It… well, it wasn‟t on the manifest. So New 
York‟s Finest have it impounded.” 

 Elektra sighed. 

 “Everything was under control,” Worthington said quickly, “until that fight broke 
out and spoiled it. Now we‟re in a bit of a criminal situation. This is not my fault!” he 
concluded with some heat. 

 “Be at the Hellfire Club tonight,” Elektra said, and she snapped the phone shut as 
Luthor prowled out of the lab, the blonde at his heels. 

 “Well?” he said smoothly. 

 “The Hail Mary was boarded,” Elektra said. “Worthington called. The police 
confiscated the shipment of power armor you were sending to South Africa.” 

 “I see,” Luthor said. He paused for a moment, eyes unfocused. “Let‟s go with the 
standard plan. I don‟t want to disappoint my South African friends, send another 
shipment of power armor from Mexico City. Mercy,” he said, turning to the blonde. 
“Draw up some theft reports. Send them to our contacts in the police department, 
dated a week ago. Collect insurance. Deal with the police.” 

 “Yes sir,” Mercy said crisply. 

 Luthor turned back to Elektra as Mercy headed off down the corridor. “I‟m afraid 
Worthington just isn‟t working out,” Luthor sighed. 

 “I told him to be at the club tonight,” Elektra said simply. 

 “That‟s for the best. We can discuss this then.” He smiled wryly, an expression that 
charmed those who did not know him. “We‟ll pay him a visit.” 

* 
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 The trim, handsome man shifted nervously. His throne was magnificent, carved of 
blonde ash, ornate. He wore a pale suit with a white silk cravat, and his burnished 
golden hair was combed back from his face, falling in supple waves. His aristocratic 
features were pinched with worry, and his brilliant eyes were clouded with fear. 

 His throne was one of four pulled up around a table, on a dais. A grand piano, 
beautiful and pale, stretched beside the dais. The room was richly decorated in subtle 
blends of color and texture. Off to the side, a thin teenager leaned against the wall. She 
wore a slip of a dress, made of material similar to the aristocrat‟s cravat. Her 
breathtakingly smooth Asian features were timeless and inscrutable, and she was almost 
invisible as she waited. 

 Finally. 

 Outside, in the hallway, a door opened and closed. Footfalls echoed down the 
restricted access corridor. The man on the throne stared at the door as though willing it 
to open, or to shut; sweat beaded on his forehead. 

 When the door swung open, it admitted a slim man in a black coat. Luthor 
approached the thrones, followed by Elektra. Elektra subtly glanced at the chairs before 
settling in her black throne. Luthor seated himself in his black throne, and regarded 
Worthington. 

 For a moment, no one said anything. 

 Sensing the time for pleasantries had come and gone, Worthington cleared his 
throat. “Luthor,” he said, disgusted at the slight tremor in his voice. “There was 
something else going on with that ship. Something beyond my control.” The skinny 
Asian teenager slipped into the white throne at his side. “They were ready to set sail. My 
part was done,” he protested. 

 “Tell me more about this fight, the fight that broke up the shipment and involved 
the police,” Luthor said quietly as he relaxed in the chair. 

 “I had someone at the scene taking pictures,” Worthington replied. He picked up 
an oversize manila envelope and opened it, pulling pictures out. He tossed them across 
the table to Luthor; the stack hit the table and spread apart, photos sliding over each 
other. 

 Luthor regarded them impassively. Then he frowned. 

 “That‟s not right,” he murmured. 

 “Exactly,” Worthington said. “Do you see him too?” 

 Luthor snatched one of the pictures up and examined it closely. A man hung in the 
air, surrounded by a nimbus of light so intense that it reduced him to a smear of 
shadow. “This. It‟s the Grand Master of the Seventh Seal. It‟s the leader of the 
Illuminati.” He shot a glance at the Asian girl in the white dress. “Cain. Didn‟t you kill 
him?” 

 She nodded, her eyes on his. He looked back down at the picture. 

 “Interesting,” he said. In one picture, a giant stone man flung a lifeboat through a 
cordon of men with machine guns. Other men in black pajamas, toting swords, sprang 
at a man who was on fire, with flame gushing from his hands. A rippling wall of ice 
slathered down one side of the deck. 
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 “Don‟t tell me,” Luthor said with a faint smile. “The men in black are supposed to 
be ninja.” 

 “Close as we can figure it,” Worthington shrugged. 

 Elektra picked up a few pictures, peering at them intently. “They have the ninjitsu 
style,” she admitted. She looked at Luthor. “So what do the Illuminati and ninja want to 
fight over?” She looked back down at the pictures. “And what clan are they?” 

 “Look,” Worthington said. “Cain may have collapsed the Grand Master‟s throat 
and turned his head around backwards, but he‟s fine now. And I think they were 
fighting over the homeless people. There were about a hundred tied up on that barge, 
drugged, with no memory of where they‟d been for the last week.” He paused. “That‟s 
weird. They weren‟t good for slave trade; lots of old, sick, ugly people,” he shrugged. “It 
doesn‟t add up. But if it hadn‟t been for them, the cops probably wouldn‟t have 
searched the ship. The Illuminati cost you your shipment.” He leaned back, something 
like hope behind his calm demeanor. 

 “Who provided the ship?” Luthor asked. 

 “I worked with a gang that controls dock traffic, the Black Dragons,” Worthington 
said. “Their leader, Kano, assured me that everything would go smoothly. I had a 
photographer there to make sure they didn‟t pull a fast one with the shipment. They 
seem to have dealt with us in good faith; I don‟t know where the homeless people or 
ninja or Illuminati come in.” 

 Luthor considered the silhouette of a man in a nimbus of light. “Has this leader, 
Kano, gone underground?” he asked quietly. 

 “Yes,” Worthington said. “He hasn‟t returned my calls requesting an explanation.” 

 “He‟s a loose end. This is a loose end,” Luthor said, tossing the picture of the 
Grand Master down on the table. “There are too many loose ends that can be traced 
back to me, Worthington. I don‟t tolerate that.” 

 He watched Worthington, who tried desperately not to cower, and for a moment 
Worthington felt his life teetering in the balance of those calculating eyes. 

 Luthor examined his fingernails, and it was as though a spotlight had turned away 
from Worthington. “Earn your way out of this one,” Luthor said calmly. “I want to 
know why those people were on that boat. I want to know where the ice came from. 
How the Illuminati tie into this. Find me the pieces of what happened, and put them 
together for me,” Luthor said, raising his gaze to Worthington‟s eyes. “Tie all these 
loose ends together, or I‟ll have no choice but to make sure they lead to someone other 
than me.” He rose, and Worthington quickly stood too. 

 Luthor turned to Cain. “Go check the scene out, see if they left traces the police 
wouldn‟t understand.” He turned to Elektra. “Find this „Kano‟ person. See what he 
knows.” He looked at Worthington once more. “I don‟t want to have to come back 
here,” he said with diffident calm. Then he turned, striding to the door and through it, 
vanishing down the hallway. 

 Worthington slumped back down in his chair, breathless from the force of the 
threat. 

 Cain and Elektra exchanged a glance, then they headed for the door. 



 

 268 

 Lots to do. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

Wednesday, October 19, 2005 

 The light show sent the occasional beam or flash of light through the filthy 
windows of the loft, and the furniture sat restlessly on the scratched floor as the techno 
beat thudded up through the building. The scruffy man with his feet up on the desk 
rested his taut, defined arms on the chair‟s armrests. He smiled to himself as he 
considered the pile of cash next to his ankles. 

 The door opened, letting in a blare of screaming and music. The man at the desk 
frowned at the huge bouncer that shouldered in. 

 “Wha‟d I tell you about interruptin me meditation?” he demanded in a coarse 
voice. “I was jest spendin this cash in me head.” 

 “I‟m sorry, Mr. Kano, but there‟s a woman here. She‟s asking about you. Like she 
knows you‟re here.” The big man slurred the words out, bowed apologetically, looking 
oddly small even though he was almost two meters tall. “We can throw her out, but 
she‟s asking a lot of questions. Want me to take care of her?” he asked, brightening at 
the prospect. 

 Kano considered for a moment. “Nah. I‟ll live on the edge, I will. Throw her out. 
Don‟t reward her with any suspicion she‟s makin me nervous, or drawin close. Have 
Bennie tail her, and get rid of her if she knows too much.” He paused, squinting. “Send 
those Korean twins to my bedroom,” he said. “It‟s almost three in the bloody morning, 
nearly bedtime.” He grinned broadly, dropped his feet off the desk, leaned forward, and 
resumed counting his money. 

 “Yes sir,” the bouncer nodded, and he ducked back out through the door, 
slamming it behind himself. 

 Several thousand dollars later, the door banged open again, and the big bouncer 
winced as he ducked inside. Kano rose to his feet, exasperated, and he snatched a 
machete up from where it had leaned next to the desk. 

 “I gave you no leave to interrupt me,” he growled. Then the door was kicked shut, 
and the bouncer fell to his knees. Behind him, a rangy and vicious-looking woman 
lightly held one of his hands. He was awkwardly twisted and poised, lightly panting in 
agony, as his nerves knitted together and washed him in pain. 

 “You must be Kano,” the woman said. She looked him over, and she smirked. 

 He rose to his full height, his thinning hair letting light shine from his scalp. He 
wore loose clothes, and his chiseled arms were bare. He flexed his grip on the machete 
and grinned, his expression almost as greasy as the short beard it wore. He let his eyes 
wander her toned shapes, and his pants tightened as he made eye contact and saw the 
utter lack of fear in that dazzling, dark gaze. 

 “For future reference, while you can still talk, how about you tell me how you 
found me,” Kano said casually. 



 

    269 

 The dark woman darted a savage knee up into the bouncer‟s solar plexus, and he 
curled up, unable to breathe. As his jaw worked, she tossed her hair over one shoulder 
and regarded Kano. 

 “I asked people to tell me who worked for you. Then I asked them where you 
were.” Her eyes narrowed. “I can be persuasive. There‟s a trick to it,” she said. The 
bouncer wheezed, desperate to breathe, only sips of air dragged into his frantic, half-
paralyzed lungs. 

 “Want a smoke?” Kano offered, holding up a cigar case, his eyes lingering on her 
curves in much the same way his hands would be shortly. 

 “I have questions for you,” she replied directly. 

 “I don‟t scare easy, and I never fall down,” he sneered. “You don‟t get to be head 
of the Black Dragons with a bloody MBA.” He circled her slowly, taking in her slender 
waist, her toned abdomen, the shaped muscular curve of her buttocks. “Are me mates 
still alive then?” 

 “Most of them should recover at least partial function in their limbs. Given time,” 
she replied, amused, allowing his eyes to roam her. “Let‟s talk about the early hours of 
October 17. The Hail Mary, out of Singapore. An arms shipment.” 

 “Ancient history,” he said, mouthing the words with extra care as he considered the 
geometry of her breast. Finally, his eyes rose to hers. “Who do you think you are, 
barging in here and making demands?” 

 “The homeless people,” she pressed, locking eyes with him. “What‟s the story? 
Who was involved in the fight on the deck?” 

 “I got nothing to say to you,” he sneered. “Time we see who‟s got better moves—” 

 The woman sighed slightly, then she was moving so fast Kano barely registered 
that she had shifted position when he felt a shocking yank and snap in his head. He 
blinked once, staggered by a sudden heat in his eye, and he looked down in horror to 
see that his eye had been plucked from his head and pressed into his open hand before 
he had the presence of mind to form fists. 

 “Talk or else,” the woman said quietly. Menace hit him like a ton of bricks as he 
saw two small beads of blood on her hand, all that had gotten on her as she had torn his 
eye out and put it in his hand. He convulsed, dropping his eye to spat down on the 
floor. 

 Then the roar of pain came, and he let it out, dropping to one knee and clutching 
his mutilated head. 

 “I‟m getting bored,” she explained, studying his remaining eye. 

 “Never—nuffink—I dint—” he babbled. “I dint tell no one about you! About the 
Lin Quei! Your secrets are safe with me, master!” 

 She crouched, level with him. “Now we‟re getting somewhere,” she said calmly. 
“I‟m not with the Lin Quei. But I think it‟s time you told me everything you know.” 

 “I never make contact—” Kano babbled. “There‟s this mysterious bloke who 
contacts me—” 

* 
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 Cain prowled along the dock. The night was chill, but not cold, and the pale moon 
held court among restless clouds. This area of the docks was poorly lit, and Cain was 
nearly invisible as she approached the Hail Mary. She quietly mounted the portable 
stairs that had been pushed up against the high wall of the ship‟s hull. 

 Once on deck, she felt a ripple of unease pass through her; the stillness of the ship 
was almost aggressive, and she felt eyes upon her as she stepped away from the stairs, 
ducking under the police tape that restricted access to the ship. The clouds sailed away 
from the moon, bathing the scene in pale light. 

 Cain strolled out onto the deck, studying her surroundings. The police had been 
here, dusted for prints, taken pictures of everything. But she was sure she‟d find 
something they missed. She squatted on her haunches, and rubbed gently at the deck 
plating. A greasy soot came up on her fingers. She didn‟t need to sniff it to recognize a 
smoke-bomb. Rising, she glanced around, and closed in on the door leading into the 
ship. Her finger traced down a trio of slits in the wall. Shuriken. She glanced back along 
their trajectory. Probably more than three. Looking down, she saw the bloodstain on 
the deck. Yes. The slits in the wall were an inch deep. The blades had been thrown with 
superhuman skill and strength. 

 She opened her senses, and the caress of the night breeze intensified, the scent of 
corroded metal and salt water and oil jumped into sharp relief, the sounds of the ship 
resonated. Her eyes drifted half shut, and that‟s when she felt it. 

 A cold tide of fear still sloshed in the ship. Something wicked had happened here. 
Without needing explanation as to how she knew, she was deeply aware that blood 
sacrifices had been successful. Either there were more than a hundred people on this 
boat and some were killed, or all hundred didn‟t make it off the boat. For just a 
moment, her consciousness brushed something primal, something ancient, and a 
shudder unbalanced her— 

 Instinctively, she flung herself forward and smoothly rolled, popping up to her feet 
as shuriken punched into the wall behind her with metallic pings. Then her attacker was 
upon her—just a flicker of shadow warned of his charge, but it was more than enough 
for Cain. 

 Her fists shot out and pre-empted his kick and his strike, then she was around to 
the side of him, firing a blow into his ribs that carried him off his feet. She settled into a 
graceful, lethal poise, not yet drawing the dagger on her belt. The man she faced wore 
traditional ninja garb, with a gray tunic. She could not see his eyes. He regarded her for 
just a moment, then he gestured at the ground; with a hollow hiss, smoke gushed up 
around him, and he vanished. Cain took a step, then there was smoke behind her, and a 
blow thudded into the meat of her back, driving her forward and off balance. She 
sprang with the momentum of the hit, spinning mid-air and coming down in the middle 
of the deck, looking around, seeing only smoke drifting away on the harbor breeze. 

 She dove to the side as smoke gushed up behind her, and her opponent lashed out 
with a kick, narrowly missing her. She popped up and flung her dagger at him, and his 
reflexes yanked him over to the side, out of the way. He gestured, then leaned back into 
a combat stance—and vanished. 

 Alarmed, Cain wasted no time. She closed her eyes, releasing distraction from her 
mind. 
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 Of its own accord, her arm darted out to the side and gracefully parried an attack 
she could not see. She fired a kick after the block, and was rewarded to hear the thud 
and grunt of a direct hit. Her eyes drifted open lazily as she followed up the advantage, 
knocking another of her enemy‟s strikes away and driving her fingers at his throat. 

 His now-visible palm intercepted her strike, and all the knuckle joints on her first 
three fingers bent with the force the strike channeled; she heard a muffled Chinese 
curse, and the ninja sprang back, shaking his hand once. She couldn‟t help but smile. 
She settled into stance, and beckoned him. 

 A sudden rippling roar like that of a flag in a high wind distracted the two ninja. A 
figure shot up over the side of the ship, landing easily, his leather trench coat settling 
around him. He rose, whipping a straight length of steel, a ninja to, from its sheath. He 
faced them both, and his thick lips curled back from a smile full of too-bright teeth.  

 For a moment, Cain studied him, almost in spite of herself. His skin was rich and 
dark, tattooed with mesmerizing designs, and his hair was a short mat that had peculiar 
patterns shaved into it. He wore a flak vest under his leather trench coat, and she saw 
the glint of other weapons tucked about his person. He wore sunglasses, but she felt his 
eyes on her, taking in her simple black hunting garb, her youth, her skill. 

 The other ninja glanced back and forth between them, then gestured at the deck 
and vanished in a blast of smoke. 

 “Who are you?” the newcomer demanded of Cain, his voice hoarse and grating. 

 She simply smiled at him, and she could feel the mystery she radiated. Then she 
sprang to the side, hand-planted off the deck, and propelled herself off the ship. She hit 
the steps leading down from the ship a level below the deck, and she sprinted down 
them. She heard the flapping of the newcomer‟s wind-blown trench coat again, and he 
slammed down on the quay as she sprang off the stairs. 

 “I‟m not finished with you,” he growled. 

 An inexplicable playfulness possessed Cain; she looked him in the eye, touched her 
finger to her lips to „ssh‟ him, and she sprang back. Darting into the shadows by the 
cargo containers the police had unloaded, she focused her mind and pretended to 
become lighter than mere flesh, too insubstantial to stop light. As she focused her 
discipline, she darted and dashed through the maze, then settled with her back to a 
container and sank into mediation. 

 When she rose from her meditation, he was long gone. 

* 

 “It‟s still an hour until dawn,” Luthor said quietly. He wore silk pajamas and a 
velvet house robe. His vast bed was only slightly tousled. His scalp gleamed as he 
poured himself a mug of hot chocolate. 

 “I knew you‟d be up,” Elektra said simply, not a trace of apology in her tone. “I 
found Kano.” 

 “And?” Luthor said, not surprised in the least. 

 “The Black Dragon gang was contracted by a clan of ninja, the Lin Quei. Kano 
doesn‟t know much, but I heard about them when I worked for the Hand. They usually 
restrict their activity to Asia, but they‟ve got a nasty reputation there. Based somewhere 
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in China. They are legendary for their mastery of mystical ninja arts. They are supposed 
to be some of the finest assassins in the world.” 

 “Interesting,” Luthor murmured, letting his eyes drift half closed as he considered 
the possibilities. 

 “Kano will no doubt tell them I visited him,” Elektra said as she examined her 
fingernails. “I shouldn‟t have to seek them out. It would probably be best if I kept my 
distance from you for a while.” She looked him in the eye. “In case they take exception 
to my curiosity. Ninja can be funny about that.” 

 A smile touched Luthor‟s features. “I like the way you think,” he said. “See what 
you can find out. Don‟t get killed, I‟ve gotten fond of you.” 

 The window to his bedroom clicked as it closed. Luthor and Elektra turned to see 
Cain standing in the shadows. She came forward, and Elektra crossed the room to stand 
before her. 

 “Let‟s see what you‟ve been up to, little one,” she whispered with a smile. She 
touched Cain‟s cheek, turning her head slightly. Leaning in, Elektra breathed Cain‟s air, 
looked her in the eye. Cain raised her hand to touch Elektra‟s hand on her cheek, and 
for a moment the two ninja were very close. Elektra breathed deep, then leaned back, 
looking slightly puzzled. She turned to Luthor. 

 “Cain went to the ship, found evidence that ninja fought there. It was a bad place; 
some kind of dark magic went down. She‟s very perceptive.” Elektra paused. “Two 
ninja showed up. One was guarding the ship. He was able to move through space, 
attacking through smoke. That seems to fit with the Lin Quei talents I‟ve heard about. 
As for the other,” she continued, looking to Cain, “it was a black man wearing armor, 
kind of an American ninja. Very strong. Not fully human.” 

 “Not with the Lin Quei?” Luthor asked, interested. “Perhaps we have more than 
one ninja clan here.” His smile widened. “I forget. Cain, are you a ninja as well?” 

 “Among other things,” Elektra answered for her. “She has mastered many martial 
arts, and ninjitsu is among them.” 

 “I see,” Luthor murmured. “Well, sounds like we‟ve got an interesting puzzle to 
work through. You‟ve done well, ladies,” he said with a nod. “I‟ll consider our next step 
and be in touch.” 

 Cain bowed, then slipped out through the window. Elektra just smiled at him, and 
strolled out into the hallway. 

 Luthor‟s smile became calculating. 

 “Ninja clans,” he murmured to himself. “Intriguing.” 

* 

 The blonde man stroked his long goatee to a jaunty point, and a smile curved 
across his handsome features. Leaning forward, he lined up with his pool cue. 

 “Remember, lads,” he said, “double or nothing. Your idea.” 

 “No way you can clear the table,” sneered a neckless thug, leaning on his pool cue. 
His increasingly surly crowd of friends agreed, muttering darkly. 
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 The blonde man just grinned, an expression more fitting on a shark, and he fired a 
shot into the cue ball. It rebounded, curving across the felt as it frantically spun; it 
tapped one ball, shot off it and rebounded from the felt again to knock into another 
ball, hit a third as a rolling ball nudged another and was deflected into a pocket. Four 
solids cleared, five stripes still untouched on the table. 

 The man rose to his full height, his ripped torso flexing as he tapped his stick on 
the floor decisively. “Well, gentlemen, a bet is a bet. I believe that four hundred dollars 
is mine.” His smile was infuriating with self-satisfaction. “Now, before we finish our 
business,” he said to the six men around the table, their faces grown ugly with frustrated 
rage, “I ask again: is there a short, ugly, smelly, obnoxious Chinese dude doing the same 
thing in this neighborhood?” 

 The mood crystallized, and the biggest thug, directly behind the cocky shootist, 
silently radiated fury. 

 “Don‟t,” the goateed man said with a daredevil grin, his head cocked slightly to the 
side. Somehow, it was already too late. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 He chuckled as the thug lunged for him; sidestepping, he jabbed his pool cue into 
the side of the man‟s throat. Choking, the big man staggered and crashed down through 
a table. The other five cornered the pool shark. 

 “Honestly, this isn‟t fair,” the lean man protested. He tossed his pool cue to the 
side. “Still not fair, but better,” he said reflectively. 

 They sprang at him, and he sighed, amused. Ducking, he snatched one man and 
rebalanced him, dumping him into his friends. For a moment, they were staggered. He 
fired a punch into one man‟s breath, knocking it clean out of him, and a kick shot up 
with startling power and flexibility. Another man sailed back, teeth spraying from his 
jaw, and he crashed down on his back on the pool table. One thug reached for the 
dervish, and the goateed man snatched his wrist and tugged him so he stumbled; still 
holding the wrist, he fired a kick into the thug‟s chest, dislocating his arm with a meaty 
crunch. 

 He easily stepped away from the confusion. One man gasped and choked on the 
floor, another screamed, clutching his face and his broken teeth, one was bawling on the 
floor as he cradled his unresponsive arm, and a fourth was on his hands and knees, 
desperately trying to coax air into his shocked lungs. 

 “Somehow, I don‟t think two to one odds are in your favor here, but if you still 
want a piece, I‟ll have to warn you the gloves are off,” the lean man said apologetically, 
his eyes fearless as he considered the two remaining thugs with some fight in them. 
“You,” he said to the one on the left, “will permanently lose the use of your right knee. 
And you,” he said to the one on the right, “will go through the plate glass window. 
Because I like the effect. Very cinematic.” He smiled broadly. “My money.” 

 Eyeing him darkly, and with more than a little fear, one of the men reached into his 
pocket and dragged out a wad of bills. He slapped it down on the table, and the shark 
scooped it up and thumbed through it. 
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 “Always a pleasure doing business with you,” he said politely. “You sure you don‟t 
remember the Chinese guy. This sort of thing is hard to forget.” They stared at him 
unresponsively, and he shrugged. Stepping over a groaning thug, he headed for the 
door. 

 The bartender almost asked who was going to pay for the table. Then he eyed the 
disabled gang in the corner, and thought better of it. 

 The scrapper picked up the large gym bag he had brought in with him, and he was 
almost to the door when a shadow stepped in the doorway. 

 “Excuse me, friend, but you‟re in my way,” the man with the goatee said mildly. 

 “What do you want with Stick?” growled the tall, dark man in a leather trench coat. 
He wore his sunglasses even in the dimness of the bar. The coat was open, revealing the 
flak vest beneath. 

 “That depends,” the other man replied. “Who are you?” 

 “Stick saved me. Trained me,” the other man muttered. 

 “So what‟s your ninja play-name?” bantered the blonde. “Frown?” 

 “I‟m Blade,” he replied. “The only reason you‟re not on the floor right now is 
because I recognize your moves. Stick taught you, alright. What do you want with him?” 

 “Perhaps we should discuss this outside?” the other man suggested, glancing at the 
bar full of people hanging on their every word. Blade scanned the room, then abruptly 
turned and strode out. The smiling man followed him, and a moment later they were 
walking down the sidewalk. 

 “Now I‟m getting somewhere,” the pool shark said warmly. 

 “Why are you here?” Blade demanded. 

 “I‟m a bit of a wanderer,” the other man said. “Stick sent me a note, that he needed 
to see me. I got it a year late, and it took me some time to work my way back to New 
York. He seems to have disappeared in the interim.” 

 “What‟s your name?” Blade looked away. 

 “Oliver Queen.” 

 “Your real name,” the ninja said harshly. 

 “Oh, that. Well, Stick called me Arrow.” Oliver grinned. “I‟m an archer. I enjoy 
telling people a blind man taught me to shoot.” 

 Blade detoured down the alley. “Show me,” he growled. 

 Arrow rolled his eyes. “Fine,” he said, and he knelt, unzipping the gym bag. He 
pulled a hinged shortbow out. He swiftly assembled it, and drew an arrow from the 
quiver in the bag. “Paint the target.” 

 Blade‟s hand dipped into his coat and popped out flinging a shuriken, a glint of 
light spinning down the alleyway as Arrow drew and fired in a smooth, muscular flex. 

 The arrow snapped into a brick wall. The shuriken dangled from it, the shaft 
through its center hole. 

 “Not bad,” Blade shrugged.” 
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 “That‟s it? That‟s the test?” Arrow rolled his eyes again. “Okay. So now that I have 
ninja street cred with Tall, Dark, and Scary, you gonna tell me where Stick is or what?” 
He dismantled the bow, tucking it into the gym bag, ignoring Blade‟s look of distaste. 

 “Call me Blade,” the big ninja muttered. “Stick is dead.” 

 “What?” Arrow said, standing tall, startled. “That‟s not possible.” 

 “Everyone dies,” Blade gritted out, “even ninja masters. He fought a monster. Got 
his heart ripped clean out.” 

 “Stick has been dead before,” Arrow said doubtfully. “You are his student. You 
should know that he dies from time to time to take a vacation.” He shook his head. 
“Serves me right for globe trotting. Was he avenged, at least?” Something forlorn had 
crept into his voice. 

 “Yes,” Blade nodded. 

 “Well then, I guess I‟ll be on my way,” Arrow said, hefting his bag. “A pleasure to 
meet you, Blade,” he added, but he didn‟t extend his hand. 

 “Wait,” Blade said. “There‟s something going on at the docks. I saw a pair of ninja 
fighting there. And there are heavy traces of dark magic. Something is going on. I sense 
it‟s something big. The stink of it drew me to investigate.” 

 “Excellent,” Arrow nodded. “Keep you in shape. A big strapping lad like you needs 
loads of ninja combat and dark-magic-stopping as part of a balanced diet.” He adjusted 
the weight of his gym bag. “Good luck,” he said sincerely. 

 Blade stepped forward and gripped his arm, and Arrow let him. Blade leaned close. 

 “You know as well as I do that if Stick was still alive, he would have baited you and 
tricked you into helping me,” Blade said, hoarse. “I don‟t do subtle. But I need your 
help, and I‟ll be damned before I beg.” His eyes were bright behind the sunglasses, his 
grip was cold and unnaturally strong. 

 “Not bad,” Arrow said, shrugging Blade‟s grip off his arm. “Good energy, poor 
form, a little shaky on the dismount. I give it a six.” 

 “What?” Blade demanded, wincing with irritation. 

 Arrow sighed. “I mean, you‟re right. In case Stick is still out there somewhere, or 
dead and watching me, I have to admit that you‟re right. He would railroad me into 
helping you against dark magic. Reminds me of the time he and I tackled that nest of 
vampires and dire wraiths.” He shook his head. “Good times. Anyway. I‟ll do this one 
thing with you, then that will balance the bad karma of being late with Stick‟s summons. 
Sound good?” 

 “Your karma is your own business,” Blade said stiffly, and he turned and stalked 
back out of the alley. 

 “You‟re going to be a joy to work with, I can tell,” Arrow sighed. He glanced 
around, then ran down the alley, sprang up to a dumpster, and bounded high enough to 
catch the shaft of the arrow stuck in the wall. He pulled it clear, palmed the shuriken, 
and hopped down. 

 “Some things,” he muttered, “you don‟t leave laying around for the neighborhood 
kids to play with.” 
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 He followed Blade, disappearing into New York‟s tide of humanity. 

 

Friday, October 21, 2005 

 The only thing that moved in the sunlit apartment was the slow curl of smoke 
rising from the incense. The room was dim and heady with the pungent odor. Elektra 
sat motionless in the lotus position, her mind clear, and she simply was. Sweat beaded 
on her chest and face and arms; she wore a sports bra and biker shorts. The sun heated 
the apartment until it felt like a sauna. 

 Her eyes lazily drifted open. “Have you come to kill me?” she asked quietly. 

 The incense swirled under the force of a puff of air. Something moved. The 
temperature began falling, and Elektra‟s skin contracted with a sudden chill. 

 She spun around and up in cat stance, facing off with the two men that stood in the 
hallway, noiselessly waiting to be noticed. Still the temperature fell. Both men wore the 
black bodysuits and tight hoods of the ninja. One wore a blue tabard, the other wore a 
yellow silk tabard. Impassive, they watched her. The one in blue had deep and weirdly 
dark eyes, and the one in yellow seemed blind; his eyes were all whites, no irises or 
pupils. 

 “I‟ve fought blind ninja before,” Elektra said wryly. “Do you have a message, or 
shall we have a match?” 

 She dove to the side as the ninja in yellow reached back to his belt and flung a 
weighted chain at her. As she slid away, the chain weight fired through where she had 
been a moment before, slamming into the wall with a thud, and the ninja skillfully 
retracted the weight. Elektra‟s dive became a graceful cartwheel, and she popped up in 
combat stance as the other ninja sprang at her. 

 Strikes darted at her as she slid around and away from them, fluid and instinctive. 
He lashed out with punches, kicks, and grabs, but she managed to stay out of his lethal 
hands. She lost track of the yellow-clad ninja, then he was behind her; she had nowhere 
to go, and he snatched the back of her neck. 

 No time. Elektra shot her elbow back, feeling the armored face mask of the ninja 
snap, and she twisted enough to whip a kick up into his knee. His grip flexed slightly, 
and she was free and spinning with a sweep that took him off his feet; she kept going, 
whirling out of the way as the blue-clad ninja descended upon her again. 

 She twirled, a devastating spinning kick whipping out at the ninja with the blue 
tabard. He blocked it with both forearms; felt like kicking cold steel, but he was 
knocked back anyway. He flipped, landing easily on his feet, but Elektra was driven 
away as she deflected a brutal assault from the other ninja. He now used the other end 
of the weighted chain; a diamond-shaped blade on a harpoon. He twirled and lashed at 
her, and she ducked away from the swipes, her eyes unfocused. She twisted clear of 
another drive with the weighted chain, and her backflip squared her off with both ninja. 

 Slightly breathless, she was gratified to sense their surprise at her skill. A smile filled 
her face with wicked glee. 

 Surely you’re not spent, she thought at them in the Silent Speech. Their eyes narrowed, 
and she knew that they were practiced in using the Silent Speech with each other. 
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 The ninja in yellow flung his harpoon at her, and she snatched the haft out of the 
air as she spun. The chain wrapped around her waist once as she closed in, attacking 
unexpectedly; her foot shot into the ninja‟s gut, knocking him back, and a reverse sweep 
surprised the ninja in blue, driving him back a few steps as she pounced. She slammed 
into the spear-wielding ninja, tumbling over the couch to crash down on the floor, and 
her hand shot down. 

 Bone crunched in his chest as his flesh yielded to her merciless thrust. Her fingers 
were hooked into talons as she reached through mere meat and ribs, her grip seeking 
his—his heart— 

 Gasping, she yanked her hand back as she rolled off him. Smoke roiled up from his 
chest, and from her burned fingers. Her skin was already blistering. 

 Implacable, the downed ninja rose. His tabard charred, and his broken chest 
radiated unnatural heat. His breached flesh shimmered with cinders. 

 “You‟re dead,” Elektra whispered hoarsely, eyes wild. “Alright,” she snarled, 
“gloves are off.” She took a step back and snatched her ninja to from where it leaned 
against the wall, flinging the scabbard aside so the light shone on the straight blade. 

 “Wait,” the ninja in blue said simply. He bowed to her, tucking one fist into the 
other hand‟s open palm. “You have fought well,” he said simply. “Our jonin wanted to 
be sure you were a master before we spoke with you.” 

 “Talk fast,” she said through her teeth, her eyes still unfocused and ready to react 
to any attack. 

 “Our jonin would meet with you. Tomorrow, Battery Park, by the eagle statue. 
Eleven in the morning.” 

 “Why should I want to meet with him?” Elektra demanded. 

 “You seek answers. About the captives aboard the boat. About the battle that 
night.” The ninja in blue paused. “Our jonin can answer your questions.” 

 What do I call you two? she asked in the Silent Speech. 

 I am Ice, the ninja in blue replied. 

 Spear. The other ninja‟s silent voice throbbed with otherworldly power. 

 Elektra nodded. “I am Silent,” she said. “And I‟ll see you tomorrow at eleven.” 

 Ice gestured, and a weird, freezing mist swirled up around him. Ice spattered out of 
the column, and Elektra flinched for just a moment. 

 They were gone. 

* 

 The sinking sun flared across the banks of windows in the tall buildings that lined 
the street. A chorus of car horns and angry voices rose from the grid-locked traffic jam. 
Elektra unerringly approached a sleek black limousine with tinted windows. 

 She rapped on the glass once, and the door lock clicked. She opened the door and 
slung down into the deep leather seat opposite Lex Luthor. He held his cell phone to 
his ear, and he watched her with a slightly distracted and amused air. 
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 “Your new equipment suits you,” Luthor said into the phone. “Yes, Carmen. A 
pleasure doing business. Indeed.” He snapped his cell phone shut, and regarded Elektra. 
“Make yourself at home.” 

 “Your phone was busy,” she shrugged, “so I came to find you. The ninja made 
contact.” 

 “And?” Luthor prompted, eyes lazily drifting half shut. 

 “They‟ll meet me, tomorrow, in Battery Park by the eagle statue.” Elektra leaned 
back. “They offered me information on the battle the night your suits were 
impounded.” 

 “I want to go with you,” Luthor said. “I want to meet these ninja in person.” 

 “They didn‟t forbid me to bring anyone,” Elektra said, “but these guys are good. I 
may not be able to protect you.” 

 His eyebrow raised. “Tell me about this contact they made with you.” 

 “Full contact,” she shrugged. “I think we were all pulling our punches. I don‟t want 
to see what they can do when they‟re going for the kill.” 

 “Maybe I do,” Luthor said softly. “They intrigue me. I have several projects that 
could use a lighter touch.” He regarded her. “You‟re one of a kind. And I could use 
more than one. I‟m sure you understand.” 

 “I think I do,” she agreed, looking out the window of the car. “I‟ll see you 
tomorrow.” She opened the door and rose up out of the car, slamming the door behind 
herself, blending into the deepening shadows of the city. 

 Mercy glanced in the rearview, making eye contact with Luthor. “You hit a nerve, 
sir,” she said. 

 Luthor just smiled to himself, his mind far away. 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 Remy sat with his back to the wall, smoking a thin black cheroot. He watched the 
door, and the trace of a smile touched his face as the door opened to admit the stocky 
man with wild dark hair, toting a large manila envelope. 

 “Logan, my friend,” Remy said. “You have someting for me, no?” 

 “Somethin, sure, but no guarantees,” Logan muttered. He sat opposite Remy, 
slapping the envelope down. “It‟s not conclusive, but it‟s the best Stark‟s people could 
find. We‟ll start with the easy stuff. The mystery woman you‟re looking for,” Logan said, 
opening the envelope and rooting around in it. “I had the tax records of the Manchester 
Academy checked, and there was a woman employed there named Marie Saint, age 
twenty five. I called one of the janitorial staff who used to work there, and he confirmed 
she was a looker with brown hair and a white stripe. That‟s your girl.” 

 “Tank you, mon ami,” Remy said seriously. “Any idea where she be?” 

 “That‟s the tricky part, where we get into guesswork,” Logan sighed. “I asked Stark 
about the sort of specialized equipment that would be needed to rebuild Cerebro, and 
he gave me a list of some of the parts. I had some techs comb the industry looking for 
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orders for these parts, companies that might sell them. Found a place where some of 
the parts were shipped. It‟s a shot in the dark, but there‟s a tiny little town that gets 
some of this equipment, and there‟s no reason I can see for it.” 

 “De suspense, she be killing me,” Remy muttered. 

 “Penderton, Arizona,” Logan said gruffly. “I did some calling around, and the local 
coffeeshop says that sometimes big shipments come in, and a pretty girl with brown 
hair and a white streak drives a semi in and collects it, then drives out into the desert.” 

 “I owe you one, Logan,” Remy said, blinking. “A big one. You really came tru for 
me.” 

 “Need a ride out there?” Logan asked, eyeing the Cajun. “Could be dangerous. If 
one a them psychers sees you coming, like Frost or Xavier, you‟ll be done before you 
start.” 

 “Dis is someting I gotta do alone,” Remy said, rising. “Tanks all de same.” 

 Logan shrugged. “Good luck, kid,” he said. Remy flashed him a smile, then turned 
on his heel and strode out of the café, his coat flaring behind him. 

 “Kids these days,” Logan muttered, shaking his head. Then he ordered himself a 
coffee. 

PART TWO: LOOSE ENDS 

Saturday, October 22, 2005 

 The big eagle statue seemed to lurk in the morning sunlight. Two men stood by its 
base. One was pale and Caucasian, dressed in a turtleneck and slacks and a sport jacket, 
wearing trendy reflective sunglasses and looking casual as he patiently waited. The other 
man, also pale, wore a broad-rimmed hat and long sleeves, sunglasses, his hat tilted so 
that no sunlight touched his pallid Asian skin. He did not fidget, but he did look 
extremely uncomfortable as he waited in the shadow of the statue. 

 An attractive couple approached. Elektra wore jeans and a tee shirt, and Luthor‟s 
pressed shirt and khakis gave him a refined but comfortable look. Both wore sunglasses. 
They reached the statue, facing the two men that waited there. 

 Ice, Spear, Elektra said in the Silent Speech. Is the Jonin here? 

 He waits for us by the water, Ice replied. He smiled slightly, and turned to Luthor. 
“Those are nice guns,” he said. 

 “Excuse me?” Luthor said. 

 “I especially like the infrared scope. To target us even through smoke,” Ice 
clarified, reaching over to the statue and hefting up a sniper rifle that had leaned against 
its base. “That‟s the sort of touch that makes it special.” He handed the gun to Luthor 
with half a grin. 

 “I suppose I should have known better,” Luthor conceded, taking the rifle. “I hope 
you didn‟t kill any of my men.” 

 “There was no need. They didn‟t see what hit them,” Ice shrugged. “We left two of 
your snipers in place. They are watching us now. They don‟t know anything is wrong, 
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we put a couple of our men in for those we incapacitated, to check in on the tactical 
network. Actually, the jonin is pleased that you managed to position snipers. He likes 
caution in those he works with.” 

 “Is he here?” Luthor asked, looking around. 

 “Follow me,” Ice said. He headed off to the side, followed by Spear, Elektra, and 
Luthor. He strolled down the broad steps, and headed to the end of the concrete pier 
by the bay. A bench overlooked the water, and a trim, elegant Chinese man watched the 
world go by. He looked up with a charming smile, his hair was slicked back and his eyes 
bright. 

 “Hello, hello,” he said, rising. “You must be Luthor,” he said, extending his hand 
for an American handshake. Luthor shook hands with him. “It is good to see you in 
person,” the jonin said. He was handsome, athletic, and charming. 

 “Likewise,” Luthor said. “My colleague tells me flattering things about your 
associates,” he added. “I was wondering if perhaps you were interested in some contract 
work.” 

 “From time to time,” the other man shrugged. “You can call me Saki. I invited 
Elektra here because she had some questions about a confrontation on the docks a 
week or so ago.” 

 “I had a sensitive shipment that was affected by your battle,” Luthor agreed. 

 “But now? You have it all sorted out, yes? No harm done?” Saki eyed him closely. 

 “That‟s right,” Luthor said. “I am not in the habit of letting setbacks stop me. That 
brings us back around to the subject at hand. What do you know about the Grand 
Master of the Seventh Seal?” 

 “Nothing, until after the fight,” Saki admitted. “I did some checking. The 
Illuminati, as they style themselves.” 

 “I had the Grand Master killed once,” Lex said calmly. 

 “Sometimes you have to be persistent,” Saki said sympathetically as he darted a 
glance at Spear, who watched impassively. 

 “Eliminating him serves both our interests,” Luthor continued. “How can it best 
be done?” 

 Saki considered him. “I imagine the surest way to attract him out of hiding would 
be to replicate the ritual we undertook on the docks that night. I believe it drew them 
into conflict. If we repeat it, they will probably reprise their cavalry charge.” 

 “Ritual?” Luthor asked mildly. 

 “We sacrificed a hundred souls before they arrived,” Saki shrugged. “We need a 
hundred more to finish our task. If you provide us with human sacrifices, then we can 
see to it that this Illuminati group will trouble you no more. Last time we were caught 
off guard. This time we‟ll be ready for them.” 

 “Last time I dealt with them, I had their leader killed. Now I want them all dead,” 
Luthor clarified. He cocked his head to the side. “Can you do that?” 

 “We can,” Saki nodded. “You aren‟t a little curious about our ritual?” 



 

    281 

 “I don‟t believe in magic,” Luthor said with a small smile. “I can get you a hundred 
people no one will miss, and in exchange you finish the Illuminati for me. There‟s a 
bonus in it if you do the job right.” 

 Saki smiled broadly. “A pleasure doing business with you, Lex Luthor,” he said. 
“We‟ll be in touch through her.” He nodded at Elektra, then he dusted himself off, 
turned, and headed down the walkway and up the stairs. Spear and Ice followed him, 
and Luthor was alone with Elektra. 

 “Interesting,” Luthor murmured. Then he looked at Elektra, and his eyes 
narrowed. “Are you alright?” 

 She smiled, tense, struggling. “Luthor,” she said. I don‟t like it.” Something cold 
nested in her stomach as she replayed the conversation in her mind. “This is 
dangerous.” 

 “We have to take risks to get what we want,” Luthor reminded her. 

 “I don‟t mean dangerous to us,” she said tightly. “I mean dangerous in the larger 
sense. To New York. To the world.” 

 Luthor smiled to himself. “Ninja magic, hm.” 

 “I have no problem with killing individuals or packs of thugs,” Elektra continued. 
“But this is next level. Herding a hundred human sacrifices together?” She controlled 
the amount of shock that found its way into her tone. 

 Luthor shrugged, his hands in his pockets, and he looked out over the water. “I‟ll 
hire a hand-picked crew from my security forces through a double blind, for off-duty 
work. Round up the homeless, take them to a processing center. My men won‟t know 
who they‟re working for. Neither will the processing center. The homeless will get 
cleaned up, and sent to another facility, where they‟ll be given good food, a bed of their 
own, and easy work. When I have a hundred, and we hear from Saki, then the homeless 
people will be told that it‟s time for a field trip.” He looked Elektra in the eye. “I have a 
dedicated core of contracted personnel that I can bring in for the deed itself,” he 
explained. 

 “You just came up with that?” Elektra said, not meeting his eyes, scanning the 
horizon. 

 Luthor considered her. “Yes,” he said. “I wonder. Do you think it‟s wrong for 
animal shelters to euthanize an overabundance of strays?” 

 “It‟s not the same thing,” she muttered. 

 “Of course not,” Luthor shrugged, “but it‟s damn close. A human life is priceless. 
Therefore, it‟s normally difficult to barter with,” he said with slightly crooked 
amusement. “Don‟t worry. You don‟t need to be any more involved in that part of the 
operation than you want to be. I have other staff for that. Shall we go?” He headed for 
the stairs. 

 A moment later, she followed him. 

 Fear trickled through her, chilly, and she felt her balance shift. 

 

Tuesday, October 25, 2005 



 

 282 

 The bearded man leaned over the diner countertop, his muscled arms propping his 
head up. He stared into the fading foam of his half-full glass of beer, morosely 
considering the merits of the relative fullness and emptiness of the cup. His hair wasn‟t 
trimmed, and he looked weary. An eyepatch gave him the look of a slightly sinister 
cowboy, in jeans and a tee shirt. 

 He glanced over at the door as a trucker headed out, running into a thin man that 
was strolling into the diner. The bearded man‟s eye widened, and he sat up, as he heard 
the thin man apologize profusely with a Cajun accent, then duck into the diner. He 
recognized the mop of untended hair, the long and nimble fingers, the roguish 
landscape of his shifty face. Remy LeBeau fanned bills in his grip, then tucked them 
away, smiling to himself. The bearded man wondered how far the trucker would get 
before he realized he had been pick-pocketed. 

 Remy‟s eyes fell on him, and a smile lit up the Cajun‟s face. He strode directly over. 

 “Fury!” he said. “Long time, no chase! You here on business?” he asked skeptically, 
eyeing Fury‟s casual wear. 

 “I been out a the military for a long time now,” Fury replied, eye narrowed. “I‟m a 
private citizen now, same as you. Only more respectable,” he added with a note of 
distaste. 

 “So, you just „Nick‟ now that you be out of de Project?” Remy asked with a wide 
smile as he perched on the stool next to Fury. 

 “You can call me Fury,” he replied uncomfortably. “The past is the past, and I 
don‟t want to revisit it any more than you do.” 

 “But de past is when everyting happened to me,” Remy replied with a note of glee. 
“How be de Project dese days?” he asked, knowing the answer. 

 “You can quit looking over your shoulder,” Fury shrugged. “My contacts tell me it 
was destroyed.” 

 “Your contacts?” Remy pressed. 

 “I left before it fell apart,” Fury shrugged. “Like I said. I‟m respectable now.” He 
scowled at Remy, as though daring him to disagree. “What the hell are you doing out 
here in the middle of nowhere?” 

 “Looking for somebody,” Remy confided. “A woman. Beautiful. She have dark 
hair, brown, wit a white stripe in it. Southern accent.” He flagged down the waitress. “A 
beer for me, one for my frien,” he said. He turned back to Fury. “Have you seen dis 
person? She prolly drive a semi here to pick up supplies.” 

 “Why should I tell you a damn thing?” Fury growled. 

 “I am buying you a beer,” Remy pointed out. “If I can let bygones be bygones for 
all de times you chase me aroun, like de time you send people to trash my house in de 
bayou, den why can‟t you remember an ol frien?” 

 “Maybe we can help each other,” Fury said gruffly, glancing away. “I‟m here lookin 
fer somebody too.” He frowned. “I think they‟re in the same place, your woman and 
the guy I‟m after.” 

 “Tell me more,” Remy said as his stomach lurched with excitement. 
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 “When I was in charge of the Project, one of the operatives assigned to me was 
Forge. He‟s into cybers. Has a metal arm, a metal leg.” 

 “Forge,” Remy said, his forehead creased with concentration. “I heard dat 
somewhere before.” 

 “You‟d like him, he defected from the Project too,” Fury said as he rubbed his 
eyepatch absently. “Anyway, we teamed up to pull some crazy schemes, then we sort of 
drifted apart. We refitted a hidden base in the hills outside town, though. Forge did the 
security systems. He was great with security.” 

 “Dat‟s it!” Remy crowed. “I remember where I met him! Covert op, years ago.” He 
blinked. “He was prolly working for de Project den,” he murmured to himself, awed. 
“Small world.” 

 “He helped you get out of the Institute,” Fury said sourly. “I forgot all about that.” 
He took a deep draught of his beer. 

 “It was a lifetime ago,” Remy shrugged. “Anyway. Forge.” 

 “I have no idea what‟s going on,” Fury admitted, “and if the security systems we 
put in place are being monitored, this old soldier isn‟t going to be able to sneak in to the 
base to look around. But when Forge re-activated the security system, he put in the 
code that means he‟s complying under duress. And that activated an alert in New York, 
where I‟m based. So I came out to see if I could help a friend, and I find out this group 
has moved in out there. They get regular shipments,” he said, nodding at a semi trailer 
parked outside. “Your girl should be along any time now. Tomorrow at the latest.” 

 “I will go wit her and see if I can figure out what be wrong with Forge,” Remy 
assured Fury. “You jus stay put an don worry bout it.” 

 “Be careful,” Fury said. “I have a bad feeling on this one. I think there‟s a lot more 
going on out there than anyone suspects. There are lights in the desert at night, from 
their working, and they‟ve got quite a few people squirreled away. I think they might all 
be, you know, gifted. From what I hear. And that‟s precious little.”  

 Remy chuckled. “I don know how to be careful, mon ami,” he said. “But I do my 
best.”  

 “I was thinking about stowing away,” Fury admitted. “Maybe you could try that.” 

 “I will ride in style, in de front, wit my lady,” Remy said. 

 “Well don‟t do anything heroic out there. Find out what you can and report back,” 
Fury growled. “Then we can come up with an informed plan. Got it?” 

 “Understood,” Remy nodded. “Go in, have a look around, an come back. Dat‟s too 
simple to screw up.” 

 

CHAPTER FIVE 

 They separated from the night, striding across the street. Blade‟s long coat unfurled 
behind him, and his body armor was as unapologetic as the gun butts thrust forward 
under his arms and the cold scowl locked on his face. Arrow‟s golden hair was tousled, 
ignored, and his goatee slid to a point. He wore a bomber jacket, and a bow was slung 
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on his back crosswise, his quiver strapped in place slung the other way. His unfastened 
driving gloves flexed as he balled his hands into fists. 

 Two bouncers frowned at them as they approached. Then Blade and Arrow were 
upon them. 

 “You‟re not on the list,” the first bouncer said before Blade drove his fist across 
the man‟s head, sending him crashing into the wall. As the bouncer slid down, senseless, 
Arrow flashed a grin full of teeth at the other bouncer, who went for his gun. Arrow 
snatched his bent elbow and spun the startled bouncer around, then he hopped up and 
kicked him in the small of the back, sending him flying into the ornamental lamp that 
jutted out of the wall. The bouncer dropped without a sound. 

 Inside the nightclub, Blade and Arrow paused to look around. Then Blade‟s scowl 
firmed up, and he strode across the dance floor towards an exclusive semi-circular 
booth. 

 Two bodyguards flanked the booth, and two women fawned on the laughing man 
in the center. Other hangers-on were present, but dismissed in the minds of the ninja 
who closed in on their target. 

 The mass of dancers before the table ebbed and flowed, but the ninja‟s target 
became suddenly aware of two men facing him unmoving. His smile faded. 

 The ninja exploded into violence. Arrow flicked something at one of the 
bodyguards; flash powder crackled in his face, staining him with powderburn, and he 
staggered back gagging. Arrow stepped over to the other bodyguard and snatched his 
gun out of his hand, spinning it around and slamming the gun butt down over one eye 
socket. As the bodyguard slumped, the target ripped a pair of guns out and leaned 
forward, rising. Blade drove his fist down on the side of the table closest to him, 
shoving it towards the man in the booth and popping the other side up. It caught him in 
the chin, sending him up and over, and his head whacked back against the wall of the 
booth. 

 His female companions had ducked under the table, and they kicked it back at 
Blade. He slid back, startled by the attack, and they rose up with submachine guns, fury 
in their eyes as they opened fire at him. Blade dove sidelong, and Arrow sprang at the 
women. He snatched the first submachine gun, body-checking one woman into the 
other, and all of them crashed down in a heap along with the dazed man they protected. 

 The bodyguard with a flash burn on his face was back in the fight, and Blade rolled 
up to his feet with a gun in each hand. The bodyguard shouted as he lined up his pistol 
on the ninja, but Blade moved faster; his unsilenced hand cannons bucked, and the 
bodyguard sailed back into a pillar, dead. The two stunned women scrambled for their 
guns before Blade blew them away. 

 “Christ!” Arrow shouted. “What the hell are you doing?” 

 Blade holstered one of his guns, and in three strides he reached the man they had 
come to collect. He snatched him and hauled him up, over his shoulder, and he turned 
towards the exit. Then he hesitated, raised his gun, and fired a slug through the head of 
the unconscious bodyguard in the wreckage of the table. He looked Arrow in the eye, 
saying nothing, then he jogged for the exit carrying their victim. 
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 Six uncertain bouncers closed in on the scene of carnage. Arrow ignored them, rage 
and disbelief mixing in his features as he watched his partner make his escape. His fine-
tuned hearing could pick out sirens over the thudding bass of the club‟s music. He 
shook his head in wonder as the bouncers fanned out, unwilling to let him escape and 
unsure of his reaction if they engaged him. 

 Arrow reached into his coat. “Well, that‟s that,” he said through his teeth, and he 
flung a glass globe at the corpses and the wreckage of the table. It shattered, the internal 
partitions flying apart and mixing the chemicals— 

 As the flame flashed over the wreck and corpses, Arrow ducked back and turned, 
vanishing into the crowd. Panic flared through the club, and the management suddenly 
had their hands full. Arrow slipped out the back door with the rest of the patrons, but 
he sprang at a fire escape and made his way to the roof next door. 

 Blade crouched over the groggy man he had carried out of the nightclub. His guns 
were put away, but he held his ninja to, point on the roof, gripped tightly. The street 
lights reflected from the clouds gave the rooftop a smoky glow. 

 “Wake up, dirtbag,” Blade said, and he rose to his full height. Then he drove his 
sword down, precisely through the man‟s shoulder joint, pinning him to the roof. The 
victim let out a healthy scream, and Blade gazed down at him, passionless. 

 The scream ran out of air. Blade crouched over the man again, and his victim‟s 
rolling eyes fixed on the ninja. “Rico said you could tell me where to find the head of 
the Black Dragon gang,” Blade growled. 

 “Oh Jesus, not again,” the gangster moaned. 

 “Again?” Blade said, raising his eyebrows. He reached for the grip of the sword, 
and a whimper slid out of the gangster. 

 “Okay okay okay,” he said. “There was this woman with dark hair, mean as hell.” 
He raised his arm, and Blade and Arrow saw a wrist brace. “The word is out there. 
Don‟t kill me. His name is Kano. He‟s somewhere in Hell‟s Kitchen. That‟s all I know, I 
swear,” he begged, his will already broken. 

 Blade looked deep into the sweating man‟s eyes for a moment, then he rose to his 
full height and tugged his sword free, along with a scream from the man impaled on it. 

 “Thanks,” Blade growled, and the sword flashed down. The scream abruptly died. 

 “I think we need to talk about tactics,” Arrow said, terse. 

 “Damn straight,” Blade retorted, his voice tight with anger. “Leave nothing living. 
Only the living seek revenge and spread the deadly net of knowledge. You are too soft. 
You leave too many loose ends.” 

 “I know the code of the ninja,” Arrow snapped. “You don‟t have to reel it off to 
me. But I never finished my training. I was kicked out of Stick‟s dojo before I got sworn 
in, so I don‟t really feel bound by the precepts of a clan I never joined. I understand that 
sometimes people gotta fall down, but you‟re out of control.” 

 The whites of Blade‟s eyes were dimly visible through the sunglasses he wore as he 
glared at Arrow, tense. “You want to test my control?” he growled, low and feral. 
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 Arrow ducked sideways, slinging his bow around and off and up and ready, an 
arrow nocked to the string. In the blink of an eye, he was in shooter‟s stance, the arrow 
back to his ear, lined up on Blade‟s heart. “What are you?” Arrow demanded. “You 
aren‟t a vampire, but I can‟t figure it out.” 

 Blade let a slow smile creep across his features, revealing too-white teeth and long, 
pointed canines. He slid his glasses off and held them in one hand, as blood slowly 
drooled down the blade of his ninja sword. 

 “What do you know about vampires?” he asked in a guttural voice. 

 “They feed on the energies of the living, tied into networks like parasites. Quick 
and dirty energy drain involves going for the circulatory system, as it carries the air and 
life of the soul it inhabits. Vampires are fast, strong, they heal unless you disrupt their 
centers of energy, namely taking the head or holing the heart. The vampire structure is 
feudal, with each vampire giving energy to those it creates; the more little vampires, the 
more weakened their source. The energy of the sun disrupts the shells they keep their 
stolen energy in, and the stolen life burns its way out in sunlight. Do I need to keep 
going?” 

 Blade stared at him. “How do you know all this?” he asked, bewildered. 

 “Stick and I used to hunt vampires and dire wraiths recreationally,” Arrow replied, 
his rock-hard muscles unwavering as he maintained the draw on the bow, its arrowhead 
still pointing unerringly at Blade‟s heart. “And you haven‟t answered my question.” 

 “I was in a shadow for a long time,” Blade replied, kneeling and cleaning his sword 
on the dead man‟s shirt as sirens wailed below, flinging red and blue lights up into the 
night. “I was the host of a dark energy, when I was a child. I grew up riding the 
shadows between dimensions. When I was freed, I was lost in this world. Stick found 
me. Controlled my bloodlust. Showed me how to refine my fighting.” Blade rose, his 
back to Arrow. 

 “Whatever life I have now,” he continued, his voice tinged with wonder, “is 
because of Stick. I don‟t have mercy, or love. But I have honor. I have my rage. I have 
my hate, of the things I used to traffic with. And Stick taught me how to use that to 
make the world a better place. I am a weapon,” he clarified. “Stick aimed me.” He turned 
to look Arrow in the eye. “I know the darkness, because it lives in me, and I want 
nothing more than to protect the world, my home, from it.” He paused. “I‟ve seen this 
world from the outside. I know how beautiful it really is. I live to destroy the scumbags 
that threaten it. Don‟t think twice. Don‟t hesitate. Or they win.”  

 Arrow considered that, watching Blade. Then he relaxed the draw on the bow, and 
unnocked the arrow. “This conversation isn‟t over,” he said. “But I can see that, in your 
own way, you‟re one of the good guys.” 

 Blade didn‟t move. “Next time you draw on me,” he growled, “you better let it fly 
and not miss.” 

 “I don‟t kill good guys,” Arrow replied quietly. 

 “You better learn to kill the bad guys,” Blade snapped. He sheathed his sword, 
turned his back on Arrow, and stalked towards the opposite roof edge. 

 Arrow rolled his eyes. “Some guys make it tough to tell the difference,” he sighed, 
slotting the arrow back down in his quiver. “Can‟t take much more of this.” 
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 He followed Blade off the edge of the roof, and into the city. 

 

Wednesday, October 26, 2005 

 The squeak and huff of airbrakes woke the lightly sleeping man. He thrashed over 
in the bed, flexing his torso to sit up, and he blearily blinked around at the unfamiliar 
room. 

 “Sacré bleu!” he exclaimed, and he rose to peer out the window of the motel room. 
A semi was backing towards the trailer that had been waiting for it; the desert sunlight 
was just warming the landscape. Remy blinked once, then struggled into his clothes as 
quickly as he could. 

 Less than three minutes later, he crossed the street, alert. He rounded the semi, 
jogging down the side. He saw the rounded curves of a woman‟s hips, the rest of her 
obscured as she leaned over the connector between the semi and the trailer. A smile 
spread across his face. That was all he needed to recognize the woman he was after. 

 “Mon chere, it has been a long time, no?” he said as he leaned against the trailer. 

 She straightened with startling speed, her eyes round with shock as they came into 
view. “Remy?” she said breathlessly. 

 “De one an only!” he agreed with a broad smile, opening his arms. “Give ol Remy 
a hug, girl,” he grinned. 

 She hugged him with a fierceness that stopped his heart with a knife of something 
very like joy. He held her, feeling her warmth through her shirt, feeling the press of her 
shapes, and his breathing unsteadied. He withdrew, regarding her at arm‟s length. 

 “You look good, chere,” he admitted. She was toned, athletic, and there was a 
purpose in her eyes as he gazed into their green depths. The need that had propelled his 
long search grew desperate in him, drawing a hint of pain into his eyes. 

 “You look like hell,” she replied sardonically, her breathy Southern accent waking 
his blood. She turned to the man on the other side of the truck, who was hooking it up. 
“Zeke, can you finish up? Ah got a friend here, we gotta catch up on old times.” 

 Remy turned, surprised. He hadn‟t seen the old man. But the geezer grinned, and 
waved her on. She grabbed Remy‟s hand in her gloved hand, and pulled him into the 
diner. 

 They slid down on the vinyl seats of the booth, and after a quick order of breakfast 
and coffee, they had a peculiar moment of awkwardness from years apart. 

 “So what have you been up to?” Remy asked. 

 “You first,” she challenged him. “What brings you out here to Arizona? It‟s not 
your scene,” she added, her lovely lips pursed with amusement. 

 “I came here looking for you,” Remy shrugged. “Cashed in some favors. Found 
out you been going by „Marie Saint‟, an I follow my nose.” 

 “Except I don‟t have a trail that leads out here,” Saint said, curious. “How‟d you 
find me?” 
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 “I am a man of mystery, no? Is dat not why you come home wit me dat first time?” 
he reminded her with a wicked grin. 

 “You are impossible, that‟s what you are,” she retorted, but her smile didn‟t fade. 
“So what are you really doing out here?” 

 “After you left, I dodged some ol enemies for a while, den I fell in wit bad 
company. Eventually I ran across my old teacher, de man who taught me how to fight. 
We had some crazy adventures, den I was my own man again, an I look at my life to see 
what be missin. I had to find you,” he shrugged. “What have you been up to?” 

 “Ah followed a teachin opportunity,” Saint said. “Went to the school, networked, 
an when they closed I went with some a the staff to a new research opportunity.” 

 Remy looked her over for a moment, then shrugged. “Sure. Research,” he said 
noncommittally. 

 A speculative look had stolen over Saint. “You could come back with me,” she 
said. “We might have some work that would keep even you busy. The sort of thing to 
hold Remy LeBeau‟s attention.” 

 “Right now I would go anywhere wit you,” Remy said. 

 “Let me call this in,” Saint said as she held up a finger, her other hand digging in 
her pocket. She pulled out her cell phone and made a call. “Yeah, is Magnus there? 
Yeah, me, Saint. Sure.” She paused, then her face lit up with a smile. “Magnus! I have an 
ole friend here, Remy LeBeau. Ah was wonderin if Ah could bring him in to the base. 
Show him around. We could always mind-wipe him if it don‟t work out.” She smiled 
broadly. “Great. I‟ll bring him in.” 

 She clicked her phone shut. “Well it‟s all set,” she said. “You can come with me 
and meet the gang.” 

 “Now we‟re getting somewhere,” he replied with a grin. 

 

CHAPTER SIX 

 Dusk was gathering in the shadows of the tumble of buildings that huddled inward, 
away from the bustling streets that surrounded them. Separating from the shifting 
crowd of humanity that swarmed through the city, two men regarded a garage, its main 
door open, the clang and shouts of working men inside. 

 “You ready for this?” Blade demanded. 

 “Let‟s do it,” Arrow nodded resolutely. 

 They strode across the street, and five burly men moved to intercept them. 

 “You a customer?” one demanded roughly. 

 They wasted no time. Arrow hopped into a kick, knocking one man back to slam 
painfully into the wall, as Blade dropped down, leg sweeping with startling force, 
knocking two men off their feet to crash down on the concrete. 

 Arrow jabbed a punch into one man‟s teeth as Blade exploded up with a palm 
strike that sent the remaining thug sailing back to thwack down in the garage. Those 
who had been knocked down stared at the pair, awed. Some of them scrambled away. 
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 Blade and Arrow glanced around as they walked into the vehicle repair bay. The 
mechanics took one look at them and backed off. 

 “Where is Kano,” Arrow demanded of a man who cowered by the car he was 
working on. The thin man cringed slightly. 

 “Never heard of him,” he said in the hopeless voice of a man fully expecting 
physical punishment. 

 “If nobody wants to talk to this man,” Blade growled, pointing at Arrow, “then you 
can talk to me next.” He scowled. 

 Arrow tensed, then whirled, ducking out of his bow and bringing it up with an 
arrow nocked. Behind them, standing in the doorway, were six men. They were dressed 
in jeans and tee shirts, but there was nothing casual about their relaxed readiness. Blade 
and Arrow exchanged a quick glance; from the bearing of these men, it was obvious 
that they were not thugs. Too swift. Too quiet. Too calm. 

 “Here we go,” Arrow breathed. 

 The back door rolled open, and the mechanics quietly left through the side doors. 
Blade continued watching the six who guarded the way out, eyeing them with the air of 
a man considering an unpleasant task. Arrow looked to the newcomers. 

 A small crowd with submachine guns came in the back, and several more from 
either side through the doors the mechanics had used to leave. Twenty. Thirty. More. 
An army surrounded the two ninja as they regarded the well-armed thugs that 
surrounded them. 

 “Think they expected us?” Arrow mused. 

 “Be ready,” Blade said through his teeth, taking their measure. 

 “Well well well, look what we have here,” said a hoarse, accented voice. A man 
parted the crowd, and stood with his fists on his hips, regarding Blade and Arrow. His 
greasy black hair was cropped short, and his ugly face was not improved by the recent 
addition of an eyepatch. “Thought you might drop by. Figured we could all have us a 
little party,” he added with a vicious grin. “Truth be known, I‟m right tired of people 
looking for me.” 

 “Yeah,” Blade said, and in a flash he whipped out his guns. They bucked as they 
spat at Kano. One of his thugs leaped in front of him, blown to pieces by the gunfire as 
Kano scrambled back in a chunky spray of his former henchman. 

 Arrow sprang away, landing on his side and sliding over far enough for him to tip 
himself down into the pit under an elevated car. Gunfire rang and spattered off the 
concrete and metal above; his bow was ready, so when the grenade sailed through the 
air, headed right for his foxhole, he loosed, his unerring accuracy sending the arrow 
right into the side of the grenade. The explosive twirled away from the shot. There was 
a muffled bevy of swearing and scrambling, then the grenade went off with a 
thunderous boom. 

 Hundreds of bullets had hissed at Blade, but he only took a handful of hits, most 
on his body armor, as he flung himself down in the withering hail of gunfire. He 
popped up shooting, roaring, his too-white teeth defiant and bared as his guns blasted at 
the footsoldiers. Then the grenade went off, kicking him over like he‟d been hit with a 
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car. He rolled with it, pistols clattering away, and when he came up he had his sword in 
hand. 

 He was among them. 

 As the thugs realized their situation, he was moving, carving the elegant lines of a 
poem written in blood as he twirled and slashed, his blade flickering in the dim light of 
the garage, dismembering and slitting torsos. Gore plunged out of his victims as those 
still able to scream did so; as viscera whirled loose of the bodies of the dead and dying 
around him, Blade‟s grim dance redoubled its tempo. He was unnaturally strong, 
unnaturally fast, and a dozen armed men were strewn in his path before the others ran. 

 He was not alone. He paused, squaring off with three men. One held nunchaku 
with familiar authority, the other two had ninja swords. 

 Let us finish this, one said to him in the Silent Speech. 

 Lip curled in disdain, Blade charged them. 

 Arrow jumped up out of the car pit with his bow singing; three arrows whipped 
out, pinning three men to the wall through the meat of their bodies. Arrow‟s 
magnificent muscle memory and rhythmic art slid arrows out of the quiver, around, to 
the bow, nocked and up and released, all with unnerving accuracy and faster than most 
men could fire guns. Thugs went for cover, but Arrow was chasing them now. He 
cleared a car hood, sliding over it feet first, and he came in swinging. Three thugs were 
down before others realized where he had gone. 

He took advantage of the momentary breathing room to back up against the 
wall, his arm a trip-hammer. Up to the quiver, around and nocked and back and 
released and up to the quiver. Arrow after arrow hissed away. One man spun in time for 
his throat to be punctured, another man screamed as an arrow sheared through the 
trigger guard of his gun, snipping his finger off and punching an arrow into his guts. 
Two down with an arrow in the eye socket. Then Arrow dove away as a mighty rushing 
wind of gunfire blew holes all around his shooting position; one bullet snipped a line of 
blinding pain across his leg as he sailed through the spatter of ricochets, incredibly 
lucky. 

 Swords whirled and rang from each other around Blade as he faced off with the 
other three ninja. They were quick and strong, focused, and they battered his defenses 
so mercilessly it took all his reflexes and tactics to simply survive; there was nothing left 
for counter-attack. The whirling nunchaku came at him, and he hissed frustration. 
Enough. He feinted, and as one ninja moved to parry him, the other struck, cutting 
deep into his arm. He whipped his arm up and around, pinning the sword in his flesh, 
tugging the startled ninja off balance. Blade plunged his sword into the ninja before he 
could recover. 

 As the dead ninja toppled, Blade tossed the victim‟s bloodied sword aside, spinning 
his own blade once in his grip. The other two ninja were more wary now. Blade rushed 
at one, banging his sword aside, and then Blade‟s hand darted out, and a shuriken 
twirled free of his hand, grazing the ninja‟s forehead as the nimble man ducked. The 
one with the nunchaku sailed in, chained club twirling. Blade sidestepped, then snatched 
the moving weapon. A bone in his hand cracked, and for a moment he had eye contact 
with the ninja. 
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 The bloody sword described an arc, up through the ninja, then down, hardly 
touched by the fountain of gore in its wake. 

 Blade rounded on the remaining ninja, who lashed out with a vicious sweep of his 
blade. He made an odd noise something like a hiccup as he was kicked over sideways, 
an arrow jutting from his ribcage. 

 Arrow glanced to the side. “More are coming!” he shouted as he heard the rush of 
booted feet. “Let‟s get out of here!” 

 Smoke bombs paffed and billowed all around, and sight became worthless. 
Instinctively, a moment before acrid smoke filled the air, Arrow and Blade breathed 
deep and held the air. Running feet, footfalls whispering on concrete, death flitting in. 

 Blade‟s eyes were closed, but he could sense the heartbeat, the living flowing blood 
that rushed at him. His hand flicked out, shuriken flew towards the ninja, who whipped 
his sword around with Zen concentration and batted the projectile aside. He was less 
lucky with the rush of Blade‟s savage sword stroke, and he let out a hoarse shout as he 
toppled over, his leg severed. 

 Memory flitted behind Arrow‟s closed eyes as he relaxed, as he felt the rush of air, 
as he remembered the mean old Chinese man‟s hard words, the tap of his stick on the 
concrete floor all those years ago. 

 The weapon seeks the living target. 

 Arrow did not concern himself with hitting or missing. He simply lined up and 
released, following the energy. 

 Somewhere in the smoke, a ninja died. 

 Blade‟s memory provided him with an exit. He ran to the back of the shop, 
crashing shoulder-first into the door. It was barred from the other side, but the bracket 
holding the bar to the door and wall burst. There were eight thugs cowering behind the 
shop, nervously clutching their guns. 

 A wide, lethal smile smeared across Blade‟s bloody face as his sword stitched and 
swooped, shocking through meat and bone, hot with lifeblood. 

 Arrow rushed out through the smoke as the last two thugs sprinted away in 
opposite directions, spurred by mortal fear. 

 “Save your weapons,” Arrow said. “A truck just pulled up out front. Another 
twenty or so. And the last ninja ran, smart money says he‟s getting reinforcements. 
Those ninja aren‟t Black Dragons.” 

 Blade ran down the alley, Arrow at his heels. He reversed through a couple alleys, 
then kicked the door of a warehouse, knocking it off its hinges. He ducked inside. 

 “You‟re bleeding,” Arrow said tersely. 

 “I heal fast,” Blade growled. “It‟s nothing.” His snarl seemed frozen in place. 

 “Just a flesh wound for me too, thanks for asking,” Arrow said as he leaned against 
the wall and inspected his leg. 

 “This is bigger than I thought,” Blade muttered, listening to the scouting teams that 
were running through the back alleys after them. “We‟re going to need help. 
Reinforcements.” 
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 “We‟d probably get a whole lot further if we had a subtler touch, maybe some 
espionage instead of this direct assault business,” Arrow said sourly. 

 Blade looked him in the eye, and Arrow was instantly wary. “Espionage would help 
us,” Blade said sharply. “But espionage isn‟t my thing. So you‟re on your own with it. 
Unless we get some help.” 

 “Help is good,” Arrow said. “Great. So do you think we should hunt down some 
of these scouting teams, or make good our escape?” 

 Blade seriously considered the question for a long moment. “I want to get closer to 
the top before we commit,” he muttered. 

 “Good call,” Arrow agreed. “Let‟s get out of here.” 

 They did. 

* 

 The semi wheezed to a halt in the dusty canyon. Remy grinned at Saint. 

 “Never been off-roading in a semi before,” he said. “Dat last stretch was a bit 
bumpy.” 

 “That‟s what you get for having a secret base,” Saint shrugged. She honked the 
semi horn, and a chunk of the wall rumbled aside, revealing a dark cavern beyond. She 
nudged the semi forward, and drove into the dimness. The wall rolled shut behind them 
as she parked the truck and hopped out. 

 “Yo Rich!” she hollered. “Let‟s go!” 

 Remy looked around in awe. The cavern had stairs and an elevator leading to a 
higher level, and cargo crates were stacked off to the sides. Light filtered down from 
slits cut in the wall high above, supplemented with lamps embedded in the stone. He 
got out of the truck as a young man jogged into view at the top of the stairs. 

 “I‟m here,” he said, hopping off the steps into space, gently floating down to the 
ground. “Let‟s get this stuff—” He stopped mid-air, staring at Remy, and he blushed 
slightly as he abruptly dropped to the ground. “You must be Saint‟s guest,” he said. 
“Totally slipped my mind. Hey. I‟m Rich Ryder.” He smiled, a charming smile, and he 
extended his hand to Remy. Remy shook it, looking down a little at the young man. 
Ryder turned to Saint. “Okay, let‟s get this thing unloaded. I think Magnus is headed 
this way.” 

 “You got it, sugah,” Saint said, stripping off a glove and grabbing Ryder‟s shoulder. 

 “Hey!” Remy said. “What‟s going on?” 

 “Ryder heah is so strong that when I absorb a little of his power, it don‟t slow him 
down none,” Saint shrugged, releasing his shoulder. 

 “It‟s a rush,” Ryder grinned wryly. Then he took a step and rose off the ground, 
and Saint flew after him, around behind the semi. Remy rounded the back for a better 
view. He saw them open the semi trailer, then Saint tossed massive crates out to Rich, 
who caught and stacked them. 

 “Remy LeBeau,” intoned a voice at the top of the stairs. “It‟s been a while since we 
last met.” 
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 Remy spun to see a man and a woman standing at the top of the stairs leading into 
the base. The man was tall and regal, his features chiseled and aged but still strong, his 
brilliantly white hair combed back. At his side was a chilly beauty, her smooth skin pale, 
her colorless silver hair elegantly styled and her eyes brilliant and penetrating. Both wore 
white suits. 

 “You have me at a disadvantage,” Remy admitted, desperately trying to remember 
where he had seen the man in the suit before. Something familiar… The man headed 
down the stairs, followed by the woman. 

 “I am Magnus,” he said. “You crept into the Hellfire club, years ago, and observed 
Frost mentally probing Braddock. I approved the psionic ninja training program, and 
when you were escaping the Institute after rescuing Braddock we had a disagreement on 
your way out.” His smile turned nostalgic. “How is Braddock these days?” 

 “Oh,” Remy said with a weak smile. “Dat. Yes. Hello. Braddock? Haven‟t seen her 
in a while, not sure how she is. Heh.” He remembered the man with white hair very 
nearly wiping everyone out before backup had burst in with a plasma cannon and 
confused the issue. “No hard feelings, I hope.” 

 “The past is past,” Magnus said with a fatherly smile. “This is Frost. I hear you may 
be interested in our mission here.” 

 “I don have a lot of oder tings on my plate right now,” Remy shrugged. 

 “You‟ll understand if we take the precaution of a mental scan first,” Magnus said. 
“We have many enemies. I am certain you approve of safety measures.” 

 “By all means,” Remy said as a bead of sweat trickled down from his hairline. 

 Frost stood before him, and he locked eyes with her; he couldn‟t tell what color her 
eyes were, her pupils drew him in, and a chill rippled under his skin as her hands, cool 
and dry, touched at the sides of his sweaty face. He felt a peculiar lift, like the first dip of 
a rollercoaster. 

 “Let‟s see,” Frost murmured, and Remy gasped as he had sudden flashes— 

thinking of Saint, his hands on her shapes through the thin sheet as she gasped and arched 

the heat of the desert as he left the plane 

blurring past his conversation with Fury 

the café, Logan, stern warning, Cerebro 

 Remy struggled, but she had his mind in her hands, and she was turning it this way 
and that to see what he had done with it lately. She did not release him, and as he tried 
to push her out, he felt a sudden and blinding pain—he rapidly gave up, hoping she 
wouldn‟t swing around for another pass at his intimacies with Saint. 

 Then a blossom of pain unfolded in his mind; a horrible dark stain burst out of his 
memory and left him frozen with shock. He blinked to clear his vision, and he saw 
Frost laying flat on her back. 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN 
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 A sudden force hummed around him, tugging him up off the ground, and he 
couldn‟t move. 

 “Emma!” Magnus demanded. 

 “I‟m fine,” Frost said grimly. She sat up, shaking her head once, then she rose to 
her feet. “Alright, Remy, let‟s take another look at that. Inside.” Her icy eyes were 
intense. 

 Magnus released him, and he dropped unsteadily to his feet. “I din do dat, I swear,” 
Remy slurred. 

 “I know,” Frost said sharply as the trio headed up the stairs. “It‟s beyond your 
power. You‟ve been tampered with, LeBeau, by someone powerful who doesn‟t want 
anyone to get at the memory of what they did to you.” 

 “I don like dis,” Remy muttered as the first tendrils of what promised to be a 
significant migrane stole through his brain. 

 At the top of the stairs, a corridor had been cut out of the rock. Frost led them to a 
side room, a lounge of sorts that was currently used for storage. 

 “Here we go,” she said, and she pushed Remy into a chair and planted her palm on 
his forehead, her fingers slipping up into his chair. She pushed him back, and focused; 
he felt a strange chilly flush in his head. 

 Other memories came to him. These were dank with suppression. 

 

He found the Manchester Academy. Mounted the steps, found it was under new management.  

Looked over his shoulder. Being watched. 

That night. Waylaid. A huge dark figure—red eyes—grasped his throat— 

FIND EMMA FROST 

 

 Remy‟s head lolled back with the force of the last command, one that echoed 
through his mind, one that he could feel fading now that he was in her presence. He still 
couldn‟t quite bring the room into focus. 

 Frost stood trembling, eyes wide as her hands shook. Magnus looked from Frost to 
Remy and back, concerned. 

 “Well?” he said. 

 “We need to talk,” Frost said in a shaky voice. She gestured at Remy, and his eyes 
rolled back in his head as he fell into a deep sleep. “I am in danger. We all are. Right 
now.” 

 “Go on,” Magnus said seriously. 

 “LeBeau was implanted with a desire to find me, whatever the cost. He rationalized 
the desire into looking for Saint, who he thought might be with me. He‟s the hunting 
dog, and the hunter is bound to be right behind him.” She took a deep breath. “This is 
one of those things that you know could happen at any time, but you never quite 
manage to expect.” She hesitated, fear in her eyes. 
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 “You have to confide in me, if the group is in danger,” Magnus said with a ruthless 
gentleness, wrapping his powerful hands around her upper arms. “Emma. Please.” 

 “I know,” she whispered, and she bowed her head. “I suppose confession is good 
for the soul.” She shrugged him off, turned away, stepped around to a crate and sat 
down. She tossed her hair back from her eyes.  

 “My family,” she said quietly, “has a lot of… politics. They have grown powerful 
because my great-great-great-great-great-great grandfather made a pact with the powers 
of darkness, and got tremendous power, trading his life and soul for the ability to go on 
without them. Sometimes he… he mixes his undying blood with that of his 
descendants, to give them some of his power. When one impresses him with 
ruthlessness and ability, it is whispered that he gives them undeath.” 

 “Undeath?” Magnus murmured. 

 “He is not alive or dead, he is undying, and he is very difficult to kill,” Frost said 
through her teeth. “I‟ve never heard of anything giving him a serious challenge. As far 
as I know, he can’t be killed. Some say that the addition of his blood to his family line is 
what gives some of us our powers, and all of us our malice.” She looked Magnus in the 
eye. “If he‟s been this obvious with LeBeau, that means either he‟s here or he‟s on his 
way. And I can think of only one reason he‟d hunt me down.” She swallowed hard. 

 “You don‟t think we can stop him,” Magnus sighed. “You have so little faith in us.” 

 “Frost has been presumed dead many times,” Emma said softly. “He may be truly 
immortal. Look. I know I‟ve brought you trouble from time to time. But I need your 
protection. Because if he gets me, I‟ll be very, very angry. And a lot more powerful than I 
am now.” She looked away. “You will help me, right?” she said. “This is sanctuary, isn‟t 
it?” 

 Magnus regarded her for a long moment. “Can you track this vampire? Through 
Remy‟s link?” 

 “It‟s too dangerous,” she said. “If he gets hold of my mind… well, vampires are 
plugged into a network of darkness. A skilled vampire can deflect a mental probe into 
that darkness, and sometimes travel back to the mind of the seeker. It‟s too dangerous 
for me. Maybe Xavier could.” 

 “I‟ll make that decision, and others, before supper. You‟ll have my answer then.” 
Magnus nodded, turned, and left Frost to her own thoughts. 

* 

 Remy‟s eyes drifted open, and he realized he was laying on his back on a bed. He 
blinked, and squinted up at the soft lighting. Nothing was coming to him. 

 “Hello there,” said a pleasant voice at his side, and he sat bolt upright, looking 
around wildly, his eyes settling on the man sitting at his bedside. “Glad to see you back 
with us.” 

 Remy quickly looked down at himself; he was wearing the same dirty jeans and tee 
shirt he had worn in. He looked around to see that he was in a well-stocked medical lab. 

 “Relax, it‟s okay,” smiled the man by the bed. He had long, lank, dark hair that 
hung around his face. His skin was pale, his eyes seemed almost bruised, and he had a 
very thin mouth. His deep eyes were amused. He consulted his clipboard, held in 
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strong, almost delicate hands. “Remy LeBeau. Frost just encouraged you to take a nap, 
instead of asking you to leave the room. I‟m supposed to get you on your feet and up to 
speed here, before supper.” He smiled, his teeth yellow and crooked. 

 “Okay,” Remy muttered. “So get me up to speed.” 

 “This is a little outpost of a group with a mission,” the doctor said, “and I‟ll let 
Magnus tell you about that. My name is Michael Morbius. I‟m the doctor, this is my sick 
bay.” 

 “Pleased to meet you,” Remy replied automatically, his eyes scanning the medical 
equipment. 

 “So,” Morbius said with a false lightness. “You came in with Saint.” 

 Instinct triggered in Remy. He had heard that precise tone from a thousand 
hopefuls in his lifetime, men who saw Remy as a threat to their position with the 
women they liked. And it always provoked the same feeling in him. A slow smile curved 
across his face. 

 “Saint and I used to be very close,” he replied nonchalantly. “I tink we could be 
again.” 

 “Her life is different now than it was,” Morbius replied, unfailingly polite, his smile 
a little sharp. “There would be more to it than romance now. She has a lot of 
responsibility.” 

 “Don worry bout ol Remy,” he grinned. “I can handle anyting. So are you with her 
right now?” he asked. 

 “No,” Morbius said, rising quickly. “I‟m not.” He rounded a table, peering down at 
some tools. “I have a rare blood condition. I‟ll be out of your way shortly. My condition 
has been deteriorating. I figure I have maybe two months to live.” He did not make eye 
contact as he started putting things away. 

 Remy shifted awkwardly. “You mentioned supper?” he said. 

 “Yes,” Morbius replied, not looking up. “Behind you is a shower unit. Go ahead, 
get cleaned up. Fresh clothes on the table,” he gestured. “Out to the hall, then to your 
left, down to the dining hall.” He offered Remy a brief smile. “See you at supper.” He 
turned and left the sick bay. 

 Remy watched him go, then he eased himself off the bed and stepped into the 
shower‟s antechamber. Rapidly stripping his lean form, he entered the shower and 
closed the door behind himself. Moments later, he stood under the falling water as 
thoughts rose around him, wreathed in steam. 

 “What am I doing?” he wondered to himself. He vigorously scrubbed his hair, 
thinking of Saint and Morbius, of Frost‟s haunted eyes and the casual strength Magnus 
had used to restrain him. Rich, flying and tossing half-ton crates. “Dis time you be 
careful,” he muttered to himself in the doomed tone of a man who knows he will not 
take his own advice. 

 A few minutes later he was dressed in a fresh shirt and khakis, his wild greasy mop 
of hair washed and combed away from his face. He took a few more minutes to shave, 
and he hardly recognized the lean and hard-bitten stranger in the mirror. Then he shook 
off the mood and headed to supper. 
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 As he walked into the cafeteria, he saw three long tables. Magnus and Frost were 
seated at one, along with a bald man in a wheelchair, and a skinny Native American man 
with a dull stare and a cybernetic arm and leg. 

 “Forge,” Remy breathed to himself, remembering when he had seen the spy 
previously. Then he looked at the other table, where Rich was in animated conversation 
with Saint, Morbius sitting back and watching Remy stroll in. Remy‟s eyes lingered on 
an attractive young woman with dark hair done up in a bun, who didn‟t spare him a 
glance. 

 Then arms clamped around Remy‟s waist. He looked down, startled, and then 
alarm swept him. 

 “Leech!” he cried out. “Don drain ol Remy!” The kid clutching him had a green 
lumpy head, and big eyes that were squeezed shut with joy. Remy realized his power 
wasn‟t draining off. “Hey, kid,” he said fondly. “You can control your power!” He 
looked up, suddenly shocked as the implications sank in. “Where—where is—” 

 “Remy?” gasped the newcomer in the doorway. He awkwardly turned to see the 
beautiful young blonde who stared at him with wide eyes. “You‟re alive!” she said, her 
joy pure. She charged at him, clasping him tight, her youthful curves pressed against his 
lean body. 

 “Skids!” Remy said, somewhat muffled. “By God, girl, it be good to see you again!” 
He hugged her tight. 

 “You know each other?” Saint asked mildly, unsmiling. 

 “Wait, you know Remy?” Skids asked, puzzled as she disengaged. 

 Remy‟s stomach dropped as the inevitability of what was about to happen hit him. 

 Saint‟s eyes coolly regarded them together, their sudden and thorough embrace. 
“Remy, is there somethin slipped yoh mind earlier?” she drawled. 

 “Remy is a hero,” Skids said, eyes bright. “He saved me when my people were 
getting slaughtered under the streets of New York. He did his best against the attackers, 
and then he took me with him.” She turned to him, her eyes brimming with tears. “I 
thought you were dead,” she said. “You told me you‟d find me if you survived whatever 
it was you had to do.” 

 “You sent Leech and Skids away?” Saint asked, her tone thin. 

 “Now I found you,” Remy smiled to Skids, thinking fast, not looking at Saint. He 
hugged her again. “You can control your powers too! I am so proud of you!” 

 “Hang on,” Skids said, taking a step back. “You didn‟t know I was here, did you,” 
she said as the truth began to coalesce behind her eyes. 

 “He came in with Saint,” Morbius said succinctly. “Apparently he had been looking 
for her.” 

 “Stay out of this,” Remy said sharply, glaring at the doctor. 

 Leech let go of Remy and stepped back, eyeing him reproachfully. Skids stared at 
him, and he could see something crumbling in her. Saint just crossed her arms over her 
chest and fixed Remy with a disappointed stare. 
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 Skids looked at Saint, then away, as though there was something in Saint‟s eyes that 
caused her unbearable pain. “I‟m not hungry,” she faltered. “Scuse me.” She turned and 
dashed through the door, and Leech followed behind at a jog, not sparing Remy a 
backwards glance. 

 “Jesus, Remy,” Saint said quietly. “She‟s a child.” 

 “Not to end this happy scene prematurely,” Frost said with an edge of malice in 
her tone, “but I believe Magnus has an announcement to make.” She turned to their 
leader, who rose. 

 “It seems our guest needs no introduction,” Magnus observed. He nodded to 
Remy, who sat at a table, not sure what else to do. “He came here under the influence 
of a powerful vampire, who used him as a hunting dog. The vampire is coming to take 
Frost away from us, and we‟re going to prevent that from happening.” 

 Remy noticed a certain relief in Frost‟s features at the announcement, and he was 
surprised at the rapt attention the rest of the room offered Magnus. 

 “So how do we stop this vampire?” Rich asked. 

 “Hold on,” Remy said. “He say dere be a vampire and you just believe him, like 
dat?” Remy blinked. “Don you have questions?” 

 “Rich just asked one,” the brunette at Remy‟s table replied coldly. “How do we 
stop the vampire? If you don‟t have anything useful to contribute, the least you can do 
is shut up.” 

 Remy bridled at the comment, but Magnus smoothly answered. “Severing the head 
or removing the heart. Sunlight and fire are also good. We‟ll discuss tactics later; I need 
to talk with Emma and Xavier, figure out what else we should know before we 
undertake this. We‟ll formulate a plan to defend the base, and you‟ll all be briefed. Until 
then, we‟re locking down the facility. Get some rest, and be vigilant.” Magnus nodded 
curtly. “Now let‟s have some supper.” 

* 

 “You‟ll have to excuse Kitty,” Rich said as Remy dumped his tray in the cycler. 
“She doesn‟t like you. Don‟t worry about it too much. Nobody else here likes you 
either,” he shrugged. “She‟s just less inhibited than the rest of us.” Rich slid his tray in 
to the cycler, and the machine slurped the tray in to be cleaned and readied for the next 
meal. “You want a tour of the place?” Rich asked. 

 “Why,” Remy asked warily. “You want to take a shot at me?” He thrust his chin 
out defiantly. “May no be as easy as you tink, kid.” 

 “Please,” Rich said, rolling his eyes. “If you want a tour of the base, I‟ll give you 
one. It‟ll help keep you out of everyone‟s way,” Rich confided, “and it doesn‟t really 
matter what I think of you. Magnus says you‟re a guest, so I‟ll treat you like one.” 

 “Sure,” Remy said cautiously. “A tour sounds nice.” 

 They headed out to the hallway outside the cafeteria, and Rich led the way down 
the echoing dimness of a corridor. “Doesn‟t really matter what I show you,” he 
explained to Remy. “Xavier or Frost could mind-wipe you if they decide you know too 
much. That‟s why we don‟t have to guard you or anything. You try to run? Ffft,” he said 
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with a gesture, poking his temple with his finger. “They get a lock on your brain, and 
missiles away.” He grinned at Remy. 

 “Das comforting,” Remy agreed sourly. He eyed Rich. “So where be Cerebro?” 

 Rich‟s smile faltered. “What?” 

 “Cerebro,” Remy repeated patiently. “Frost‟s machine to track down de special 
people in de world, her power detector. De machine she use to gadder you up in de firs 
place.” He positively radiated innocence. 

 “I have no idea what you‟re talking about,” Rich said, puzzled. 

 “Das how I find de place,” Remy continued. “I have contacts dat trace de sale of 
parts used in Cerebro, and dey come here to dis place in de middle of nowhere.” He 
paused. “You never wonder how Frost found you all?” 

 “She‟s a telepath,” Rich said, but his tone lacked certainty. 

 “Oh well,” Remy shrugged lightly. “Mebbe dey tole you once an, you know, ffft,” 
he grinned, pointing at his temple. “So what do you do out here? What you be up to?” 
He relaxed, much more comfortable with the balance of the conversation now that 
Rich‟s eyes plainly showed the doubt that had entered his mind. 

 “World peace,” Rich replied. “Magnus plans to destroy the world‟s superpowers, 
plunging the planet into anarchy. Then we, and those we control, will establish a new 
order. We‟ll finally unite the globe.” Rich flicked on the lights, and they revealed the 
huge chamber where massive construction was underway. “We‟ll bring the world a 
peace it can never find on its own,” he said softly as he looked over the huge modules. 

 “Whas dis,” Remy said, breathless as he looked over the construction bay. 

 “Space modules,” Rich replied. “Forge is completing them one at a time, then 
they‟re cloaked as we fly them up into orbit and assemble them there. The world won‟t 
know we‟ve got a space station until we‟re fully operational.” He smiled to himself. 
“We‟re going to build a sister base in the Arctic, too.” 

 “A space station?” Remy clarified, startled. “You going to rule de world from space?” 

 “Harder to attack us there,” Rich explained. “We‟ve been raided before. But we‟re 
not terrorists,” he said distantly as he looked at a module. “We want to end the terror.” 

 “Do you have any idea how creepy dis sound?” Remy asked gently. 

 “That‟s what I thought, at first,” Rich said. “Then I did the research Magnus asked 
me to do. Into the wars that have defined the planet‟s history. Into discrimination along 
any line of difference. Into the weakness and moral bankruptcy of the world‟s leaders, 
past and present and, unless something changes, future.” He looked Remy in the eye. 
“Humanity is not strong enough to survive,” he said quietly. “That‟s why those of us 
who are something more are obligated to save the world for them.” Conviction 
grounded his words, his eyes were clear and honest. “Maybe humanity needs a strong 
hand to rule them.” 

 Remy shivered. 
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PART THREE: UNDERESTIMATED IMPACT 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT 

Wednesday, October 26, 2005 

 “Try a heat scan,” Emma said. She tapped her front teeth with a shaped, manicured 
fingernail. 

 “I did that,” Forge said patiently. “I‟ve done a heat scan, a movement audit, 
comparative mass displacement analysis. I‟ve looked for him on visual. I‟m telling you, 
there‟s nobody within ten kliks of our location. Not a vampire, or a bum, or a cop. 
Nothing.” His eyes were dull, and he rubbed at them with his flesh hand. 

 “Well he was pretty damned clumsy in his treatment of LeBeau‟s brain,” Emma 
said sharply. “So he‟s here, or on his way. Maybe he‟s worked into a network, maybe 
he‟s diffused himself somehow.” She abruptly stopped talking, tapping on her teeth 
again, worry in her eyes. 

 “I‟ll keep scanning,” Forge promised. “Don‟t worry about it. Try to get some 
sleep.” 

 Emma watched the screens for another long moment. “There‟s only one way we 
can be sure of our safety,” she said. “We should launch the modules that are done. 
Connect the space station. Move our headquarters up there, until Frost is found and 
dealt with.” Her voice was almost brittle. 

 “Are you serious?” Forge demanded, startled. “No way. Call Magnus. See what he 
wants to do.” 

 Emma frowned, and she punched up a code on the intercom system. “Magnus.” 

 “Yes, Emma.” The faint strains of classical music drifted out of the intercom. 

 “I think we need to launch. To be safe,” she said seriously, frowning. 

 “No,” he replied after a moment‟s consideration. “We can‟t afford to be cowards. 
It would speak poorly of our leadership skills. We must be cautious, but I believe there 
is enough power gathered in this base to discourage your ancestor.” 

 “I have a seriously bad feeling about this,” Emma pressed. 

 “Think about what you‟re asking,” Magnus replied. “I think you‟ll understand my 
answer.” He disconnected. 

 “Damn,” Emma frowned. Then she turned and strode out of the control center. 
Forge listlessly tossed a few more scans up on the screens. He didn‟t hear the light step 
behind him. 

 “Forge,” Remy said. “Are you alright?” 

 “Yeah,” Forge shrugged. “How‟ve you been. Haven‟t seen you since, what, New 
Orleans.” 

 “New Orleans, dat was tough,” Remy said with half a smile. “Hey, lissen. I come 
here because your pal Nick Fury is trying to figure out how to rescue you.” 
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 “He can‟t,” Forge said vaguely. “Xavier messed something up in me. I‟m 
reasonably happy as long as I‟m working with the One Worlders. But if I try to leave or 
commit sabotage, then I‟m just miserable until I recant.” He shrugged. “It‟s insane. Do 
you know what it feels like, understanding that your happiness is a construct of 
someone else‟s mind?” 

 “Dat‟s truly awful,” Remy agreed, unnerved. “Cruel. I‟ll rescue you, mon ami.” 

 Forge‟s laugh was hollow. 

* 

 Saint quietly opened the door. Skids was sprawled on the floor, her frictionless 
force field surrounding her to a depth of twenty centimeters, and she was bitterly 
sobbing. Saint closed the door firmly behind herself, and she knelt by Skids. 

 “Wanna talk about it,” she asked in a tender voice only a handful of people had 
ever heard. 

 “N-no,” Skids sniffled. She gritted her teeth against the heavy swells of the sobs 
that flexed in her chest, but she could not hold them back. 

 “Remy LeBeau is just a man,” Saint soothed. 

 “He was my hero!” Skids retorted, her face mottled with weeping. “Before I met 
you guys, he was the only one in the world who ever stood up for me. I love him,” she 
blubbered as her weeping pushed into her words. “So horrible—to know he wasn‟t 
dead—he didn‟t look for me,” she managed before falling into incoherent weeping. 

 “Let me in,” Saint pleaded. And Skids retracted her force field, allowing Saint to 
cradle her. Skids sobbed very unfeminine wracking sobs on Saint‟s shoulder. 

 Some time later, she got ahold of herself. “He forgot about me, I could see it in his 
eyes,” she said unsteadily. “So I find him, and he was looking for another old girlfriend. 
I thought he died to protect us,” she said through her teeth, fighting the tears. 

 “Ah ain‟t terrible thrilled to find out he forgot about me when I left ta come teach 
at the school,” Saint admitted. “Remy, he attracts love. But not faithfulness. He don‟t 
know how ta stay the course. He don‟t have any kind a focus or long view. He just does 
what‟s in front of him.” 

 Fresh sobs tore free of Skids as Saint wished she had phrased that better. 

 “He j-just w-wanted to get r-rid of us,” Skids bawled. “Just a sh-show.” 

 Saint narrowed her eyes, and it was fortunate for Remy that he was elsewhere. 

* 

 Lamps radiated a hazy glow along the walking path in the park. Arm in arm, an 
attractive young blonde and a slim copper-haired man in a suit strolled along as though 
all was right with the world. Except that the man in a suit wore dark sunglasses, even at 
night, and he tapped a cane back and forth in front of him as he walked. The night was 
mottled and patchy with streetlights, lit billboards, traffic, and building lights. The air 
slowly swirled with the steamy smoggy mist of autumn in the city. 

 “Oh, Matt,” the woman sighed. “Thanks for a lovely dinner. I‟m glad you had time 
for a walk; it‟s such a nice night, and winter is right around the corner.” 
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 “You have to take your opportunities when they arise,” Matt agreed. “Life is too 
short for „someday‟, isn‟t it.” He stiffened. “Karen. Wait here for a minute, will you? 
There‟s someone who wants to talk to me.” 

 She glanced around, then froze as she saw the menacing figure standing not ten 
meters away, at the seam between pools of light on the path. He was tall, dressed in a 
dark coat, mysterious. 

 “How did you know he was there?” she whispered fiercely, her heart hammering. 

 “He has very distinctive cologne,” Matt replied. “Don‟t worry. I used to know him. 
Look, this‟ll be brief.” 

 “Be careful, Matt,” Karen said as she tried to hide the worry that brimmed in her. 

 Matt went on alone, dutifully sweeping the cane back and forth across the path. He 
was blind, after all. Karen didn‟t need to know about his incredibly heightened senses 
that could hear the rabbit-fast pounding of her heart, she didn‟t need to know about the 
sweeping radar sense that limned and defined the park in a way she could never 
understand. She didn‟t need to know that he was skilled in ninjitsu, or that he had once 
been the star pupil of a ninja master that once lived in Hell‟s Kitchen. 

 “Blade,” Matt said through his teeth as he approached the dark man. “We don‟t 
have anything to talk about.” 

 “So don‟t talk,” Blade growled. “Listen. There‟s something big going down on the 
docks. A ninja clan has moved in, they‟re working with the local thugs. I think they tried 
a massive human sacrifice, a hundred people, and since the cops stopped them I think 
they‟ll try again. I can sense evil, Shadow, and this threat is thick with it. I need your 
help.” 

 “Why don‟t you go talk to Elektra?” Matt demanded, his tone bitter. “She‟s good at 
hunting and killing other ninja. What about Remy? Stick trained a lot of us. And I‟m out 
of the game.” 

 “I don‟t know where Remy is,” Blade said through his teeth, “but Elektra is 
working for Lexcorp as an assassin. Their security is good. I don‟t know where her new 
safehouses—” 

 “She‟s what?” Matt gasped, suddenly cold. 

 Blade stared at him for a long moment. “You didn‟t even know?” he mused aloud, 
his tone laced with disgust. 

 “Dammit!” Matt snarled, “I don‟t have to know! I‟m through with you people, with 
that old life, with the leathers and the violence and the—the—saving the goddamn 
world! I swear to you, if you try to come back into my life, we‟ll have a disagreement.” 
He abruptly spun and stalked away, giving Blade his back, and he barely remembered to 
tap his cane as he approached Karen. 

 Blade struggled to restrain his rage as he watched the furious man stiffly stalk back 
into the light. He mastered himself, nodded briefly, and vanished into the night. 

 “What was that all about?” Karen asked, worried. 

 “You know how it is,” Matt replied with his best effort to be charming. “You help 
somebody out once, and they try to milk you dry.” 
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* 

 The night trembled, the shadows flexed, and a man rose from them. He was tall, 
broad-shouldered, and regal. He radiated power and menace. His golden hair was 
pushed back from his face, falling to his shoulders, and his features were almost a 
caricature of aquiline nobility. He wore a heavy greatcoat over tattered shirt and pants. 
The desert stilled as he emerged, as a shockwave rolled out from him at an instinctive 
level. 

 The man that was not a man squared off with the portal that led into the concealed 
base. The cruel tilt of his smile revealed the tip of a long, sharp canine tooth. His eyes 
half closed, he extended a big hand towards the fortress, and he felt the warmth of a 
connection with one inside. 

 As lightning jumps from charge to charge, so too did his command. 

 Inside, Emma leaned over her laptop, studying the defense systems. Then her eyes 
widened, and there was just a moment of warning before the full force of the will 
outside crashed over her mind, smothering her like a tidal wave, and her efforts to resist 
kicked and struggled far beneath the coursing rush of command. 

 The thing outside tapped into her powers, and she radiated disinterest that would 
dull anyone who saw her. Then she rose and glided from the room, her walk graceful 
and her manner pulled as though by a powerful current. Quietly, alone, she headed 
towards the front door. 

 Upstairs, Magnus leaned on the doorway into the bald man‟s room. “Xavier. You 
called me,” he said, an edge of disapproval in his tone. 

 “It‟s happening,” Xavier said as he completed strapping his unresponsive legs into 
odd braces. “The vampire is outside. He just took control of Emma. She‟s going out to 
him.” 

 Magnus nodded curtly. “Summon our forces to battle stations,” he said curtly, and 
he darted away with surprising agility and vigor for a man of his age. 

 Xavier concentrated, and everyone in the base was suddenly and clearly given the 
understanding of what they were to do… 

 Emma watched the massive door sealing the complex away from the Arizona 
desert roll aside, then she let her hands drop from the keypad where she punched in the 
access code. Numb, she trudged out towards whatever force drew her as inexorably as 
gravity. 

 Moonlight and shadow redecorated the canyon that led to the secret fortress. In the 
center of the open corridor of stone, a shadowed man-shaped thing waited for her, eyes 
glinting pale, inhuman. Emma approached, and when she was only three meters away 
she knelt, her head bowed. 

 “Emma,” the vampire rasped. That word released her from mental domination, 
and it dawned on her that she was kneeling before the vampire she feared, already 
outside the base. “My child. My pet.” 

 “I don‟t want anything to do with you,” she gritted out as her body began to shake. 

 “You will get over it,” the vampire replied smugly. “I ran into some… misfortune a 
while back. I‟ve been waiting, in the shadows, gathering my strength. I was very nearly 
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destroyed. I think it‟s time to find the Russian bastard that did this to me, and destroy 
him,” he muttered, his mind elsewhere. “And then we can work our way up a relatively 
short list. Until that meddling wizard in New York has been destroyed.” He sized her 
up. “Few of our line have deserved undeath more than you, with all the good and evil 
that carries,” he smirked. “I quietly tapped into your network here. You‟ve collected 
quite a powerful group of people. Were it not for the blood that ties us together, I may 
still be hiding out under the earth.” 

 “Glad to be of service,” Emma said, almost sneering. “You may not want to make 
me a vampire. I would find a way to make you regret it.” 

 Frost chuckled with honest amusement. “I forgot how feisty you are,” he said, 
patronizing. 

 “She is not yours, monster,” rang out a strong voice from somewhere in the rocks. 
Emma was drawn back and up, off the ground, swishing through the air to clatter to a 
halt on an outcropping almost thirty meters from the vampire. From the shadows 
emerged a man in a flowing cloak, wearing a metal helmet, unbowed by age. “You shall 
not have her,” Magnus said evenly. “She has pledged common cause with us, and we 
defend our own.” 

 “Quaint,” the vampire approved, his eyes glittering. The energy that flowed from 
him was intimidating, even when he was at rest. “You certainly know how to issue a 
challenge. It‟s a shame I‟m about to kill you.” 

 “That may not be as easy as you think,” Magnus replied. “I am more than flesh and 
blood alone.” 

 “But all that you are is bound up in it,” Frost replied as his smile widened, revealing 
his teeth, teeth that had such terrible polish and whiteness that the rest of the world 
became dingy as those fangs drew the eye. “Let us begin.” 

 “Xavier,” Magnus said. “Take him.” 

 Elsewhere in the fortress, Xavier plunged his formidable psychic talent at the 
vampire. He „charged‟ Frost, and as he braced to slam against the vampire‟s defenses, 
instead he plunged through a crust, a veneer, and into something different. He sprang 
expecting to hit psychic stone, and instead he crashed through thin ice over a deep, 
overwhelmingly cold lake of vile darkness. 

 Xavier choked and fell over, and Magnus frowned. He extended his hand, and 
flexed it; steel spikes shot up through the sand of the canyon floor, and Frost sprang 
back so fast he only had a leg and an arm impaled. He swiftly tried to free himself as the 
sharp poles rose out of the ground, oriented on him, and closed in; one punched 
through his arm and into his ribs, another wrapped around his legs, then the rest 
descended towards him. 

 

CHAPTER NINE 

 Frost‟s mocking laugh rang out as he faded to mist, and the metal clattered against 
itself. 
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 “Remy!” Magnus shouted. Brightly glowing stones whirled down into the valley 
and detonated with more force than hand grenades. The torn mist swirled around the 
explosions, then silkily raced up over the rock face, breathing towards Magnus. 

 Inside, Morbius flung himself into a seat next to Forge, who was fitting a headset 
on. “Magnus,” Forge said briefly. “Missiles.” He saw Magnus nod on one of the 
screens, and Forge activated the defenses. Two missiles streaked towards their leaders, 
detonating and spilling sloppy liquid fire all over the rock face, swamping the mist. 
Magnus yanked the metal doors out of the rock face behind him and crumpled them 
into a makeshift shelter as the fire slashed towards him. 

 “Nice shot,” Morbius approved as he fitted a headset on. “Okay. Rich, Kitty, 
Leech, Saint, LeBeau. We ready to rock?” 

 “How is Xavier? And Emma?” Saint asked quickly. 

 “Emma is hiding,” Morbius said delicately, “and Xavier? Well, he‟s all twitching 
and unconscious. Hey! Rich!” Morbius said with sudden excitement as he watched the 
screens lit up by security cameras all around the entrance. “Frost is re-forming, under 
the canyon shelf.” 

 “On it,” Rich said tersely. 

 Magnus came online. “Rich, soften him up. Kitty, try to phase him partway into the 
canyon floor. Saint, get Leech, be ready to charge in and drain his energy. Forge, if you 
get a shot, take it.” 

 Rich hollered as he swooped under the shelf and flung a vicious punch at the 
coalescing vampire. Frost came together in time to take the hit to his chest, flinging him 
back to slam against the wall. Snarling, he came at the young man, who darted back out 
into the moonlight. 

 As Frost shot after him, cannons opened up from concealed positions in the rocks, 
sending .50 caliber slugs tearing down across the vampire, knocking him flat and kicking 
him across the desert floor. Rich zoomed through the torn gaping doorway of the entry 
to the fortress, and when he zoomed out again he had a couple brooms. Frost rose as 
Rich snapped the broom handles into stakes. 

 “Foolish child,” Frost admonished, a little blood coloring the corner of his mouth. 

 “I‟m not a kid anymore,” Rich retorted, tucking the stakes in his belt. 

 “I was talking to him,” Frost sneered, pointing at Magnus. Magnus gestured, raising 
the heavy metal doors, and they shot down at the vampire.  

 Frost sprang out of the way, and he rose to his full height. 

 Ghostlike hands rose out of the rock behind him, snatching at his ankles, and he 
glanced down with surprise. He did not go incorporeal himself; his hand plunged down 
and snatched the insubstantial wrist of his attacker, and he plucked her from the 
ground. 

 “C-cold!” Kitty gasped. Frost laughed as his iron grip stole life from her, threading 
death towards her heart. 

 Without taking his eyes from Kitty‟s dying face, Frost sidestepped and snatched, 
getting a handful of Rich‟s hair as he avoided the young man‟s rash airborn charge. 
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Cranking Rich around so fast some of the young man‟s hair tore out of his scalp, the 
vampire yanked Rich‟s face close to his own, and he stared into his eyes. 

 “I am your only friend,” Frost muttered, guttural. “The others have betrayed you.” 
He thrust the powerful young man away, and Rich toppled to the ground. When he 
rose, his eyes had a peculiar internal light. 

 “Damn!” Emma said into the tac-net. “Rich is hypnotized! Saint, neutralize him! 
Magnus, help her!” 

 “Please,” whispered Kitty, deathly pale. 

 “Do something!” Morbius shouted, horrified as he saw Kitty‟s life draining away. 

 No sooner were the words out than a massive door whipped across Rich, slamming 
him and then curving up and around to crash down, pinning him on the ground, his 
arm sticking out. Saint sprinted from her hiding place as Skids dashed towards Frost, 
Leech on her heels. 

 Saint pounced on Rich‟s exposed arm; “It‟s foh yoh own good, sugah,” she drawled 
as his life force and energy swelled into her. 

 “Kitty, go solid!” Skids screamed. Kitty seemed to fade for a moment, then she 
twisted down into solidity and Skids grabbed her arm. Skids‟ odd force field slicked over 
them both, and Frost raised his eyebrows as his grip clamped into a fist, Kitty free in 
her frictionless coating. 

 “Impressive,” he murmured. Then Leech dove at his leg, snatching it and 
scrunching up his face as he drained Frost‟s power as fast as he could. 

 “NO!” Frost shouted with sudden rage. He plucked Leech‟s head off his shoulders 
with a brutal tug. 

 Skids tossed Kitty aside as horror, grief, terror, and rage formed a potent fuel in 
her, and she filled with excess she could not control. “You monster!” Screaming, she 
snatched Frost‟s lapels, and she drove her frictionless force into his mouth and 
expanded it as hard as she could, forcing his jaws open. 

 He casually backhanded her, knocking her unconscious with a single effortless 
swipe. 

 “This is amusing,” he admitted. “What else shall we—” 

 Machine guns kicked across him again now that the others were clear, and he was 
knocked down and shoved along the dusty rock with the mule-kicks of anti-aircraft 
guns. 

 “Emma,” Saint gritted out. “Fix this boy‟s brain. I‟m goin in.” She turned, kicking 
up off the ground and swooping up with stolen strength, power, and toughness. She 
lashed down at Frost, slamming a hit across the hinge of his jaw as the guns stopped 
firing. 

 He rammed a palm strike into her belly that sent her smashing into the rock, but 
she bounded clear. Breathless, she dove at him anyway, but this time she didn‟t hit him. 

 She clamped her bare hands on his face, kneeing him in the chest, and she dragged 
him up off the ground and around, banging him down on the stone of the canyon floor. 
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“Gimmie it,” she wheezed, and her hands twitched as his stolen undead energies rushed 
into her like a dark tide. 

 “It‟s MINE!” Frost roared, and his fists thudded into her chest, breaking ribs; 
blood spun clear of her mouth as bones and organs tore under the unholy force of the 
vampire‟s hits. She flew back into the stone of the canyon wall and bounced, landing 
limp and unresponsive. 

 “Why aren‟t you shooting?!” Morbius demanded of Forge. 

 “Look,” Forge said, pale. Morbius looked at the screens, and in the shifting dust 
and billowing smoke, Magnus faced Frost directly. 

 “You are a very possessive thief,” Magnus observed, subdued. 

 “This would be very simple if you had not involved yourselves,” Frost replied. 
“Now you will all die, your life force an apology for the inconvenience you‟ve caused 
me.” 

 “There is no place for you in my world,” Magnus said. 

 Frost frowned, uncertain. “What—what are you doing to me?” he demanded. He 
staggered slightly. 

 “Magnetic force is powerful,” Magnus replied softly, “and I‟m destroying you with 
it.” Frost was jerked up off the ground, held rigid, and then he stretched. 

 Frost let out a bitter, sardonic bark of a laugh. “This from a meatbag full of blood,” 
he snarled. “Die, fool.” 

 Magnus gasped, and his chest bucked as a peculiar thick rope of blood unfurled 
from him, crossing the space to slam into Frost‟s chest; Magnus stumbled, and Frost 
dropped catlike from the magnetic force that had held him. He strode towards Magnus, 
singed and battered and drained but still on his feet. The stream of blood stopped, but it 
had taken a massive toll on Magnus. The old man seemed frail, ridiculous in his metal 
helmet and the blanket on his back. He knelt on the ground, struggling unsteadily for 
air, and the vampire towered over him. 

 A boulder shattered to gravel on Frost, knocking him over to skid across the 
ground. He rose in a towering fury, facing off with Rich Ryder. 

 “I‟m better,” Rich said. “Leave him alone.” 

 The vampire shook his head. Then he pounced at Rich. 

 Magnus struggled to his feet, favoring his left side, his face oddly twisted. He 
extended his hand, stopping Frost mid-air. Then Magnus focused, blood running from 
his nose and mouth, and metal-rich rocks shot out of the canyon walls and pulverized 
on the vampire. The metal stakes he had used before whirled up and clanged against the 
massive metal prison that Magnus crunched around Frost as tight as he could. 

 “What do you want me to do?” Rich shouted, but Magnus could only spare him a 
glance and a misshapen smile. The old man piled ever more onto the struggling 
vampire. 

 Remy slid to his knees by Saint. “Chere?” he panted. “You still wit us?” 
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 She groaned slightly, shifting. Then she coughed, and blood spun free of her 
mouth. “Busted up,” she whispered hoarsely. “Dear Lord, the—the darkness in that 
thang—” Her accent thickened with pain. 

 “Dey are dying,” Remy said quietly. “You godda save dem.” Gently, he cradled her 
cheeks with his bare palms. He began to twitch as his essence drained into her, and he 
leaned down to kiss her forehead before her desperate system drained more than he 
could withstand, and he fell sideways to thud down on the stone. 

 Saint pushed at him, shuddering, roiling with stolen power from so many sources. 
She felt her body healing, just enough for her to be able to breathe, to get back into the 
fight. 

 “There‟s only one way to win this thing,” she breathed. 

 Frost shattered the containment that Magnus piled around him, but it was 
magnetically charged, and it slammed back in place harder than ever. The vampire 
howled fury inside. 

 Morbius stared at the monitor. “I think Magnus is having a stroke,” he said with 
sudden alarm. He shot to his feet, snatched his doctor bag, and raced out of the control 
center, towards the exit. 

 Alone, Forge stared at the battle uneasily, glancing over the screens. Leech, dead. 
Kitty, mortally wounded. LeBeau, out for the count. Saint, badly hurt. Xavier, out of the 
fight. Only a battered Rich Ryder and a desperately weak Magnus had a chance to save 
them from the vampire that just wouldn‟t fall down. 

 Morbius reached the entrance to the canyon in time to see Magnus topple under 
the strain. Rich caught him before he hit the ground, lowering him gently. The rocks 
and metal ground against each other as the vampire tried to fight the magnetized prison 
with no leverage to push against. 

 Reaching Rich and Magnus, Morbius knelt to see Rich‟s eyes bright with unshed 
tears, his chin twitching. Magnus lay still, his breathing shallow. 

 Then it stopped. 

 Morbius frowned, then he pumped down on Magnus‟s chest. He breathed in 
Magnus‟s mouth. Pumped on his chest. Breathed in his mouth. 

 The vampire‟s bloodied claw-like hand punched out of the top of the magnetized 
mass. 

 “All I need,” they heard Saint say unsteadily. 

 With the last of Rich‟s power she still held, she drifted up and landed on top of the 
magnetized ball. She snatched Frost‟s hand, and this time she held on. She held on, 
quivering, as his rage and darkness and evil and thirst and lust gushed into her. She held 
on under a torrent of endless night, she held on as unspeakable atrocity washed through 
her and left her cold. 

 She felt the darkness flow into her, through her, and she suddenly realized that this 
creature was full of more power than she could ever hold. She could not drain off all his 
might and energy and contain them in her soul and her life. 

 “So be it,” she whispered to herself. 
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 She let her life go. Still, the darkness poured in. 

 She felt herself, the edges of her personality, blur and twist away into the heaving 
darkness. She let them. 

 Marie Saint died. 

 She screamed to the dark heavens as she clamped ever harder on the weak hand 
that hung from the magnetized ball. Then she choked on her scream, falling back to 
crash down and squirm on the stone. Where Frost‟s hand had emerged from the ball, 
there was only dust, and the wind carried it off. 

 Still Morbius pushed on Magnus‟s chest rhythmically, then breathed into his 
mouth. Rich touched the doctor‟s shoulder, and Morbius leaned back, sick. 

 “He lost too much blood,” Morbius whispered. Then his eyes raised up to see Saint 
as she lifted up into the air. “Oh no,” he breathed, nerveless. 

 Saint rose higher still, then wailed a cry of the deepest loss imaginable. She flitted 
away in the night sky, a shadow against the darkness. 

 “No!” Morbius shouted. He scrambled to his feet, and dashed into the base‟s 
entrance. Moments later, they heard the throaty growl of a motorcycle kicked to life, 
and Morbius roared out past the carnage, racing into the unpredictable darkness. 

 Rich stared around, shell-shocked. “Forge?” he asked, his voice lost. 

 “I‟m still with you,” Forge said over the lump in his throat. 

 “Could you tell Emma it‟s safe now? And ask her to help collect the bodies of 
those who fell defending her? Please?” Rich said in a shaky voice. 

 “I‟ll tell her. And I‟m coming down,” Forge said. He pulled the headset off, and 
headed out. 

 Rich wandered down the canyon, looking around. He found Skids, breathing but 
unconscious. And he found Remy. He rolled him over. 

 Remy‟s eyes weakly fluttered. He murmured something slurred in French. Rich 
frowned. “You okay?” Rich asked. 

 “Saint,” Remy replied. “Where?” 

 “She drained Frost,” Rich replied. “Then she… she flew away. Morbius is looking 
for her.” 

 At that, Remy struggled to sit up. 

 

CHAPTER TEN 

 The light bloomed around Xavier, and he blearily opened his eyes. His face 
trembled, and his pupils expanded and contracted. He breathed out, his bones 
themselves shaking. 

 “New rule,” he managed. “I‟m just going to give up on trying to read the minds of 
that which does not live.” 
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 “You‟re remarkably coherent first thing out of a coma,” Emma said, subdued. 
What had seemed like a deep wash of light was now revealed to be a few candles by his 
bedside, but Xavier was no less grateful for the relief from the darkness. 

 “How did we do?” Xavier asked, unsettled by the tremor in his voice. 

 “Leech was killed. Skids and Kitty need intensive medical care. Rich got a little 
banged around, but he‟ll be fine. The vampire was destroyed,” she said, and she paused 
to swallow at a lump in her throat. “Magnus is dead,” she said. “Saint… she absorbed 
the vampire, I have no idea what that will do to her. Morbius and LeBeau went out after 
her.” 

 “Sounds like we got thrashed pretty good,” Xavier said quietly. He leaned his head 
back. “You‟re sure Magnus is dead.” 

 “I‟m sure,” Emma replied. “He made it possible for the rest of them to destroy the 
creature.” 

 “I suspect,” Xavier murmured, “that‟s how he‟d want to go.” He looked at the 
doorway, where Rich approached and leaned against the frame. “Come in,” Xavier said. 

 Rich stepped into the room, uncomfortable, his eyes haunted. “Are you alright?” he 
asked. 

 “No,” Xavier replied. “Magnus is dead. That takes something from me that I can‟t 
even explain. A dream, I suppose.” His smile was faint. “I plan to recover.” 

 “I‟m sorry to intrude,” Rich said hesitantly. “But… I wanted to share this with you. 
What he said to me. At the end.” He paused. “I… I can‟t talk about it. But I want 
someone else to know.” 

 Xavier nodded. “Your mind is a safe enough place to visit,” he said. 

 “Careful,” Emma cautioned him. “Frost hypnotized him. I went in and cleaned it 
out, I don‟t think he had time to put a mine in there, but still.” 

 “Right,” Xavier nodded. He let his eyes drift shut, and Rich sat down. 

 Magnus fell, as though in slow motion. Rich caught him, lowering him to the stone, the hellish 
grate of struggle in magnetized metal grinding in the background. 

 “I guess it wasn’t my fate after all,” Magnus whispered with a distant smile. His trembling hand 
touched Rich. “The world is yours.” 

 “Don’t die,” Rich choked. “We’ll get you taken care of.” 

 “Not after what I just did,” Magnus wheezed, the side of his face sloppy. 

 “I’m sorry,” Rich managed. “I’m sorry I failed you.” 

 “You can’t fail me out here,” Magnus said, something kind in his eyes as the light faded from 
them. “You can only fail me here,” he added, touching Rich’s chest, “and here.” He touched Rich’s 
forehead. “Out here… this… doesn’t…” 

 He was gone. 

 Rich let out a shuddering sigh as fat teardrops rolled down his muscled cheeks. His 
eyes were red, swollen, and his nose was running. He just sat in the chair, miserable. 
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 Xavier reached over and grasped his hand, blinking at his own tears, and he said 
nothing. 

* 

 The motorcycle sputtered and died, and Morbius swung off it and jogged a few 
steps, then knelt. Fifteen meters away, clearly visible in the moonlight, Saint hunched 
over weeping with dry moaning sobs that wracked her whole body. 

 “Nice night,” Morbius observed. A sob turned into a choke, and she spun to face 
him. 

 “You!” 

 “Don‟t you think?” he asked mildly. 

 Her eyes were bright with a pale reflective glow. “How did you find me,” she 
demanded in a voice not wholly her own. 

 “I think you wanted me to,” Morbius replied. “I could… I could tell you were over 
here.” 

 That hung in the air between them. She stirred. “Ah‟m hungry, Mike,” she said. 
“Hungrier than Ah‟ve ever been. Hungrier than Ah‟ve ever imagined. What‟m Ah 
gonna do?” She rubbed at her face. “Ah think Ah‟m dead… Ah don‟t think it‟s gonna 
go away this time. Ah think Ah took in too much of the wrong thing.” 

 “I‟ve been living with my death for years now,” Morbius replied quietly. “But that 
doesn‟t mean I‟ve let it get so big in front of me that I can‟t see what else is going on. 
Be patient. Maybe we can figure something out.” 

 “There‟s no figuring this out,” she snarled. “Ah‟m a vampire!” She glared at him. “Get 
out of here. Ah don‟t think Ah can—restrain this—much longer.” 

 “I know that,” Morbius nodded. “I figured that might be true when I followed you 
out here. I don‟t want you to feel like you have to destroy yourself. I don‟t want you to 
make your first night any worse than it is.” He sighed. “Saint. I‟m done with testing. I 
have maybe six weeks left.” He looked her in the eye, looking right into the shine of her 
alien hunger. “There‟s no way I‟d rather spend the rest of my life than in easing your 
suffering.” He half smiled. “Take my blood. It‟s not doing me much good anyway.” 

 “Don‟t do this to me,” Saint pleaded. 

 “I‟ve always wanted to be in your arms, since the day I met you,” Morbius said. 
“And, lady, I‟m sick of waiting to die. Let me do some good. Let me kiss you once, and 
then you can finish me off. There‟s no way I‟d rather die.” He swallowed hard. “That‟s a 
lot better than hospice.” 

 “Mike,” she breathed, “you came out here to offer yerself up ta me?” 

 Rising, he slowly approached her. “One kiss is all I ask,” he replied. 

 She was unable to speak, and she was no longer capable of tears. So she opened her 
arms to him, and pulled him close, looking him in the eye, seeing the serious 
understanding of what he was about to do. She did not feel fear. So she touched her 
mouth to his, her yielding lips touching his face. He opened his mouth, he opened 
himself, and he kissed her. 

 They connected. 
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 Morbius stiffened, but chose not to draw away. Saint felt the hunger, the unslakable 
thirst, the darkness and rage coalesce. Somehow, he attracted them. As she was 
quivering, overloaded with more power than she could absorb, he provided a run-off. 
She tried to pull back, but he was clutching her to him; not from his need, except his 
need to give himself for her. She felt an unexpected capacity in him bloom. She felt the 
hunger ebb. She felt the darkness lighten. She felt the horrific eternal night ease away, 
flowing into Michael Morbius. 

 With a bang, an explosion tossed them apart. Saint crashed down gasping, Morbius 
tumbled on the stone. Both oriented on Remy LeBeau, standing on the ridge with a 
rock the size of a baseball beginning to glow in his hand, rage on his features. 

 “Both of you stay away from each odder!” he yelled. “I don know what‟s going on, 
but we gonna fix it!” 

 The hunger gripped Morbius before he understood what it was. He launched at 
Remy, moving faster than a mere mortal could. Startled, Remy dropped the rock, and 
Morbius plowed into him and carried him over the ridge with the force of the hit; a 
massive explosion tore the night behind them, and Morbius scrabbled for Remy‟s 
throat. 

 Remy writhed, planting his feet on Morbius and kicking hard, flinging the doctor 
off him to slam down on the sand. In a flex of motion, Morbius was up and striking, 
and Remy‟s combat training was barely enough for him to deflect strike after strike, 
dodging and weaving back from his snarling and slavering attacker. Remy whipped out 
his collapsible baton and began flinging hits and blocks at Morbius, who hesitated, then 
fled into the darkness. Panting and glad to be alive, Remy let him go. 

 Slowly, he turned to see Saint. She was the same shape she had been before 
absorbing the vampiric essence, but she was subtly different. Remy felt the shift as he 
stared at her. He felt the power that flowed from her, the different consistency of her 
skin and flesh, the wiry strength and speed that flowed through her now. 

 “Ah don‟t rightly understand it,” Saint murmured as she gazed down at her hands 
with wonder. “Somehow… mah ability to steal energy an his done mixed up together. 
This time it ain‟t goin away.” She looked up at Remy, something inhuman in her eyes. 
“The hunger, all that anger an fear… Morbius took that,” she whispered. “He took it, 
an he‟s keepin it.” 

 “He got some strength and speed, too,” Remy said sourly. 

 “Ah gotta find „im,” Saint said, her eyes wide. “In his condition, no tellin what 
might happen.” 

 “Wait,” Remy said quickly. “We better get you back to base. Get a medical check-
up on you. With Morbius, what‟s done is done. We gotta look to de future,” he said 
earnestly, extending his hand to her. 

 She looked at him as she would a stranger. “My future don‟t have nothin ta do with 
you, Remy LeBeau,” she said coldly. Then she drifted up into the air, like she had been 
doing it her whole life, and she steered her flight in the general direction Morbius had 
chosen when he ran. 

 Remy watched her fly away, and he swore passionately in French. Then he ran for 
the jeep he had borrowed to get out here. He paused, looking down at the discarded 
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motorcycle, and he shook his head. Then he hopped into the jeep, fired it up, and 
headed back to base. 

* 

 Lost in his thoughts, Rich slowly descended the staircase. At the bottom of the 
stairs, the door whipped open, and Remy darted in glancing around wildly. Rich 
frowned at him, and Remy brightened to see the young man. He dashed up the stairs. 

 “Rich! It‟s Saint! She flew off looking for Morbius. We godda get dem both back so 
we can run de tests on Saint, an get de doctor for de odders. You go fly out after her,” 
he said quickly, “you‟re de only one dat can.” 

 “You don‟t give me orders,” Rich bristled. “The only man with the right to do that 
is dead tonight, thanks to you. There was a time that would have earned you a backhand 
that would put you through a wall.” Rich breathed deeply. “Magnus set a better 
example. So I‟m going to just pretend you didn‟t demand anything of me. Friendly 
advice?” he glowered. “Go to your room and stay there until you‟re called for.” He 
glared right into Remy‟s eyes, then shouldered past him and continued down the stairs, 
tense. 

 “Okay,” Remy said, a little forlorn. He glanced down at the hall, and up the stairs, 
then quietly headed for his room. 

 On the way, he passed the infirmary. Kitty was laid out, still unconscious. Magnus 
and Leech had been cleaned up, and sheets were over their bodies. Skids, badly bruised 
and blotchy with weeping, sat by Leech‟s side. Frost sat at the desk, her head in her 
hands. 

 Remy thought about stepping in, checking on Skids, then he thought better of it. 
He moved away from the window, continuing down the dark hallway alone. 

 Skids opened the door and stepped out. “Remy,” she said softly, her voice hoarse. 
“I saw you.” 

 “Dey train me to be a ninja once,” Remy said with a pained half-smile. “I never was 
so good at keeping de low profile.” 

 “Remy… I know this isn‟t your fault,” Skids said with an aimless gesture. “I just…” 

 Remy felt the heat radiating from her. Need. Shame. Self-loathing. Passion. He 
understood. 

 “I don want to be alone neither,” he replied in a thick voice. 

 Moments later, the door to her room clicked shut behind them. 

 

Thursday, October 27, 2005 

 Remy woke slowly, surfacing. He felt the warm, comforting smoothness and 
weight of a naked body snuggled against him, and his mind desperately tried to 
remember who it was; a waitress? Saint? Then it hit him, as he looked over into Skids‟ 
peacefully sleeping face. 

 He was wrapped warmly in her blankets, in her clean and tidy bed, in her clean and 
tidy bedroom. The feminine touch was evident all around, from the fresh flowers in the 
vase to the knit doily on the bookshelf. Remy breathed the musk of their warm 
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sleepiness, after connection that had been good for them both. As he looked at her 
tousled hair, the unguarded trust of her sleeping face, he knew that the moment that 
brought them together had passed. He could not be there when she woke. He couldn‟t. 

 Extricating himself from the covers with practiced ease, Remy swiftly and silently 
dressed in the near-dark; something he thanked his ninja training for. Then he slipped 
out into the chill of the silent hallway. 

 As the door slid shut behind him, he froze, realizing he was not alone. 

 “Ah cain‟t believe,” murmured the icy voice, “that Ah came back ta see if you were 
okay.” Saint slowly shook her head. “Shoulda known better.” Her disgust had chilled 
into a clinical thing, and something in Remy writhed to be exposed to it. 

 “Dis is not what it looks like,” he said quickly, knowing it was the wrong thing to 
say as the words spilled out. 

 “Frankly, LeBeau, Ah don‟t give a damn,” she said fiercely. Her pupils were flat 
and silvery in the dark. “Ah don‟t care ta ever see you again.” 

 Remy stood and watched as she turned. She walked away from him. He knew 
better than to think anything he could say would even slow her as she left his life. 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN 

 Hours later, the bright sunshine lit up the cafeteria. 

 “Go ahead,” Rich said quietly. “If something bad happens, I‟ll pull you back.” 

 Saint looked at him nervously, then she gingerly extended her hand into the sunlit 
room. The sun lay warm against her skin, and relief swept through her. 

 “It don‟t hurt a bit,” she said, and she stepped fully into the sunlight. “Ah feel just 
the same!” She smiled brilliantly. “Ah got all Frost‟s raw power, and Ah can stand the 
sunlight. Ah‟m even hungry fer food!” 

 “That‟s great!” Rich grinned enthusiastically. “Did you find Morbius too?” 

 “Ah‟ll have ta take another look tonight,” Saint replied, her smile fading. “He… he 
really didn‟t want ta be found.” 

 The other door into the cafeteria opened, and Xavier strolled in. Skids followed 
him, and Kitty hobbled in with the aid of a cane, and Emma at her elbow. 

 “Well then,” Xavier said, “how‟s breakfast coming, Forge?” 

 “Pretty good,” Forge replied from the kitchen. “Just about done. Come and get it.” 

 The others collected their plates as he put them out. Bacon and eggs, toast, biscuits 
and gravy. They sat down, but a lot of questions went unasked.. 

 After a few bites, Xavier leaned back in his chair. “I think we need to have the 
funeral this morning,” he said. “Barring objection.” 

 No one had anything to say. 

 “Skids has requested that Leech be buried here,” Xavier continued. “The 
completed command module will serve as a tomb for Magnus.” He looked at Rich, who 
nodded; they had already discussed this in private. 
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 “After breakfast?” Kitty asked in a small voice, wincing slightly. 

 “Yes,” Xavier confirmed. 

 “I‟m done eating,” she said, and she pushed her plate aside. 

 “I think I speak for everyone,” Rich said. “Let‟s get this done.” 

 “What do you think, Frost?” Xavier asked. 

 She looked at him briefly, then down at the table. “You know what I think,” she 
said tonelessly. 

 “Then it is decided,” Xavier nodded. “Forge. Let‟s go ahead and have the funeral.” 

 A few minutes later, they were all gathered in the construction bay. Forge punched 
in the commands to open the roof. Sunlight slanted down, not reaching all the way 
inside, but lighting up a slab of rock far above as it angled in. 

 “I would offer you all a chance to speak,” Xavier said, “but I don‟t think that‟s 
what Magnus would have wanted. He was more concerned with what fueled your heart 
and mind, and how that expressed itself in action, than in what you had to say. He 
appreciated a good speech. But I‟d like to think he‟d be more proud of what we go on 
to do from here, than what we say over his body.” 

 He paused, and squinted down at the black zippered bag that held the body of their 
leader. “I do not have his strength,” Xavier said simply. “I do not have the absolute 
conviction of his vision. The concept of a single world, united under a powerful and 
united council, is not something I can adopt as my own.” He looked from face to face, 
taking in the expressions of those gathered. 

 “Magnus‟s vision has inspired me, however,” Xavier continued. “I see the strength 
he drew from his dream, and I realize I need one of my own. I have tremendous power. 
All of us do. But the test is not the power, the test is how we use it. No matter how 
mighty our abilities and wealth make us, it is our decisions and our skill in making our 
wills into reality that define how powerful we are. I don‟t want to rule this world. I‟ve 
seen too much of it,” Xavier murmured, his thoughts looking inward. “But I want to 
learn how to live in this world.” He looked across the assembled group once again, 
giving those words time to sink in. 

 “What is harder, after all? To break the world, and re-shape it in our images? Or to 
find a way to be true to ourselves, and still fit into this world? There are no easy 
answers,” Xavier admitted. “But there is satisfaction in finding questions that we can 
spend the rest of our lives answering.” He looked Forge in the eye. “I release you, 
Forge,” he said quietly. “You are free to go.” 

 Forge‟s chin twitched as he felt the psionic bonds dissolve in his mind, and for the 
first time in a very long time he was his own man. 

 Xavier sighed. “Any of you that want to come with me are invited,” he said quietly. 

 “Even me?” Emma asked, half serious. 

 “Especially you,” Xavier agreed. He looked at Remy, who was studiously inspecting 
the floor between his scuffed shoes. “You are all welcome. Magnus promised you the 
world. I can only promise you a place in it.” 
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 No one had anything to say to that. Xavier nodded to Rich, who picked up 
Magnus‟s body and carried it up into the command module. Forge sat down at the 
communications console and flicked it on, bringing the thruster systems online. 

 Rich gripped the module halfway along its ten meter length, and he rose up into the 
air carrying it. The assembly watched as he flew up into the morning sky, hauling the 
massive metal chunk. They watched him until he was just a speck in the cloudless sky. 
Then they gathered around Forge‟s station. 

 One camera on the back of the station caught Rich‟s expression. He had 
maneuvered himself beneath the module, and he pushed it up through the atmosphere. 
His eyes were full of pain, but not from the weight and the task. He was a proud 
pallbearer. Seeing the resolute grief etched in his face caught in Kitty‟s throat, and she 
began to quietly sob as tears rolled down Skids‟s face. 

 “Goodbye, Magnus,” Xavier said softly, and even Frost had to gasp at the twitch in 
her ribs as tears welled up in her. 

 It took time for Rich to fly up to the edge of the atmosphere, but no one gathered 
around the monitors counted the minutes. At the edge of space, Rich paused. 

 “This world was never big enough for you, sir,” he said, and they realized he 
probably didn‟t know he was being recorded. Then Rich pushed the craft, hard, and it 
sailed out of the atmosphere. Forge triggered the thrusters, and the module began the 
long, inexorable journey to the sun. 

 “A fitting pyre,” Xavier said, and emotion caught up to him too. 

 As the image of Rich shrank, recorded from the doomed funeral satellite, they 
could see the tears that froze in his eyes. Then, he was just a lost shadow on a backdrop 
of a brightening earth. 

* 

 Elektra prodded slightly at the tomatoes, considering her purchase, while the bustle 
of the supermarket flowed around the produce aisle. She hesitated, then looked down 
the aisle with a frown. 

 “Hello, Elektra,” Matt said. He was dapper in a trench coat over his suit, his hair 
impeccably combed, his eyes armored with dark glasses and his hands gripping a white 
cane. 

 “Yes?” she said coolly. 

 His expression darkened. “Just thought I‟d catch up on what you‟ve been keeping 
busy with. Maybe thought you‟d tell me why you‟ve contracted as an assassin for one of 
the most dangerous businessmen in the world.” 

 “One of?” she said with a mirthless smile. “You haven‟t been doing your 
homework, Matthew.” 

 “I don‟t want to know what he‟s up to,” Matt said heatedly. “What do you think 
you‟re doing, lowering yourself to being a hired thug? You got clear of the influence of 
the Hand. You don‟t have to kill people anymore!” he said emphatically. 

 “You forfeited your right to tell me what I do and do not have to do, the day Stick 
died and you walked away from me,” she snapped. “I hope you don‟t fully understand 
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what I did to make myself acceptable to you. Because if you do understand, then you‟re 
not just insensitive and confused. You‟re a traitorous bastard.” He did not need to see 
her face; her tone told him everything he needed to know. “If you‟ll excuse me,” she 
continued, “I‟m shopping.” 

 “Elektra,” Matt said, frowning. 

 “No, you listen to me,” she replied, her voice low. She switched to the Silent 
Speech, and the force of it drew a flinch from him. My work is ugly. My life is ugly. And 
that’s why you wanted nothing to do with me. I accept that. But I have no patience for a squeamish man 
who has already passed his judgment. I’m tired of you waving your righteous blindness in my face. 

 “So it‟s my fault now?” Matt demanded, incredulous. Elektra‟s eyes seemed to flare, 
and though Matt couldn‟t see her, his senses were so sharp that they warned him of 
what was coming. 

 His response wasn‟t enough to protect him. 

 She stepped around the cart, and slapped his hands away as he raised them to 
defend himself. She thrust her finger into the side of his neck, and he sagged back 
against the produce, gagging. 

 “That‟ll shut you up,” she said in a voice that could shave diamond. “Your skills 
have lapsed, Matt. If you aren‟t going to be in my world, stay the hell out of it.” She 
glanced around. “And watch your step going home, or one of the real ninja that‟s 
following me might suspect you‟re involved in what I‟m up to.” 

 He groped at his neck, old knowledge of chi meridians and nerve clusters swarming 
in his mind as pain streaked through his nervous system. Elektra walked back around 
her cart, and regarded him. 

 “Stay out of my way, Murdock,” she said, her voice low and dangerous. “You 
chose to be part of a past that we can no longer share. Me? I have a future.” She pushed 
her cart at him, and he stumbled out of the way. 

 She walked down by the peppers, schooling her breath. She would not weep with 
the exquisite pain that carved around her heart in that moment; schooling her features, 
her breathing, her body, she melted the emotion. It trickled down inside her skin, but 
no moisture touched her eyes. She breathed deeply, steadily. 

 Picking up the green pepper, she shook it. A few seeds rattled around in the 
hollowness inside. Even as Elektra listened to make sure Matt had stumbled away, she 
knew it. 

 Her balance was lost. 

 Frowning, she pushed the cart along the aisle, and refused to think about what that 
could mean. 

* 

 Saint dropped out of the sky, down into the dimness of the cave. 

 “Ah can feel ya in here,” Saint said quietly. “Morbius. It‟s okay. I‟m not gonna hurt 
you.” 
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 “I know,” whispered a hoarse voice in the back of the cave, tucked deep enough to 
be totally protected from sunlight. “So—so tired. Now that it‟s day. Maybe I can rest in 
peace.” His voice was slurred. 

 “How you doin?” Saint asked, concerned. 

 “Ask me again at dusk. Until then… can‟t look for a pattern. Not enough 
repeated… incidents.” His voice had a ghostlike undertone that rustled from the walls, 
eerie. “You?” 

 “Ah‟m fine, maybe finer than Ah‟ve ever been.” She shook her head. “Can‟t hardly 
believe it,” she murmured. “Ah can fly! Strong, too. Maybe bulletproof. Tough, fast. 
That vampire feller sure packed a hell of a wallop.” She squinted at the shadows, seeing 
into them as though they were lit. “Ah think that my absorbin powers meshed with his, 
and they stabilized each other. Ah haven‟t lost any power since it happened, and it‟s 
been hours.” She paused, self-conscious. “You?” she asked in a small voice. 

 He chuckled painfully. “I‟m having a hell of a day,” he whispered, afraid to entrust 
his voice with more. 

 “Ah can‟t believe you figured a way ta save me, from sunlight and that horrible 
thirst,” Saint said humbly. 

 “I was dying anyway,” Morbius sighed. “Just got interrupted a little. I‟ll tell you one 
thing.” He cleared his throat. “I wish I had gotten the flaws without any of the power. 
The hunger I feel at night… it‟s so strong. It makes me strong. The hunger brought the 
tools to sate it.” He paused. “I don‟t think I can stop myself from hurting people. 
Killing people. Saint, we both know… Marie. You know I have to be stopped.” 

 “No,” she said flatly. “Don‟t you even think about that. Ah love you, Mike. Ah 
know it. Ah‟ve known it for months now. It just didn‟t—well, you were dyin. And it just 
didn‟t seem right. But you and me, we make a whole, and Ah won‟t hear any more talk 
about suicide or killin.” 

 “Maybe we do form a whole,” Morbius murmured. “Maybe cancerous growths 
form a whole with the bodies they suck life from. Maybe a gangrenous limb forms a 
whole with the body it threatens. But we operate, and the survivors go on. If you touch 
me again, Marie… If you touch me again, you might get some of this back. I‟ll die 
before I let that happen. I‟ll just keep my weak blood, and stuff it with some 
supernatural evil, and then just let the sun cleanse me of both.” He chuckled, a painful 
rattle. “Don‟t weep for me, Saint. I have no regrets.” 

 “In spite of your blood, and your evil, your heart has somethin Ah need,” Saint said 
seriously. “Don‟t leave me, Mike. Not yet. Not until Ah‟ve made sense of it. We haven‟t 
even tried ta find a cure. Ah know a guy in New York who might be able to help you. 
He‟s got a crazy house in Greenwich Village. Don‟t count Xavier out, neither. Give us a 
chance.” 

 The echoes of her pleas faded in the dryness of the caves. Something stirred 
towards the back of the cave. 

 “Alright,” Morbius murmured. “We‟ll try for a cure. Rather, I‟ll try. I can… I can 
come back at dusk. Sunlight is a bit of a problem,” he admitted.” 

 “Dusk then,” Saint agreed. “You want us to come pick you up?” 
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 “I‟ll find my way home,” Morbius said. “One way or another. Now get out of here. 
I… I need to… well, be unconscious,” he slurred. “Not really sleeping. Not anymore.” 

 “Sweet dreams,” Saint said uncertainly. Then she rose up into they sky, and flitted 
away. 

* 

 Remy‟s steps crunched on the rocky soil as he approached the open plot of ground 
behind the rock of the concealed fortress. He gazed at Skids‟s back. She knelt by a small 
grave, with a headstone Rich and Forge had quickly carved from local stone. In a 
simple, sorrowful gesture, she put a small bunch of wildflowers on the freshly turned 
earth. 

 “I would have helped you, you know,” Remy said hesitantly. “Helped you dig de 
grave.” 

 “I had to do it myself,” Skids said. She sniffled. “I had to do it around here. I 
couldn‟t send him into the sun. The world wasn’t too big for Leech. Just too mean.” She 
sighed, a small and hopeless sound. “I wanted a place I could visit. Maybe I‟m selfish.” 
She wiped at her face. 

 Remy stirred a little, not sure what to say. 

 “Look, Remy,” Skids said. “We all gotta mourn our own way. Xavier knows that. 
And I need this to be private. I gotta do this my way.” 

 “I‟m sorry to intrude,” Remy said, his voice tight with something like pain. “I‟ll get 
out of your way in a minnit, but we gotta talk first. About us.” 

 “Us?” Skids said, tired. 

 “I can‟t go wit Xavier,” Remy said. “I can‟t—his whole ting,” he gestured with his 
hands. “I gotta be on de move.” 

 “And you can never be mine,” Skids said distantly. “I know that. I guess I knew 
when I realized you got rid of us in New York. You‟re a man of the moment, Remy 
LeBeau. And moments come and go.” She looked down at the delicate and vast mosaic 
of the sandy, rocky soil. “Even now that I can turn off my powers and touch you any 
time I want.” 

 “It‟s not dat,” Remy said quickly. “It‟s… I gotta be honest wit you, Skids,” he said, 
as though the admission pained him. 

 “Why start now?” she said bitterly. 

 “Dat‟s not fair,” he growled. “I did tink I was gonna die. Instead I got roped into 
saving de world. And after dat? A little distracted!” He calmed himself. “But de real 
reason I can‟t be wit you? Is the „me‟ dat I see reflected in your eyes.” He sighed, 
shaking his head. “I earned dat, God knows. I don like to tink about my flaws, not if I 
can help it. I‟m not perfect, you knew dat when we met. I do my best. But it‟s not good 
enough sometimes.” He heaved a sigh. “I‟m better off on my own. Maybe someday 
down de road, we can be togedder. Maybe someday de road, she be done wit me.” 

 “I understand,” Skids said into the awkward silence. “Just like you understand why 
I‟m going with Xavier.” She didn‟t look at him. 
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 “Yeah,” he nodded. He squinted up at the sky. “You know, Stick knew someting 
about Leech. I never did find out what. Maybe, wherever dey are now, dey can finally 
talk it over.” He looked at Skids, noting the curve of her jaw, the quiet strength of the 
set of her shoulders. “Dat‟s the hard ting about life. You try so hard to stay alive, den de 
people you live for, dey slip away from you.” He glanced around, but couldn‟t think of a 
graceful way to end the conversation. He turned and left, as quietly as he had come. 

 Skids touched the fresh soil of Leech‟s grave. 

 “Happy trails, kid,” she whispered. 

 Then she rose. 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE 

 Xavier sat in a wheelchair, watching the last stains of the sun fade from the sky in a 
glorious watercolor sunset. Remy stepped up to his side. 

 “I‟m leaving tomorrow,” Remy said. “I tought you should know.” 

 “I‟m sorry things didn‟t work out,” Xavier replied, thoughtfully regarding the 
sunset. “I‟m sorry you couldn‟t find what you were looking for.” 

 “Mebbe it doesn‟t exist,” Remy shrugged. “But we all must keep searching, no?” 

 Saint flew up into the sunset, lining up on the concealed window of the mountain 
fortress. She flew up to it, and Xavier flicked the switch to open the window. She 
descended to Xavier and landed, kneeling to put the big bundle in her arms down on 
the floor. It twitched, and she unwrapped it to reveal a stained and filthy Michael 
Morbius. 

 “Too many people,” Morbius said uncertainly. Remy crossed the room and stood 
in the doorway, and Saint helped Morbius rise. 

 “I have a rule,” Xavier said. “I can‟t go into the mind of one of the undead.” 

 “He‟s not totally undead. Not really,” Saint protested. “He‟s kind of a living 
vampire. Ah guess. Ah don‟t know. C‟mon, please?” 
 Xaver flexed his jaw, then he nodded. “I don‟t need to go into your mind to feel 
the hunger rolling off you,” he said tightly. Then he cocked his head, and peered at 
Morbius. Morbius relaxed at once. “I can take the edge off that hunger,” Xavier said. 
“But I can‟t make it go away without making you catatonic.” He hesitated. “Is that level 
of compulsion one you can resist?” 

 “For now, I guess,” Morbius said uneasily. “But I‟ll have to eat sometime, won‟t I. 
And I don‟t think a nice vegetable stew or steak tartar will satisfy this craving I‟ve got.” 

 “I know a half vampire in New York,” Remy said quietly. “Maybe he could help 
you.” 

 Remy had the full attention of everyone in the room. 

 “He was trained by my best teacher. If you want, I can take you to him.” Remy 
shifted his weight, and he inspected his fingernails. 

 “I think that would be for the best,” Morbius agreed quietly. “I need the distance. 
And in New York, if I can‟t control this… this urge, I can find plenty of people to feed 
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on who deserve it.” He looked Saint in the eye. “I‟ll get this figured out if I can. And if I 
do, then I‟ll find you.” 

 “You‟ll always know the way,” Xavier assured him, “even if you‟ve never been 
there, or heard of where we are. If you want to know… you will.” 

 “Ah‟m sorry ta see you go,” Rogue admitted. “This sure is a screwed-up world, 
isn‟t it.” 

 “You never know how it will turn out,” Morbius said quietly. “I‟ll come back if I 
can.” 

 She just nodded, and Morbius turned to Remy. “So how do you want to do this?” 

 “I got a phone number I can call,” Remy said. “I also got ways to get on flights, 
don‟t you worry about dat. So all we need is a nice tight box to put you in.” His 
charming smile faltered somewhat. 

 “Forge can arrange it,” Xavier said, and he punched a code into the intercom. The 
other end crackled. 

 “This is Forge.” 

 “We need a lightproof box for Morbius to travel on an airplane,” Xavier said. 

 “On it,” Forge replied, and the intercom clicked off. 

 “Well, with that out of the way,” Xavier said, “I‟ll bid you good evening.” He 
nodded to them, then wheeled out of the room. 

 Saint looked at Remy and Morbius, but she didn‟t have anything to say to both of 
them together. Confused, she followed Xavier. Remy turned to Morbius. 

 “Sometimes, mon frere, a chapter of your life closes and another opens. Sometimes 
you have to leave de past behind you.” 

 “Perhaps,” Morbius shrugged. “But the past has a way of cropping up in the future, 
if you don‟t deal with it when it‟s the present.” 

 Remy chuckled. “Maybe so, but dere is not a damn ting you can do about de 
world‟s sense of humor. So you do de best wit de day you get, and let tomorrow sort 
itself out.” 

 “Yeah, that seems to have worked pretty well for me,” Morbius said bitterly. 

 Remy looked him in the eye. “Don let it make you bitter,” he cautioned. “We going 
to see a very bad man. He can help you, I tink, but he‟ll kill you if you make him.” 

 “I like him already,” Morbius sighed. “Let‟s go.” 

PART FOUR: JUSTICE AND REVENGE 

Friday, October 28, 2005 

 “I‟ll be damned,” Fury breathed as he watched Forge step through the diner‟s door. 
“Forge!” he said, surprised at the excitement in his voice. He stood up, gratified to see 
Forge‟s face light up when he saw him. The skinny cyborg shook Fury‟s hand 
enthusiastically, and they sat at the bar together. 
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 “One for my friend here,” Fury said with a grin, and he turned to Forge. “Damn 
good to see you alive. LeBeau must have come through for me.” 

 “That depends on what you sent him to do,” Forge replied sardonically. “Magnus is 
dead, the One Worlders disbanded, most of them following Xavier. I was released.” He 
paused. “But I‟m still going with Xavier. They‟re not looking to take over the world 
anymore, they‟re going to try to figure out how to live in it. We could use a man like 
you, Fury,” he said seriously. 

 “I got my bar. I saved the world. I‟m ready for some peace and quiet,” Fury said 
with an honest smile. His expression darkened. “How did you get mixed up with these 
guys? Why‟d you put in the „under duress‟ code ta drag me all the way out here?” 

 Forge sighed. “The One Worlders, that‟s the nutcases that had me out there, got hit 
by a rival gang. The Illuminati. Yeah, I know. Anyway. One of their psychers mind-
controlled me and made me work for them, made me build this modular space fortress 
they could use as a command center when they ruled the world.” 

 “That‟s a little bit pretentious,” Fury growled. 

 “Well, they got sneak-attacked and didn‟t like it. They figured if they were up in 
space,” Forge shrugged, “attackers would have a harder time getting to them.” 

 “So far so good,” Fury said, leaning back. 

 “Well, the One Worlders were just attacked by a vampire,” Forge said with a 
sideways look at Fury. 

 “Just one?” Fury said, surprised. “I‟ve had ta deal with packs, but they never came 
one at a time that I ever heard of.” 

 “You‟ve fought vampires?” Forge said, his eyebrows shooting up, shock in his 
voice. 

 “Oh yeah,” Fury nodded. “A whole army of „em, seemed like. They were working 
for some pale jackass with delusions of grandeur, went by the name of Deacon Frost. 
But we nailed him good, or that‟s how I hear it.” 

 “How do you do that?” Forge asked, startled. “How do you already know about 
this, when it‟s one of the wildest tales I‟ve ever lived through?” 

 “What do you mean?” Fury retorted. 

 “Deacon Frost was the vampire that attacked us!” Forge replied, then he glanced 
around, resolving to keep his voice down. Several other patrons in the diner rolled their 
eyes, or hid their smiles. Forge leaned in closer. “We saw his dust. We destroyed him for 
sure, and left the remains in the sunlight.” 

 “That‟s pretty good! You must have some badass war machines in that club,” Fury 
said, genuinely impressed. 

 “The leader was killed,” Forge said. He paused. “Xavier released me, Nick. But 
what he‟s doing is right. It‟s what I‟ve always wanted. A way to live in the world safely, 
you know? So I don‟t have to do the espionage and spy games just to earn a place, so I 
don‟t have to build weapons and fortresses to earn my right to be different.” He paused, 
looking down into his newly-arrived drink. “They released me. And I‟ve chosen to go 
with them.” 
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 “Ain‟t that a kick in the head,” Fury murmured, eyeing Forge. “They kidnap you 
and force you to work for them, then they let you go and you want to stay.” He took a 
long pull on his beer. 

 “You don‟t understand how they‟ve changed. It‟s the same people, but it‟s a whole 
different group with Xavier in charge,” Forge said. “I can‟t explain it. They‟re so 
different.” 

 “Well, you gotta do what you gotta do,” Fury grumbled. “But if you ever want to 
come and visit, there‟s a bar in New York where your money is no good.” He shook his 
head. “Damned useless. I‟m glad it‟s sorted out, I just don‟t see why I hadda come out 
here,” he groused good-naturedly. 

 “If you hadn‟t been here,” Forge said seriously, “Remy might not have been able to 
find the place. And if he hadn‟t come out when he did, who knows how it would have 
turned out?” He shook his head. “We can never see what the Great Spirit has in his 
hand of cards, you know? I‟m glad you were here. It means a lot to me that you 
responded to my distress signal, and stayed until I came out safe.” His smile was warm. 
Then it faltered. “We do have another problem, though,” he said in a low voice. 

 “What‟s that,” Fury asked, tired. 

 “The secret weapon. The one I built, the one that was so dangerous you told me I 
should abandon it. The one that we buried under so much security that even I, its 
creator, would have to dismantle sections to get in. You remember this weapon.” 

 “Damn straight,” Fury growled. “Wakes me up at night thinkin about it sometimes. 
What about it.” 

 “Someone took it,” Forge whispered. “Not the One Worlders. Not even me, under 
duress and mind-wiped. Because I‟d have to take certain measures to get through that 
security. Somebody else just waltzed in and took it and waltzed out again. I can‟t 
understand how it could be done. But somebody out there has the matter virus.” 

 Fury stared at him with his one eye. “You better come with me until we can get this 
sorted out,” Fury said slowly. “I got some people I can call, and you can do your Mr. 
Wizard thing, and we can get that thing back. There are no „right hands‟ for that weapon 
to fall into. Not even ours.” 

 “I guess I should have destroyed it,” Forge said morosely. “But it was the coolest 
thing I ever built, bar none.” 

 “You got arrangements to make?” Fury asked, rising. 

 “Yeah,” Forge said. He pulled out a cell phone, punched in a number. “Xavier? 
Yeah, I‟ll catch up. Thanks.” And he hung up. 

 “What, no secret passwords or directions?” Fury grinned, bemused. 

 “When I want to find them,” Forge said, tapping his head, “I‟ll know the way.” 

 “Well okay then,” Fury nodded. “Daylight‟s burnin. Saddle up.” 

 They left together. 

* 
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 Remy muttered French curses to himself as he dragged the cart with the long black 
box through the airport, headed for the doors. His cell phone rang, and he tugged it out 
of his pocket, snapping it open. “Bonjour.” 

 “We‟re at the door. Hurry your ass up,” Blade growled. 

 Remy resumed cursing, and he dragged the heavy box out through the doors. A 
sleek, brand new, black SUV was parked at the curb. The door slammed as Blade left 
the vehicle, rounding the back to open it. He helped Remy heft the box into the back; 
Remy looked ahead and saw the back of a head in the passenger‟s seat. 

 “Who‟s de new guy?” Remy muttered under his breath. 

 “Arrow,” Blade replied. “One of Stick‟s students. He got the memo to help save 
the world, but he got here a little late. He‟s been helping me with my investigation. Now 
you‟re helping too.” He flashed Remy a too-white smile against the darkness of his 
features, and then he slammed the truck doors. 

 As he and Remy climbed in, Arrow turned and offered Remy an ingratiating smile. 
“Hello, I‟m Oliver Queen, but you can call me Arrow. Apparently it‟s what all the cool 
ninja are doing. Shall I call you Box?” 

 “No, Stick, he call me Bo. Tought it was damn funny. You can call me Remy.” 
Remy offered his best charming smile; he could sense that he was going to be Arrow‟s 
best friend, or he was going to have to kill him. 

 “Great!” Arrow said. “So what‟s in the box? Blade told me to mind my own damn 
business.” He smirked slightly. “I think having it here with us makes it my business, 
don‟t you?” 

 “If you plan to run wit us for a while, den yes,” Remy said. “It‟s a half vampire.” 
 “What?!” 

 “Like Blade, kind of,” Remy said quickly. “He was a nice guy. I want to see if Blade 
can help him get dis ting under control, so he can be stable and not eat people.” 

 “Is he serious?” Arrow protested to Blade. 

 “If he‟s strong, he‟ll live,” Blade growled, eyes on the road. “If he can‟t fight it, then 
I‟ll see to it he can‟t hurt anyone else.” He glanced over at Arrow. “I do this, and 
Remy‟s gonna help us fight the ninja.” 

 “Ah,” Arrow said with a sunny smile. “Right then. Carry on.” 

 “You owe me big,” Remy muttered, eyeing the box in the back. 

* 

 Muttered curses and bangs echoed in the loft long before the window was shoved 
open and three men entered, tossing the big box on the floor. Remy inspected his 
skinned knuckles with a wince. 

 “So we climb de fire escape to de sixth floor for dis,” he said, looking around. 
“Well, at least it‟s… roomy.” His words almost echoed in the expansive loft space. 

 “Yeah. Condemned building,” Arrow said. “I told Blade we could be executive 
ninja, and actually have comfortable living quarters, and that we didn‟t have to mortify 
the flesh to sharpen the mind. But he doesn‟t care. Because he sleeps in a chair and he 
meditates twelve hours a day and he really doesn‟t pay any attention at all to what the 
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couch smells like.” He sighed as he flopped down on the couch. “Well. Let‟s see this 
jack in the box.” 

 “I guess dis be de best seat in de house,” Remy agreed, sitting next to Arrow on the 
sofa. 

 As Blade shucked his coat off and lay it on the table, Arrow leaned closer to Remy. 
“Damn good thing you showed. After the week I‟ve had, I was seriously thinking about 
bailing. On the one hand, I don‟t want Blade on my bad side. He shows remarkable lack 
of good judgment and perspective. On the other hand… this sucks.” He shook his head. 
“After the show, want to go get a beer or something? After we let the vampire out of 
the box?” He shook his head. “It‟s been a hell of a week.” 

 “Sounds good,” Remy said with a crooked smile. Then Blade opened the box, not 
bothering with preamble or conversation. 

 Morbius sprang out, squalling, lashing out at Blade. Blade knocked his hands to the 
side and fired a pair of palm strikes into the other living vampire‟s shoulders, knocking 
him sailing back to whack into the wall. Morbius bounced back from the devastating 
blow, snarling and snapping at Blade, who deflected his strike, kicked his feet out, and 
slammed him face-first on the floor. 

 A third time, Morbius popped up, and Blade backhanded him with super-human 
strength, sending him flying back into the wall once more. This time, when Morbius 
rebounded, he hesitated. Something inhuman and calculating gleamed in his eyes. He 
hissed, low and menacing, but he was trapped between the pain and fear of attack and 
the ravenous hunger. 

 “I know what you need,” Blade growled. He drew a knife, and slit the back of his 
arm. He offered his forearm, and Morbius was mesmerized by the blood. Cautiously, 
the living vampire approached, then he pounced on the arm. Greedily, he sucked at the 
wound. Blade took a sideways step and twisted Morbius around, gripping his head; the 
vampire was oblivious as he nuzzled Blade‟s bloody arm.. 

 Blade looked Remy in the eye as he held Morbius‟s head. As he stood poised to rip 
it off. Remy simply watched. And Blade nodded to himself. Then he yanked his arm 
back, kicking Morbius to the ground. Focusing, Blade healed the wound. Then he 
rounded on Morbius. 

 “Better?” he demanded. 

 “Yes, thanks,” Morbius said weakly. 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

 “If you all have dis under control, I‟m going out for a beer,” Remy said as he rose. 
Arrow followed as they headed for the door. 

 “See you later, don‟t make a mess,” Arrow said cheerily as they strolled out and 
shut the door behind themselves. 

 Blade looked after them for a moment, then he turned to Morbius. “So what‟s your 
story.” 



 

 326 

 “I was a doctor,” Morbius said. “I had a blood condition, I was dying. I worked 
with some people, taking care of their medical needs while they funded my research. I 
only had months to live.” He sighed. “A woman I love became a vampire, but she had 
other gifts first, and the vampirism was a botched job. We—we kissed, and I took the 
nasty part of it. She got to keep the rest, the raw power.” He paused. “And I wouldn‟t 
have it any other way. The only reason I‟m still alive is at her request,” he said honestly. 
“But for all I know, I‟m dead and in hell.” 

 “Your heart is still beating,” Blade said through his teeth. “You‟re some kind of 
living vampire, like me.” 

 “I can feel you,” Morbius said, eyes glittering. “Your thirst. It‟s contained 
somehow.” He shook his head. “How did you do that?” 

 “It‟s just my blood talking to you,” Blade said. “It‟ll pass.” 

 “No, not just you. I feel the hunger in New York,” Morbius said. “The vampires. 
As we headed in, I could sense them, right outside the box. Here and there. This city is 
crawling with them,” he said to himself. “Who would have guessed?” 

 “How can you do this?” Blade demanded, uneasy. 

 “My hunger feels theirs,” Morbius replied, almost a whisper. “My lust touches 
theirs.” 

 Blade‟s frown did not alter. “I kill vampires,” he said flatly. 

 Morbius gazed into his eyes. “Good,” he murmured. 

 For the first time, the hints of a smile touched the edges of Blade‟s features. 

* 

 “Her,” Arrow said, pointing. “The brunette with the long, long legs.” 

 “You‟re on,” Remy agreed. “Twenty dollar.” 

 “You got it,” Arrow nodded. “Twenty dollars says I‟m the man to find out the 
threadcount of her sheets.” 

 Remy grinned, pushed his hair back, and rose. He approached the bar, and the 
sleek woman in hip-hugging jeans and a sweater spared him a glance. 

 “It‟s cold outside,” Remy said quietly as he sat down. He rapped his knuckles on 
the bar. “Beer,” he said. He glanced at the brunette. “I tought I would have to come 
here to drown my sorrows,” he said with a small smile. “Maybe tings aren‟t so bad after 
all.” 

 Arrow rolled his eyes. “Damn, LeBeau,” he said under his breath. 

 “Maybe they‟re worse,” the brunette replied with a scathing look. “Beat it, creep.” 

 Remy grinned at her. “Have one on me,” he said, and he left a bill on the bar. He 
returned to the table where Arrow sat, ignoring the other man‟s huge grin. 

 “You know, I‟m thinking about moving out,” Arrow said. “Living with Blade is fun 
and all. Like we‟re twelve, and we killed the babysitter, and we can watch tv all night and 
drink root beer and watch horror movies. But I‟m thinking I can sleep my way to better 
accommodations. Get a cell phone. Then I can go wherever I want, and when Blade 
needs me, I can show up.” Arrow took a long pull on his beer. 
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 “Mon ami, you may be smarter dan you look,” Remy observed. “I should have 
tought of dat myself.” 

 Arrow chuckled. “We live a dangerous life,” he said. “All that death. Need a little 
life in there too. Now, if you‟ll excuse me, I have a woman to seduce.” 

 “Be my guest, mon ami,” Remy said as he leaned back in his chair. “I‟ve had my fill 
of women just now. Noting but trouble.” 

 “Maybe a little something else they have to offer,” Arrow grinned as he rose. 

 “Okay, I give you dat,” Remy said, a small smile on his face as his mind wandered. 

 “Hold that thought,” Arrow said. “You‟re about to see a master at work.” He 
approached the bar. 

 When the brunette looked at him, with his dashing hair and mysterious goatee, she 
smiled. Her eyes roamed his mighty and defined arms, his muscled torso. He struck up a 
conversation, and Remy just shook his head. 

 “De flirting, dat‟s how it begins,” he said to himself. “But it always end in pain.” He 
shook his head, and took another pull on his beer. “Always.” 

* 

 “If you really can find them, then you might be worth something to me,” Blade 
muttered to Morbius. They stood in a steaming, dank alley, ignoring the chill of the 
New York night. 

 “Right around the corner,” Morbius said, his eyes bright with something hotter 
than a fever. He followed the alley to its end, and looked across the street. 

 The old church had been renovated. It was not a club, it was just a place to go and 
drink and dance. A burly doorman stood outside. 

 Blade stood by Morbius, and he sniffed. His expression curled into distaste. “That‟s 
the stink of vampires, alright,” he said. “Let‟s go see if they‟ll let us in.” He glanced both 
ways, then crossed the street. He was solid, his leather coat flowing behind him, the 
sword at his side more conspicuous than the two pistols holstered at his ribs, outside 
the flak jacket. Morbius kept pace, his head slung forward, his lank hair swinging around 
his face as he looked all around. He was stringy and loose, tightly wound, a peculiar 
scrawny geek who radiated menace. 

 “Who the hell do you think you—” the huge bouncer said before Blade fired a 
palm strike into his face, snapping his nose and sending him back off his feet. Blade 
stepped into a kick that banged the big bouncer into the stone wall. 

 Morbius quivered, restraining himself as the big man bled on the concrete. Blade 
walked up to the door and slung a powerful kick into its center, smashing the door 
open. 

 Inside, thudding techno continued without pause. The swarm of people danced 
and writhed to the music, most oblivious to the intrusion. As Blade looked across the 
crowd, he saw almost a third of the dancers were the walking dead, and the rest were 
simply warming up dinner as they danced and wriggled, unaware that they performed 
for the pleasure of those who stalked them. 

 “It‟s a hunter!” one shouted, but it was too late. 
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 The ninja blade whipped out, and the half-vampire ninja Blade leaped into the 
crowd, his sword whistling around with lethal precision. The blade whipped through a 
vampire‟s neck, and as the head popped up in the air it seared and flared with ash, the 
body collapsing back and crisping. People screamed, vampires hissed with furiously 
back-lit eyes, and the guards went for their guns. 

 Morbius sprang at one of the big men with submachine guns, tackling him and 
plunging his fangs into the big man as his victim screamed, his gun chattering into the 
stone of the wall, ricochets caroming towards the crowd. Blade parried and thrust and 
slashed, and two more vampires exploded into ash as the guards opened fire towards 
Blade, heedless of the crowd in the way. 

 Blade charged, his sword darting up through the vampire and disemboweling him, 
bisecting his heart, sending flame racing across his skin. He spun and dove, bullets 
chewing at his coat and punching into his armor vest. Rolling, he lashed his sword 
through the knees of a vampire, and he cut him in half with the backstroke. Ash flared 
and swirled, graying the deadly ninja as he came up with a gun, hammering bullets into 
one of the mortal shooters, sending him back into the wall, rebounding from the bloody 
mess the bullets had knocked out of him. 

 Sensing the flow of the battle, the vampires exchanged glances, then retreated. 
They raced out of the former church, protected in a mass of terrified humans. Blade let 
them go, his face seemingly frozen in a disgusted expression. He rounded on Morbius 
as the former doctor tore his fangs loose of his dead victim. 

 “Don‟t you ever drain anyone to death, ever again,” Blade growled deeply, his 
sword extended towards Morbius. 

 “Don‟t let me,” Morbius replied seriously, looking Blade in the eye. 

 Inviting his own death. 

 Blade stared at him for a long moment, then he made up his mind. “I gotta know,” 
he growled. “Follow me.” 

 Morbius scrambled to his feet, and he followed Blade out of the church. Blade 
rounded a car and elbowed the window in, unlocking the door and sliding inside. He 
swiftly and efficiently knocked the steering column cover off, and Morbius got into the 
car as Blade hotwired it. In a matter of less than a minute the car was started and down 
the block. 

 “Pretty smooth,” Morbius said. 

 “Shut up,” Blade replied. “I don‟t trust you yet.” 

 He drove in silence, and Morbius closed his eyes and reveled in the horrible 
warmth and comfort the blood had brought him. 

 When he opened his eyes, Blade was parking the car in a lot by the docks. 

 “What‟s this place?” Morbius asked, vaguely apprehensive. 

 “I gotta know something,” Blade said tersely. “Follow me.” He headed towards the 
edge of the water, where there were several big ships at port. 

 “I don‟t want to go any closer,” Morbius said, suddenly stopping, his eyes riveted 
on a single ship. “What the hell happened here?” he asked with a quaver in his voice. 
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 “You tell me,” Blade said softly. 

 “That ship,” Morbius said, pointing at the Bloody Mary. “It‟s—something there is 
very wrong.” He was trembling. 

 Blade looked into his eyes, closely examining him. “Yeah,” he said. “Something bad 
happened there not long ago.” He relented, and he headed back towards the car. “Come 
on. You pass. There may be hope for you,” Blade said. 

 “Good to hear,” Morbius muttered, something in his humor pained. He dropped 
into the car, Blade started it again, and they pulled away. 

 Neither one saw the shadowy ninja that followed them, leaving the ship behind… 

 

Saturday, October 29, 2005 

 Outside the brick walls of the loft, the city was at low ebb. The only sounds inside 
the loft were Remy‟s gentle snores and the occasional fwip of Arrow putting a card down 
in his game of solitaire. He glanced at the clock; almost three in the morning. He sighed. 
Shuffled the deck. He could still smell her perfume on his face. In the back room, a 
faucet dripped with monotonous habit. 

 Morbius‟s room was locked. Blade was lost in meditation, his torso bare and 
gleaming like an obsidian statue, lost in an interior world. He knelt on a mat, in a more 
private corner of the loft. 

 Arrow started laying the cards out, each pile neat and in place. He had lived here 
long enough to know the sounds of the building, to know the feel of the different times 
of day. His hands slowed as he stacked the cards. He wasn‟t sure why, so he listened 
without appearing to listen. 

 Something. 

 Restless, he put the cards down, rising to his feet and crossing to the window. He 
looked down at the rain-slicked street, at the stoplights putting on their show for a few 
stragglers still on the streets. He squinted at the lowering clouds. More rain to come. 

 Somehow, it felt wrong to break the hush, to speak, even to himself. Arrow strolled 
over to the couch, quietly lifting his bow out of its bag, hauling the quiver of arrows 
free. He strapped the quiver to his back, and he unfolded and assembled the bow. 
Tested the pull. Nodded to himself. He turned to see Blade standing in the archway to 
the other area in the loft. 

 Blade held his sheathed sword in one hand. He did not move, but he listened 
intently. 

 Something close. 

 Arrow reached back, drawing an arrow from his quiver and whipping it around and 
to the bowstring, dropping to one knee as he spun, pointing the arrow up. He loosed 
the shaft, and the arrow punched through the glass skylight and slid through the body 
of the ninja poised to jump down. 

 Three more ninja plunged through the glass, sending it scattering down with them 
in a glittering plume. Before they hit the floor, Blade‟s sword was unsheathed, and he 



 

 330 

was on top of them. Two managed a parry before they were slaughtered; Blade‟s strikes 
were terse, he was electric with a peculiar wild energy. 

 Too close to home. 

 “Remy!” Arrow shouted, but the Cajun was already on his feet. He tugged the 
collapsible baton out of his coat and snapped it open, sleep gone from him entirely with 
the burst of adrenaline that spun him to parry the strike from the ninja that burst 
through the window over his bed. 

 Arrow punctured the ninja facing Remy, pinning him to the wall. The three ninja 
swiftly moved back to back as more figures in dark garb armed with ancient weapons 
dropped through the skylight and sprang in through the windows. 

 With a mighty bang, the door was kicked off its hinges, and the attacking ninja 
pulled back for a moment. Blade, Arrow, and Remy looked at the door. 

 The first man through the door was a ninja with a styled mask, dressed in a blue 
tabard over his ninja gear. The second was a ninja with a yellow silk tabard, and the last 
one in wore gray; Blade‟s eyes widened with recognition. 

 The ship. 

 Of course. 

 And he knew he had been followed. 

 His attack was that much more ferocious as he sprang at the ninja opposite the 
newcomers. Arrow lined up and released at the ninja in blue, who ducked back and 
away with superhuman speed. Remy slammed his baton down on a ninja‟s forearm, 
breaking it and deflecting the strike that had been aimed at the archer. 

 Blade‟s world did not slow down as he kicked up into superhuman speeds; he 
simply released the need to plan, the need to organize his attack, to study his foes. He 
relinquished control to the blade in his hands, and it sang and whickered with obscene 
satisfaction as it used him to propel through meat and bone, and around him lives flared 
out. He was unstoppable; he was not truly present. Something inside him, something 
older than time and unaccustomed to the limitations of flesh, breathed through him. 

 The ninja were no match for his furious assault. 

 The yellow-clad ninja flung a weighted chain at Arrow, who swiftly drew and fired 
at it; the shaft deflected the chain, and Arrow had little time to notice the puff of smoke 
behind him; hands gripped him, and he let out a brief shout as he was flung at the wall. 
He slammed the wall with his open hand as he hit, dissipating the force, and as he 
landed he swiftly pushed his bow against the ground, gracefully unstringing it. 

 The temperature in the room was dropping as the gray-clad ninja sprang at Arrow. 
The archer now had a flexible staff-like weapon, and he thrust the tip at his attacker, 
catching him under the collarbone. Arrow spun away, his weapon ready, as the other 
ninja faltered. 

 Remy howled, charging the ninja in blue. The cold was deepening, and a peculiar 
bluish mist surrounded the ninja; Remy lashed out with his baton, and it whipped 
through an icy shell shaped like the ninja. As Remy stared, the cold in his baton biting 
into his hand, the blue-clad ninja exploded a kick at him, sending him sailing back 
through the loft as a rib snapped in his chest. 
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 Remy knew they were going to lose. 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

 Arrow desperately parried a ninja‟s attack, deflecting the kama blades with the 
spinning unstrung bowstaff. His powerful wrists made his strikes dangerous and 
flexible, unpredictable, and he had dropped two ninja. But two more cornered him, and 
he had his hands full when smoke exploded behind him, and another ninja was 
somehow in the middle of the fight, driving strikes into Arrow. He was knocked over 
Remy‟s couch to slam down on his shoulders on the hard floor, and the ninja sprang at 
him. 

 Blade loomed above him, slick with spatters of gore, and his sword whistled and 
hummed as it cut the air. Two of the ninja were downed in the sudden blast of smoke, 
but the other was out of range. 

 “We gotta go!” Blade shouted, hauling Arrow to his feet. Then he spun and fought 
for his life as the yellow-clad ninja sailed in, one hand gripping the haft of a short 
diamond-shaped spearblade, the other hand spinning the weighted chain attached to the 
spear. 

 “Remy! Bathroom!” Arrow yelled, swiftly re-stringing his bow and firing a shaft 
through the head of a ninja behind Remy. Remy asked no questions, springing to the 
side and rolling away from the others that surrounded him. There was no clear sense of 
how many ninja were attacking; in the darting shadows, death was everywhere, 
hemming them in so the three leaders could finish them. 

 Remy dashed into the bathroom, and Arrow was right behind him. He spun, firing 
into the common room as Blade fended off the yellow-clad ninja‟s terrifyingly terse and 
powerful strikes. 

 Smoke blasted in the bathroom, and a ninja was somehow between them; Remy 
snatched his tabard and focused. The tabard glowed red, and the ninja vanished in 
another blast of smoke. In the room outside, there was a muffled explosion. 

 “It‟s official,” Remy said with a pained smile. “He teleports.” 

 Arrow had already adjusted for Remy‟s talent and his tactics. “Do that to these 
arrowheads,” he said, thrusting five arrows at Remy. Remy charged them, and the five 
heads glowed as their internal energy built towards release. 

 “Tree seconds!” Remy shouted, and Arrow snatched the handful, dumping them in 
his quiver with the others. His honed senses remembered precisely which ones they 
were as he loosed them into the loft; pandemonium unfolded as the exploding 
arrowheads whipped into the ranks of the ninja. One punched through the yellow-clad 
ninja‟s ribs, exploding in his body. Blade didn‟t look back, he sprang into the bathroom 
and slammed the steel door behind himself. 

 “Now we are trapped!” Remy shouted. “Brilliant!” 

 Blade shouldered the wall, knocking it aside, and he hopped onto the ladder behind 
it. Ignoring the rungs and gripping the sides of the ladder, he slid down into the 
darkness below. 



 

 332 

 “What, you didn‟t think we had an escape plan?” Arrow grinned. He followed 
Blade, and Remy was right behind him. 

 The door gave way under furious assault as they slid down into the dark. Seconds 
later they splashed down in some standing water. Blade shook and snapped a glow rod, 
and Remy saw three backpacks. 

 “Guns, cash, and gear,” Blade said, pointing at the bags. Remy winced as he hefted 
one, Arrow slung two on, and Blade threw the glow rod down the other direction in the 
tunnel. A ninja dropped, facing the other way, and Blade beheaded him cleanly. Then 
the three ninja withdrew, quietly as they could, grateful to be alive. 

 About ten minutes later, they emerged through a manhole in a dark alley. As Blade 
pushed the lid back in place behind them, Remy collapsed against the wall, features 
ashen, pressing his side. 

 “Rib‟s broke,” he said. Then he blinked. “Morbius!” 

 “Remy, listen,” Arrow said. “We can‟t go back there!” 

 “No,” Blade growled, “and we can‟t leave Morbius to his fate, either.” He faced his 
two partners. “Bo. Get whatever backup you can find. And get yourself a staff,” he 
snarled, eyeing Remy‟s collapsible baton. 

 “Dis is a good ting,” Remy said, wagging the baton slightly. He nodded to himself. 
“Logan might help. He‟s good against ninja.” He looked at Blade. “I got some oder 
contacts, too.” 

 “Arrow,” Blade said to the other ninja. “Find out where they‟re hiding, what they‟re 
up to.” 

 Arrow nodded curtly. “And I think I need some more arrows,” He observed, 
glancing ruefully at the lone arrow in his quiver. 

 Blade told them the address of another safehouse, and the three split up and 
vanished into the well-lit night. 

* 

 “Well?” Ice said in Chinese, standing over the two ninja tending Smoke‟s wound. 

 “The explosion caught him, master, but he will recover.” The ninja swiftly bound 
the burn patch. “Some of his ribs and his shoulderblade are broken.” 

 “How about you?” Ice demanded, turning to where Spear gazed at a closed door. 
The ninja‟s garb was tattered from the explosion, but his flesh had already re-formed. 

 Spear did not reply. He stared at the closed door intently with his empty white eyes. 
Ice crossed the room, standing beside him, also looking at the door. 

 Something is in there, Spear said in the Silent Speech. Something wicked. 

 Ice thrust out a kick, expecting to knock the door open, but it held. Surprised, Ice 
touched the door. A patina of ice rippled out from the point of contact as the 
temperature dropped. Ice hit the door again, and the super-cooled barrier shattered. 

 With a weird scream of fury and lust, something uncoiled through the gap, 
snatching at Ice. The ninja coolly deflected the strike, and the man-shaped attacker 
sprang at a nearby ninja, who spun away and kicked him into a wall. 
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 “Good reach,” the ninja observed, touching the hole in his shirt and glancing at the 
handful of black fabric his attacker gripped. 

 Ice stepped between the ninja and his lank, stringy attacker. Morbius glared at him, 
and lunged. Ice casually pounded a blow into Morbius‟s chest, sending him back to thud 
against the wall. 

 “Bind him,” Ice ordered. Several ninja swarmed forward, struggling briefly with 
Morbius before restraining him. They shoved his wrists together and zip-tied them, and 
his ankles. They tossed him on the floor, where he thrashed and squalled. 

 “Noisy,” one observed. 

 Then Morbius snapped the zip ties, and was on his feet—he snatched a startled 
ninja and plunged his fangs into his shoulder, and the man let out a strangled grunt of 
pain as the living vampire swiftly drained off a great draught of his blood. 

 Ice kicked Morbius off the man, intercepted the wild attack, and broke Morbius‟s 
arm with a clean and simple strike, knocking him off his feet. 

 Something coy and joyful and vicious gleamed out of Morbius‟s eyes as he clutched 
his arm, staring at Ice. 

 The arm clicked and shifted, and the bone was healed. 

 “Very interesting,” Ice murmured in English. “We will take him to the jonin.” 

 Morbius sprang, fangs bared. Ice flexed, and gestured, and a freezing blast gushed 
out— 

* 

 Distant awareness sifted into Morbius. The tang of salty air. Creaking. Swaying. He 
was being carried. By the time he was dumped on the deck, the rigidity was fading from 
his limbs. 

 The ninja who carried him, the one in yellow, stared at a slim and dapper Chinese 
man. The ninja in blue also seemed attentive, but no one spoke. Then the three of them 
looked down at him. He managed to wiggle the fingers on one hand. Cold. 

 “So,” the dapper Chinese man said. “You are with us once again. Allow me to 
introduce myself. I am Oroku Saki, and I am the jonin of the Lin Quei. I am known as 
Gauntlet. It‟s worth your life to know so much. But you will become our loyal slave, or 
you will become dead. Thoroughly,” he clarified. His bright eyes curiously studied 
Morbius. “Interesting. But where are my manners? This is Ice,” he said with a gesture to 
the blue-clad ninja. “I understand you‟ve met,” he added with a smirk. “And this is 
Spear, a dedicated servant of the Lin Quei.” He smiled at Spear, who did not react. 
“Tonight, my dear guest, you are in for a real treat. We have someone else you‟ll want to 
get to know,” he said. 

 Ice and Spear looked startled, exchanging a look, and Saki settled back on a deck 
chair. “He just arrived,” he explained to his ninja. “All the way from China. Do please 
find the presence of mind to stand before Ghost.” 

 Ice and Spear oriented on the door leading into the cabin on the yacht‟s upper 
level. The door opened, and a man stepped out. He was dressed in red silk, his head 
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wrapped in leather, his eyes flaring and misting a vile green light. Morbius cringed from 
the dark waves of energy that invisibly rolled from him like waves of heat. 

 “Wh—what… what is he?” Morbius managed to gasp. 

 Saki‟s grin sharpened. “He is a collector of souls. You have sensed his work before. 
On the ship. That‟s how Smoke identified you. If the other ninja had not brought you 
to the ship, we may never have caught up to you. And now we may have something he 
wants,” he continued, satisfied. “It would be delightful for him to make a play to rescue 
you.” 

 “Collector?” Morbius gasped, squirming away from Ghost. The ninja stood and 
watched him impassively. 

 “Yes,” Saki agreed. “Ghost absorbs souls of the slain, then channels that energy. 
Very soon, he will have enough souls to tear open a gateway to another world. Then 
we‟ll see what becomes of the world,” Saki said pleasantly, his expression unchanged. 
“Ghost. Take him to the warehouse. See to it that he is guarded.” 

 Ghost nodded, and thrust out his hand. A jolt of green, bilious energy coiled from 
his hand, lancing into Morbius; the vampire squirmed with pain, screaming, then the 
cold breathed out of him. Something else flowed in. 

 Darkness, underlit green. Morbius smothered, clawing and gasping, then all feeling 
stopped… 

 As Morbius lay deathly still, Saki looked to his ninja. “Well?” 

 “They left him behind,” Ice said evenly. “We defeated the two ninja, and 
their…student. But they managed to escape.” He did not meet Saki‟s eyes. 

 Saki watched him steadily. “Interesting,” he repeated. “I am impressed at the 
prowess of these strangers. I would love to meet their jonin, find out who they work 
for. But as for my ninja… well, I am disappointed,” he admitted. He turned his back on 
them, leaning on the yacht balcony rail. He regarded the glowing vista of pre-dawn New 
York. “What to do,” he murmured. “I do not wish to delay the ritual. But you have 
broken the First Rule. They are alive, and they know of us.” He sighed slightly. “To 
hunt for them takes time and exposes us to further danger. But to leave them running 
around loose, well, that also invites risk. What to do.” 

 “Jonin,” Ice said calmly. “The Black Dragons will be watching the docks. They will 
be our eyes and ears, and they have firepower enough to mar the secrecy of an approach 
if these ninja try anything. Lexcorp security will also be defending the ritual. We are 
more than secure.” 

 “Would either of those measures slow you, my sons?” Saki asked softly. He 
received no reply. Straightening, he turned to face them again. “They escaped you. That 
says more than your opinion of them could. I would accept your word if it was 
accompanied by their hearts.” He shrugged a little. “Still. We will proceed. Notify Silent 
that we are ready. Now that Ghost has arrived,” he said, glancing at the eerie ninja. The 
green light glinted from his eyes. “And while you‟re there…” he was lost in thought. 

 Ice and Spear waited, and Saki faced them. “While you‟re there,” he continued, 
“invite her to take the trials, to prove she is worthy of joining us. She intrigues me.” He 
smiled, charming. 
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 “Yes, Jonin,” Ice said. He bowed, as did Spear, then the two ninja turned and left 
Ghost and Saki alone with their prize. 

 “We have motion,” Saki murmured to Ghost. “Now to see what rhythm will drive 
it.” His expression slid into a crafty consideration, then he strolled into the cabin. Ghost 
gestured to ninja who stood back a respectful distance, and they came to collect 
Morbius‟s form. 

 As they left the barge, the first suggestions of sunrise breathed across the city. 

* 

 “It‟s Saturday,” Logan explained. “Morning. Dawn. And you want to have 
breakfast.” He squinted at Remy. “Since when were you up at the butt-crack of dawn on 
a Saturday, LeBeau?” 

 Remy smiled apologetically. “I‟m paying, mon ami,” he said. “Perhaps that could 
change de tone of your question, no?” He settled into the booth, glancing out the 
window. “Actually, I did not sleep. Not after de attack.” 

 “Go on,” Logan sighed, eyeing the waitress who approached with an unlikely load 
of food. She put five plates in front of Logan; eggs, bacon, muffins, bagels, grits, toast, 
and more. Remy smiled, at his charming best, as she put down a single plate of bacon 
and eggs for him, toast on the side. Remy drained off his coffee, and offered the empty 
cup to the waitress. She took his cup with a tight smile, and left. 

 “Dere be anodder ninja clan in town,” Remy said in a low voice. Logan shook his 
head, and dug into his breakfast. Remy leaned back, his eyes distant. “Dey have mystical 
powers. Tings I never even heard of before. From China.” He stirred, then looked Logan 
in the eye. “I have to fight dem, mon ami,” he said seriously. “I just wanted someone to 
know where I went. How I fell.” His eyes were dead serious. 

 “Why?” Logan said, something ruthless in his tone. “You figure somebody will 
come askin?” 

 “Dis is a funny world,” Remy said with a shrug. “Sometimes you don know you 
love someone until it‟s too late to do anyting about it. Sometimes you learn dat de hard 
way. So I tell you where I go, what I do, because I know you have bedder sense dan to 
get involved. You never know when someone out of my past might come looking for 
me.” 

 “So,” Logan said, squinting slightly as his conscience pricked him, right on cue. 
“Didja find Saint?” 

 “I did,” Remy sighed. “But times move on. People change.” He regarded his 
breakfast, melancholy. “An sometimes, no matter how hard dey try, dey can‟t.” He 
looked up at Logan. “I would run. But dis time I can‟t. Dey got a friend of mine. I have 
to save him. So I wanted to say goodbye.” A mournful resolve stiffened in his eyes, then 
he looked out the window. A half-smile curved his lips. 

 He rose. “Well den. Dat‟s dat. Goodbye, homme. Tanks for all de saves over de 
years.  Maybe we meet again sometime, maybe not.” 

 Logan stood. “Good luck, LeBeau,” he said seriously. 

 Remy pulled him into an impulsive hug, then he stepped back, nodded, and left. 
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 Once he was out of sight around the corner, Remy straightened. He settled his 
coat, and grinned.  

 “Dat should do it,” he said with a jaunty nod. Then he strolled away. 

* 

 Blade‟s bootfalls crunched across the roof. He came to a skylight, and he hauled it 
open, dropping down into the apartment. He froze, once inside, and he listened. He had 
the place to himself. 

 Leaving the undecorated, uncluttered back room, he stepped out into the main 
living space. A modest living room, a spotless kitchen. He opened the door to the 
bedroom. Heavy wall hangings made it a dark, muffled space that smelled of sleep. 
Blade stepped in, his senses probing, and he ripped the hangings on one wall down. The 
sleeping bag hung up to dampen noise swirled down with a flourish. Behind it was a 
closet, one that the apartment‟s owner had added. A secret room. 

 Blade kicked the door down. He poked his head in, looking around in the darkness. 
He didn‟t need light to see. There were escrima sticks, leather armor, collapsible staves, 
grapples. Blade‟s face was twisted by an unamused grin. He picked up one of the empty 
backpacks in the closet, and he stuffed the leader armor into it. A pair of sticks, and one 
more. A staff. A grapple. Then he zipped the backpack shut, and he left the bedroom. 
Unlocked the front door, left through it. 

 His mysterious errand complete, he vanished into the city. 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

 Elektra‟s eyes did not open. She did not see the incense curling up before her, or 
the ninja crouched in the hallway behind her. As she surfaced from her meditations, she 
became aware of him. 

 “Yes?” she said, her voice neutral. 

 I bring a message from our jonin, Smoke said in the Silent Speech. The ritual is prepared. 
The Lin Quei will be there in force to protect it. Luthor should provide security as well. Does he have 
the hundred sacrifices prepared? 

 He does, Elektra replied. He will have everything in place Monday. Her eyes narrowed, and 
she rose, turning to face him. But this did not require a personal meeting. 

 You are correct, Smoke admitted. I bear a message from our jonin, Gauntlet. He invites you to 
undergo testing, if you wish to join us. 

 “I have no interest in following another jonin,” Elektra said clearly. “I killed my 
way out of the Hand. In the end, I had to kill the jonin, or they never would have left 
me alone. After that, I rejoined the jonin who trained me. He died fighting for 
something he believed in,” she said calmly. “I will not serve another jonin, ever again.” 

 Smoke squatted in the hallway, perfectly comfortable, a shadow in the dim 
corridor. “You work for Luthor,” he pointed out. 

 Elektra smirked. “Yes I do. But no blood was exchanged, no oaths sworn. It‟s a 
way to pass the time. Hardly the same thing. You should know that.” 

 Smoke nodded. “I do.” 
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 Elektra cocked her head to the side, regarding Smoke. “So what‟s the story with Ice 
and Spear? They seem awfully—close. Are they brothers? Lovers?” 

 “No,” Smoke said. Spear killed Ice’s brother. The Lin Quei sent Ghost to punish him. Ghost 
killed him, then re-animated him with a lost soul. He must guard Ice as a penance for his crime. 

 Ghost? Elektra thought, carefully schooling alarm out of her voice. 

 He will conduct the ritual. He collects the sacrifices, Smoke confirmed. He looked her over. 
Last chance to join the Lin Quei. After the ritual, you will understand why it is worth the price to join 
us. 

 Yes, the ritual, she said in the Silent Speech. Someone will try to stop it, you know. 

 Anyone foolish enough to interfere will pay the price for their foolishness. Smoke was 
inscrutable. 

 Elektra nodded curtly. “I‟ll tell Luthor,” she said. “See you there.” 

 Smoke retreated into the dimness of the hallway. No doors opened or closed, but 
she knew he was gone. 

 She teetered on the edge of a decision she did not want to make. Swallowing hard, 
she snatched a towel off the back of a chair and dried her face, her chest, her arms, her 
back. 

 Then she crossed the living room to pick up the phone, and she placed a call to 
Luthor. 

 “It‟s time,” she said. 

* 

 Mid-morning. Blade pulled the hotwired car over and parked it in an alley, several 
blocks from his destination. Hefting the backpack, he strode down the sidewalk, 
pushing through the revolving door to go into a tall building‟s lobby. He crossed to the 
office directory, scanning it. 

 Murdock and Nelson. Eighth floor. Nodding to himself, he pushed his way into 
the stairwell. Around and around, up and up. 

 He wasn‟t even breathing fast when he left the stairwell on the eighth floor. His 
eyes scanned the doors as he passed them. There. The law office. 

 Blade stopped outside the office, and he unzipped the backpack. He pulled out a 
club. Hefted it in his gloved hand. Opening the door to the office, he stepped inside. 

 A pert and pretty blonde looked up. Her smile blanched into alarm as he loomed 
over her, stick in hand. 

 “Matt‟s not here right now,” she said in a small voice. 

 Blade raised the club, and whipped it down in a calculated smash, catching her 
across the head and driving her down onto her desk. Blood spurted. Blade slammed her 
head a couple more times, to be sure. Blood pooled on her desk calendar. 

 For a long moment, Blade listened to see if the noise attracted anyone. Then he 
gathered a handful of the back of her shirt and dragged her off the desk, into the office. 
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 He dumped her in front of the desk with the nameplate, Matthew Murdock. He 
looked at the computer on the desk, the file cabinets, the rich carpet. Then he pulled a 
jar full of kerosene out of the backpack, and splashed it on Karen. He lit a match and 
tossed it, then he left Matt‟s office, backlit by flames. 

 He made it all the way to the stairs before the fire alarm went off. Matt was just 
coming out of the stairwell as Blade reached it. 

 “What the hell are you doing here?” Matt demanded, fear in his voice. “What did 
you do? Why is the fire alarm—” 

 “You need to get your head in the game,” Blade hissed. 

 “I have a life now!” Matt shouted back, furious. 

 Blade shook his head. “I just killed Matt Murdock,” he said. “Central Park. 
Cleopatra‟s Needle. Six o‟clock.” He pushed past Matt, ducking into the stairwell. 

 He was gone, and Matt‟s ears were violated by the fire alarm. Still, he heard the 
sirens wailing ever closer. As smoke wafted out of his office, fear stopped his heart with 
the smell of blood. 

* 

 Arrow relaxed, his shoulders firmly pressed against the sides of the narrow vent. 
His face was a checkerboard of light as he looked down through the vent at the spirited 
conversation below. 

 “More of the men have been beaten senseless,” the underboss snarled. “It‟s 
another one of those bloody ninja! They‟re out for you, boyo. Who knows you‟re here?” 

 Kano scowled. “I‟m covered,” he said, his accent thick. “Nobody knows where I 
am.” 

 “Nobody but Devlin?” the other man said skeptically. 

 “Course Devlin knew,” Kano said. “He had to. But nobody could get to him, and 
nobody knows he knows, except Ardt.” 

 “Ardt is missing!” the underboss said, exasperated. “I just called Devlin. Nobody 
picked up.” 

 “Dammit!” Kano roared. He spun, pounding a powerful kick into a crate. It 
exploded into flinders. “I‟m never doing deals with ninja again! It‟s not worth the great 
big bloody pile of diamonds and gold! Look, mate, I‟m relocating again. And this time 
you‟re the only one who knows where I go, you understand me?” 

 “Great,” the underboss said through his teeth. “What about Monday? You can‟t go 
into hiding if we‟re going to guard the shipment on Monday.” 

 “Just tell the lads to be ready. We‟ll give the order on Monday afternoon. We can 
be flexible,” Kano growled. “Get to it. I‟ll be ready to go in half an hour.” 

 “Right, boss,” the underling said, and he left the room. 

 Arrow grinned. He lifted the grating out of place, and slithered forward with 
disturbingly little noise, emerging from the vent. He dropped. 

 Kano sensed the shadow on his back, and he spun as Arrow hit the ground, catlike. 
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 “You‟re dead,” Kano sneered. 

 Arrow darted a kick at him, and the criminal swiftly blocked it, firing a kick at his 
head. Arrow grinned as he slid to the side, snatching Kano‟s ankle and knocking a kick 
into the criminal‟s support knee. Something gave with a dull crack. Surprise, rage, and 
pain all fought to dominate Kano‟s face. Arrow spun, leveraging the ankle, sending 
Kano flying through the air to crash into a brick wall. Arrow was on top of him before 
he could regroup, clutching his shoulders and giving him a shake that sent his head 
rebounding from the wall again. 

 “I scream, you‟re dead,” Kano gasped. 

 “Too right, mate,” Arrow mimicked with a grin. He held Kano at arm‟s length and 
fired a knife-hand strike into his torso. Kano struggled to gasp for air, and Arrow 
released him, stepping back. 

 “Your life is in my hands,” he said seriously. “Tell me about what‟s going on 
Monday.” 

 “Piss off,” Kano whispered. 

 “If you don‟t tell me,” Arrow explained as he examined his fingernails, “We‟ll play 
a fun game called „Pop the Cartilage‟, and it‟s not one you care to win or lose.” He 
looked Kano in the eye, serious. 

 Kano hesitated. 

 Arrow sighed. “Do you want me to prove that I‟ll hurt you in a way you can‟t fix if 
you don‟t talk, and talk right now?” He gripped Kano‟s wrist, almost delicately. 

 “No—no” Kano gasped. “Monday. Take a barge out in the harbor. Something 
with slaves. The Lin Quei. Don‟t know no more.” 

 “Dock number?” Arrow smiled as Kano gave it up. Then he gut-punched the 
beaten criminal, and hefted him up. Looking around, he saw an empty barrel. Folding 
the criminal, he slid him down in it, then he zip tied his wrists and ankles to each other. 

 “What‟re you doing?” Kano gasped, cramped. 

 “You‟ll be found Tuesday,” Arrow reassured him. “By the police.” His charming 
smile was the last thing Kano saw before the lid came down. 

* 

 Blade strode into the foyer of Luthor Towers. He was distinctive in the mid-day 
bustle of the lobby. The receptionists at the desk saw him coming. 

 “Good day,” he said, his manner forced as he gave them a too-bright smile. “I 
hope you can help me. I need to speak with Elektra Natchios.” 

 “I‟m sorry, sir, Ms. Natchios does not receive visitors,” the pretty receptionist said 
apologetically. 

 “If you could get her a message,” Blade said. “Tell her that Mr. Blade would like to 
speak with her regarding a family matter.” He struggled to keep his smile from looking 
forced. 

 “Mr. Blade,” the receptionist said patiently. 
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 He laughed, a quick and unhealthy sound. “If you could just give her the message, 
then that‟s all I want,” he said, his smile slipping into territory between a leer and a 
snarl. “Just—a quick message.” He gestured with his fingers, showing „quick‟. He tensed 
slightly as several Lexcorp security officers drifted towards their conversation. 

 Stalling, the receptionist picked up the phone, tapping in a number. She blinked in 
surprise. 

 “Ms. Natchios?” she said. “Yes. A Mr. Blade is in the foyer here. He wants to speak 
to you about a family matter.” The receptionist blinked, and her eyes flicked up to meet 
Blade‟s. “Yes, I‟ll tell him,” she said, unable to conceal the surprise in her voice. She 
hung up the phone. “Ms. Natchios is on her way down,” she said. 

 The security faded back into the background, and Blade straightened. “Thank you,” 
he said as politely as he could. 

 He stepped off to the side, his leather trench coat swirling around him. Minutes 
passed, and Elektra approached. She wore a dark suit, with a red cravat. Her glossy 
black hair swung free. She closed in on him. 

 “You have stones, Blade,” she said. “Coming to see me here.” 

 “I‟m short on time,” he replied, falling in step beside her. “I need your help.” 

 “We can talk in here,” she said, stepping through an employee-only door, down the 
hall. 

 Blade followed her into a small conference room, where she rounded on him. 
“What do you want.” 

 “There is another ninja clan in town, up to their ears in dark magic,” Blade began. 
“I‟m getting everyone I can together to try… to stop… them…” He trailed off as he 
saw the look that flashed into her eyes. 

 Without a doubt, without a need to explain how he knew, he was suddenly and 
deeply aware that she knew about this ninja clan. He knew she was in on their plan. 

 He knew she couldn‟t let him leave alive. 

 The moment spun between them. Blade, instantly ready to sell his life dearly. 
Elektra, poised like a bird of prey. Security in shouting distance. Nowhere to run. 

 Something… shifted. 

 Elektra looked away, saying nothing. 

 As Blade ducked out of the room and ghosted away down the hall, Elektra 
struggled to breathe as her heart hammered in her chest. 

 She knew she should kill him. She knew she shouldn‟t let him leave. She also knew 
she wasn‟t going to tell anyone he had been here. 

 Her palms were sweaty as she realized she didn‟t know how she wanted it to turn 
out. 

* 

 Remy strolled up to the small bar slotted between other buildings, a bricked-over 
alley turned into a drinking establishment. The sign over the door said “Section Eight”. 
Remy grinned as he pushed his way in. 
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 The one-eyed bartender looked up, then a rueful grin flashed across his face. 
“LeBeau,” Fury growled, friendly. “Long time, no see.” 

 “It doesn‟t rain, my friend. It pours,” Remy replied, seating himself. “Whiskey.” 

 Fury poured him a drink. “So what‟s the trouble this time,” he asked, not 
particularly interested. 

 “I wonder,” Remy murmured, “why I gotta always show up wit de bad news.” He 
shook his head, and tossed the shot back, slapping the glass back down on the bar. 
“Forge here too?” 

 “Upstairs, sleeping it off,” Fury shrugged. “I guess he didn‟t sleep much, these last 
few months, and it‟s catching up to him. That‟s pretty much all he does. Designing a 
space module takes a lot out of a guy.” 

 “Here it is,” Remy said as Fury poured him another drink. “Ninja clan in New 
York. Dey are going to do some black magic ritual to destroy de world.” He fired the 
second shot back. “I got a couple pals more dangerous dan me, and dese ninja, dey 
ambush us and we din stand a chance. So I hope you will answer de call to adventure an 
help us put a stop to dis.” 

 “You call the cops?” Fury squinted at him. “Why do you think we have to deal with 
this?” 

 “De cops?” Remy said, eyebrow cocked. “You of all people should know better.” 

 Fury sighed. “Look, LeBeau, I‟m sorry. But I don‟t do that stuff anymore.” He 
shrugged, not looking Remy in the eye. 

 “I understand,” Remy said, subdued. “You want to live out a couple more decades 
and die in bed. Who doesn‟t?” He slapped a twenty down on the bar. A phone number 
was scrawled across it. “Tanks for de drinks, mon ami,” he said seriously, and he turned 
and walked out. 

 Once on the sidewalk, he grinned. If he was a cat, he would have licked his 
whiskers. “Excellent,” he murmured, and he strolled away. 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

 The sun was sinking, painting the side of Cleopatra‟s Needle with the gaudy hues of 
the dying light. Blade stood by the base of Central Park‟s 20 meter obelisk, impassively 
waiting. A disheveled lawyer strode towards him in a run that was furiously restrained to 
a walk. 

 “You son of a bitch, you‟re a dead man,” Matt ground out as he sped up. He pulled 
a club from his coat. He was smeared with bloodstains. Matt launched into an attack. 

 “You welcome to try,” Blade said. Matt whipped the club at Blade. Blade ducked 
out of the way, and he easily evaded Matt‟s furious swings. Rage clouded Matt, gave him 
energy, robbed him of precision. He roared frustration, launching an all-out assault. 

 “Bitch, please,” Blade said, and he slapped the club aside and pounded a blow 
across the side of Matt‟s head that sent the lawyer pitching over, slamming down on the 
sidewalk. “You haven‟t even been practicing, just calisthenics to keep the love handles 
down,” Blade scoffed as he looked down at the stunned lawyer. Blade tossed the 
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backpack down at him. “You want to get up, throw down some more, see what you‟re 
made of, you go right ahead. But you gonna get your butt kicked, you keep this up.” He 
squatted down next to Matt. 

 “What‟s going on out there is bigger than you, bigger than me,” he growled softly. 
“Now you gotta put your personal life aside and do something about it. You can try to 
kill me when we‟re done, but until then, you gotta get yourself together. Don‟t waste 
Stick‟s training. Forget about me. New York needs your help.” 

 A dry, agonized sob tore free of Matt. He curled up on the sidewalk. Blade rose. 
“Check the bag. I put one of your suits in there, and some weapons. But by now the 
cops found the rest.” He paused. “Did you hide the body before they found it?” he 
asked with academic curiosity. 

 “Shut up,” Matt managed. 

 “Guess not,” Blade said with an expression like a wince. “You need to point that 
energy where it can do some good. We got Remy on board, he‟s looking up some 
friends. And another one of Stick‟s students. Call this number when you get yourself 
together.” He flicked a card down on the sidewalk next to Matt. “I pressed real hard 
when I wrote it in,” he said, half serious. “I‟ll wait for your call. Don‟t dawdle.” He 
turned, his coat flaring, and he vanished into the park. 

 Matt lay on the sidewalk, half senseless with grief and rage and shock. The wind 
picked up, and fluttered the card along the sidewalk. 

 Matt stirred. 

 Then he rose. 

 As the card wafted on the breeze, his fingers darted forward and snatched it out of 
the air. 

 Impassive, he let his thumb and his mind wander over the number. 

* 

 “The job is Monday,” Arrow said, his feet propped up on the rickety table. A police 
car screamed by outside, lights spinning and flashing. “Kano was kind enough to share 
the dock number and time with me. It‟s all he knows.” 

 “Will he complicate things?” Blade asked. 

 “He‟s taking it easy until the deal goes down,” Arrow replied, examining his 
fingernails. “I put him in a barrel and sealed it, took it to the junk yard. I‟ll inform the 
police on Tuesday.” 

 Blade looked over to the corner of the seedy loft, where Remy was nodding, 
listening to his cell phone. He looked back at Arrow. “I have bad news,” he said. 
“Elektra, Silent, she‟s in on this deal somehow. She is a skilled ninja,” he frowned, “as 
dangerous as I am. Maybe more dangerous. She works for Luthor. If he‟s working with 
the ninja…” 

 Remy smiled as he approached the table. “Dat was Logan on de phone,” he said. 
“He will help us. So will his partner, Braddock. She has mind powers,” he explained to 
Arrow. “And she is a very dangerous ninja on top of dat. Logan said we should do what 
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we do, and he will have Braddock pop into my mind from time to time,” he tapped his 
head, “so dey know our plan. But he tink it for the best if we don‟t know dere plan.” 

 The phone rang. Blade quickly rose, crossing the room, and answered it. “Yes.” He 
listened for a moment, then he nodded, and gave the address over the phone. Without 
further ceremony, he hung up, and returned to the table. 

 “Shadow is in,” he growled.  

 “I got one, maybe two more people still tinking it over,” Remy said. “Den we got 
everybody I‟m getting.” His mind strayed briefly to the remnant of the One Worlders, 
then shied away. 

 “We have one day to prepare,” Blade said clearly. “Then it‟s go-time.” 

 “Good. I hate long waits,” Arrow observed. “Anybody else want a beer?” 

PART FIVE: CARELESSNESS REWARDED 

Sunday, October 30, 2005 

 “That‟s all he said,” Fury sighed, feet up on the table as he browsed through the 
newspaper. Early morning sunlight slanted in the windows, and Forge stood at the 
stove frying eggs. “Some wicked ninja clan trying to break the world.” 

 “Wherever you go, this crap follows you,” Forge muttered. 

 Fury spared him a glance. “Especially when it‟s New York,” he said with half a 
grin. His grin faded. “What are you thinking, Forge.” 

 “If this is for real,” Forge said, his back still to Fury, “can you just do nothing and 
let events take their course? Can you live with the idea that you could do something to 
stop catastrophe, but you didn‟t, and this city got leveled? Or worse?” 

 “You think Remy is on to something,” Fury clarified. 

 Forge shrugged. “I owe him a big one,” he said, “and it‟s your fault.” 

 “Me?” Fury said, startled. 

 Forge nodded. “I spied on you through that cybernetic eye I gave you, back when I 
was with the Project. Found out you were sending Cable to the French Quarter to blow 
it up. Back when the Project was sparring with the Institute.” 

 Realization was dawning in Fury‟s eye. “Really,” he said flatly. 

 “Yes,” Forge replied. “So I tracked Remy down and asked him to stop Cable, so I 
could infiltrate the Institute and not blow my cover. Remy was almost killed, and so was 
Cable, but Bourbon Street wasn‟t blown up on Fat Tuesday of Mardi Gras.” Forge 
finally turned to face Fury. “I tell myself you never would have come up with that plan 
on your own, or executed it if you weren‟t under strict orders.” He swallowed hard. 
“Am I right?” 

 Fury looked him in the eye. “You‟re right,” he said, subdued. 

 Forge turned back to the breakfast sizzling on the stove. “There‟s no real choice 
here. We have to save the lives of innocents when they are threatened by monsters. It‟s 
what makes us who we are.” Fury could hear the wry smile in his voice. “I much prefer 
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getting killed over a matter of conscience, instead of being sent to my death by orders. 
Don‟t you?” 

 “Yeah,” Fury muttered, rising and stepping over to the phone. He picked it up. 
“Guess so.” 

* 

 Blade led the way into the basement. He glanced around, sniffed, his leather coat 
swirling around him like a cloak as he moved through the shadows. He nodded curtly. 
“It‟s clear,” he growled. 

 Arrow and Remy came down the stairs and strode over to Blade. “You can come 
out too,” Blade said to one of the deeper shadows, and a ninja in leathers stepped out. 
He wore all black, with a leather bandana tied over his eyes and the top of his head. 
“Arrow,” Blade said, “I don‟t think you‟ve met Shadow.” 

 “Glad to have you with us,” Arrow said. Shadow nodded curtly, jaw clenched tight. 

 “My man Fury be here any time,” Remy said, looking around. “He bring Forge 
along too. We have a party. Logan and Braddock won‟t come, she will check de plan in 
my mind later.” 

 “That takes us to eight,” Arrow observed. “Why am I not comforted?” 

 “Because you don know dis eight,” Remy said. “Ah! Here dey come.” He turned to 
the other stairs, and the two lean men who descended them. “Fury, Forge,” he called. 
“Over here.” 

 Six men stood under the bare bulb that lit the expansive, abandoned basement. 
Blade nodded to himself. 

 “Thank you all for coming,” he muttered. “Arrow. What‟s their plan.” 

 The blonde archer cleared his throat. “A hundred slaves are to be loaded onto a 
barge tomorrow, sometime after noon. It will go out in the harbor, and there will be 
some kind of dark magic ritual. The docks will be guarded by the Black Dragon gang, 
gun runners and scum. The barge will be guarded by a badass ninja clan, the Lin Quei. 
We know some of them can teleport, one has ice powers, one of them seems sort of 
undead. Who knows what else they have going on. And Lexcorp is involved,” he added, 
looking at Blade. 

 “I went to talk to Elektra,” Blade growled, “and she works for Luthor now. I 
started telling her about this plan, and… she knows about it. I barely escaped. But we 
have to assume they expect resistance, and they have high-tech weapons as well as ninja 
magic.” 

 “Who else do we have?” Fury asked, pale. “What‟s our backup?” 

 “Logan an Braddock,” Remy said. “Braddock is tougher dan she was wit de 
Project. She has mad ninja skills, an her mind is sharp as ever.” 

 “Great,” Fury said. “Who else?” 

 Silence. 

 “We have the element of unpredictability,” Blade said. 



 

    345 

 “How are we gonna get out to a barge without being picked off?” Fury demanded. 
“Even if we boosted a chopper, if Lexcorp is providing security—damn, that company 
has satellites permanently parked over New York. Plus anti-aircraft. Even if we had a 
submarine… So what, are we stowing away with the slaves?” 

 “We‟ll figure something out,” Arrow assured him. 

 “I think I still need some convincing that this threat is for real,” Fury frowned. “I 
mean, a hundred people might get killed, and we can agree that‟s bad. But what‟s this 
about a magic ritual?” 

 Blade stared at Forge, who shifted uncomfortably. “I‟m not fully human,” Blade 
said simply. “I am tied to a darker world, one that used to consume me. One that gave 
me… vampiric powers. But the thirst does not master me. This connection means I can 
feel it when something big is going down. And whatever is going to happen on that 
barge is already sending heavy swells through the undercurrent of this city. This could 
be the end of the world as we know it.” Blade‟s eyes narrowed. “I can‟t allow that.” 

 “He‟s right,” Forge said. “I can feel it too. I can sense it. We‟re on top of 
something big.” He straightened. “But I‟m in. Stopping something like this… it‟s worth 
my life. I‟ve done a lot of bad things. Made a lot of mistakes. And this? Live or die, it‟s a 
way to atone for them.” His eyes were bright with resolve. 

 The taste of fear still hung in the air, sour. 

 Remy sighed. “Dere are a lot of people who would like to see ol Remy dead,” he 
said. “I jus want to go out a hero, so dey feel bad about all the nasty toughts dey had 
about me.” He smiled in the face of his fear, ready to face it. 

 “Hell yes,” Arrow said suddenly. “Let‟s do it.” He grinned, daring. 

 “I‟m an old soldier,” Fury nodded slowly. “I‟d rather go out poking these bastards 
in the eye than forgotten in a rest home somewhere.” 

 All eyes turned to the man in black leather, who stood unmoving. His jaw flexed. 

 “Let‟s take them down,” he murmured. 

 “Right,” Arrow nodded. “Now all we need is a plan, some gear, and some luck. 
Let‟s get to work.” 

* 

 Elektra furrowed her brow in irritation, then she rose from her meditations 
unsatisfied. She huffed out air. Then she tossed a sharp glance at the doorway. 

 Cain stood, uncertain, looking in at her. Her posture was a question, and fear 
misted from her as she looked at Elektra with concern. 

 “I know just how you feel,” Elektra murmured. “But we have to just suck it up and 
carry on. This is not the time to be squeamish.” 

 Cain straightened, sealing the doubt away. She slipped away from the archway as 
though she had never been there. 

 “Very good advice,” Elektra muttered. “I should do the same.” 

 Still. That nagging feeling persisted. 



 

 346 

 Elektra swiftly left the office she had borrowed, heading down the hall and through 
the tastefully concealed back door to another office suite. She effortlessly slipped 
through the security, and leaned against the wall as Luthor concluded a phone 
conversation. He looked up, his surprise concealed with consummate ease. 

 “Elektra,” he said. “What news.” 

 “No news,” she replied, shaking her head. “Do you have a minute?” 

 “Yes,” he replied, leaning back in his chair, eyeing her curiously. 

 “There might be something to the Lin Quei claims,” Elektra said in a low voice. 
“This ritual. It could be more dangerous than you realize.” 

 “I don‟t believe in magic,” Lex replied simply. “Mental powers? Yes, to a point. 
Training? Certainly. But not magic rituals and human sacrifice.” His eyes were 
calculating as he regarded Elektra. “I‟m counting on the Illuminati believing in magic,” 
he said, “and rising to the bait. You give me hope that they will.” His smile was 
predatory. “And I want to see the Lin Quei in action against hard targets. So I can know 
what their services are worth to me.” 

 “New York could be destroyed,” Elektra said simply. Her eyes dropped from his. 

 “A good businessman, a superior tactician, turns any situation to his advantage,” 
Luthor replied gently. “The loss of New York would bring with it other possibilities. 
Thank you for the notice. I‟ll prepare for some of them.” He smiled, something like 
personal warmth in the expression, and revulsion twitched in Elektra‟s belly. 

 “Thank you, sir,” she replied, and she vanished the way she had come. 

 She knew. He no longer trusted her, and she knew. 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

 “I‟d try to be all modest,” Fury said, flicking the light switch on as he clumped 
down the stairs, “but I‟d be lying. This is a damn fine illegal arsenal I‟ve got.” 

 “Tell me,” Arrow said as he followed Fury down the stairs. “Do you think this is 
the only bar in New York with a pile of guns in the basement?” 

 “If the answer was yes, the world would be a better place,” Fury grinned. “Here we 
go.” 

 He proudly gestured at a gun rack. The rack was screwed to the wall. It held an M-
16,  a Colt .45, and a shotgun. The others stared blankly for a moment. 

 “Never take an officer‟s sidearm,” Fury grinned bleakly. He tilted the shotgun, and 
the wall creaked, then tilted. He pushed on it; the wall had raised up on a pivot joint, 
and the others followed him pas he passed it into another basement. 

 “Building next door,” he explained. “They don‟t even know it‟s down here.” 

 A minigun was on a rack to one side. A dozen assault rifles lined one wall. Grenade 
launchers. Bazookas. Submachine guns. Cases of grenades. Sniper rifles. A wide 
assortment filled the corridor. 

 “Not bad,” Forge shrugged. “But you‟re holding out. I want a plasma rifle.” 
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 “What makes you think I got one of those?” Fury demanded. Forge just looked at 
him, and he relented. “Maybe I got one, but it‟s busted.” 

 “Think I can fix it?” Forge said, amused. 

 Shadow crossed his arms over his chest. “Nice,” he said, “but I don‟t need 
anything.” 

 “He‟s blind,” Arrow clarified. 

 “Really?” Fury said, surprised. Shadow frowned at Arrow. 

 “Maybe I am, maybe I‟m not,” he said sharply. 

 “Ask him what color your shirt is,” Arrow grinned. “Stick used to love it when—” 

 “You shut up about me,” Shadow snarled. “And shut up about Stick. Who the hell 
do you think you are?” 

 “I‟m Oliver Queen,” Arrow replied. “Stick called me Arrow when he taught me to 
shoot. Who are you? Leather?” 

 “I‟m Shadow,” he snapped, “and I‟ll thank you not to go shooting your mouth off 
about my blindness.” 

 “Well excuse the hell out of me!” Arrow retorted. “Why don‟t you wear some 
goggles or something? I mean, Fury doesn‟t have to be a ninja to see that you‟ve got 
leather over your eyes. Damn, son, no need to jump down my throat.” 

 “Son?” Shadow echoed, fury tightening in his chest. 

 “Hey, Shadow, friendly advice,” Remy said, stepping over to them but not between 
them. “Pick your fights more carefully, no? Arrow here? He‟s bedder dan you. He‟s 
been keeping his skills up.” 

 “Why don‟t you all just leave me the hell alone,” Shadow snarled, bitter. 

 “This is why I don‟t wear leather,” Arrow confided in Remy. “Chafes when you 
sweat in it. Makes you irritable.” 

 Shadow whipped out a club. 

 “One shot at me is all I give out,” Arrow said mildly. “You sure you want to use it 
up now?” 

 Sudden stillness descended between them, broken only by the clattering rasp of 
Blade checking the action on a .50 caliber Desert Eagle. 

 “These are fine guns,” Blade grinned at Fury. 

 Shadow stalked away from Arrow, shoulders tense. “I‟ll be upstairs,” he muttered. 
Arrow grinned slightly, a malicious glint in his eye. Remy knew that look, knew the 
feeling, and let it slide. He turned to the guns, hefting a pistol. 

 “You going to get any, homme?” he asked Arrow. 

 “Don‟t need guns,” Arrow shrugged. “I have arrows.” He tilted his head at the full 
quiver at his back. “Over sixty in there. That‟ll get me through. If I need more weapons, 
I‟ll take them from our enemies.” 
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 “If that‟s the way it works,” Fury said, “I could knock you down. Be your „enemy,‟ 
see,” he said with a grin, hooking his fingers into quotes. “You could „raid‟ my stash 
here.” 

 “I don‟t like being weighted down,” Arrow shrugged. “It‟s unbalancing to have to 
deal with a rifle when you‟re doing a double somersault, or a cartwheel, or when you 
slide tackle your way through enemies to come up in a flip.” He shrugged. “You 
wouldn‟t understand.” 

 “Hey,” Remy said suddenly, wonder in his face. “We go on a very dangerous 
mission tomorrow.” 

 “Yep,” Arrow agreed. 

 “And we are in de basement of a bar,” Remy pointed out. Understanding dawned 
on Arrow‟s face. 

 “It‟s on the house,” Fury said with a wry grin. “Knock yourselves out.” 

 The pair rushed up the stairs, and Fury chuckled as he shook his head. “Kids. No 
matter how old they are, those two are still a couple of kids.” 

 Blade nodded curtly. “I have what I need,” he muttered. “You have an apartment 
upstairs?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “I‟ll go up there and meditate,” Blade nodded. 

 “Go ahead, we won‟t disturb you,” Fury agreed. “Unless that Arrow guy and, uh, 
Bo, get all rowdy.” 

 Blade headed up the stairs, lugging pistols with him. 

 Fury glanced over at Forge, the only other one still with him in the basement. He 
sighed. 

 “Right. The good stuff.” He pushed the wall shut, levering it down in place once 
more. He passed Forge on his way to the other end of the stash, and Forge followed 
him. Fury dragged a heavy weapon case out from under the counter, and Forge helped 
him heft it up to the countertop. Popping it open, Fury gestured. “There it is,” he said. 

 The gleaming length of the plasma cannon was untarnished by dust. Forge pulled it 
out, laying the rifle on the counter. “I designed these, you know,” he said as he tapped 
at the unmarked studs on the side of the gun. “I was working for the Project before you 
were.” 

 “You and I are probably the only ones in the world who might care,” Fury 
shrugged. “And I don‟t.” He watched, fascinated and repelled, as Forge pushed his 
sleeve up. The gleaming metal of Forge‟s cybernetic arm twitched and separated, and a 
pair of tool arms unfolded. 

 “Wow,” Fury growled. “You were holding out on us. Those cybernetics make the 
Project‟s work look like tinker toys.” 

 “I have to recalibrate the magnetic bottle, then a jump-start from the clip will 
activate the plasma dispersal array,” Forge explained. “As for the cybers, I wish I could 
tell you I built them. I just tried to study them. They were constructed for me by—” His 
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jaw dropped. “That‟s it! I‟ll contact the Illuminati!” he said. “This kind of job is right up 
their alley!” Excitement flushed his cheeks. 

 “The who?” Fury squinted. 

 “This is perfect,” Forge said to himself. He faced Fury. “The Illuminati are a 
mystically powered super-science group who are dedicated to defending the world 
against threats just like the Lin Quei. They helped me after I escaped from the Project. 
They have more power than this whole sorry tribe of ninja we‟re stuck with.” Hope 
shone in his eyes. He tapped at a few hidden studs in his arm, and it made a soft sucking 
clink as he pulled it off his shoulder. 

 “Warn a guy before you do that,” Fury recoiled, unable to tear his eyes from the 
thin goo that stretched between the shoulder and the torso it was mounted on as Forge 
pulled his arm off and lay it on the counter. 

 “Sorry,” Forge said reflexively, ignoring Fury. He leaned over his arm, and opened 
a panel. He fiddled with something, and the bicep opened and extended. Inside, Fury 
saw a peculiar pale glow. 

 “This is the kinetisynapse node,” Forge explained. “If I shift the infrastructure, 
then the power source will plug directly into the software that connects the wetware to 
my nervous system. This in turn will boost the signal, a direct line to the code the 
Illuminati use. I imagine it will send a message to them. I‟ve thought about doing this 
before, but I never could work up the nerve,” he said apologetically. “Now I have 
something to offer them.” He leaned over, intent on his work, his shoulder stump 
mercifully pointed away from Fury. 

 Then he straightened. “This is Forge,” he said into the light that shone up out of 
his disassembled arm. “I‟m in New York city. I‟ve discovered a plot with the Lin Quei 
ninja trying to break the world with human sacrifice, tomorrow, October 31. Lexcorp 
and the Black Dragon gang are involved too. I‟m with some ninja who are going to try 
to stop them, but if you get this message… well, we desperately need your help.” He 
paused, then the light winked out. Forge took a deep breath, then started poking his 
cybernetic arm back together. 

 Fury watched him with mixed emotion. “You‟re still full of surprises,” he admitted. 

 Forge hesitated. “I‟m really sorry about what I did with your eye. I… I had to,” he 
said. “Things are different now. I could make you another eye. A better one. The 
Illuminati… they are so brilliant, they could replace it with a flesh one.” 

 Fury scratched at his eyepatch. “Nah. Thanks, but no. I‟m not beholden to 
anybody in the world right now, and I‟d like to keep it that way.” He shrugged. “That‟s 
assuming we survive tomorrow.” 

 “Right,” Forge nodded seriously. “Let‟s hope we make it out in one piece. 

 His arm sucked back onto his shoulder with a click, a whirr, and a muted sound like 
a swallow. 

 

Monday, October 31, 2005. HALLOWEEN 
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 Forge woke slowly. Stretched out on the couch, he lazily blinked; the neon lights 
outside painted the room with peculiar angles of shadow and odd splotches of color. A 
cool finger touched his lips, and a woman rippled into view before him. 

 “Sue,” he whispered, gazing up at the beautiful blonde with intense blue eyes. She 
smiled at him slightly, and his heart ached with something like relief. 

 “Hello, Forge,” she said seriously, her voice soft. “Are you on the level with this?” 

 “Absolutely,” he nodded earnestly. “Do you known anything about it?” 

 “A couple weeks ago we fought the Lin Quei, we interrupted a ritual sacrifice. We 
didn‟t realize they‟d try again so soon,” Sue said. “I don‟t like the Lexcorp angle. That‟s 
new, and it doesn‟t fit with their previous efforts.” She pulled an electronic pad from 
her belt, fingered the stylus out, and jotted a quick note, pausing to read a reply. “The 
others will be here and ready to go in six hours,” she said. She glanced at the time. 
“That‟s ten in the morning.” 

 “We‟ll be ready,” Forge said, his heart racing, an unreality permeating the whole 
conversation. “I—I feared I‟d never see you again.” 

 She simply smiled. “Do your people have a plan for the attack?” 

 “Not one we can all agree on,” he said. He paused. “Not one that‟s any good.” 

 “We‟ll bring an airship,” Sue said. “Approach cloaked. Decloak and drop right in 
the middle of it.” 

 “Thank you,” Forge whispered. “What are the Lin Quei trying to do?” 

 “There is a web of light that protects the world from invaders,” Sue replied quietly. 
“Every generation there is a tournament, and some of the finest fighters from this 
dimension and others join in. The fighter that wins controls who can access this 
dimension. The Lin Quei are trying to gather enough souls to tear a hole in the defenses 
and let another dimension invade us, without winning the tournament first.” She 
paused. “I don‟t need to tell you that‟s a secret, do I?” she added almost playfully. 

 “And you must be Ms. Illuminati,” said a voice from the doorway that led to the 
bedroom. Arrow, sleep-tousled, grinned at her. “You are just the thing to help us win. I 
could really use a massage.” He strolled over to her, and clapped his hand on her 
rounded rump. 

 Sue pointed a mild look at him, and he whipped through the air to slam into the 
wall. He dropped to his knees, winded and startled. 

 “My bad,” he wheezed. 

 Sue returned her attention to Forge. “Six hours,” she said with a smile. She turned 
and faded from view as Blade stepped into the doorway, sword out. 

 “It‟s okay,” Forge said, struggling up off the couch and kicking blankets aside. He 
darted to the roof access door, catching it before it closed. He headed up the stairs. 

 “Wait!” he called out. “Just a minute!” 

 Sue faded back into view. “Yes?” 

 “You once offered me a place with the Illuminati,” he said breathlessly. “I‟ve 
thought about it. You needed me to kill, to prove my determination. And I couldn‟t.” 
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 She watched him. 

 “There‟s going to be killing now,” he said unsteadily. “And I‟ve had time to look 
around the world. Everywhere I‟ve gone, I‟ve been used as a tool. Protected and walled 
in like a resource. When I was on my own, I still couldn‟t… I couldn‟t make it work. I 
want a home.” He paused. “I‟ll kill for it. When this is over, if I‟m still alive. Please. 
Take me with you.” He looked deep into her eyes. 

 A small smile touched her lips. “I‟m glad I convinced the others to let you live,” 
she said quietly. “We‟ll see.” Then light slid away from her, and she was invisible. Forge 
heard the soft whirr of motors, and a breeze, and he knew her cloaked ship had 
departed. 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

 “Nice club,” the man in the white suit said as he approached the trio at the bar. An 
unhealthy man in a black suit paced him. 

 “Ice. Spear. Glad you could come,” Luthor said. Elektra nodded to them. Cain 
didn‟t look up from the bar. 

 “The arrangements are in place?” Ice clarified. 

 “Yes. How do you feel about noon?” Luthor asked. 

 “Fine with us. Day or night, doesn‟t matter.” Ice smiled thinly. 

 “The barge will be towed out about 11:30,” Luthor said. “That way it should be in 
position by noon. I take it you can find your own way out to the middle of the harbor?” 

 “Don‟t worry about us,” Ice said. “And your security?” 

 “I‟ll have three squads of security troops, along with these two,” he said with a 
gesture to the ladies that flanked him. “I‟ll also add some air support. A couple 
choppers, and a specialist in my employ. You‟ll be plenty safe.” 

 “Good,” Ice nodded. “We need the ritual to be uninterrupted this time.” He 
glanced around. “The Hellfire Club. When today‟s events are written into the history of 
the world, this meeting will be an ironic footnote.” He turned and left, Spear at his 
heels. 

 “Elektra,” Luthor said as he watched the ninja leave, “go to the dock. See to it that 
the loading is uninterrupted. Make sure there are no extra passengers aboard.” Elektra 
nodded, heading for the door. Luthor turned to Cain. 

 “Come with me,” he said with a smile that was almost curious. He headed out of 
the main ballroom of the Hellfire club, down a carpeted corridor, through a door, then 
another door that required a nanotech key. He strolled into a concealed lounge in the 
heart of the building. 

 Worthington sat at the piano, playing with consummate skill. He glanced up as 
Luthor entered, and he ended the piece with a flourish. “Hello,” he said. “What can I do 
for you, Luthor?” A sneer and a snarl lurked under the pleasantry of his expression. He 
knew better than to let them out. 

 “I want you to provide air support for today‟s event,” Luthor said. “Put your wings 
on. Keep an eye out for interlopers.” 
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 “My—my what?” Worthington said, paling. 

 “Honestly,” Luthor murmured, his eyes mesmerizing. “Did you think you could 
keep secrets from me?” He turned, crossing the room, and he tapped at a secret panel. It 
slid open, and he punched in a six-digit code. A segment of wall slid back, revealing a 
glorious wing sculpture big enough to support a man. Luthor looked over at 
Worthington. 

 “Wear the wings. Guard the shipment. And I‟ll overlook that nasty business with 
the confiscated power armor. You also might want to wear a mask. In case you‟re seen.” 
He turned and left. Cain stayed behind, with Worthington. Worthington stared at the 
revealed wings. 

 “He scares me,” Worthington said in a small voice. 

 Cain had nothing to say to that. 

 Worthington approached the wings. “I‟m not his lackey,” he grumbled as his eyes 
played over the iridescent black feathers, tan highlights picked up by the lights that 
shone on them. “I got these for artistic expression. Not so I could be aerial recon for 
Luthor‟s dirty deals. Still…” His fingertip traced the edge of one of the razor sharp 
feathers. “Maybe it‟s time I was more public. Took more risks.” He touched a concealed 
stud on the wings, and where they met, tiny feelers unfolded, gently waving in a non-
existent breeze. Worthington shrugged his shirt off, tossing it to the side, revealing his 
athletic build and toned muscles. As he backed up to the wings, the cilia touched his 
back and plugged in. He winced as they connected the wing control mechanism to his 
nervous system. 

 Can watched impassively, her eyes straying to the bullet scar in his belly. She felt a 
vague uneasiness something like regret. 

 Worthington stepped away from the wall, his wings furling behind him. He smiled 
to himself, and he darted a wing forward. Dark feathers shot out of the powerful swipe, 
loosened by his mind and released by the whipping motion. The feathers thudded deep 
into the Black King‟s throne, where Luthor would sit during a gathering of the Inner 
Circle. 

 Worthington sighed as he extended the wing and pressed it against the wall. The 
wing sizzled, using the wall‟s mass to regrow the feathers. “Now I‟m going to have to 
have that chair replaced,” Worthington muttered, almost whining. “If Luthor saw those 
feather cuts, he might not take it well. No point doing it halfway.” He bounded forward, 
flexing his wing down, and the swipe sliced the chair in half in a precise stroke. He 
stood back, his wings furling behind him. Worthington looked over at Cain with 
satisfaction. 

 “Aren‟t these magnificent?” he said, expecting no answer. “I had them made for 
me by a genius, a man named Forge.” He paused. “I wonder where he ended up.” 

* 

 Forge watched the clear sky, waiting for lightning. 

 “I feel kind of stupid,” Remy admitted, scanning the clear sky from the rooftop of 
the building next to the alley bar. “Dere is noting up here.” 

 “Just wait,” Forge said, amused. 
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 “You wouldn‟t believe some of the technology out there,” Fury said, ducking 
towards the stick match as he lit his cigar. He shook the match out and hefted his 
assault rifle. “Hell, I can‟t believe half of it.” 

 Blade prowled along the side of the roof, looking down at the street, and Arrow 
stroked his goatee reflectively. Shadow perked up, then rose. 

 “Here it comes,” he said tersely. 

 “Where?” Remy demanded, looking around. 

 A breeze stirred across them, and with a faint crunch, something settled on the 
roof. Light flickered and twitched, then a craft fifteen meters long glowed into view. 
The side door opened, and Sue stood in the doorway. 

 “Come on in and meet everybody,” she said. Forge and Fury went forward without 
hesitation, walking up the ramp and into the craft. Arrow followed. Blade‟s jaw flexed, 
then he went in, with Remy on his heels, followed by a reluctant Shadow. 

 Sue closed the door behind them as they stared around in awe. 

 “This thing is a lot bigger on the inside,” Arrow said, just to get it out of the way. 

 The hold was almost twenty meters long, and ten meters wide. Sue chuckled. 

 “Time and space have suggestions about how they should fit together, but with 
persuasion, they can be altered to fit our needs,” she said. “We are willing to help you. 
Let me introduce the Illuminati. The Master of the Second Seal, Kurt,” she said. “He is 
our pilot.” The door leading to the cockpit opened, and a slight man strolled in. His 
hands and feet were prehensile, with two digits and a dewclaw or thumb. His skin was 
sheathed in a close velvety fur, and he had wild dark hair and yellow eyes. His cat teeth 
were white. Dressed in dark leather, he wore a rapier with no cross-piece at his belt. 

 “The pleasure is mine,” he said with a deep bow. 

 “The Master of the Fourth Seal, Jonathan Storm.” A slim young man stepped 
through the door. His eyes were hard, and he had a buzz cut on his blonde hair. He lit a 
cigarette, and strolled over by the others as he tucked the lighter in his pocket. 

 “I am the Master of the Fifth Seal, and as you know, my name is Sue,” she said 
with a dazzling smile. “Finally,” Sue said with a hush to her voice, “The Grand Master 
of the Seventh Seal. Give him your respect.” 

 A lean man stepped through the door, dressed in a simple blue robe with white 
trim. He had austere features, and white streaked back from his temples. His eyes 
seemed to flicker through those he glanced at, and they felt a strange instinctive respect 
for him as he entered the room. 

 “Thank you for doing your part to avert the disaster that looms above us all,” the 
Grand Master said. “As we were headed in, we saw the barge being loaded with the 
sacrifices, the Black Dragons providing security as well as several dozen mercenaries. 
The slaves think they are going on a cruise of the harbor, a kind of „cleaning up‟ party 
after their addictions and basic training to re-enter society. Instead, their barge will be 
towed to the middle of the harbor, and they will be sacrificed. We will not allow that to 
happen.” 

 “You could hear them? From your ship?” Shadow said skeptically. 
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 “We deployed a spy drone,” Storm said. “It‟s still watching them. They can‟t see it, 
any more than you could see our ship. And it‟s a damn sight quieter.” 

 “What‟s the plan,” Blade growled. 

 “Simple, really,” the Grand Master replied. “We wait until Gauntlet begins the 
ritual. He is their jonin. The ninja Ghost will be by his side, to accept the souls as they 
are freed. When they begin the ritual, we will strike, before the sacrifices. Otherwise, 
they will simply slip away once more. This time,” he said, his voice ruthless and thrilling, 
“they cannot be allowed to escape.” 

 Blade smiled, the most sincere smile his partners had ever seen on his face. “Let‟s 
go.” 

* 

 The barge slowed; Elektra could tell. She looked out across the choppy waters of 
the bay, jaw clenched as fear coiled in her guts. It was cold and heavy, matching the 
sluggish swells that broke on the side of the barge. She was only half listening to the 
master of ceremonies, who had a microphone and was talking to the hundred sacrifices 
who stood in the recessed hold of the barge. 

 “You ready to start this Halloween party?” the emcee demanded. He was a ninja, 
Elektra could tell. The mercenaries wore light armor under trench coats, their 
submachine guns out of sight. Thirty six guards, twenty five ninja. Herself. And she 
looked over at Cain, who leaned on the railing. Others would not see past the 
inscrutable mask of her features, but Elektra could see the misery that radiated from her 
as she squinted out at the water. At the incoming speedboat. 

 Gauntlet, Ghost, Ice, Spear, and Smoke were in the boat. They wore their ninja 
gear. Gauntlet‟s helmet had blades sweeping back, and his shoulderpads were bladed as 
well. He wore greaves on his forearms and shins that bore hooked blades, honed to 
lethal sharpness, and two blades curved over the knuckles of each hand. Ghost wore his 
black leathers, and green light seeped from him. Smoke, Ice, and Spear wore black ninja 
outfits, with colored face masks and tabards. The speedboat slapped through the swells, 
close enough to the barge. Ice tossed up a grapple, and the ninja swarmed up one at a 
time. 

 “Are we ready?” Smoke asked as he approached Elektra. 

 “Looks that way,” she replied mildly. 

 “Keep an eye out for trouble,” Smoke growled. “Kano disappeared. Someone 
might know where we are.” 

 “If we were going to have trouble, don‟t you think we‟d have it by now?” Elektra 
asked. She swept the horizon with her gaze. “I suppose someone could still fall out of 
the sky.” 

 “Stay alert, okay?” Smoke said irritably, and he stalked away. 

 “Now we have some party favors for you,” the emcee said to the joyfully clapping 
crowd. “Don‟t worry about them, just leave them alone. We‟ll get to the part with the 
confetti,” he grinned. Ninja started tossing silver cylinders the size of beer cans down 
into the crowd, who cheered and laughed. “What do you think of this guy‟s costume, 
huh?” the emcee asked as he gestured to Gauntlet, who preened before their cheers. 
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“This guy is going to read some Chinese Happy Halloween, then we‟ll just pop those 
favors and get on to the drinks!” Wild cheering. 

 “Luthor had them drugged,” Elektra muttered to Cain, eyes out to sea. “So they‟d 
be relaxed and happy for this.” 

 Can you really stand aside? whispered a voice in the back of her mind. Can you just let 
this happen? 

 Elektra stood up straight, and stared at Cain. Cain jumped back, reacting to her 
sudden move, surprised. 

 Was that you? Elektra demanded of Cain in the Silent Speech. Cain‟s startlement was 
clear. 

 Then Elektra recognized the voice. 

 Smoke! she shouted in the Silent Speech. We are not alone! 

 Gauntlet started reading from the scroll, and the edges of reality began to curdle 
and wisp. 

 A flash popped in the air above the barge, blinding those who weren‟t ready for it. 
In the wake of the light, the airship de-cloaked, and a mighty fighting force descended 
on the barge. 

 As mercenaries ripped out their submachine guns and the ninja readied for battle, 
the Illuminati and Stick‟s students hit the deck. 

 Forge hung out of the side of the craft, the plasma rifle thrumming as he raised it. 

 “For the world,” he murmured. For me. 

 He pulled the trigger, sending a searing line of death whipping out from the heavy 
gun. As Gauntlet squared off with Blade, the plasma flared through Gauntlet‟s torso, 
burning him in half. He collapsed, dead. 

 Forge breathed deep, hoping something inside him would feel different. 

 A moment later, he dropped to the deck after the others. 

 Storm leaped out into space, then he flexed somehow, and flame burst from his 
skin. He tore through the air like a rocket, and the sacrifices applauded and wildly 
cheered. The Grand Master of the Fourth Seal burned a swath down the deck, torching 
ninja too slow to spring away, setting a full dozen mercenaries ablaze. 

 Ice scooped up the rolling detonator. Invisible force whacked across his hand, 
sending the detonator spinning out to splash down in the water. Ice turned and focused 
on the hold, his hands shaping and releasing a blast of cold at the sacrifices. The cold 
flattened on invisible force, and awed cheering drifted up through the ice. 

 Kurt sprang at Smoke, who vanished in a blast of smoke. He simply grinned, 
bursting smoke around himself and popping back into view gripping the startled ninja. 
As Smoke lashed at him with a ninja blade, Kurt‟s prehensile tail whipped around his 
wrist and deflected the blow. Kurt lashed at him with his blade. Both vanished in bursts 
of smoke, exploding back into view locked in struggle on the other side of the barge. 
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Spear pivoted, flinging his blade at Kurt as he materialized on the deck. The 
lithe teleporter sprang away, and Smoke vanished without him as Kurt popped back 
into space behind Spear. They faced off. 

 Razored feathers whistled down and slid through Storm‟s flame as he streaked 
around for another pass. The heat blunted the feathers, but the force and sharpness 
survived his aura and sank into his flesh. Storm coughed with startled pain, spinning 
mid-air to see the golden-haired angel that dove at him, pulling up to send a lethal 
barrage of feathers hissing at him. Storm unleashed a gush of flame, slagging one of 
Worthington‟s wings as he rolled to the side. With a startled shout, the winged man 
plummeted in a streak of flame and smoke, crashing down into the water. Storm limped 
through the air to collapse in the airship. 

 He lay panting as his flame whisked off him, leaving five fairly deep wounds in his 
back. He winced. Then smoke blasted in the craft‟s hold. 

 “Kurt—I‟m fine, get down there,” Storm said irritably. 

 Smoke emerged from the shadows, saying nothing. Then his blade whistled down. 

 On the deck, Elektra froze as the other mind, the familiar mind, touched hers 
again. 

 See what is happening, the mental voice whispered, and Elektra felt the long-dormant 
link with Matt Murdock, the Shadow, flare to life. Matt was in the ship above. He was 
not aware of her presence. Elektra gasped as she saw it all. 

 Shadow darted forward from his hiding spot—he had been waiting, aboard the 
ship. For just this eventuality. Smoke lashed out at Storm, and Shadow kicked the blade 
aside. Smoke looked up at him, his bottomless dark eyes surprised, and Shadow 
slammed his club into the side of the ninja‟s neck. Whipped a strike across him. He 
lunged, snatching Smoke as the ninja withdrew into a shadowy dimension— 

 They tumbled out on the deck of the barge below. Shadow lashed out with the 
stick, and Smoke took the hit, reeling back. Elektra gasped as Matt pulled the long, 
sharpened sai from the back of his belt. 

 Because sometimes that’s all the world can be, she felt him think in the privacy of his own 
thoughts. 

 Only she could feel the tears that pressed against the back of his leather mask. 

 And the sai dropped, plunging into Smoke‟s heart, pinning him to the deck.  

 He would no longer teleport away. 

 Matt Murdock‟s heart broke. 

 

CHAPTER NINENTEEN 

 Elektra gasped for air as tears flowed down her face. Cain stood by her, deeply 
unsettled and unsure of what to do. 

 You know what you have to do, whispered the voice in Elektra‟s mind. 

 Then Elektra was in motion. She darted over, sailing through the air in a lethal kick, 
over Shadow and into Ice. The startled ninja flew back with the punishing force of 
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Elektra‟s kick, flipping and landing easily, rolling the impact away. Elektra stood 
between Shadow and Ice, and Shadow raised his head in surprise. 

 You will not harm him, Elektra said to Ice in the Silent Speech. 

 “Kill the traitor,” Ice demanded of Cain. 

 Cain slipped past Elektra, and in a flurry of violence she engaged Ice. Startled, he 
defended himself as best he could, but Cain was more than a master. Her attacks flowed 
and darted in a rhythm that was impossible to deny. She slid past his defenses with a 
knuckle strike to the throat, and she stole his air with a palm strike to his solar plexus, 
then she shot her heel into the front of his ankle and robbed him of his stance. It was all 
he could do to awkwardly crash into the rail and tilt over to drop into the choppy surf 
of the bay. 

 Elektra met Cain‟s gaze, and found something very like gratitude in her eyes. 

 United, the two ninja faced off with the seething explosive battle around them. 
Shadow was in awe as he took in the scene before him. 

 Kurt flipped back out of the way, the edge missing from his speed as he clutched 
the deep spear wound in his gut. Spear said nothing, betrayed no emotion, he simply 
flung his arm forward and sent the spear on the weighted chain hissing at his foe. Kurt 
blasted away in a teleport, and Spear retracted his weapon. 

 Then he spun to parry the incoming strike as Remy came at him. Spear was faster 
than the Cajun; his hand shot out and snatched Remy‟s chest, balling a fist in his coat 
and yanking him close. 

 “No flowers?” Remy gasped. 

 Silence, mortal. Spear‟s white eyes flared, and his eye sockets burst into flame as 
Remy gulped, staring into them, unable to look away. 

 A shock froze Remy‟s nervous system, and he was pinned and helpless in the bale 
of those flaming eye sockets. Something welled up in him—and he was confronted with 
the truth of his sins. Every lie he had ever told, every underhanded thing he had done, 
every unprintable thought he had ever wallowed in; all swelled back into his living 
memory at once. 

 He screamed. 

 A distinctive slitting puncture of steel into meat interrupted. The flame was sucked 
back into Spear‟s head as he turned to see a short ninja tear his hood off. The three 
blades extending from the back of his fist were embedded in Spear‟s back. With the 
hood off, the short man‟s hair was wild. 

 “Howzabout you let my friend go,” Logan growled. 

 Spear stepped forward, easily dragging himself off the claws. Logan‟s blades 
smoked and smoldered, but they were unhurt by whatever alien heat fueled Spear. 
Released, Remy thudded down on the deck, struggling to simply breathe. 

 Spear bowed to Logan, then stepped back into his own shadow and vanished. 

 “Damn ninja,” Logan growled. 

 The ninja at the helm of the tug squinted back at the deck. Eyes widening, he 
whipped out his shuriken as a man cleared the railing, dropping towards the tug.  
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 As Fury fell, his gun bucked against his shoulder, bullets tearing through the ninja. 
The black-clad form slumped back, and Fury slammed down on the back of the tug. He 
raced up to the cabin, slinging the rifle, and he shoved the boat into high gear as he 
aimed for the shore. 

 “Let‟s get this party cleaned up so we can all go home,” he grinned around his 
cigar. 

 Arrow finished off the last of the mercenaries as Blade joined him. 

 “I got all the ninja that didn‟t run,” Blade growled. 

 “I‟m out of arrows,” Arrow shrugged. “So who‟s left?” 

 “Me,” Elektra said. Cain was her shadow as she faced the other ninja. 

 Blade simply looked at her. 

 “I saved Shadow,” she said. “Turned on the Lin Quei. You know what that means 
in this world.” 

 “I know,” Blade said. 

 Remy limped over to them, Logan at his side supporting him. “We got dem,” Remy 
said. “I can hardly believe it. But we won.” 

 Shadow approached from the other direction, and Silent faced him, unreadable. 

 “What does this mean,” Shadow asked, the quiet wonder of a man with 
unanswerable questions. 

 “It means we aren‟t finished,” said a cool voice with an English accent. They 
turned to see a woman standing next to Logan, a woman they had not seen before she 
spoke. Her hair was so raven-wing dark it was iridescent, and her Asiatic features were 
smooth and unreadable. “I tried to get to Ghost, but he escaped me before I could 
engage. That‟s why Ice and Spear pulled back.” 

 “Who the hell are you?” Blade demanded. 

 “This is Braddock,” Logan growled, “Her ninja name is Lock. And I‟ll thank you ta 
watch yer tone with my woman.” He scowled at the impassive ninja. 

 “You think Ghost ran from you?” Arrow scoffed, unable to tear his eyes from her 
endowments. 

 “If he‟s wise he did,” she shrugged, fixing his attention further. “Of us all, I am the 
greatest threat to him.” 

 “Why is that?” Shadow asked sourly as understanding dawned in Elektra‟s eyes. 

 “Because he, more so than the rest of us, is about focus,” she replied evenly. Logan 
eyed Arrow, struggling to keep his growing anger in check as Arrow‟s eyes roamed 
freely over Braddock‟s shapes. 

 Forge approached, and they turned to face him. 

 “Thank you,” he said seriously. “More than you know.” 

 “Our task is not finished,” Braddock pointed out. 
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 “Mine is.” Forge looked the motley group over. “I‟m going with the Illuminati. The 
Lin Quei leader is dead, the ritual disrupted. Our work is done.” 

 “Safe travels,” Arrow said. “Maybe we‟ll meet again sometime. I‟d love to chat 
about what you could do for arrowheads. If you ever have some time on your hands.” 
He smiled, at his most charming. 

 Forge returned his smile. “Take care of yourselves,” he said. Then he was lifted in 
the air; they looked up to see Sue guiding him into the craft. 

 The Grand Master stepped into full view of the awed sacrifices and the warriors 
below. “It‟s better this way,” he said, his voice easily reaching all of them. A deep well 
of light rolled from him, inspiring a collective gasp FORGET then the light vanished, 
the ship flicked out of sight, and the faintest rush of air betrayed its departure. 

 Fury clambered up the ladder on the side of the barge, sopping wet. “There you 
are,” he said. “I set the boat‟s course towards land, and notified the Coast Guard and 
Port Authority. We really kicked some ass.” 

 “We‟ll take one of the lifeboat launches back to shore,” Blade said. “You all fought 
like lions.” 

 “Where‟s Forge?” Fury asked, glancing around. 

 “He… didn‟t make it,” Arrow said, looking away. “Spear got him through the 
heart.” 

 Braddock narrowed her eyes. She was the only one the Illuminati mind-alteration 
had not affected. But she said nothing. 

 Fury paused, then turned away. “Wherever he is, I hope he finds what he‟s looking 
for,” he said. He sighed deeply. “It‟s been real educational running with you all, but I‟m 
looking forward to getting back to bartending.” 

 “We‟re not done,” Blade muttered. “We chased the Lin Quei off, but I still have to 
rescue Morbius.” 

 “Yes!” Remy said quickly. “Do we know where he is?” 

 “I do,” Braddock said. “One of the Lin Quei ninja survived, one who is not able to 
shield his mind as well as the others. He‟s driving the motor boat now. They‟re 
retreating to their safehouse.” 

 “I would love to crash their safehouse,” Arrow said with a gleam in his eye. “It just 
feels right.” 

 Blade paused, looking around. Remy. Arrow. Logan. Braddock. Fury. Elektra. Cain. 
Shadow. Victory shone in their eyes, except for the darkness that dwelled around 
Shadow. Blade also saw resolve. 

 “I want to finish this,” he muttered. “Who‟s with me?” 

 “I want a shot at Ghost,” Braddock said. 

 “And I‟m with her,” Logan growled as he glared at Arrow. 

 “I got to rescue Morbius or I…” Remy shook his head, a shudder rippling through 
him. “Somebody else can take on Spear, though.” 

 “Yes. Safehouse crashing,” Arrow said. “I‟m in.” 
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 “If they live, we die,” Elektra said without looking at Shadow. “Cain and I are in.” 
Cain nodded curtly. 

 “I think I‟ve done my part,” Fury said. “Good luck.” 

 “What about you?” Elektra asked Shadow, neither prying nor challenging. 

 Shadow‟s jaw twitched. “It seems I have nothing better to do,” he said pointedly. 

 “Then we‟re agreed,” Blade nodded. They headed for a lifeboat launch, complete 
with an inboard engine. By the time the helicopters closed in on the barge and the 
hundred people left alive aboard it, the ninja were long gone. 

* 

 “With Gauntlet gone, that means you‟re in charge,” Ice said, something caustic in 
his tone as he confronted Ghost. “What do you want to do? Is it time to go home yet? 
Or are we going to make another attempt?” 

 Ghost simply stared at him, his green eyes leaking wicked energy. 

 Ice turned his back on the soul collector, stalking to the wall of the warehouse lair. 
He sighed. “It all went wrong. Again. Shang Tsung arranged the glyphs to hide our 
mission from the Sorcerer Supreme, but these other idiots have interrupted us twice. 
They‟ll do it again. And I do not know the ritual,” he continued, “so I can‟t properly 
arrange for the soul harvest.” He stared at Ghost. “They will kill me for this failure,” he 
added softly, “unless you have some kind of plan. Gauntlet is dead, at least for a while. 
Smoke was killed. All we have to show for our efforts is that… thing.” He pointed at 
Morbius, unconscious and chained to the middle of the floor. 

 Ice looked at Spear, then at Ghost, then at the only other ninja that survived the 
massacre at the barge. “Can you harvest the souls one by one?” he asked Ghost. 

 Outside, a van pulled to a halt in the alley as a Harley motorcycle throatily rattled, 
parking. Ice sprang up and snatched the sill of the high window, pulling himself up to 
peer outside. 

 Logan and Braddock dismounted from the motorcycle. The van opened up as ninja 
jumped out, headed straight at the warehouse. 

 “Not subtle,” Ice muttered, “but we‟ve given them no reason to be.” A gurgling 
choke snatched his attention, and he dropped from the window, turning to see Ghost 
flexing his hand over the last of their ninja. 

 The man kicked and wheezed, then his skeleton flashed, visible through his meat, 
and he collapsed dead. His soul drifted up, a white pulsing globe. Ghost clutched it, 
withdrawing his hand, absorbing the energy. 

 Ice shook his head, feeling his own death nearing. He ran to the wall, leaping up 
and kicking off it, grabbing the rafter and pulling himself up to vanish in the shadows of 
the high ceiling. Moments later, Spear joined him. Ghost turned, facing the garage door 
as it rolled open. 

 “We came for Morbius,” Blade growled. 

 “I came for you,” Braddock said, her lovely eyes narrowed to slits as she squared 
off with Ghost. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY 

 Elektra ran to one wall, kicking off and snatching the rafter, pulling herself up to 
the tenuous battleground where Ice and Spear waited. Moments later, Cain had joined 
her. Perfectly balanced, they waited, ready. Ice smiled beneath his mask. 

 Remy, Shadow, and Arrow stood blocking the exit as Blade and Braddock charged 
Ghost. The soul-collector gestured, sending sickly gobs of green energy at them; the 
energy squirmed and twisted, forming screaming skulls as it raced towards them. 

 Blade threw himself out of the way, rolling over his shoulder and popping up with 
no loss of speed. Braddock smiled, feral. Brilliant purple energy hissed out over her 
fists, and she struck the incoming attack in its center. The ball of energy wisped away. 

 Ghost took an involuntary step back. His eyes widened. 

 Braddock drank in the smell of his fear as she closed to striking distance. 

 Cain twirled out of the way of Spear‟s weighted chain, cartwheeling around to flank 
the ninja. As he swiped the returning spear out of the air, she hit him with a series of 
strikes. He could only block half of them, and she sent him reeling from beam to beam 
as her assault drove him back. 

 Ice gestured, slicking the rafters around him with ice. Silent sprang over them, 
coming down with her shortsword whipping at the ninja‟s head. He ducked back and 
away, coming up with a kick that she barely deflected. They both slammed down on the 
slick rafter; both poised with precise balance, and the fight continued as their blades 
whickered and sang, slitting the air and ringing from each other. 

 Remy reached Morbius as Braddock and Blade closed with Ghost. Ghost spun and 
bobbed, whirling and slapping their attacks away. Blade slashed his arm, releasing a gout 
of green smoke. Braddock slung a kick into him that broke ribs and made no difference. 
As they drove him back, Remy gathered a handful of the chains that held Morbius 
pinned down. Turning his head, he yanked his hand back a moment before the chains 
exploded. He hefted Morbius‟s limp body, the doctor‟s head lolling senselessly on his 
neck as Remy pulled back. “We have what we came for!” Remy shouted. 

 Blade lunged in a vicious strike, and Ghost easily sidestepped—right into 
Braddock‟s threat range. She snagged his shoulder and spun him, and she plunged both 
of her psionic hand-knives right into the sides of his head. Their tips touched one 
another. She screamed, an unholy shriek, and Ghost shuddered for a moment. 

 Then he exploded. 

 The shock of energy rolled out and knocked the ninja from the rafters; they 
slammed into the walls and fell as those on the ground were flattened by the blast. A 
green ball swelled out and burst. The explosion was soundless and devastating. As the 
ninja crashed down, Ghost‟s leather clothes sagged, empty, to the ground. 

 All was dark. 

 

 Perhaps seconds, perhaps minutes. Remy sat up and coughed, drinking in the sweet 
air. He didn‟t care that it stank of sulfur, or that a peculiar green film lay across all 
exposed surfaces. He staggered to his feet, hauling at Morbius. He looked around. 
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 Blade was already on his feet, expressionless as he looked down at Logan cradling 
Braddock‟s head. Logan knelt on the hard concrete, and Braddock did not respond as 
he hunched over her, stroking her forehead, whispering to her urgently. Remy blinked, 
shook his head. Cain was motionless on the floor, but Silent had already risen. She 
scooped up her sword and touched it to Ice‟s throat; he stirred. Spear stood behind her, 
Arrow confronting him. 

 “Make it quick,” Ice whispered. 

 “You can‟t go home, can you,” Elektra asked clearly. “You‟ve failed. Does the Lin 
Quei reward failure with anything but death?” She shook her head. “I won‟t give you 
the mercy of death,” she said, raising the blade. “Your clan can take care of you.” 

 “Sure you want to violate the first rule?” Ice said sardonically. 

 “Your stinking clan already did,” Elektra said, gesturing at Spear. “Leave nothing 
living. Only the living seek revenge and spread the deadly net of knowledge. Well, he‟s 
dead,” she clarified. 

 “And he no longer seeks revenge,” Ice countered. “He no longer spreads 
knowledge of any kind. In fact, I‟ll probably end up just like him. The Lin Quei are not 
kind to those who fail or betray them.” He shrugged, then he rose to his feet. Elektra 
did not move to stop him. “One way or another,” he said with a dangerous glint in his 
dark, deep eyes, “I‟m a dead man.” 

 Something clicked in Remy‟s mind. “Perhaps not, mon ami,” he said, surprising Ice 
and Elektra both. Remy smiled, dragging Morbius over towards them. “I know a place. 
A man. You would have protection.” 

 “You don‟t know the Lin Quei,” Ice answered. 

 “De fact dat you be talking to me says you‟re ready to listen,” Remy shrugged. “Dis 
man is a powerful mentalist. He is gathering dose who are different, to help dem find a 
way to live in dis world. Dis world dat hates us,” he said. “I‟m going back,” he decided 
on the spur of the moment. “You can come wit me.” 

 “I ask protection from no man,” Ice said. 

 “What about him?” Elektra asked, gesturing at Spear. “He‟s your bodyguard.” 

 “That‟s no man,” Ice replied sardonically. 

 “We don need anyone to babysit,” Remy persisted. “We need a teacher. Someone 
who could teach dese people how to protect demselfs. Someone like you.” He let Ice 
see the seriousness in his eyes. 

 “Are you insane?” Ice countered. “I just tried to kill you all. I still might.” 

 “Why haven‟t you?” Elektra asked, amused. 

 “I‟m still thinking it over,” he replied with a shrug. “Tell me more about this 
place.” 

 “Dey were trying to take over de world, but decided to figure out how to live in its 
shadows instead,” Remy said, racking his brains. “You don have to sign up wit me. Go 
have a look.” 

 “Ghost is destroyed,” Elektra said seriously. “One way or another, your time with 
the Lin Quei as a living man is over.” 
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 Ice heaved a sigh, and tugged at his mask. It came off with a puff of chill air, and 
he tossed it on the ground. He pulled his hood off, revealing tousled blonde hair and a 
handsome face. “That‟s true,” he said. “And I‟m not done with this life yet.” 

 “What‟s your name, homme?” Remy asked. 

 “Drake. Robert Drake,” he replied. “Before I can go with you, we have to rescue 
my son. He‟s in middle school. The Lin Quei are sure to target him.” 

 “Sure,” Remy shrugged. “What‟s de boy‟s name?” 

 “Tim,” Drake replied with a small smile. He shook his head. “It‟s been a hell of a 
week,” he muttered to himself. 

 Behind them, Braddock gasped and clutched at the air. She sat up, Logan 
supporting her. Her eyes were wild. Instead of violet, they were brilliant green, a 
startling contrast to her Asian face. 

 “The—the dead—he—he was—Ghost—soul collector—” she gasped. 

 “Hush, it‟ll be okay,” Logan assured her, holding her close as she struggled free of a 
vivid, soul-altering nightmare. 

 Drake turned to Spear. “I release you from your duty. That‟s my last act on behalf 
of the Lin Quei. You‟ve been punished enough. You‟re on your own.” He paused, an 
ironic smile toying with his face. “Punish the guilty.” 

 Spear trembled. Then he pulled his weighted chain out, holding the haft of the 
spear. He gripped the chain and the haft, and tugged sharply. As if on command, the 
chain snapped. Spear slowly approached, then spun the spear and handed it, haft first, 
to Drake. Drake solemnly accepted it, and bowed to Spear. Spear bowed back. 

 Then Spear gripped his mask and hood and tore them off, flinging them to the 
side. Remy gasped; Spear‟s skull was exposed, shimmering with heat. His head was a 
fleshless mask of amusement and rage. 

 That‟s more like it, Spear roared in the Silent Speech. He turned, coiling the 
weighted chain and hanging it at his belt. He left the warehouse, slinging a leg over 
Logan‟s motorcycle, and he kicked it to life and roared away. 

 “I‟ll keep an eye on him,” Blade said. He crossed the room, approaching Remy. 
“I‟ll keep them both out of trouble,” he said as he hefted Morbius in his arms. Remy 
slung his coat off and covered Morbius, twitching the fabric into place to keep the 
sunlight off him. 

 “Wait,” Shadow said, his voice cold. “We have unfinished business, you and I.” 

 Blade inclined his head towards Shadow, not even turning to face him. “Don‟t be 
stupid,” he said. “Or I will kill you.” 

 “You destroyed Matt Murdock,” Shadow said, his voice resonant with fresh pain. 
“I owe you for that.” 

 “I forgive you the debt,” Blade said with an unamused smile. He only paused for 
one moment longer. Enough to give Shadow every opportunity to act. “Another time, 
maybe,” he said dismissively. He turned, and strode towards the van, carrying Morbius 
away. 

 Shadow simply watched him go. 
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 “So this guy. This place. Do they have names?” Arrow asked Remy, startling him. 
Remy blinked. 

 “Xavier,” he said. “The man‟s name is Xavier.” 

 “Are there women in this place?” Arrow asked. “Extremely attractive, shapely, 
insecure women?” He grinned, showing all his teeth. 

 “Actually, yes,” Remy said, restraining a smile of his own. “I know one in particular 
dat goes for your type. Dat‟s not good on de resume,” he sighed. 

 “I‟m an excellent teacher,” Arrow confessed. “Can I come too? I figure I can go with 
you that far, and leave when the horizon calls for me.” He glanced around the filthy 
warehouse. “My work here is done, Blade is off my back, I can‟t hear Stick‟s ghost 
laughing at me anymore—job well done.” 

 Remy shifted uneasily under Elektra‟s stare. “What,” he said. 

 “Xavier? Mentalist?” Elektra said sharply. “I‟ve killed him before.” She paused. 
“Twice.” 

 “Maybe you shouldn‟t come wit us,” Remy pondered. 

 “He has changed,” Braddock said quietly. Logan steadied her as she rose. “I have 
touched his mind before this. He has had experiences that have… tempered him.” She 
straightened. “It would be different.” And I have found MY place, she added, whispering 
into Elektra‟s mind, looking into her eyes. 

 Elektra met her gaze for a long moment, then she turned to Drake. “I‟ve forsaken 
Luthor,” she said. “Betraying him on the barge cost me everything I have in New 
York.” She paused. “I have some experience escaping ninja clans. I can help protect 
you. Looks like we‟re both lost in the world.” Drake smiled at her, speculative as he 
considered the strength in her eyes and her supple form. 

 “I‟d like that,” he said. 

 Elektra turned to Shadow. “How about you?” she said. 

 “I can‟t walk away,” Shadow said, his voice brittle. “Blade murdered Karen. 
Framed Matt Murdock. My life in New York is a ruin. I can‟t just let him get away with 
that.” He paused. “Because of him, I broke my own rule.” He abruptly stopped talking. 

 Elektra watched him. “Could you give us a minute?” she said quietly to the others. 
Remy blinked, nodded, and headed for the other end of the room, towards Logan and 
Braddock. Arrow and Drake followed, and Cain was unobtrusive in the background, 
alone. 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY ONE 

 “We all come to this point, Matt,” Elektra said softly. “Where we have to choose 
what‟s more important. Getting on with life, or getting revenge for what is lost. Life. Or 
death.” She didn‟t need to go on. 

 “That‟s the funny thing,” Matt said quietly. “I‟ve been thinking about it. A lot. 
Since Blade did what he did.” Matt sat on the floor and pulled his leather bandana off, 
sighing as he rubbed at his face. “It showed me that you and Stick really did love me. In 
your way. I was just too naive to see it.” 
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 Elektra squatted beside him, saying nothing. 

 “You could have severed every tie I threw to the real world,” Matt said softly. “But 
you loved me. Neither of you was above a little manipulation. But you let me live my 
life, even when it was at cross purposes to your goals.” He paused. “You wanted me to 
choose you. Blade just wanted my help. Whatever it was worth,” he added bitterly. 

 “Braddock made me feel what you felt when you killed Smoke,” Elektra said 
quietly. “It brought back… memories. Of another time. Revived feelings I left behind 
me a long time ago. She didn‟t try to change my mind. But she showed me yours.” 
Elektra shrugged. “You never know what effect your presence has,” she said. “Maybe 
you did turn the tide.” 

 Even blind, Matt was watchful. “I can‟t go back to my real life,” Matt said. “I can‟t 
escape into a world of killers, like you did. There‟s nowhere for me to go, if I give up 
revenge.” 

 “Maybe we can both go to Xavier‟s,” Elektra said softly. “Maybe he can find a 
world we can both live in. Together.” 

 Matt swallowed hard, turning his head aside, and Elektra could almost feel the 
weight that lifted from his chest. “I can‟t believe I‟m getting all weepy,” he said through 
his teeth. 

 A small smile touched Elektra‟s face. “Do you think this is the ending Stick would 
have wanted?” she asked, looking down at the floor. 

 “Stick knew the secret to happiness,” Matt replied, getting his emotions under 
control. “To want what you have. To expect the outcome that occurs. To do nothing, 
yet finish all your tasks.” 

 “How about you?” Elektra asked him directly. 

 “I like happy endings,” Matt said. He tugged his glove off his hand and reached 
out, his fingers brushing her jawline. His heart jumped, as though he had just reached all 
the way to the moon. 

 Braddock looked Cain in the eye. You can come with me, she whispered into Cain‟s 
mind. The martial artist started, blinking, looking right at Braddock as adrenaline tingled 
in her nose. 

 me? 

 It would be my honor, Braddock replied. You have a kind heart. I need someone to help me 
look after my child. When I’m away. I’d like to help you find a place in New York. She paused. I’d 
like you to show me how you move the way you do. 

 “Hey, darlin,” Logan growled to Braddock as she gazed at Cain. “Care to let me in 
on what‟s goin on here?” 

 “Cain,” Braddock said as she nodded at the slight teenager. “I want her to come 
with us. We have a lot we can learn from each other.” 

 Cain glanced at Elektra, who perked up and looked over. She smiled to herself, and 
nodded. Cain looked to Braddock, with the slightest nod. 

 “Now that takes me back to the good old days,” Logan grinned, “when we all used 
Stark‟s place for a safehouse. He‟ll be delighted.” 
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 “Luthor or Worthington might make something of it,” Braddock admitted. 

 Logan chuckled. “Hell, trouble like this keeps Stark from getting old!” he said. 

 “Okay, people,” Remy said. “It‟s time we be on our way.” He looked to Arrow, Ice, 
Elektra, and Shadow. “We ready to go?” 

 “Not much to pack,” Shadow grimaced as he rose. 

 Minutes later, they were all gone, vanished without a trace. 

* 

 Worthington stirred, one eye drifting open. A blurry shadow stood over him. 
Frowning, he dealt with the creases of pain that crossed his head as he squinted. 

 “Whu?” he mumbled, recognizing Luthor. 

 “You were burned. Dumped in the harbor,” Luthor explained. “We recovered half 
your wings. You are badly burned.” He paused. “The Illuminati were not killed,” he 
clarified. 

 Worthington winced. But understood that he was still alive. And wondered why. 
He licked his cracked lips. 

 “Natchios and Cain both deserted,” Luthor said evenly, inspecting his fingernails. 
“The Lin Quei were defeated, perhaps killed. The police have recovered the homeless 
and the bodies of my employees, who they will fail to trace back to me. I‟ve lost a lot of 
assets in this botched job.” 

 Worthington focused. He was in a room outfitted like a hospital. He realized 
Luthor was not alone. A broad shouldered man, ugly, behind him. 

 “What do you think of that, Garrett?” Luthor asked. “Should I let our ninja go, or 
should I tie off those loose ends?” 

 “If you leave them out there,” Garrett said slowly, “they‟ll come back at some 
point. They probably don‟t believe that it‟s safe to let you live, sir.” 

 Luthor smiled to himself. “I pride myself on managing risk,” he said quietly. “I‟ll 
leave them alone until they give me a reason not to.” He turned to Garrett. “They could 
be valuable assets someday.” 

 “Yes, sir,” Garrett agreed respectfully. 

 Luthor turned back to Worthington. “You won‟t be in prison too long,” he assured 
him. “I‟ll see to it that you get first class treatment. If you‟re loyal, that‟s a good thing. If 
you so much as think about mentioning so much as my name, then, well, I‟ll destroy 
your wings for good. And your jail time… nightmarish.” He smiled, and patted 
Worthington‟s hand. “When we heal you up enough to stand trial, the authorities will 
catch you. For now, my dear fugitive, rest up. You‟ll need your strength.” 

 “Prison?” Worthington choked. 

 “Well, someone got all those people together and tried to blow them up. Hired all 
that muscle. Equipped them.” He paused. “Your bank accounts already have the 
transactions logged and altered, but not so well that the authorities won‟t be able to 
follow the money.” He shrugged. “I wouldn‟t want the police to be stumped. When the 
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public sees the police as effective, life is better for everyone.” He offered Worthington 
one more smile. 

 “Damn you,” Worthington gurgled. 

 “Thanks for the club,” Luthor murmured. “We closed the deal last week. I hope 
you don‟t mind if I redecorate your office. And that chess room. I‟ll send you pictures.” 
He shrugged his jacket on. “Goodbye, Worthington.” He turned, and left the room. 
The door closed as Garrett followed him out. 

 They headed down the hallway of the private office building that housed the 
recovery room. “How are the plans to get Kano operational?” Luthor asked. 

 “He‟s made contact with our plant,” Garrett replied. “He‟s blackmailing our man 
so he can get the world-famous cyber surgeon to implant a new eye.” Garrett shrugged. 
“The surgeon reports that everything is going according to your plan.” 

 “And we‟ll be a step closer to controlling the docks,” Luthor mused. “You sure the 
spy equipment and neutralization factors in the eye will be effective?” 

 “They‟ve been tested,” Garrett nodded. “Kano will be under your control, whether 
he knows it or not.” 

 “Good,” Luthor nodded. “That‟s the way I like it.” He pushed the „down‟ button 
on the elevator at the end of the hall. “I‟m going to take a break from the ninja angle,” 
he mused. “Let‟s see what we can do with cybernetics. I hear there is some research into 
a stone that can catalyze power, channel it efficiently. I‟ve authorized some tests. Maybe 
we can make you a better body.” 

 “Glad to do what I can,” Garrett replied. 

 “So am I,” Luthor replied as the doors opened before him. “So am I.” 
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Slayers 
 

Tuesday, January 10 
 The chain clattered through the iron ring set in the wall, hauling the piteous captive 
upright. He choked on his cry of pain as his arms were yanked up by their shackled 
wrists, and his bare back slapped against the stone. 

 Two hooded figures flanked him, each gripping the chains that held him up. A man 
in a long dark robe considered the helpless, panting prisoner. The observer was hairless, 
his face a mass of creased and wrinkled flesh. Baleful yellow eyes followed the slow 
ooze of blood from the prisoner‟s tightly shackled wrist. His fleshless lips pulled away in 
a cruel smile, revealing teeth too sharp and lethal to be in a mortal mouth. 

 “Time for us to have another chat,” the hairless man purred as his clawed fingers 
interlaced before him. “I trust you are comfortable.” 

 The prisoner could only pant, a whine of pain in his breath. Lank hair hung over 
his face, and he sagged with the unmistakable stink of the defeated. 

 His interrogator paused, a flicker shifting in his eyes. “We have company,” he 
murmured, and he turned. The uneven cave was well lit with dozens of tapers, perched 
on deep piles of spent wax. Here and there, candlelight‟s reflection shone on a still pool. 

 “I‟ve been waiting for you,” the interrogator murmured. He watched a black-clad 
figure noiselessly stride into the cave from one of several entrances. 

 The newcomer was lean to the point of gauntness, wrapped in tough leather armor 
under a leather greatcoat. His face was a smooth black mask with tinted goggles, his 
head was encased in black armor. A peculiar arrhythmic ticking clicked from him, so 
quietly that only the interrogator‟s super-human senses could detect it. He stopped, 
arms crossed, still four meters from the hairless man. 

 “Karl Kroenen,” the interrogator murmured, eyes as bright as his teeth. “I was 
expecting you before now. What news from Rasputin?” 

 rasputin is well, Kroenen replied in the barest trace of a whisper. 

 “That‟s not what I asked,” the hairless man scowled. “What is he doing to free 
me?” 

 he is considering, Kroenen rasped softly. there are many balances at stake. he will not risk 
disrupting them until he knows more. rasputin knows that if he surfaces the master, he will surface the 
master’s enemies as well. if you cannot contain your enemies, then rasputin is disadvantaged by involving 
you. 

 “The slayer is dealt with,” the Master retorted. “I arranged for her death almost 
thirty years ago.” 

 exactly, Kroenen nodded. you and the slayer are out of commission. rasputin does not want to 
risk the emergence of a new slayer at this stage in the game, not so close to the final reckoning. 

 “Cowardice and stupidity!” the Master snarled, his voice rebounding from the 
faceless stone. “I have much to offer, and he is reluctant to accept the gift of my talents 
because he‟s afraid of a girl who cramps up around vampires?” 
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 what do you have to offer? Kroenen murmured, his faint voice breathless. 

 “What—do I—you‟re serious?” the Master said, disbelief struggling with fury in his 
tone. “I? Master of the Dark, Father of Legion, a vampire who counts centuries as 
years, what do I offer?” 

 Unmoved, Kroenen waited. 

 “Absurd!” the Master barked, and he spun into a stride, his robes flowing behind 
him as he headed for the back of his cavern. “Your master Rasputin will have the 
opportunity to explain his impertinence to me when I am free,” he growled. “I very 
much look forward to seeing him in person.” The Master swept past his hewn throne, 
into the shadows, where a concealed passage curved down. 

 After a tight spiral, the Master crossed a pitch-black room full of flowing mist. He 
stopped in front of three alcoves carved in stone. In each alcove, a hairless, gray-fleshed 
vampire lolled senseless. 

 “These are an experimental vampiric strain,” the Master said, pride warming his 
hard voice. “I have had… time. Time to experiment. I call these the reaver strain. They 
are lethal, difficult to kill. Bone plates in the ribcage, in front of and behind the heart. 
Almost immune to physical damage. Incredibly swift feeders. But they require lots of 
blood, constantly. They are to be released for the killing time. The essence of a vampiric 
predator warrior incarnate.” He shot a look at Kroenen, proud. “They are magnificent 
killers. I have three so far, but I am working on making their mutation contagious to 
other vampires.” 

 sunlight? fire? Kroenen whispered. 

 “Those are still problems,” the Master agreed, brow furrowing, pulling a delta of 
creased undead flesh together in a menacing bunch. 

 Kroenen shrugged slightly. anything else? 

 “I have created this war hound,” the Master said, abruptly turning away from 
Kroenen. He crossed the chamber, Kroenen at his heels; neither had needed light to see 
for a long, long time. The Master paused before the entrance to another chamber. 

 “Inside,” he said, “I have a warbeast. It was a mastiff, when I started. But I have… 
I have improved it. Grafted on muscle mass, armored the hide. The best part is that I 
removed its heart, so it will continue to fight feeling no pain or fear until its pieces can 
no longer move, or its heart is destroyed. It is virtually indestructible.” 

 rasputin has monsters, Kroenen hissed faintly. anything else? 

 The Master trembled almost imperceptibly. “I can wait,” he growled. “Or I can 
find another assistant to free me from this prison. You tell your master I have nothing to 
prove to him.” 

 Kroenen nodded. He turned, and headed for the stairs. 

 The Master sprang, almost on top of Kroenen before the air had time to part 
before him. Fluid grace flowed through the black-clad warrior as he dropped and spun, 
a whicker of steel in his wake; he rose to his full height, gripping the handle of a blade 
that lay along his forearm and extended a punching spike, tonfa style. 
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 The Master recovered, spinning to confront Kroenen. He looked down at his robe, 
at the slit across his chest. The skin had barely been scratched, and the Master‟s thick 
blood refused to spill needlessly. In the darkness, the rune in the Master‟s chest flared 
slightly as it re-formed on the vampire‟s skin. 

 rasputin sends me to talk to you because he fears he would lack my restraint, Kroenin wheezed 
tonelessly, faint. you may be of use to him someday. 

 “He would find out, if he could stir himself to come down here and erase this rune 
so I could once again move about on Prime,” the Master snapped. “Or he could send a 
lackey, that‟s more his speed.” 

 there is only one wizard who can undo the sorcerer supreme’s binding, Kroenen hissed softly. 

 “In this generation,” the Master clarified as his eyes glittered. “I have time.” 

 enough games, Kroenen whispered. have you learned anything about giles? 

 “That,” the Master said. “I was just getting somewhere when you arrived.” He 
turned away from Kroenen, unreadable, and he swept up the stone stairs. Kroenen 
flexed his arm, and the bladed tonfa slid away from him, vanishing. 

 They stepped up into the cavern once again, and the Master strolled over to the 
panting captive. “This meatsicle is a Watcher,” he said. “The late Mr. Smythe‟s 
information was correct. Knowing who we were searching for, it was not difficult to 
track this wretch down.” He regarded the captive, who pointed a glazed look at the 
floor. “The Watchers. They have been training slayers for centuries. Obnoxious, really.” 

 has he given you the location of rupert giles? Kroenen pressed. 

 “No, he‟s not cooperating. We‟ve been persuading him, though,” the Master said, 
detached. “He‟ll come around. They always do.” 

 give him some of your blood, that should destroy his resistance, Kroenen whispered. 

 “It‟s not that simple,” the Master said through his teeth. His clawed hands swiped 
at the Watcher‟s shackle, whipping the steel apart in an effortless strike. The chain fell 
away, and the Watcher dropped to hang by one arm. 

 “Here,” the Master said, gripping the captive‟s freed wrist and turning it over. A 
peculiar black tattoo, a circle around a symbol, oozed blood from the manacle‟s cutting 
grip. “The Sorcerer Supreme founded their ridiculous order, and this brand gives them a 
measure of protection. They cannot be rendered undead, and their minds are somewhat 
armored.” He stared into, through Kroenen‟s dark lenses. “Those of us who are 
branded take strength from our pain, and power from our duty.” He shrugged, looking 
away. “No matter. This fool will talk soon, and we will compromise his Watcher cell.” 
He paused. “Why does Rasputin care about this Rupert Giles person?” 

 Kroenen thought that over for a moment. giles is a watcher who is rumored to have a fine 
collection of records on the scrolls of skelos, according to what smythe found out, Kroenen wheezed. 
He paused again as his lungs filled with air. find him, in condition to reveal his secrets, and get 
his library. if you succeed, rasputin will reward you with release. 

 The Master studied Kroenen for a long moment, then nodded. He turned to the 
suffering Watcher, who hung by one manacle. “You hear that?” he purred. “You are 
between me and the way out of this cave.” 
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 “I d-don‟t kn-now,” the Watcher stammered through his agony. 

 The Master swiped at him playfully, his claws slitting across the Watcher‟s forearm. 
Partially severed muscles stretched under the captive‟s weight, and the Watcher 
screamed. The Master effortlessly gripped him and lifted him, relieving the weight on 
the slit muscle. 

 “Then get me closer,” he growled. “Who does know?” 

 “D-Dawson!” gasped the Watcher. “Dawson knows! Joe Dawson!” 

 “Now we‟re getting somewhere,” the Master said as a grin stretched his face. 

 

Thursday, January 11 

 The wax swiftly shuttled back and forth, back and forth, leaving a dull shine of 
colored residue in its wake. The teenager who gripped the crayon lay on her stomach on 
the padded floor, precisely and evenly filling the shape lined out on the cheap paper of 
the coloring book. Barefoot, propped up on her elbows, the slender girl was intent on 
her work. Her Asian features were expressionless, her shining black hair straight down 
like curtains, or blinders, flanking her face. Her precision coloring in the lines was 
almost eerie, her motions smooth and precise. 

 Beside her, a baby tunelessly burbled and crooned, gripping a crayon in each fat 
little hand. A scribbled mess of a page was between his pudgy legs as he sat with his 
back leaning on his babysitter. He waved the crayons as he cooed at the walls, his chin 
slick with drool. 

 The padded square in the middle of the room was pale. Weapons hung on the 
walls; shortswords, katanas, spears, nunchaku, sais, and staves. 

 The babysitter‟s crayon stopped mid sweep, and she looked up. Then, she put the 
crayon in the box, snapping it shut, and she folded the book closed. Rising, she scooped 
up the child. She headed out of the dojo, turning and bowing into the room before 
leaving it. 

 She padded through the elegantly appointed apartment, her feet noiseless on the 
polished hardwood floor. She reached the atrium as shadows shifted on the other side 
of the frosted glass, and a key turned in the lock. The door swung open, letting in a gust 
of freezing winter air along with laughter and a happy couple. 

 “Deal,” the short, gruff man in a suit said with a playful growl. “I‟ll shut up about 
the men grippin thighs a women on stage, and you can come with me to a ball game.” 

 “Eminently sensible compromise,” the graceful Asian woman said with a smile too 
refined to be a grin. “Logan enjoyed the ballet,” she confided to the babysitter, her eyes 
unsettlingly green against her olive skin.  Her English accent was precise. Her sleek 
black hair was pulled back in a simple bun, and she shrugged her coat off to reveal 
breathtaking evening wear. 

 “All that runnin an jumpin around; I‟m tired just watching,” he said, shaking his 
head. “Cain, thanks fer lookin after Brian.” 

 Cain shrugged with a small smile, and she plucked her denim jacket off the coat 
rack by the door as the short man and his lovely companion hung their coats up. 
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 “There we go,” purred the tall Asian woman as she took Brian from Cain. 
“Heading out?” she asked Cain. 

 Cain nodded, kicking into canvas shoes. She swiftly knelt and tied them. 

 “It‟s after eleven,” Logan noted, glancing at the wall clock. “Be careful, huh?” 

 Cain cocked an eyebrow, then nodded, just short of condescending. Logan rolled 
his eyes. 

 “Yeah, I know, yer a badass babysitter, but I care about ya, and New York can be a 
weird place.” He shrugged, looking away. “Just, you know, be careful is all.” 

 She leaned over and pecked a quick kiss on his cheek as she passed him, and then 
she was out the door, and it closed behind her with a definite click. 

 “Does she have any idea how cold it is out there?” Logan mused, looking at the 
closed door. 

 “She‟s restless.” The tall woman carried her child into the kitchen, plopping him on 
the counter. 

 “We‟ve been over this, Betsy,” Logan said. “She‟s a damn fine babysitter, and we‟re 
keepin her outa trouble.” 

 “That‟s true,” Elizabeth nodded. “As far as it goes. But sooner or later, Cain will 
have to find her own way.” 

 “Well, yeah,” Logan muttered, “and when that time comes, we‟ll be graceful about 
it. But, ya know,” he muttered, hefting Brian, “I like havin her around.” He growled at 
the child, his eyes merry, and Brian let out a squeal of glee. 

 “Da!” he said, and his pudgy foot kicked at Logan‟s jaw. 

 Logan looked over at Elizabeth as Brian grabbed a handful of his hair, cooing. 
“That‟s the way it‟s always been in my family,” he said quietly. “Those who need the 
company stick around, but when they are done, they are free to go.” 

 “I feel it coming,” Elizabeth said, turning to stare through the kitchen window into 
the frozen New York night. 

 “Did you feel this coming?” Logan asked seriously, frowning at Brian. Elizabeth 
turned, and Logan handed Brian over to her. “Enhanced senses never lie,” he said, 
solemn. “Certain death lies within this diaper.” 

 Elizabeth rolled her eyes. “That‟s what you said about the last one,” she sighed. 

 “Well, somethin died in there,” Logan retorted. 

 “I refuse,” Elizabeth said as she reached for the diaper bag, “to have this 
conversation.” 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Cain walked down the sidewalk, measuring out her pace, and she breathed the 
polluted air in as the night city prowled around her. Her route chose itself; restive, she 
followed her steps through the lights and colors and smells of the sleepless city. 
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 She found herself following a side street, her mind drifting through feelings she 
could not explain, struggling to form questions to match the discontent that rustled 
within her. Then she paused, frowning. She touched her abdomen gently. An ache 
bloomed through her torso, then tightened with an insistent tug. 

 She heard a ragged grunt, the thud of meat on stone, a quick scrabble of shoe 
leather. Hesitant, she looked up, then stealthed to the mouth of a dark alley. 

 A man in a trench coat ducked free of two men who cornered him; with a swift 
hopping hobble, he dashed for the mouth of the alley, but they were too quick for him. 
Contemptuous, they were on him in a flash, and one of his attackers slung him against 
the wall. He slapped against it, letting out a yelp of pain, then he snatched his cane 
handle and the shaft of the cane, and with a twist and a tug he ripped the blade free of 
the sword cane. 

 Defiant and hunched with pain, he squared off with his attackers, his blood dying a 
streak in his beard by the corner of his mouth. His graying hair was disheveled, his 
clothes torn. His attackers seemed younger, and fit, lean instead of scrawny. They 
exchanged an amused glance that tightened something in Cain‟s gut enough to make her 
wince. 

 “You‟re comin with us, pops,” one of the thugs growled. “The easy way, or the 
hard way. We don‟t mind carryin ya.” 

 Their victim lunged, swiping at them with the thin blade. One leaned back and 
slapped the sword cane, sending it spinning out of their victim‟s hand. As the blade 
clattered down and slid towards the mouth of the alley, Cain knew she had a decision to 
make. She could take a step away and be invisible. 

 Or she could involve herself. 

 At some level the decision seemed to be made for her. She simply stood unmoving 
as the blade slid to a halt, and the two muggers spotted her. As they did, there was 
something indefinably alien about their postures, and their eyes seemed to glitter with 
their own internal silver light. Cain frowned. 

 “Well lookie there, dessert,” one grinned, but the other mugger was wary. 

 “She smells damn good,” he growled. “Too good.” 

 “Handle pops. I‟ll bring her along,” the other said, and he sprang towards Cain. 

 Simple. A hunter, yes, but not a warrior. 

 She was almost absent-minded as she darted to the side, snatching his wrist. She 
reflexively whipped his arm around, bending in directions the skeleton could not 
support. She fired a kick into his armpit, reflexively focusing her chi. The blow snapped 
ribs, tore tendons, and broke his arm in three places. Her attacker shrieked in a blaze of 
pain, and she released him to writhe on the damp concrete. 

 “Any last words?” the other mugger snarled. 

 Cain simply smiled. 

 She wouldn‟t wait for him to come to her. She walked towards him, deliberate, and 
he reached into his pocket and tugged a knife out, snapping it open. Cain heard the 
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other mugger rise to his feet behind her. She heard his bones creak and click, she could 
feel chi energy, or something weirdly alien to it, swirling behind her. 

 Without a doubt, without an explanation, she instinctively understood that this pair 
was not human. She did not question the knowledge. A rage not her own sparked in 
her, fanned her blood. That‟s all she needed to know. 

 “Look out!” the gray-haired man cried out breathily as the one behind her rushed at 
her. As though she could have missed it. 

 She gave her attacker another full second to get closer before she spun, easily 
evading his clawed grip, and she fired a knife-hand strike into his jaw. It snapped, angled 
at his throat, and she slammed a palm strike into his ribs that sent him towards the 
other mugger. The other mugger nimbly hopped out of the way, and she settled into 
stance, her eyes glittering, a small smile on her face. 

 “What the hell are you?” he growled as the one with the broken jaw scrambled to 
his feet. 

 Cain sensed that they were not breathing, that they were not sheathed over a 
moving blood stream, that their pressure points were different. They were dead. And 
she could feel every movement, careless to defend the extremities, wary of the chest. 
She understood the answer without needing the question, and she was moving. 

 The mugger slashed at her with the knife; good strength, but a bit too fast. He did 
not know his own speed. She was through his defenses, right after the knife, and she 
flexed her hand into a knuckle strike position as she fired it forward. Bones in the 
mugger‟s chest snapped, but her placement was good, and she felt her fingers clear the 
chill dead flesh. She retracted, formed a clawed hand, and plunged it into his broken 
chest. 

 The heart was not cold. 

 She frowned as she flexed her hand for the grip she needed on the slick muscle; the 
mugger was slack-jawed, staring, trembling, and she tore his heart out. A scream was 
torn loose with it, and the mugger keeled over and thrashed as crisping flame sizzled 
across his skin, and he discorporated to ash. 

 The other mugger was frozen in his tracks, staring at her. She looked him in the 
eye, fearless, and something deep inside him balked as heart-meat fizzed to a handful of 
ash in her grip. 

 Turning, he sprinted away. 

 “Don‟t—don‟t let him get—away,” the victim of the mugging grunted, struggling 
with pain. 

 Cain considered, but as she listened she heard the distant echo of the mugger‟s 
steps. She was fast. He was faster. She dismissed him, and turned her attention back to 
the gray-haired man as he dropped to one knee, and fell. He was gripping his ribs. She 
melted into the shadows of the alley, invisible and conflicted, and she watched him. He 
struggled to stay conscious; probably a concussion. He had taken a real beating. 

 “Don‟t go,” he managed. “Please. You… no holy water, no stake… Bare handed… 
Please stay…” He shifted, struggled to rise, failed. He lay panting for a moment. “I 
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know about the mole on your chest,” he managed. “ Left side, just above the heart. 
About the cramps… when… you saw them…” 

 Then he passed out. 

 Cain stared at him for a long moment. 

 Then she decided what she would do. 

* 

 Dawson felt sensation return, and most of it was pain. He listened first, to the 
muted noise of a crowd talking, and the drawl and twang of a juke box. The smell of 
cigarettes and alcohol. He pushed at the weight of his eyelids, and he looked around as 
best he could. 

 He sat on the greasy plastic of a booth at the back of a seedy bar. Breath was short, 
with a bandage around his chest, and the pressure of a head bandage was reassuring. He 
blinked at the film in his eyes, and managed to adjust his position with a wince. 

 A shadow sat across from him, the face a pale shape in the dimness, 
unrecognizable. He realized the lightbulb over the booth had been unscrewed a half 
turn, and ambient light didn‟t reveal much in the darkened booth. His heart sped up as 
he realized he had not lost his chance after all. 

 “You patch me up?” he croaked, startled by the rasp of his voice. She nodded. He 
flexed slightly. “Good work,” he said with a pained smile. “I‟m Joe Dawson. Pleased to 
meet you.” 

 She said nothing. 

 “Look, I‟ll level with you,” he said seriously. “I know you can walk away at any 
time, and I‟m not going to play games with you. You saved my life tonight.” He 
swallowed hard, and she slid him a cup of water. He gratefully took a drink. 

 “This is going to sound weird,” he said, “but since you just watched a guy turn to 
ashes in an alley, I‟ll chance it. Please hear me out.” He took as deep a breath as he 
could, with his taped ribs, and he winced at the nasty twinge of pain. 

 “Middle Ages, Hereford England, the Sorcerer Supreme was Trenton. The Black 
Plague had decimated populations. Vampires were rising in power, and considering 
taking over the world to enslave humans. The Sorcerer Supreme, sort of a champion of 
humanity, knew he couldn‟t take them all out. So he made a wager. He would train a 
young girl, give her magic assistance, training, the best he could offer. And the weakest 
among the humans would be pitted against the strongest of the vampires. The leader of 
the vampires of the time, Malfalax, accepted the bet. He chose his best killer, the 
Angelus, to be the target.” 

 Dawson paused to take another drink, and he gritted his teeth as he held on to the 
story to distract him from the pain. “It was a dangerous gamble. If the Sorcerer 
Supreme won, then Malfalax and all his line would be destroyed. If Malfalax won, he 
would accept nothing less than the power of the Sorcerer Supreme. The Sorcerer 
Supreme was playing for time; he chose a girl-child, and raised her to slay vampires. He 
folded enchantments into her, got her the very best combat training, and raised her up 
with the single goal of meeting and destroying the Angelus.” 
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 He shook his head. “But it all went wrong. After sixteen years, they were both 
released into Hereford to hunt each other. Of course, both sides cheated. Malfalax 
released a number of vampires to harry her, and to bring her to heel so Angelus would 
be in no danger when he slew her. The Sorcerer Supreme, on the other hand, got close 
to the Angelus in disguise, and began introducing doubts into his mind. Reminding him 
of when he was human. Subtly manipulating him to feel the repetitiveness of the nights, 
the senselessness of all the killing. The Sorcerer Supreme played dirty, striking at the 
Angelus‟s will to live.” 

 Dawson eyed Cain, pleased to find her paying rapt attention. “So they were 
released to do battle. The slayer did better than anyone thought she would, she wiped 
out all the lesser vampires and was only lightly wounded when she finally faced off with 
the Angelus. She was full of life, sweet sixteen, desperately loyal and motivated. And the 
Angelus… well, he couldn‟t remember what he was fighting for. So they fought, and she 
won, and she looked into his eyes, and…” Dawson grinned. “She felt pity. She felt sorry 
for this murderous vampire. Neither one of these seasoned killers was willing to kill the 
other.” 

 He took another sip of his drink. “You can imagine the consternation this caused. 
They knew they wouldn‟t be safe until they dealt with Malfalax. So the Angelus and the 
slayer went on a killing spree through the vampire population, together, and the 
Sorcerer Supreme did not interfere. Furious, Malfalax assaulted the Sorcerer Supreme, 
to take his power by force. Trenton was wily, though. He branded a rune on Malfalax 
that would let him feel the energies of the world he wanted to rule, but he couldn‟t 
control them—ever. There is too much. So he had to find a place where the energies 
couldn‟t reach him, and he managed to find a hideout somewhere. He whipped his 
troops into a frenzy.” 

 Dawson shifted. “So every twenty years or so a girl is born with the potential to be 
a slayer, if the current one dies. And there can only be one at a time. She‟s not active 
until the Sorcerer Supreme or one of his deputies recognizes her. But when it happens, 
she is gifted with all the advantages Trenton gave the first one, plus whatever she brings 
to the table. The game didn‟t end like it was supposed to, but it worked; Malfalax 
missed his chance to take over the world, and the slayers still hunt him.” 

 He watched her closely. “I am a member of a secret society that keeps an eye out 
for the Sorcerer Supreme‟s interests. I don‟t know who he is, so don‟t ask. But we keep 
track of lots of different psychos and weirdoes, and we have for centuries. We were 
founded to keep an eye out for the Slayer, and we branched out over time. And here 
you are. And I recognized you. So…” he shrugged. “That‟s bad for the vampires.” 

 Cain regarded him, skeptical. 

 “We must be close to the end game,” Dawson said, his voice low. “I‟ve never seen 
a slayer like you, or even heard of one. You took that vampire out with your bare hands. 
With a little training and the proper tools? You could be the one to find and destroy 
Malfalax, and end this.” He leaned back. “You could be the last slayer.” 

 Cain struggled with the words. “So… Slayer, Angelus…” 

 “What happened to them?” Dawson clarified. “I don‟t know. Not exactly. There 
are rumors that the Angelus fought with Malfalax and took some of his power, split the 
network and ended up with his own tribe of vampires. Or that he earned his freedom. 
What happened to the first slayer… well, it was eighty years before the next one was 
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found, so either we missed a few or she lived to a ripe old age.” He shrugged. “We 
don‟t know everything. Maybe the Sorcerer Supreme would. Whoever he is, he tends to 
be a canny bastard, so we may never know.” 

 Cain watched him for a long, long moment, then she shook her head slightly and 
rose. She turned her back, and took a step away. 

 “I was lucky to find you,” Dawson said, an edge to his voice. She stopped. “But 
you were lucky too. You let one go. They might figure it out, realize there‟s a slayer. 
Come looking for you. Without knowing who they are, what they‟re like, what they‟re 
after, how to fight them… you‟re at a disadvantage.” He paused. “The job of the 
Watchers is to keep the Slayer alive. And there are more vampires. Lots more.” 

 Cain turned and looked into his eyes, undecided. 

 Dawson looked down at the table. “I don‟t know why they were after me, how they 
found me,” he said simply. “But it‟s not good. The only way to find out what they‟re up 
to is to take the fight to them. Even armed to the teeth, even if it didn‟t violate the rules 
of the order, the Watchers could not tackle the meet that‟s happening tomorrow night. 
We got wind of a vampire gathering, through the usual channels. A warehouse, on the 
docks. Think about it. If you want to accept your calling, before it‟s too late for New 
York, you can contact me.” He reached into his coat, his face twisted with pain, and he 
pulled out a pen and a blank card. He scrawled an address on the card. 

 “This is my safehouse,” he said, muted. He pocketed the pen, left the card on the 
table, and rose to his feet. “Think it over. My life is in your hands.” He nodded to her, 
then limped past her, and out of the bar, into the biting wind. 

 Cain gazed at the card, unmoving. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

Friday, January 13 

 Cain sat in the middle of the dojo mat, the card in her hands. She was motionless, 
as she tried to shape her emotions and thoughts, but they kept spilling out over each 
other.  

 She smelled bacon and eggs frying, and toast. Early morning sunlight slanted 
through the dojo shades. She waited, waiting for things to make sense. 

 Logan prowled by the door, bristling, holding his son in one arm. He stopped, and 
leaned back. “Vampires,” he said, sniffing the dojo. He stalked in. “I smell em.” He 
stared at her, something like fear in his eyes. “Did you tangle with vampires?” he asked, 
his voice low in his throat. 

 Cain blinked, surprised, and nodded. 

 “Bets!” Logan yelled. “C‟mere!” 

 A moment later, Elizabeth ran into the dojo, glancing around. “What?” 

 “Cain here was tanglin with vampires,” Logan muttered, and Cain could not sense 
whether he was angry with her or not. “I‟m gonna go have a look around.” He hefted 
Brian, and handed the child to Elizabeth. 

 “It‟s daytime, Logan,” Elizabeth said gently. 
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 “Humor me,” he muttered, and he strode out. 

 Elizabeth looked Cain in the eye. “I know you are not comfortable speaking,” she 
said quietly. “I want to use my gifts… go into your mind. So you can show me what 
happened.” 

 Cain nodded, closing her eyes. Elizabeth sat down on the dojo mat, across from 
Cain. She took a deep breath, then looked down into Cain‟s memory. 

 night—muggers—ashes—Dawson—slayer 

 Elizabeth surfaced, serene, and she cocked her head as she looked at Cain. “I 
fought a vampire once, perhaps the root of all vampires,” she murmured. “Logan has 
had his share of trouble with them. Please forgive his abruptness; they are very 
dangerous.” 

 Cain looked into her eyes, unable to ask the question. 

 “You must do what is yours do to,” Elizabeth said, serious. She smiled. “If you 
ever need us, don‟t hesitate to call. We will miss you.” 

 They both rose from the mat, and Elizabeth shifted Brian to the side so she could 
embrace Cain. “Good luck,” she whispered. Then Cain ducked away, somehow 
embarrassed, and she scooped up the bag she had left by the dojo door. She bowed in 
towards the room, then left. A few seconds later, the front door opened and closed. 

 Elizabeth stood by the window, considering the world outside. 

* 

 Dawson hobbled out of the bathroom, followed by a wisping cloud of steam. 
Clutching his bathrobe, he crossed the creaking floor towards his bedroom. Then he 
paused, and turned. 

 Standing in the hallway, Cain was watching him. She wore a black turtleneck, jeans, 
boots, a denim jacket tossed over one arm. She had a bag slung over her shoulder. Her 
hair was back in a bun. There was something vulnerable in her eyes.  

 He nodded. “Let‟s get you armed,” he said, a smile showing off his crooked teeth. 
He limped into his bedroom, closing the door. Cain looked around, exploring the 
apartment; a bathroom, bedroom, kitchen and living area, and a big empty room. She 
got back to the hall outside the bedroom as Dawson stepped out, fully dressed. 

 “I have to make a call,” he said, and he limped over to the phone, leaning on a new 
cane. He picked it up, dialed a number from memory. 

 “Yes, Whistler,” he said. “I need you to come immediately. This is Dawson.” He 
hung up, and looked at Cain, who cocked an eyebrow at him. 

 “Whistler is a member of our order,” Dawson explained. “He‟s the one that‟s 
looking for the new slayer. He‟s got all the weapons, armor, training, current 
intelligence. The archive is passed from Watcher to Watcher, so we‟ll always be ready 
when we find you.” Dawson frowned. “But he‟s in L.A., and he can‟t get here before 
tomorrow. The meet is tonight. So… I‟ll do my best,” he said with a game smile. 

 He led her to the open gallery, limping up to a wall. He pushed at a hidden panel, 
and the wall creaked open. “Here we have a few things,” he said. “Just in case.” He 
reached in and picked up a katana. “You know how to use one of these?” He asked. 
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 She nodded. 

 “Okay,” he said, handing it over. “Got some stakes. You‟ll pick it up fast, I‟m 
sure.” He handed her a belt with five stakes. “And here‟s the holy water, garlic products, 
UV weaponry… well, it has mixed effect, so let‟s stick to the basics for now. Not all 
vampires are vulnerable to UV, or garlic, or holy water. Different tactics work on 
different breeds.” 

 He slung the bag down to the ground, then reached into the shallow hidden 
compartment and pulled a wheeled practice dummy out. “It has the heart marked,” he 
said, “so you can practice your aim; close doesn‟t cut it. Gotta get them right through 
the heart.” 

 Puzzled, she frowned at him. 

 “Right, why the heart,” Dawson said. “Either that or decapitation, but the rest 
doesn‟t work. See, vampires steal energy from a network, kind of like a feudal system. 
And they drink blood because the blood carries the life force of a person most 
efficiently. It‟s always in motion, all through them, and if the heart stops you die. So it‟s 
really the carrier of the life force. All the energy that vampires pull in is regulated by 
their hearts, even though they don‟t beat. So taking the head off or holing the heart is 
good; older vampires can survive a hole in the heart, so you gotta leave the stake in or 
take the heart out.” 

 She offered him a small smile, then slid the katana free of the sheath. She looked it 
over, and her smile widened. 

 Dawson stepped away from the dummy. 

 She twirled the heavy blade once, then whicked off both legs with a swipe, snipping 
one arm then the other, taking the head off, and spinning before plunging the sword 
right through the dummy‟s heart. 

 Dawson looked on, emotionless, then shook his head. “I hope you‟re as ready as 
you think you are,” he admitted. “This meet worries me. Vampires never advertise that 
they‟re gathering in numbers unless they think they are untouchable, or they are 
trapping hunters. Either way,” he shrugged, “I want you to wear some body armor.” 

 He pulled up a trapdoor, and below was a full set of riot gear and some concealing 
clothes. “A friend of mine lived here, another Watcher,” Dawson said as he looked 
down. “He was killed… just a little guy. Maybe his armor will fit you.” 

 Cain squatted, and pulled out the vest. She grinned as she tugged at the leather 
coat, and she pulled that up too. 

 “Let me help you with that,” Dawson said. He tugged the vest onto her sideways, 
strapping her in. She shrugged on the coat. “Surely you‟re going to put some more 
armor on, right?” he said faintly. 

 She grinned at him, and shook her head. Twirling she let the leather spin out 
around her, and she shrugged again. Offered him a thumbs-up. 

 “It‟ll have to do,” he sighed. 

* 



 

 380 

 “Good hunting,” Dawson said quietly, and Cain opened the car door and stepped 
out. She slammed the door, and vanished into the night. Dawson watched her go, then 
he checked the revolver yet again to make sure it was loaded. He puffed out a sigh, and 
steeled himself to wait. 

 Cain quickly found her way to the rooftops, and in a matter of minutes she looked 
at the warehouse that extended over the river. She watched for a few minutes, noting 
the influx of what she assumed were vampires. Her guts tightened and twinged, but 
long combat training inured her to the pain, and she ignored it. 

 The land approaches to the warehouse were risky, and she saw three guards on the 
roof. The water might be the best— 

 She paused as a burst of light caught her eye. One of the sentries on the roof 
turned to ash, flaring out. 

 Other intruders. 

 Cain was in motion. She sprang from the roof, bounding from the top of a semi 
trailer and flipping to land unharmed on the ground. She raced along the dock, low and 
stealthy, until she approached the side of the warehouse. Could just go through the 
wall—but now she wanted to see what was going on above, on the roof. 

 She leaped at the wall, kicked up from it, and snatched the bars over a high 
window. Pulling herself up, she gathered for a spring over empty space, launched, and 
she slapped her hands on the eave of the roof. She pulled herself up, and smelled the 
coarse ash swirling along in the breeze. She closed in on the figure hunched over a 
skylight. 

 The intruder rose, whirling, and squared off with Cain. He was tall, his skin was 
dark, and he was dressed in black leather and armor. A straight ninja sword was 
strapped to his back, and he had pistols holstered at his ribs and on his legs. His lips 
curled back in a snarl, and she saw the points on his teeth. 

 She recognized him; Blade. And she knew they were on the same side, as they had 
been the last time they battled for the fate of New York. 

 Raising a finger to her lips, she was almost playful as she hushed him. He scowled 
at her. 

 “What are you doing here?” he demanded in a harsh whisper. 

 Cain stepped over to the skylight and looked down, and Blade looked down too. 
“Right,” he muttered, “a few dozen vampires. But I know why I’m here.” 

 She tilted her head back, rubbing it against the grip on the katana slung across her 
shoulders. Blade shook his head. 

 “Amateurs,” he muttered. He squatted down to watch what happened below; a 
makeshift stage had been built, and over fifty vampires had gathered in the warehouse. 
One stepped up on the stage. 

 “The Master has summoned us, and we have come,” he shouted. His voice easily 
carried over the noise of the gathering, quieting it. The leader had stringy dark hair, and 
he was draped in a duster. He clutched a shotgun in one hand, and his bright eyes roved 
the assembly, commanding attention. “We had to kill a few Watchers, but we finally 
found out where Rupert Giles is. This is the man that the Master wants, alive, and his 
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library too. But we must be cautious; it is possible that a girl, a slayer, is again among 
us.” 

 Unrest swept the assembled vampires, they exchanged uneasy looks. 

 “You?” Blade grinned at Cain. She shrugged modestly, and he looked down, a grin 
twisting his features. “Now I‟m all jealous. Maybe we can compare bodycount when this 
is done.” 

 The leader felt his control of the group slipping. “But we are strong, and we shall 
prevail,” he said. He stepped to the side, and several vampires came from the back 
room with a couple men in tow. The captives wore only their shorts, and they had bags 
on their heads. They weren‟t tied; it was unnecessary. Escape was impossible. 

 “Feast on them!” the leader shouted, and the captors hurled the beaten and 
tortured Watchers out into the crowd. The vampires descended on them, tearing at 
them; the Watchers died swiftly and horribly. Cain scowled, Blade remained 
expressionless. Raising a cell phone in one hand, Blade pushed a button. Then he 
tucked the phone in his pocket. 

 “Will anything stop us?” the leader demanded, his voice resonating in the roof 
under the hunters‟ boots. 

 “No!” chorused the vampires. Cain looked up as she heard the throaty roar of a 
Harley motorcycle approaching fast. 

 “Who do we serve?” the leader roared. 

 “The Master!” bawled the assembled vampires. 

 Cain saw the motorcycle round a corner, closing in on the warehouse. A man in a 
spiked leather jacket and a hooded mask was astride the bike, goading it on to unsafe 
speeds as it closed in. 

 “Are you ready?” the leader shouted. 

 As the vampires shouted “Yes!” the guards at the door opened fire on the 
motorcycle. It had roared too close for Cain to see how it turned out, but the 
shuddering crash of the rearing bike slamming through the front doors was 
unmistakable. 

 Blade was on his feet, flinging a belt of grenades down through the skylight. As all 
the vampires wheeled around to confront the intruder, the grenades twirled down and 
blew apart in shocks that pounded the warehouse walls, spraying fire and fragments 
everywhere. 

 “Get the leader!” Blade snarled. “In one piece!” He leaped down through the 
shattered skylight, a gun in each hand; the guns bucked and chattered, and bullets 
punched into concrete and flesh down below. Superhuman strength and toughness 
served him well as he slammed down on the floor, two stories down, and rose shooting 
with unnatural accuracy through the chaos and smoke. Incendiary and explosive rounds 
screamed through the bedlam, and ash flared all around. 

 Gritting her teeth, Cain swung down to the rafters from the skylight, and bounded 
from one to the next as she saw the leader duck out the back. 
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 Meanwhile, the roaring of the motorcycle engine rivaled the gunfire as the bike 
streaked back through the ranks, skidding to a T-stop in the middle of the room. For a 
moment, everything was still, as Blade reloaded. The biker kicked out a stand and leaned 
the bike over, dismounting with deliberate, almost contemptuous slowness. A mirage of 
heat shimmered around his hood, his eyes smoldered. He tugged at the chain around his 
waist, and it swung free, the heavy weight at the end a slow pendulum, like the hand of 
Fate‟s clock. 

 Blade snapped the auto-chamber on the pistols, and looked around the room. “I‟m 
all the slayer you will ever need,” he said through his eerie, too-white teeth.  

 Roaring as one, the surviving vampires charged as more raced in through the doors. 
Blade‟s guns spat and jumped, holing vampires. Ash sprayed and swirled from the 
fallen. 

 The biker fired the chain out with uncanny skill; the weight tore into a vampire‟s 
chest, snapping ribs in to lodge in the heart. Then the vampires were close. Just where 
the biker wanted them. 

 Flexing his hands, he sent a loop of chain whipping out to bash in one vampire‟s 
teeth. As the vampire recoiled, the biker spun with the weight‟s tether slamming the 
weight into another vampire‟s knee and cartwheeling him; the biker was supernaturally 
strong. He spun, firing a hand wrapped in chain out to punch a crater in a vampire‟s 
chest. 

 A vampire clapped down on his back, gripping him, and it sank its fangs into his 
shoulder. Then it recoiled with a strangled scream; its teeth hissed and burned, and a 
rippling distortion poured out around the hole in the leather jacket. The vampire let go, 
its mouth a charred ruin. Another snatched at his hood, yanking it off, and the vampires 
recoiled for a moment. 

 The biker was dead. His skull was exposed, surrounded with intense heat, and an 
unholy light burned in his empty bone eye sockets. 

 Burn, they all felt in their minds, Silent Speech that was unmistakable in its 
loathing and disgust and rage. The biker snapped into action, snatching at vampires and 
ramming the chain‟s weight home. The survivors sprinted away from the implacable 
assault. 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 Exasperated, Cain watched the leader open the back door, behind the stage. He 
darted out into the night, two vampires with him. She dropped from the rafters, landing 
in a roll, and she came up with the katana whipping clear of its sheath. All three 
vampires turned as she stood in the doorway. 

 “Stop her!” the leader said, real fear in his eyes. The two vampires lunged. She 
whipped the katana around as she ducked to the side; the vampire‟s head whacked into 
the wall, flaring with ash like a foul comet as the body thudded down and simmered. 

 The other vampire tugged a gun out of his jacket, and Cain twirled towards him 
with a slash that cut his head in half. The vampire staggered, then collapsed, ash crisping 
down from the cut. 
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 She gripped her sword with both hands, squaring off with the leader. He whirled, 
sprinting away; she dipped a hand into her coat and came up with a stake. She flung it 
with all her might, and it caught the fleeing vampire in the shoulder, carrying him off his 
feet and pinning him to the wall of the neighboring warehouse with a hollow bang. 

 Instinct kicked in before her senses or conscious mind knew there was a threat. She 
sprang forward as wicked blades hissed through the air behind her. She spun, katana 
ready, facing off with a silent man all in black armor and leather; he wore an armored 
mask with goggles, and he gripped bladed tonfa. 

 His rhythm was all wrong; he moved in to the strike, and Cain focused on defense. 
He lashed and twirled and thrust, but his limbs did not tie together to a single heart, a 
single physical telegraphing anchor. She fought a creature driven by will, rather than 
biology, and it was all she could do to deflect his attacks. He trapped her katana and 
expertly drove a strike into it that twirled it out of her hands, and she gritted her teeth as 
she fought for her life bare-handed. 

 Five seconds later, she scowled, and made her move. He lashed at her, and she 
snapped a forearm into one of his wrists as she ducked the other attack. Her heel shot 
into the side of his knee, she fired an elbow strike into his neck, connecting with dull 
crunches of cracking bone. He staggered back, and she whipped out a two-fingered 
strike that punched into his neck, into his carotid artery. A lethal strike. 

 Her fingers snapped through the leather into the chilly dust of his body, and as she 
swiftly recovered from the strike, a puff of dust followed her fingers out of the wound. 
Her eyes widened in shock, then the unliving warrior she faced stumbled back, 
whipping his tonfa towards each other in a complex pattern. Space and time hiccupped, 
and he was gone. 

 She spun to look for the leader she pinned to the wall. Her stake lay a few meters 
away, still dark with blood, and a hole in the wall told the rest of the story. He was 
escaping. She dashed towards the corner he had been running for when she stopped 
him. 

 Rounding the corner, she saw the leader sprawled on the ground, another shape 
kneeling over him with a raised fist. She pushed off the ground, slamming a flying kick 
into the man attacking her fugitive. The kick sent him sprawling back, tumbling on the 
concrete. The leader tried to rise, and Cain snapped a kick into him that bounced him 
off the concrete as the other attacker rose to his feet. 

 She could tell at once he was a vampire, but something was—wrong. She settled 
into stance, cool and relaxed and lethal. This vampire was pale, his eyes sunken. His 
lank black hair hung around his face, and he hissed at her. But there was something 
confused in his eyes. 

 Cain heard Blade crash through the back door of the warehouse, and seconds 
passed as she hesitated, facing the vampire, the leader struggling to rise behind her. 
Then Blade was with them in the alley. He stamped on the leader, and confronted Cain 
and the other vampire. 

 “Good work, Morbius,” Blade said. “This girl giving you trouble?” 

 “No trouble,” the vampire said slowly, wiping at a split lip. “This the guy?” 

 “Yeah, he was going after Rupert Giles. A Watcher. Whatever that is.” 
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 Cain turned to Blade, poked a finger at his chest. Then she beckoned, turned, and 
took a few steps. She looked back to see if he would follow. 

 “Is Timmy stuck in the well?” Blade said through his teeth, unsure. “Morbius, help 
Spear out. Pick off as many stragglers as you can. As for you,” he said, looking down at 
the leader. “You already told me everything I want to know.” Blade whipped his sword 
free, and brought it down in a slash. The leader didn‟t have time to scream; his head 
rolled away, and ash flared in the alleyway. 

 “Watch your step,” Morbius said, slitted eyes fixed on Cain. “She‟s dangerous.” 

 “I can handle myself,” Blade said. “You got your own job to do.” 

 Morbius nodded and faded back into the shadows, and Cain collected her fallen 
sword, then started jogging down the street. Blade followed. 

 A few minute later, Cain reached the side street where Dawson was parked. She 
approached the car, looking both ways as she crossed the street. Dawson lowered the 
window. 

 “That sure was a lot of explosions,” he said, concerned. “What did we find out?” 
Then his eyes widened, and he raised the revolver. Cain glanced back at where Blade 
stood behind her, impassive, eyes hidden behind sunglasses. She reached forward, 
touching the barrel of Dawson‟s gun, and she pushed it down. He eyed them both, 
suspicious. 

 “I‟m a vampire hunter,” Blade said. “She must be a slayer. She wanted me to 
come.” 

 “What did she find out? Or, you find out?” Dawson said, off balance. 

 “The vampires were looking for somebody called Rupert Giles. A Watcher.” 

 Dawson paled. “Oh no,” he said. “Quick, get in the car. We have to head them 
off.” 

 “We got them all, or most of them,” Blade said with a frown. 

 “I was wondering why they were advertising a gathering,” Dawson said quickly as 
he started the car. “They wanted you here. And not protecting Giles. We can‟t waste any 
time.” 

 “You think this was a big decoy?” Blade said, skeptical. Cain slid across the hood, 
opened the passenger door, and dropped in. 

 “You think they need a whole lot of vampires to get one guy?” Dawson demanded, 
fear in his eyes. 

 “Guess not,” Blade conceded, and he opened the back door and ducked in as 
Dawson hit the gas. 

 Even at dangerous speeds, it took several minutes to get clear of the docks. Cain 
tapped Dawson on the shoulder, pointing back. They were being followed, a motorcycle 
and a sleek Mustang. 

 “They‟re with me,” Blade said. “Don‟t worry about them.” 

 Dawson concentrated on the road, and drove like a maniac. 
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 Twenty minutes later, they pulled in to a driveway with a security gate. It stood ajar, 
dented as though hit with a truck. They drove up to the dim house, and Dawson 
brought the car to a screeching halt. Dawson scrabbled at the door, let himself out, 
hauled himself to his feet. “Giles!” he shouted. 

 Cain was out and halfway up the stairs to the front door as Blade rose from the car. 
The motorcycle throbbed to a halt, and the Mustang parked behind it. Morbius got out. 

 “Don‟t bother,” Blade called to Cain. “Let‟s give Morbius the first look.” 

 Reluctant, Cain stood aside on the stairs. Morbius walked towards them, a peculiar 
silver light kindled at the back of his pupils. 

 “There was a raid, it was straightforward,” he murmured. “They didn‟t sneak in, 
they came in through the front. They knew they were in the right place.” He mounted 
the stairs, pushed the broken front door open. “He went to the library, they followed, 
there‟s a very excited scent here.” He followed a hallway; wood paneling and a carpet 
runner, Romanesque curved ceiling. Turning, he arched an eyebrow as he spotted the 
shattered door to the library. He stepped inside. 

 “There, those shelves, must have been the occult collection,” he mused as his eyes 
swept an empty section of shelving. Looking down, he squatted, touched the floor. Cain 
stepped up beside him, peering over his shoulder. 

 “A little blood,” Morbius said reflectively. 

 His eyes flicked up. “Broken window.” He approached it, looked down at the dark 
yard. “They backed a truck up here. Loaded the books and their prisoner. Drove away.” 
He looked over at Blade. “Not more than ten minutes ago. Took them some time to get 
all the books they wanted.” 

 “Can you follow them?” Blade asked, terse. 

 “We better start now,” Morbius said. “Maybe I can. We might get lucky.” 

 Cain was already running, and Morbius followed Blade as he dashed through the 
house and out the front. 

 “Morbius—in with Dawson,” Blade yelled. He ran for the Mustang as Cain jumped 
in Dawson‟s car, and Spear kicked the Harley to life. The caravan raced down the 
driveway and out. 

 “Turn left,” Morbius said, his eyes glittering as he scented, intently watching the 
road ahead. “Right. There. The end of the street. Stop there.”  

 The car idled as Dawson waited for Morbius to make up his mind. 

 “Well?” he said, terse. 

 “The truck went that way,” Morbius said, pointing to the right. “But… over 
there… I feel something.” He shook his head. “Let‟s go left.” 

 They did, and Morbius was quiet as they drove along an empty stretch of road. 
“What‟s out here?” Morbius asked softly, his skin like parchment, his inhumanity eerie 
and obvious. 

 “A cemetery,” Dawson said grimly. “You don‟t think it‟s confusing you?” 
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 Morbius had no reply, and a minute later they pulled up to the closed cemetery 
gates. 

 “There‟s something in there,” Morbius said unsteadily. “Something big.” He got 
out of the car, approached Blade, Cain at his heels. 

 “This is it,” Morbius said. “It may not be this Giles character. But there‟s 
something, some… I don‟t know. A gate. There‟s an old stink around this place, and it 
just got uncorked. This is a way in. To something.” 

 Blade solemnly nodded. “Okay, people,” he called out. “Let‟s get these cars out of 
sight.” He looked Morbius in the eye. “We‟ll catch up. Take the girl.” 

 Morbius nodded, glanced at Cain, and strode towards the fence. He bounded up, 
catching the scrolled ironwork, and he swung over easily, dropping on the other side. 
Cain was right behind him. Dawson, Spear, and Blade pulled back out of the drive to 
the cemetery, turning down a side street. 

 Morbius and Cain flitted from cover to cover, following the loose line of trees 
through the cemetery. Cain winced as the ache in her gut twinged. She glanced over at 
Morbius, and his eyes were fixed on something moving up ahead. She followed his line 
of sight, and saw five vampires. Four had massive boxes that looked extremely heavy, 
and the fifth dragged a tall man with thinning hair, his tweed jacket ripped and soiled. 

 “This is it,” Morbius said solemnly, turning to Cain. “I‟m the spotter for my team. I 
find the vampires. I don‟t engage unless I have to. So… good hunting. I‟ll send the 
others.” 

 Cain nodded, then dashed towards the vampires, staying low and behind cover. 
Morbius watched her go, then faded back towards the front gate. 

 Cain watched as the vampires stopped in front of a crypt. One dumped his box of 
books, making Giles wince. Then he dug a key out of his pocket, unlocking the padlock 
and opening the crypt. They all headed inside. Cain narrowed her eyes, calculating 
space; sure, they could all fit. But it had to be an entrance to something under the 
cemetery. Glancing around, she gathered her nerve, and stalked closer. 

* 

 “Master!” the vampire called out. “We got Giles, and his books!” Triumphant, he 
strode into the cave, flinging the hapless Watcher down on the stone. The other four 
slung their book boxes to the floor, relieved to be free of the weight. 

 The Master sat on the throne, unimpressed. “You also led them right to me, fools,” 
he growled. “You were followed. I can feel it. And that… well, with a slayer loose, that‟s 
plain stupid.” 

 “No way,” the leader protested. “There was no one anywhere around when we 
finished up, and we took the long way back, just like you wanted us to.” 

 “I‟m not interested in excuses,” the Master said dismissively. “Here is your 
punishment. Go kill whoever followed you. Or die trying.” He shrugged. “Or just try to 
get out.” 

 The vampires paused, uncertain. The Master watched them, then he rose. “Or 
stay,” he added. 
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 They raced for the exit, and the Master looked down at Giles. 

 “Well, Kroenen, here‟s your prize,” the Master said. “Now let me go.” 

 Kroenen stepped from the shadows. it is not that easy. not anymore. 

 “Now what?” the Master demanded. “Here he is! And his library!” 

  but the slayer is active, Kroenen whispered, the barest sound slipping from the 
featureless mask. if you lure the slayer out of hiding and destroy her, my master will be pleased. 

 The Master‟s pupils twitched. “Well, she‟s killed the first of my guards,” he said, 
sour. “Perhaps it is time to finish this once and for all.” He gestured at Giles, his hand 
flexed like a claw. Giles rose, flew through the air, and slammed against the rock. 
Impossibly fast, the Master was at his side, and the manacle clacked shut on his wrist. 

 The Master took the other manacle and shoved it into the rock, embedding it. He 
smiled mirthlessly at the Watcher, his yellow eyes brilliant. “Don‟t go anywhere,” he 
said. “I‟ll be right back.” Turning so his dark robe swirled, he headed for the opening 
behind the throne. 

 “So much for Vampires Two and Three,” the Master muttered as he strode into 
the dark, misted room under his throne. He flung open the door at the far end of the 
cave. “Go and kill,” he snarled. Something whuffled in the darkness, and a vast shape 
slid out past the Master, uncoiling at the stairs, incredibly swift. 

 The Master turned to the three cubicles, and the pale vampires that were inert 
within. 

 “Let‟s wake you up,” he growled. He slit the meat and flesh of his forearms, and 
concentrated. Ropes of blood rose from his wounds, twisting through the air, tapping 
against the closed mouths of the reavers. The blood found its way in, and they stirred. 

 The first one twitched, then its eyes snapped open. Madness glared out from 
within. 

 

CHAPTER FIVE 

 The fifth vampire dropped from the cave ceiling, and Cain lunged forward and 
swiped, rolling to her feet. The halves of the vampire that crashed to the stone floor 
crisped and flared, and she glanced around in the dimness. Her sense of hearing and her 
kinesthetic reflexes were on high alert, and she moved cautiously. 

 Ahead, candle light. She peered into the lit cavern, and she saw the lanky Watcher 
chained to the wall. Her gut was a knot of pain, but she ignored the distraction, 
adrenaline fanning through her blood as she stepped into the light. Choosing to be seen. 

 “Oh, dear,” Giles said weakly. “It‟s a trap, of course.” 

 A growl resonated in the rock, and a massive creature stepped from behind the 
throne. A meter at the shoulder, it was at least five times heavier than Cain. Whatever it 
had once been, it was a monster now; jowls were layered with extra muscle, wet grafts 
of flesh gleamed on its sides, and its organs were buried under a lattice of partially 
exposed bone. 

 Cain frowned, and set herself in a stance, katana at the ready. The animal sprang, 
bounding twice to cover the entire cavern. It bore down on her; she waited until the last 
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moment, then tumbled to the side and struck, her blade firing in behind its front leg‟s 
armpit, right through the heart. 

 The beast‟s muscles spasmed, and the steel of the blade was snapped; the broken 
sword clattered to the ground as the creature turned, unharmed. Looking at the 
extensive surgeries the monster had sustained, Cain desperately tried to decide how to 
stop it. 

 “You can‟t win,” a mild voice said from the shadows. “That beast has no heart. It 
cannot be killed, as it has little use for its organs, and I very much doubt you can 
damage its load-bearing bones enough to stop it.” 

 It lunged at her again, snarling, and she managed to twirl to the side and pound a 
kick into its jawbone; nothing gave, nothing dislocated. The beast whirled, springing, 
and she rolled out of the way as it crashed down on the stone behind her, claws digging 
grooves in the floor. 

 Growling, it circled, and she paced it, feeling small. 

 The Master stepped from behind the throne. “Impressive, is it not? The heart is 
here,” he said smugly, holding up a jar. “And you cannot kill it. Goodbye, and thank 
you for play—” 

 A shotgun blast roared in the cave, and the jar flew apart in the Master‟s hand. He 
stared at one of the cave entrances. 

 Blade followed the plume of gunsmoke into the room, cocking the shotgun. As his 
boots hit the stone floor, the massive dog-beast shuddered, and collapsed, blood oozing 
from its mouth. 

 “I don‟t play house rules,” Blade growled. “Let‟s do this by the book.” 

 “Well well well, the Daywalker, what a surprise,” the Master said, his voice fast and 
light as he locked his fingers together and forced a smile. “What‟s the matter, slayer, got 
performance issues? I say, bringing in a spoiler at this point—” 

 “I‟m not the spoiler,” Blade said as he strode towards the Master. “I‟m the ringer. 
Bring it.” 

 “This is between me and the slayer!” the Master shouted. “Stay!” 

 “Ain‟t yo dog,” Blade snapped, ripping his sword loose and closing in. His shotgun 
hung from one hand, his blade from the other, and a smile split his face. 

 Then the distinct slitting crunch of a blade through body armor echoed from the 
corners of the cavern, and Blade‟s stride faltered. Reflexively, the shotgun whirled up 
and around, the barrel slapping down on his shoulder pointed backward—he squeezed 
the trigger, and a mighty bang blasted out of the barrel. Blade spun around, the tonfa 
sword sticking out of his back, and he saw Kroenen crash down on the rock and slide. 
The black-clad assassin twitched awkwardly, and managed to roll over on one elbow, 
propped up. 

 The shotgun load had peppered his mask, knocking buckshot holes in it in an area 
the size of a silver dollar. The lenses of the goggles were shattered and powder burned. 
As Kroenen sat up, pale dust sifted out through the busted face armor. 

 “Don‟t do that,” Blade said as pain twitched in his face. 
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 Cain darted forward, snatching up the katana with half a blade. She whirled up to 
the Master, and slashed at him; the ancient vampire flexed effortlessly to the side and 
backhanded her, sending her sailing across the room to rebound from the rock wall. 

 “I‟m busy right now,” he said with a smug grin. “Come back when the Daywalker‟s 
finished.” 

 Blade awkwardly reached around towards the middle of his back, where the tonfa 
sword protruded. He could touch it, but he could get no leverage. The body armor 
hampered his flexibility, and the sword was smooth and difficult to grip. 

 Kroenen gestured at Blade, looking to the Master. 

 “What? Can‟t hear you,” the Master said sweetly. Kroenen rocked to the side, and 
tried to drag himself to his feet. 

 Cain scrambled up, and rushed Kroenen while he seemed disoriented. Before she 
reached him, the Master was suddenly between them, and he backhanded her again. She 
spun through the air and smacked into the rock, once again crashing down winded and 
dazed. 

 “I do need him intact enough to bring Rasputin down here,” the Master 
apologized. “Tell you what. You can kill him after you kill me.” His grin showed off all 
his crooked, vicious fangs. 

 “I‟ll just kill you—wit dis ting—in me,” Blade wheezed. He closed in on Kroenen.  

 Kroenen gripped an odd knob on his armored chest, and he cranked it several 
times. A loud asynchronous ticking clicked out of him. Blade could see through the 
broken goggles; no eyelids, they had been sliced away long ago… but Kroenen‟s eyes 
were made of reflective black stone. 

 Kroenen‟s remaining tonfa sword whirled and darted, clashing from Blade‟s sword. 
He moved with a sinuous, inhuman grace, and his blows were calculated with 
mechanical precision. Sparks flew, and the two inhuman warriors slashed and chopped 
at each other, blades licking in close to flesh in the brutal dance of steel and strength.  

 Blade sucked at the air, unable to get enough. Kroenen slit a blow across his face, 
bisecting his sunglasses. They spun away, and something snapped in Blade‟s mind. 

 He chose to stop breathing. 

 Something in his chest unfurled with a mighty growl that drew dust from the 
ancient walls of the cavern. The Master cackled his delight. 

 And Blade attacked. 

 His sword was like a thing alive, like a powerful wind, and nothing could stand 
before it. Kroenen deflected one strike, another, then Blade slashed his tonfa sword in 
two, along with half his forearm. Another slice across his chest opened it to the bone, 
and a chop deprived him of a leg from the knee down. 

 Desperate, the unliving assassin fell back, gesturing with his remaining good hand. 
He snatched a charm from his belt and slapped it on the stone. It shattered with a 
brilliant flash, and he was gone. 

 Cain was already moving. She tumbled behind Blade, popping up and snatching the 
tonfa sword. She tugged hard, and it slit its way out of his flesh, with the ringing rasp of 
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steel on bone. Blade roared, and the monster under his skin and behind his eyes began 
sealing the wound. 

 “Fabulous!” the Master said, clapping. “I suppose you think you have me 
outnumbered.” He stepped aside, revealing three pale figures standing by the throne. 
Hairless like the Master, they glowered with their feral yellow eyes. 

 Cain looked into Blade‟s eyes. “The Watcher,” she said, forcing the words to come 
to her. Then she squared off with the four vampires. 

 “Like Hell,” Blade growled, and he sprang. Two of the reavers rushed to meet him, 
and he whipped his sword around; it drew sparks from the bone in the chest of one, 
and caught the other across the face, flinging it back. Cain darted past them, swinging 
the tonfa sword with all her might and all her chi together, counting on its impossible 
sharpness. 

 The blade whipped into the chain that held Giles, severing most of the link. She 
left the sword, facing off with the remaining reaver. 

 She drew a stake and flung it. The stake slammed into the reaver‟s chest, clattering 
off the bone plate in front of the vampire‟s heart. It smiled, and the scar down its chin 
separated. Its jaw spread, forming mandibles along each jawline, and a serrated and 
barbed tongue flexed out of the middle. 

 Cain blanched as her guts twisted, then she wheeled to the side as the Master 
appeared behind her, swiping at her with his eviscerating claws. 

 A small smile touched at her features. 

 Blade roared as he spun his sword, whipping it down across them, slashing at the 
reavers‟ dead flesh. Their wounds sealed at an alarming rate, and they did not seem to 
tire as they sought to bear him down. The battle spun away into knee deep water, where 
Blade desperately fended them off with swipes of his lethal sword. 

 Giles hung his entire weight on the chain, gripping the manacle and grimacing as he 
planted his feet on the wall he was chained to. He strained with his whole body, and the 
sliced link gave, spilling him over to sprawl on the rock. 

 Cain closed her eyes, spinning, slashing as hard as she could with her broken katana 
through empty space— 

 The Master loomed over Giles, ready with the killing stroke— 

 With a wooden thud, the katana plowed into the Master‟s ribs, and he toppled, 
tearing the sword from Cain‟s grip. 

 The reaver pounced at Cain— 

 A coiling rattling hiss resounded as the weighted chain spun out of the dark and 
rammed into the reaver‟s face, snapping the nose and sending the vampire whistling 
back to crash into the wall. The chain retracted, snatched out of the air by the ninja 
biker in leathers who stood in the shadows. 

 I have something for you. The Silent Speech reverberated in the cavern. 

 Giles scrambled to his feet, limping towards Spear. The Master was on his feet in a 
rush, but Cain was before him, and for a moment that seemed to last forever, they 
squared off. 
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 The Master knew fear. 

 Cain simply smiled. 

 The Master slashed at her, and she bent over backwards, the claws tearing only air. 
To the side, back, around; the Master‟s strikes did not reach her. He had a rhythm, a 
pattern, tried and true for centuries—and hard to alter. 

 She knew his pattern. She sensed his center, his telegraph. Her eyes burned with an 
anger not wholly her own. 

 Its obscene grin spread wide, the reaver charged Spear. His chain crashed across its 
head, but bone crumpled back to its given shape effortlessly. The vampire struck him, 
knocking him back into the wall. He fought back, tagging pressure points and tendons 
with his ninjitsu training; the vampire ignored the attacks. 

 Blade managed to fight clear of the water, back on land, but he bled from a dozen 
cuts, and there was something desperate about his rage now. 

 Spear snatched the vampire that assaulted him, and he stared into its eyes. 

 Punish the Guilty, the Silent Speech roared. The vampire stared into the burning, 
empty sockets of the dead ninja. And then the vampire screamed. 

 Fire arced between the two, and Spear‟s shimmer of heat flared into real flame. The 
vampire shrieked as it burned from the inside out, thrashing and mewling as its strength 
gave way. The other two reavers and Blade simply stared for a moment, transfixed. 

 Cain could feel the Master‟s rage, she felt the ways it moved in him, and her eyes 
were only half open as she survived on instinct. The Master‟s fear had grown, and 
turned to fury, and his lethal attacks had more power than accuracy; she ducked, swung, 
deflected, and stayed away from the brunt of his attacks. She drew a pair of stakes, one 
for each hand, and she twirled them as she spiked his attacks on the stakes, pricking his 
hardened flesh.  

 He stumbled for a moment, and she reached back to the bag on her belt, behind 
her. Grabbing a random handful of weapons, she flung them to the stone at the 
Master‟s feet. 

 Ampoules of holy water shattered, essence of garlic burst, a UV popper flared. The 
Master cried out, disoriented, and Cain struck. She dropped a stake, touched the other 
to his chest, and for just a moment she had eye contact, and she almost understood 
Malfalax and his endless night. 

 Then her other hand rammed onto the butt of the stake in a punch that would 
shatter bone. The stake drove forward, punching through the grafted plate over the 
Master‟s heart. His eyes grew large, dilated. She smashed another punch into the stake, 
and it cracked down its length with the force of the hit. It also drove into the hardened 
flesh of his heart. 

 She ducked his clumsy swipe, and she hopped up and slammed a kick into the 
stake, punching it through his heart and splintering the haft. 

 He wailed as the energy he contained began to unravel. 

 Spear crossed the cave and smacked into one of the reavers battling Blade. 
Slamming him against the wall, the flaming ninja opened his jaws wide and breathed a 
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gout of flame onto the reaver. Squalling, the vampire crisped and crackled, and Spear 
rounded on the last one. 

 As it faced him, Blade leaped up and slashed with his sword, chopping clean 
through the reaver‟s neck. The head popped off, and the singe crawled across the 
monster‟s flesh. 

 “No!” the Master choked. “This—it‟s not supposed—but the stars—” He choked 
on ashes that bloomed up from his chest into his throat, and his eyes were desperate. 

 The ground trembled, and the air turned thin and stale. 

 “We gotta go,” Blade said, and he snatched Spear‟s elbow and guided him towards 
the exit. Cain stumbled back, eyes riveted in fascination as the power uncoiled through 
the Master‟s incredibly dense flesh. Then she turned and raced after the other vampire 
hunters. 

 As they sprinted up the stone tunnel, they caught up to Giles, and Spear wasted no 
time picking him up and tossing him over his shoulder, running full tilt. Dust drifted 
from the cracking walls. 

 Then, the cave-in began in earnest. 

* 

 Dawson stood by, agitated, watching the plume of dust chug out of the 
mausoleum. Stoic, Morbius perched on a tombstone and simply waited. 

 “Maybe we should go in and see if—you know, if they made it,” Dawson said. 

 “Go ahead,” Morbius shrugged. 

 Dawson glared at him for a moment, then he was distracted by coughing. Several 
figures pushed through the rubble and dust, staggering out on the well-kept cemetery 
grass. 

 Spear dropped to one knee and lay Giles out on the ground. The tall man coughed 
weakly, and touched at his forehead with a shaking hand. “Thank you,” he said 
seriously, regarding the flaming skull of his rescuer. 

 Cain sagged against a tombstone, coughing, and Blade put his hands on his knees 
as he leaned over and struggled for air. 

 “What was down there?” Dawson demanded. 

 “Some bad-ass bald dude and his little bald friends,” Blade muttered, grim. “And a 
big dog thing. Some guy with a face mask and goggles and tonfa swords.” He shook his 
head. “All kinds a fun.” 

 “It was the Master, Malfalax himself, and he died by the slayer‟s hand,” Giles 
supplied with a concise and proper English accent. “She is the last of the slayers, and 
we‟re one up for the Reckoning.” 

 “That‟s great,” Dawson said with a slightly forced grin. He turned to Blade. “Okay, 
now that this is over, who the hell are you?” 
 “He is the Daywalker referred to in the Scrolls of Skelos,” Giles said, “and that 
must be the Betrayer.” He nodded to Morbius, who watched him impassively. “This 
battle, this—incident. It‟s in accordance to prophecy. It is a sign that the Reckoning is 
very nearly upon us.” 
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 “You all? Crazy,” Blade said, rising to his full height. “Hot damn.” He breathed 
deep, and again. 

 “You hunt vampires, right?” Dawson pressed. 

 Blade stared at him. “And stupid,” he added. 

 “We can help you. In fact, if you were to join forces with the slayer, and have 
Watcher support, you could multiply your force.” Dawson looked Blade over, serious. 
“We‟re headed into some dangerous times. It might be good to have backup.” 

 Blade looked over at Cain. “Girl, I‟ll work with you any time,” he said. 

 A black SUV roared down the narrow cemetery road, screeching to a halt a few 
meters from the group. The door flung open, and a man stepped out with a massive 
rifle in one hand. He had stringy pale hair, and a seamed and wrinkled face that seemed 
frozen in a suspicious squint. He closed in on the group, his coat flapping behind him, 
limping with a brace on one leg. 

 “Lemme guess, another Watcher,” Blade said sarcastically. 

 “How ever could you tell?” Giles asked, pressing the heels of his hands against his 
eye sockets. 

 “Seems like you all limp,” Blade said pointedly, looking at Dawson‟s leg, then at the 
newcomer. “Some kind a kneecapping initiation rite?” 

 “It‟s dangerous work,” Dawson shrugged, eliciting a grunt of approval from Giles, 
who leaned back against a tombstone. 

 “Did I miss it?” the newcomer barked at the weary hunters. 

 “Sorry, Whistler. You did. The slayer took the Master down.” Dawson clapped him 
on the shoulder. “Still, this fine group is gonna need some outfitting.” 

 “You must be the slayer,” Whistler said, limping over to Cain. He extended his 
hand, serious. “I look forward to working with you.” 

 She offered him a shy smile, and shook his hand. Then Whistler looked over the 
rest. 

 “Smells like a bunch a vampires.” 

 “Half,” Blade said. 

 “Guilty,” Morbius shrugged, eyes not leaving the newcomer. 

 Spear pulled his hood and mask on, and said nothing. 

 “I can see we‟re all going to get along fine,” Dawson sighed. 

 

Saturday, January 14 

 Giles stepped over the debris from the shattered window, and sat at the desk in his 
violated library. He sighed, and pulled a drawer open. Reaching in behind it, he pulled a 
square of paper out, and unfolded it. He picked up the phone, and punched in the 
number written on the paper. 
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 “Yes,” he said, “Yes, I need to speak to Dr. Stephen Strange. It‟s important. Tell 
him it‟s Giles.” He nodded, though no one could see him. “Yes, urgent. I need to speak 
with him at once.” 

 He paused, then spun his chair so he could regard all the empty shelves. He sighed 
to himself, then perked up as someone joined him on the other end. 

 “Yes, doctor,” he said quickly. “I have news for you, of great import. The 
Daywalker, the Turncoat, and the Slayer united with the Flaming Dead and slew the 
Master. Yes, last night. It is one of the signs from the Scrolls. And furthermore, the 
Slayer survived. Well, all of them did. Yes, the Watchers are keeping an eye on the 
group. We will stand ready to serve as you ask. But, um, I er… well, the vampires lost 
my library for me. Of the books I was studying for the Scroll research you requested.” 

 Giles leaned back. “I know. But see, the Master found an old bolthole of the 
Unseelie Court, a half step off Prime. I saw the ancient glyphs burned into the stone, 
when they chained me to the wall. That‟s where he could hide so the ley energies 
wouldn‟t burn through him. It‟s collapsed, without his presence in it. I don‟t think it was 
ever made to last.” 

 He glanced to the side, listening. “Someone‟s coming. I‟ll call you back. Thank you, 
sir.” He hung up, and sighed deeply. 

 Dawson limped in, looking around the library as it was bathed in early morning 
sunlight. “What a mess,” he sighed. 

 “Indeed,” Giles nodded. “It may take some time to get this all straightened up. 
Bloody vampires.” 

 “Yeah, exactly,” Dawson said with a rueful grin. “Doesn‟t matter anyway. You 
know the order has to relocate you.” 

 “I know,” Giles sighed. “I was growing fond of this old house, too.” 

 A quiet moment passed between them. 

 “You look like hell,” Dawson observed, looking over Giles‟ battered face and 
bandaged arm and wrist. 

 “Oh, that,” Giles muttered. “Hmph. You looked in a mirror lately?” he asked, 
pointing a roguish look at Dawson. 

 “I guess that‟s a point,” Dawson agreed with half a smile. “I hope we get to go 
back to just watching soon. I‟m too old for all this vampire combat.” 

 “Sometimes I think it‟s one of the better things our order does,” Giles said quietly 
as he watched the sunrise. “There‟s an element of hope to it. Every day, the sun comes 
up, after all.” 

 “Indeed it does,” Dawson agreed. “Indeed it does.” 
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A Day at the Beach 
 

Thursday, November 10, 2005 

 He looked like a massive stone statue, sitting in the lotus position, pitted stone face 
impassive as he faced the low swells of the sea. The tropical sun blazed down, powerless 
against his stone body. He was deep in meditation. 

 Two ley lines lay across the island, humming conduits of power in the Web of 
Light that defended the dimension. Prime was encircled and interwoven with energies, 
and the statue was one with those energies as he centered himself. 

 Time twitched, then fell away, and the stone man touched on all of time, out of 
sequence, and it flared and flickered through and around him as his deep breathing 
flowed. 

 His bright blue eyes slid open, startling in the humanity they gave the stone face. 

 “They are coming,” he breathed. 

* 

 Ornate robes swished over the floor as the gaunt figure hurried down the hall. 
Torches spat and crackled, their flame out of synch with their sounds as the unnatural 
light flickered before too-deep shadow. The cracks in the walls whistled with the force 
of the storm that lashed the fortress. Breath rasped in and out of the narrow sorcerer as 
he closed in on the carved double doors at the end of the corridor. 

 The sorcerer flung his thin shoulder against one of the doors, and ancient hinges 
groaned as they pivoted the door‟s weight out of the way. Moving quickly, he tugged the 
lid from a jar, and he hefted it. He poured a measure of foul oil into a brazier. There 
were four braziers set in a circle. The floor between them was inlaid with patterns that 
blurred under direct inspection. Characters loosely based on an ancient Chinese set of 
glyphs seemed to ooze and writhe with a malignant life of their own. 

 Tossing the empty jar away, the sorcerer knelt before the circle. It was three meters 
across. He regarded it, concentrating. Silky black hair fanned out over his shoulders, and 
his eyes burned with an inner light as he centered himself. His skin was pale, jaundiced, 
and it was as rough and brittle as parchment. He breathed words too violently foul to be 
understood by a sane listener. Fire danced atop the braziers, flaring up from the gooey 
fuel, sparked by the madness of his whispers. 

 As his focus intensified, the sorcerer leaned forward at the waist, touching his 
forehead to the chill paving stones. Timespace warped and twitched over the 
blasphemous net of glyphs on the floor, and something took form. A tiny spark whirled 
to life in the center of the ring, swiftly growing until it was a meter across. Brilliant lights 
flared within the flame, and it assumed the rough proportions of a head. 

 “Report to me, Shang Tsung,” the voice roared, resonant through the stone of 
the chamber. “How many souls have you collected? Is Prime ripe for the 
harvest?” The words were ancient, a lost language of demons that had been stamped 
out of Prime‟s memories a thousand years ago. 
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 “Prime‟s defenses—they were too strong. We tried twice,” Shang Tsung said, trying 
to keep his voice even as blasphemous obscenities served for words. “The Soul 
Collector you sent was—was broken apart by the Illuminati. Inheritors of Agamotto‟s 
might.” Shang Tsung did not raise his forehead from the stone to look at the fierce head 
made of flame. 

 “Failure! Again!” the flaming head snarled. “And the Lin Quei?” 

 “They were driven before the onslaught, and no survivors have contacted me,” 
Shang Tsung winced. Blood trickled from his nose and eyes with the nearness of the 
monstrous otherworldly power that hung in the circle mere meters away. “It cost me a 
soul from the last tournament to unlock even this simple communication.” His breath 
came in quick sips. “Please. I beg you. Release me back to Prime. I—with no souls here, 
I starve, my lord.” 

 “Hah!” the head shouted. “Three hundred years ago, you begged me for 
protection. You sniveled and flattered and desperately manipulated whatever you 
could to escape Prime, to the safety I offered you here. And now? Gratitude? No, 
you‟re just as desperate to go back.” 

 “Though it is but a moment to you, my Master,” Shang Tsung said in a voice that 
was not meant to be a whine, “three centuries is a considerable time to those of us who 
still harbor a spark of mortality.” A single bead of sweat crawled down the side of his 
face as the first drops of blood spatted on the stone. 

 “I gave you power,” the otherworldly monster intoned. “I freed you from the 
ravages of time, if you could but keep your furnace stoked. I granted you 
authority enough to commune with me. My patience is extensive, but as you 
have failed in several tournaments in a row, your failure grows into your 
weakness.” 

 “Send me, then,” Shang Tsung said as desperation drove through his words. “I will 
succeed where the Lin Quei failed. I will collect souls, enough to open a gate for you, 
Lord Dormammu. Prime will be yours, you will be free to destroy its protectors.” 

 “You are weak,” Dormammu growled, the very air trembling with the force of the 
words. “Alone, you are sure to fail.” 

 “But,” Shang Tsung protested, “though it has been hundreds of years since I was 
last on Prime, I do still have followers who could assist me. Give me the chance, and I 
will unlock the world for you, Dread Dormammu.” 

 “Futile,” Dormammu growled. “You are a Primeling, regardless what power 
you have amassed, and all Primelings are good for is defending Prime. Still. It 
irks me that the dimension remains free.” 

 Shang Tsung gasped, flopping over sideways as exquisite pain tore through him. 
The flaming head hovering above the floor twisted, tearing a bigger hole in the 
dimension, growing to the edges of the brazier-defined circle. As the thin wizard on the 
ground screamed, the head dissolved into a pool of flame. 

 “What—what are you doing?!” Shang Tsung shrieked. 

 “I am sending you one of my finest generals, and his elite killers,” 
Dormammu murmured. “Destroy the Illuminati. Breach Prime‟s defenses. Or 
answer to me.” 
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 Through the screaming breach in dimensions, a giant figure ducked through the 
fire, his booted foot slamming down on the paving of the sorcerer‟s conjuring room. He 
stretched to his full height, freed of the ball of fire; his body was a mass of strength, 
muscles coiled and stacked in slabs of power. He stood two meters tall, and his only 
clothing was a harness of leather and steel, greaves, and a massive skull-carved helmet. 
He carried a huge sledgehammer in one hand. 

 The giant stepped aside, and the flame flared and writhed as three more warriors 
ducked out, steaming in the air of the conjuring room. The flaming portal shrank and 
vanished, and for a moment, the only sounds were the hissing flesh of the newcomers 
and the piteous whimpering of the sorcerer, curled up in a ball on the floor. 

 “Will you live?” demanded the giant in Chinese, nothing of pity in the resonant 
boom of his voice. 

 “In a moment,” Shang Tsung said unsteadily, “I will be fine.” He squinted up at the 
carved metal skull-face of the giant‟s helmet, then he looked at the others. “Who have 
you brought?” 

 “I have conquered many worlds,” the giant said, “and each has offered up a honed 
killer to serve me. The only language we share is the common tongue of Outworld, but 
I have learned your squawk to better rule Prime.” He cocked his head, regarding the 
sorcerer. Shang Tsung struggled to sit up. “Now. Take us to Prime,” the giant 
demanded. 

 “First I need to know more about you, so that we can best work together,” Shang 
Tsung said as he pulled himself to his feet. “Dormammu said you were one of his finest 
generals, but I do not know your name.” 

 “I am Shao Khan,” the giant rumbled. “This is the commander of my greatest 
army. He is half dragon, his name is Prince Goro. He is the mightiest of the Shokan.” 
He turned to a mountainous figure that was as vast as his master. The two meter giant 
had tree-like legs and a sinuous muscled torso that had four arms, two to a side. Each 
arm was more massy than Shang Tsung‟s entire body. A round head perched on a pile 
of muscle that was somewhat like a neck, and a black topknot grew from his scalp. The 
monster‟s features were hairless and flat, his mouth a slit, and each hand had two fingers 
and a thumb. Goro‟s hide was slick and yellow, and scars crossed and re-crossed the 
rolling piles and depth of muscle that held unguessed strength. Goro offered Shang 
Tsung a predatory smile, an inflection of his expressionless features. 

 “Here we have a Tarkatan,” Shao Khan continued, nodding towards his next killer. 
This one was half the size of Goro, still bulky and large by human standards. “He is 
Baraka.” The freakish creature had leather for skin; his eyes were fused open, catlike and 
yellow and staring. He was hairless, and he had no lips; his fangs were glistening and 
exposed in a viciously powerful jaw. The killer wore a leather outfit that revealed his 
gnarled and massy arms. Bone spurs were exposed along his forearms, and both 
forearms had a deep grooved pit. The Tarkatan warrior stood motionless, staring at 
Shang Tsung as a long string of drool slowly slid from his jaw, stretching towards the 
floor. 

 “Finally,” Shao Khan said, turning to the other side and looking into the shadows, 
“this one. His race—primitive, at best,” the giant said with a dismissive wave. “He has a 
name, some clack my tongue can‟t make. We just call him Reptile.” Motionless in the 
shadows, the slim form squatted, seeming to take up half the space he should. The 
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firelight glinted on his unblinking, reptilian eyes, and seemed to deflect from the 
mottled scales of his features. Wrapped in black, he was difficult to pinpoint. 

 “So,” Shao Khan said firmly, “now you‟ve caught your breath. Take us to Prime so 
we may destroy this—this Illuminati.” A smile was audible beneath his mask. “It is time 
to add another dimension to the domain of Outworld, another conquest for the glory of 
Dormammu.” 

 “What is this place?” Baraka demanded, the language of Outworld clumsy in his 
fanged maw. 

 “You should recognize it,” Shao Khan said, amusement tempering the brutality in 
his tone. “It is a nexus, where Prime can intersect with Outworld. This is where they 
have the ritual tournament, to see whether their dimension remains free or falls to us to 
conquer. An island in a sea of mist, covered with arenas for battles to the death.” 

 “But they have won the last fifteen tournaments,” Goro said, sour. “Dormammu 
grows impatient. He wishes to collect enough Primeling souls to tear a hole in the Web 
of Light that defends their dimension, so that we may invade, tournament be damned.” 
He shook his round head, topknot swishing over his shoulders. “They cheat, every 
time,” he sighed. 

 Shang Tsung watched their conversation, eyes narrow. He understood their 
language, but he was in no hurry to reveal his knowledge to them. 

 The giant snapped his fingers. “You! Wizard! Take us to Prime. That is the last 
order I will repeat to you.” 

 “Of course,” Shang Tsung said, a deep bow hiding the snarl on his face. He was 
inscrutable as he straightened. “Right this way.” 

 The killers followed the sorcerer through the dim corridors as the storm roared at 
the walls, insatiable in its fury. Shang Tsung descended to a dungeon, where a wan man 
was chained to a cage wall. The pale man looked up, fear in his eyes, and he whimpered 
at Shang Tsung‟s approach. 

 “Here,” the sorcerer said. “This Primeling lost in the last tournament. I generally 
keep one or two. The easiest way to breach the Web of Light is by following a 
Primeling‟s soul into it, and exiting somewhere else. Fortunately for us, a Primeling soul 
always gravitates to the Web.” He pulled a curved dagger from his sleeve, and without 
further ceremony, he thrust it into the prisoner‟s heart. 

 Rapid, liquid gestures flowed from the sorcerer, flicking droplets of blood from the 
knife. Then a dim glow warmed to life beside the dying man, and the sorcerer 
manipulated it into a glaring portal. 

 “Quickly,” he said, his voice strained. 

 Shao Khan did not hesitate. Crouched like a predator, he slunk into the light, and 
his killers followed without question. Shang Tsung darted in after them as the gate 
ebbed. 

 Thunder rumbled, sullen. There was no one to hear it. 

* 
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 “Somehow,” the lean scientist murmured, “the geomantic node was activated 
through the use of life energies.” He tapped his pencil against the stone, and absently 
traced it along the runes carved in its surface. “Seems they could turn ley line nodes on 
and off with—with some kind of human sacrifice.” He leaned back, his eyes bright as 
his mind turned the information over and sifted it. 

 Brilliant sun poured down on the ruins. The scientist crouched over a fallen plinth, 
his auburn hair grizzled, white strips fading back from his temples. Several notebooks 
surrounded him, weighted with rocks so the breezes that caressed the tropical clearing 
did not dislodge them. Several meters away, a folding lounge chair supported a 
beautifully curved blonde in a bikini. She languidly rubbed more sunscreen on her torso, 
smiling to herself. 

 “What does that mean to us, Reed?” she asked. 

 “It means there may be a key here for merging life energy with the Web of Light 
that defends Prime,” Reed replied. “Susan—this could be a key to how we could merge 
the energies of Agamotto that suffuse us. How we could finally become gods.” He 
glanced over at her. “The implications for understanding this are—are staggering. If life 
energy and geomantic energy could be tied together, then what could it mean for the 
Web of Light if enough energy was applied to it?” 

 “Sounds like that‟s what the Lin Quei were up to with that Halloween stunt,” Sue 
reflected. “Maybe they are trying to breach it with an infusion of life energy at a weak 
point. Open the dimension for invasion.” 

 “That‟s the only possibility that makes sense,” Reed nodded. “If we can solve this 
puzzle, we may be able to meet their next attempt as gods. You, John, Ben, and me… we 
meld the Light of Agamotto with living beings. And if we can manipulate the 
intersection of those powers, we can exponentially increase them.” A hard glint shone 
in his eyes as his thoughts brooded on the possibility. 

 Reed turned to a flat panel monitor that was set up on a rock. He tapped at the 
keyboard next to it, and images flashed. “There,” he said. “A map of the island. And 
there, overlaying it, two ley lines. But there are two sites on the island. I think that if 
sacrifices were conducted at one site, and properly manipulated, this ley line would be 
pulled out of alignment. So natives could choose which site had the node, where the lines 
intersected. This could be some ancient traffic control, to regulate the flow of energy.” 

 He frowned, considering the readings. He rubbed his finger over the back of his 
thumb, and the edges of his thumbnail glowed blue. “Hank,” he said into his thumbnail. 
“Hank! Are these readings real-time?” 

 A moment later, the bones surrounding his ear resonated expertly with the 
cybernetically implanted transmitter. “Yes, Reed,” the Germanic voice said. “There 
seems to be a fluctuation on the other side of the island. Some kind of energy 
disturbance at the node by Site B. Want us to check it out?” 

 “Yes, I think you had better,” Reed said to his thumb, and he rubbed his finger 
over the thumbnail again. The glow faded. Reed looked at the screen, lost in thought. 

 “What‟s going on?” Sue asked. 

 “I‟m not sure, darling,” Reed replied, “but I can‟t wait to find out.” 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 “Reed‟s observation was timely, this phenomenon is truly remarkable.” The blue-
furred scientist hung from a rail on the ceiling, his muscled bulk compact as he 
considered the data. “See, here, four minutes ago—the roil in the energy, the distortion. 
It seems like an etheric filtration. Something came out of the node at Site B, I‟d bet both 
my eyeteeth on it.” His German accent crisped up the words without making them 
difficult to understand. 

 “There‟s no way I‟m betting eyeteeth,” the slim man next to him said with a 
crooked grin. “I need both mine, thanks. And to call on that bet, I might have to toss in 
a few more teeth to match the mass of your fangs, Hank.” The other scientist was 
Native American, his black hair in a braid halfway down his back. He was casually 
dressed in a tee shirt and shorts. One arm and one leg were advanced cybernetics. 

 “Perhaps my choice of words was lamentable, but the core expression remains 
valid,” Hank said as he tapped at the computer, rolling the display over the disruption 
once more. “Herr Forge, would you be so kind as to update our stalwart pilot and 
facilitate the commencement of this fine research vessel towards Site B?” 

 “Consider it done,” Forge said. He turned, jogging up the ladder stairs in the hold 
of the ship, squinting as he stepped into the fierce sun of the aft deck. 

 The research yacht was massive. An armored black military helicopter perched on a 
pad at the rear of the yacht, but there was still plenty of room on the deck. A lounge 
chair supported a trim, muscled young man with sun-bleached hair and reflective 
sunglasses. He relaxed, bored. 

 “Mr. Storm,” Forge said. “We‟ve got a geomantic blip at Site B. Reed said we 
should go check it out.” 

 “I‟m on it,” Storm said, leaping up from his deck chair with a dazzling grin. “I was 
beginning to wonder if this was going to be Reed‟s first scientific expedition ever that 
didn‟t get dangerous at some point.” He jogged up the ladder steps to the cabin house 
at the top of the ship, and he let himself in. Forge followed more slowly, and by the 
time he got to the cabin the yacht had thrummed to life and was heeling around in the 
low swells off the coast of the island. 

 “Where is Ben, anyway?” Storm asked as Forge stepped into the cabin. “I thought 
he was with Reed, but he‟s not usually interested in the archeology stuff.” 

 “Last I heard he was by himself meditating,” Forge shrugged. 

 The cabin door opened again, and a slender man stepped in. He also wore shorts, 
and a breezy undershirt. His entire body was covered in close, velvet fur, midnight blue. 
Pale yellow eyes and pointed white teeth made his hawkish features intimidating, and his 
long blue hair was tousled by the wind. He had two fingers and a thumb on his hands 
and feet, and a delicate whipcord tail lashed behind him. 

 “Comrades,” he said. “We are moving.” 

 “Hello, Kurt. How is your book coming along?” Storm asked.  

 “Almost finished,” Kurt replied. “But if some activity is in the offing, I want to be 
of use.” His German accent was softer than Hanks, but echoed it. 



 

    401 

 “Well, you know Site B,” Storm said with a shrug. “That‟s where we‟re going. If 
you want to look around, that‟s probably for the best.” 

 “I‟ll be back,” Kurt said with a mischievous grin. Then there was a tearing crack, 
and a haze of stinking smoke swirled in his wake. He was gone. 

 “Has the Grand Master made any progress in figuring out why that smells so bad?” 
Forge asked mildly. 

 Storm chuckled. “Don‟t lose your sense of wonder,” he said. “Kurt can teleport. 
Who cares how it smells?” 

 “Well, he could do it outside,” Forge sighed, waving his hand in front of his face. 
He looked over at Storm, speculative. “Ever since Kurt first tried to recruit me, 
teleporting into a top-secret fortress to pitch the idea, I‟ve wondered. About him. 
Where he comes from. I mean, is Hank his father?” Forge shifted. “I haven‟t been 
comfortable enough to, you know, ask them directly. Since I‟m the new guy and all.” 

 “Fair enough,” Storm shrugged, checking the headings. “Kurt Wagner was born 
with blue fur, a skinny runty thing. He was sold to gypsies, and he grew up as part of a 
traveling circus in Germany. After the Enlightenment, when Reed, Sue, Ben, and me 
were exposed to the Light of Agamotto and developed our abilities, Sue saw him 
perform. We had just picked up Hank, and Sue rescued Kurt from his life as a freak. 
Brought him on board. He bonded with Hank, and he‟s been indispensable since.” 
Storm glanced over at Forge. “Kurt is our infiltrator and messenger, assassin, 
instrument of the will of the Illuminati. He‟s our herald, you might say. And he does a 
damn good job.” 

 “Yes he does,” Forge agreed, tucking a cigarette between his lips. He lit it casually, 
and leaned back against the wall as he looked out over the broad expanse of the sea. 
“That‟s the whole story?” he asked mildly. 

 Storm regarded him for a second, then smiled. “Sure,” he said. “Isn‟t that enough?” 

* 

 Breath whined in and out of the sorcerer as he crouched miserably on the sand. He 
struggled to rise, and he fell on his side. Breathing took all his effort as he lay trembling, 
deathly pale. 

 Shao Khan nudged him with his boot. “Wizard,” he muttered in Chinese. “Are you 
going to pull through?” 

 “Need—souls,” Shang Tsung managed. 

 “Well, pull yourself together,” Shao Khan said. He turned to his killers. “Baraka. 
Reptile. Scout around. Do not allow yourselves to be seen.” He pointed his mask at the 
glaring vault of sky above. “I can sense them; I sense those with Light, not too far away. 
Can you feel the light that shields this dimension? They positively reek of it. Crushing 
them… will be most satisfying.” He looked over at Shang Tsung. “He may be drained 
and worthless, but he did get us near our enemies. So,” he continued in Chinese, 
crouching over the wizard, “I will allow you to live, even though your weakness 
nauseates me.” 

 “Thank you, my lord,” Shang Tsung said as he trembled. “Thank you.” 

* 
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 A tearing crack and a puff of smoke announced Kurt‟s arrival on the bridge of the 
ship. “Storm,” he said, “I saw some men down the beach a ways. I was too far away to 
make out details, and I did not want to spook them. I am hardly outfitted for recon at 
the moment,” he added with a wry smile, gesturing at himself. “Perhaps I had better get 
suited up. If they can travel through ley lines, caution seems in order.” 

 “Sounds like a good idea,” Storm nodded. “How far?” 

 “About five kliks,” Kurt said. “Go another two and stop, we can get closer on foot. 
Don‟t want to alert them to our presence unnecessarily, after all.” 

 “Good thinking,” Storm said. “Go get Hank and Forge ready. I‟ll stay with the ship 
and get closer, taking my time. You all stay in touch with the cuticators.” 

 “Yes,” Kurt nodded, and he left the cabin. Springing down to the deck, he twirled 
and hopped down into the lab where Forge and Hank considered the data streams. 

 “I saw four men,” Kurt said without preamble. “Two were very large. Storm wants 
us to go check it out.” He pulled on a black matte bodysuit, and strapped on a belt with 
several gadgets on it. He also picked up a rapier with no basket, and he buckled the 
sword belt around his narrow waist. 

 “Ah, field work,” Hank said with a broad grin, his teeth shocking white against his 
black fur. He clapped his massive paws together, then sprang up to the deck. Forge 
sighed, strapping a gunbelt on and holstering a silvered plasma pistol. He followed 
Hank, and Kurt brought up the rear. 

 They regarded the strip of pale sand, and the wall of greenery behind it. “See you 
there,” Kurt said to Hank, and he grabbed Forge and tore out of the world, bursting 
back in on the beach, his passenger coughing. Hank vaulted off the deck, fingers and 
toes splayed as he sailed through the air, and he plummeted down through the surface 
of the water. A quick swim later, he shook himself, looking like a carwash brush as his 
long fur slung water in all directions. 

 “Great,” Forge muttered as he shielded his face. 

 Hank smiled. “That felt damn good in this heat. Let‟s go find your bad guys, shall 
we?” 

 Storm watched them go, and he shook his head. “At least they are enthusiastic,” he 
sighed. 

 Then he paused, listening. A thump. He heard it again. Frowning to himself, he 
stepped out of the cabin, down the steps. He headed around the starboard side, the side 
facing out to sea, listening intently. The thump was not repeated. His eyes narrowed, 
and he catfooted along noiselessly, senses alert. 

 The door to the forward lounge stood open, and there was a slosh of water over 
the deck on the side. Storm peered into the lounge, and stepped in, eyes everywhere. 

 The sliding door to the head whipped open, and Storm turned; a cosmic furnace in 
his core twitched, and flame skirled out to wreath him. He got a glimpse of a reptilian 
face, jaws parting in a liquid cough; acid sprayed him. His fire shielded him from the 
worst of it, but the toxic fumes released sent him reeling back. 

 With a sound like a rasping swallow, a bone spur the length of his whole arm shot 
out of the groove on Baraka‟s forearm. The Tarkatan sprang forward from behind the 
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bar. He whipped his spur to the side, and it smashed across Storm‟s head. The startled 
man was flung to the side to keel over the back of a couch and topple to the floor, out 
cold. 

 Baraka leaped through the toxic fumes, and he raised his bone spur to impale 
Storm. Reptile was at his side in a moment, laying a cool hand on his other forearm, 
shaking his head. 

 “Shao Khan,” he whispered. 

 Reluctantly, Baraka nodded, and contented himself with a hard kick to Storm‟s ribs. 

* 

 Hank peered through the screen of leaves. “Anything?” he whispered. 

 Forge crouched beside him, looking up at Kurt. The slim infiltrator pointed a high-
tech spyglass at something they couldn‟t see. He was quite comfortable almost ten 
meters from the ground, up in a tree. 

 “Indeed,” Kurt said, the communicators built into their skulls making him sound as 
though he was between them. “There are three of them. One is the biggest man I have 
ever seen, two meters. He is meditating. Then there is a skinny man in the shade, he 
doesn‟t look happy at all. But—but the other. It is a man with four arms. I thought I 
saw that before, but I could not be sure. And he has hands and feet like mine. I saw 
another man with them earlier, but he is not there.” 

 “What about etheric static?” Hank asked. “Are any of them giving off readings?” 

 “They all do,” Kurt confirmed, “but the little man is definitely a wizard of some 
kind, or he wields geomantic technology.” He adjusted a setting on the spyglass. 
“Organized pattern, but kind of faint. He must be feeling very weak.” 

 “Let‟s go after them,” Hank said. A rustle, and Kurt dropped by his side, a few 
leaves twirling down in his wake. The trio set out through the jungle, passing behind a 
thick mass of trees and vines, coming out on the other side. Hank stopped short as he 
squinted down towards their destination. 

 “That‟s the beach, isn‟t it?” he said, pointing. 

 “Yes,” Kurt breathed. “They are gone. All of them.” He glanced around uneasily. 

 Forge rubbed his finger over his thumbnail, raising it near his mouth as it glowed. 
“Storm. Hey John, come in. We lost sight of the intruders we are after. You had better 
be on alert. Okay?” 

 Silence. 

 Forge frowned. “Mr. Storm, sit tight.” He looked at the others with him. “We‟re on 
our way back,” he said, and he rubbed his thumbnail again. The light winked out. 

 “Good stratagem,” Hank nodded. “We had best be on our guard. I will catch up in 
due course.” He sprang up off the ground, snatching at the jungle branches and vines, 
his hands and prehensile feet swinging him from support to support. His mighty 
muscles bunched and fired, he moved with startling speed. 

 Kurt gripped Forge‟s arm, and Forge gritted his teeth. Then a tearing crack, and the 
smoke was clearing on the deck of the ship. Forge spotted Storm standing at the helm, 
and he raced forward, clambering up the laddersteps. 
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 “Storm!” he said. “Our spooky pals on the beach vanished. We should be careful.” 
He scanned the horizon from the high vantage of the bridge. 

 “I wouldn‟t worry about it,” Storm shrugged. “They‟ll show up.” 

 Kurt crossed the deck and headed down into the lab. He stopped, sniffing—his 
eyes narrowed, and he vanished with a tearing crack, just as Baraka whipped around the 
corner, thrusting with his bone spur, impaling a swirling cloud of smoke. 

 Forge turned, eyes widening, and he tapped at a panel on his cybernetic arm. The 
reading shocked him; Storm braced himself, eyes narrowing and flaring. Forge drew his 
pistol. Storm kicked it out of his hand. Forge leaned into the punch that lashed out at 
Storm, who ducked, a palm strike firing into Forge‟s ribs, flinging him back. Storm‟s 
shape blurred, and a gaunt wizard bared his teeth at the startled scientist. 

 Forge blocked, but his combat training was rudimentary hand to hand. The wizard 
cracked him in the ribs, backhanded him. Ancient kung fu techniques made the fight 
one-sided. Forge triggered a flash from his cybernetic arm, blinding Shang Tsung, but 
the wizard did not need sight. His fingers dug into a nerve cluster in Forge‟s torso, and 
as the cyborg gasped, Shang Tsung snatched him and spun, flinging him out of the 
cabin to sail through the air and crash down on the deck. 

 Baraka casually put his boot on Forge‟s neck. He did not apply pressure, but the 
message was unmistakable. 

 Weary, Shang Tsung ambled down the laddersteps. “Very good,” he said in 
English. “How did you know we had arrived?” 

 “Ley line,” Forge gasped. “Disturbed.” 

 “Ah,” Shang Tsung said with a nod. “One of your number is a geomancer.” 

 Forge didn‟t have the heart to correct him. “How—you got back—before us,” he 
choked out. 

 “A little trick with ley energies, nothing special,” Shang Tsung said as he brushed 
his sleeve with the side of his hand. He turned, looking down the hatch into the 
laboratory. “Shao Khan,” he said, switching to Chinese, “what shall we do with this 
one? May I drain his soul?” He licked his lips. 

 “Not yet,” the giant of a man replied as he rose up through the narrow stairwell, 
Storm draped over his mighty arm. “We must be cautious until we have them all within 
our—” 

 A blast of smoke puffed over him, and Storm was snatched from his arm. Darting 
through the smoke of one teleport, Kurt vanished in another ripping bang. Forge was 
ready for the distraction; he twisted hard, snatching Baraka‟s boot with his metal hand, 
and a jolt of energy arced through the unfortunate Tarkatan. With a grunt, Baraka flew 
back to slap down on the deck and slide, and Forge scrambled to his feet. He realized 
he was alone against the invaders. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Shang Tsung was quick to step out of the way of a potential battle, and Baraka 
twitched and muttered as energy fired through his nervous system. Shao Khan loomed 
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over the slim Native American, and Forge swallowed hard as the giant flexed and hefted 
a vast warhammer. 

 A streak of wet black fur and muscle whirled over the deck railing with a blood-
freezing war scream; Shao Khan whirled, unfazed, and caught a double-heeled strike to 
the chest that knocked him off his feet. Hank twirled mid-air, bounding from the deck 
to whip a strike across Shao Khan‟s helmet as the huge man fell. The deck shuddered 
with the impact, and Hank flipped back.  

 With shocking speed, Shao Khan was on his feet and facing Hank. The scientist 
bared his fangs, racing in, and Shao Khan tossed his hammer aside. His massive hands 
reached for Hank, but the muscular beast sprang through his grip, kicking off his chest 
and flipping as Shao Khan staggered. Hank landed with a sweep that took one of Shao 
Khan‟s legs out from under him, and Hank shotgun kicked up into him, knocking him 
down again. 

 Shao Khan crashed down to the deck as Hank did a reflexive cartwheel, suspicious 
eyes everywhere, looking like a killing machine. The jovial and verbose scientist was 
invisible in the eyes of the beast that squared off against the elite killer from Outworld. 

 Again the giant rolled to his feet. Again Hank darted in. He dove to the side, 
avoiding Shao Khan‟s clumsy punch—too late he realized it was a feint. Shao Khan 
flexed his legs, propelling his whole body into a shoulder strike that caught Hank‟s 
center of gravity. They flew back and smashed into the wall, crushing the wood and 
snapping bones in the muscular scientist. Shao Khan pulled back, snatching the black-
furred beast. He swung him up, then flung him to the deck. Hank lolled, barely 
conscious, lost in a swarm of dizziness and pain. 

 “Good!” Shao Khan barked in Chinese, not even winded. “It pleases me to know 
that at least some of these Primelings have a bit of spirit.” 

 “Let me have him,” Shang Tsung demanded in Chinese. “Let me drain off this 
excess of spirit. I need souls, to serve you, my lord.” 

 “Not yet,” Shao Khan said sharply. “None of these are full of the Light, they are 
not the ones I sense. Only the man who was guarding the ship, and I wish to have it 
from the other defenders as well. For now, you will do nothing. Your part was to bring 
us here, and if you are given more to do, I‟ll see to it that you are given what you need 
to do it.” He lapsed into silence, seeming to listen. “They are coming closer.” 

 “I hope we will be ready for them,” Shang Tsung sulked. 

 “We will be,” Shao Khan muttered. He crossed to Baraka, and kicked his boot. 
“Come on. We have work to do,” he said, switching to the tongue of Outworld. 
“Tonight, we will all feast. For now, take our two prisoners below.”  

 Baraka staggered to his feet, an evil rage simmering in his eyes. He looked around, 
and his forehead creased. 

 “Where is the fleshwick Primeling?” he muttered. Shao Khan glanced over the 
deck, and shrugged. 

 “Find him,” the warlord said. 

 A scuffle broke out in the bridge, and a plasma bolt sizzled through the roof of the 
cabin. Then glass shattered as Forge was propelled out, arms pinwheeling as he sailed 
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through open space. He crashed to the deck, winded, and Baraka snatched his shirt and 
hauled him to his feet. Shao Khan glanced up at the cabin to see Reptile withdraw again 
into shadow. 

 “Good work,” he said in the language of Outworld, a smile twisting the face hidden 
beneath the carved skull mask. “Take them to Goro.” 

 Baraka muscled Forge down the steps into the laboratory, and Shao Khan tossed 
Hank after him. Hank groaned as he thudded down on the floor. 

 Seated at one end of the room, Goro leaned back against the wall, long and 
muscled and too big to fit up through the hatch. 

 “Is it time for me to break free of this stupid room?” he asked the Tarkatan. “I 
could strangle that idiot wizard for materializing us inside the boat.” 

 “Not yet,” Baraka replied. “Shao Khan is saving you for the final battle. You are to 
guard the prisoners.” Baraka dragged Forge and Hank around, tossing Forge on one 
side of the huge Shokan general, muscling Hank up to the other side. Goro spread his 
vast hands, and put one on Forge‟s chest and the other on Hank‟s chest. 

 “I will guard them,” Goro said, putting his other two hands behind his head as he 
leaned back and relaxed. “They will not escape.” 

 Baraka nodded curtly, then jogged up the steps to rejoin the others on the deck. 

 Hank stirred. “Did you recognize that language?” he wheezed. 

 “No,” Forge said quietly. “Do you think this big fellow understands us?” 

 “I don‟t know,” Hank reflected. “Pardon me, four arms, but your visage and odor 
remind me forcibly of a specimen of crab that nests in carcasses and feeds on carrion.” 

 Goro did not react. 

 Forge cleared his throat. “You are a stinking pile of e-z cheeze and hard rubber.” 

 Goro grunted a quick phrase in his own foul tongue, slapping their chests gently, 
and both prisoners writhed in breathless pain for a moment. 

 “Well,” Hank whispered, “that must be „shut up‟ in his tongue.” 

 Forge coughed weakly. 

 “Reminds me of trying to tell Bryant anything,” Hank whispered with a shake of 
his head. 

 “You worked for the Project?” Forge hissed, startled. Goro shifted, and they 
paused for a long thirty seconds or so. 

 “In fact I did,” Hank nodded. “My last work was with the Elixir research, 
destroyed by Dr. Banner and the Chimera. I protested to Bryant about the ethics; in 
those days I was a terrible hothead.” 

 “What happened?” 

 Hank shifted. “He forced some samples down my throat and made me a test 
subject,” he murmured. “Some Creed, some Darkholme. They were going to vivisect 
me. They underestimated my change, and I won free. The Illuminati found me.” 

 Minutes ticked past, and Goro was once again complacent. 
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 “They were going to change me back, help me with an outfitted lab so I could 
study my condition. All this hair. All these strange animal muscles. Thick fangs rendered 
speech a most trying exercise, which was torturous to one as verbose and inclined to 
exhortation as myself.” 

 Forge tried to twist so he could see Hank; as he listened, the scientist seemed a 
wholly different person, his German accent almost warm. “Then what?” 

 “I broke into the Project, stole some research, took my genetics, adapted Reed‟s 
science,” Hank murmured, “and grew an accelerated development clone. I thought if I 
replicated my condition I could work to clear it up without taking risks personally. Not 
a bad idea, but the Elixir affected every subject differently, and my own genetic code 
was now masked under the effects. Bothered to name the clone, though; Kurt, because 
it was quickly done, and Wagner, after my favorite composer.” 

 Forge froze. “I thought Storm said—I mean, the circus…” 

 “Fabricated, so he would feel at home with us, a…person. Not a thing. Not a toy, 
or a creation, or an experiment. Because I could not bring myself to dissect him, in the 
end, and through my growing love for this new life… I made peace with who and what 
I am. So Kurt really is my son, in a way. I could not bear the thought of him being a 
freak, and alone, so I remain furry in solidarity with what I created. I tell you this 
because you worked for the Project, and the Institute, and the US Government. We are 
turned into tools and instruments, and then broken carelessly. But there is a fine line 
between being broken and being reshaped, and it is up to us to find it. We have our 
memories so we do not feel like aliens. It is important to feel we have earned our way in 
this world.” 

 Forge let that sink in. “Why are you telling me all this?” 

 Hank sighed. “Perhaps I am simply passing the time,” he said. “Perhaps I am 
helping the new guy get to know us better. Perhaps I am demonstrating how a motive 
can grow out of the experience of acting on another motive. Perhaps I am reminding us 
both that a simple solution is never simple, and a direct attack always exposes the 
attacker to unguessed danger.” 

 “I‟ll believe it when I see it,” Forge muttered, and Goro‟s fingers twitched as the 
Shokan growled, low and deep and lazy. 

 “You might not,” Hank said, cryptic. “See it, that is.” 

 Then they wisely elected to remain silent as their massive captor frowned down at 
his prisoners. 

* 

 The stone giant shouldered through the last of the undergrowth, standing before 
Reed and Sue. “We are under attack,” he rumbled. 

 A moment later, Kurt tore into reality, supporting Storm. He lowered the dizzy 
man to the ground. “The ship is in the hands of the invaders,” he said quickly. “They 
have Forge, maybe Hank. I would have kept up the pressure, but they‟ve got someone 
with them who tangled the subspace passages of teleportation, and I did not want to 
risk capture without warning you.” 

 Reed nodded curtly. “What are we up against?” 
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 “One man is weak, but able to manipulate ley energies,” Kurt said quickly. “Then 
there are two huge men, one has four arms. A sneaky infiltrator, and an ugly man with 
bone blades in his arms.” 

 “Gracious,” Sue said. “Four arms?” 

 “Yes,” Kurt said. “They came out of the geomantic grid. I do not think they are 
native to Prime.” 

 “Well,” Reed said. “Here is the plan. Storm, stay here and guard the site. I will take 
Ben and Sue to the yacht. Sue will rescue the prisoners, and then I will join her and we 
will battle these miscreants while you get the helicopter prepared and take off.” 

 Storm gingerly tugged a cigarette out of a pack in a jacket he had left at the ruins. 
His exposed chest and face were still reddened and tender from acid burns. He sighed. 
“Sounds good to me,” he muttered, and he lit his cigarette. 

 “See you there,” Kurt said to the others with a flash of white teeth, and he 
teleported away. 

 Reed put one arm around Sue, and the other around Ben, and he concentrated. 
Something twisted in the spacetime between the clearing and the ridge, and they stood 
among the trees a kilometer away. He focused again, and again they seemed to stretch 
from one spot to the next. From their new vantage, they could see the massive yacht 
serenely drifting parallel to the shoreline. 

 “Should I try to raise them on the cuticators?” Sue asked, rubbing her finger over 
her thumbnail. 

 “No sense risking it,” Reed said, frowning. “Just go get our teammates back.” 

 She smiled, arch, and then light shimmered away from her and she was invisible. 

 Reed sighed, unable to even watch her go. Ben grunted. 

 “She will be fine,” he intoned. “I worry more about our enemies, if they have 
harmed our comrades.” 

 “They‟ll just get what‟s coming to them, that‟s all,” Reed said, something harsh in 
his tone. 

 Sue smiled to herself as she slipped away from them, drifting through the air 
supported by invisible planes of force that lifted her in the tropical breeze like a hang 
glider. 

 In no time, she descended low enough to shape invisible grappling lines with her 
will, pulling herself down to the deck and creeping soundlessly along the side of the 
black helicopter. Baraka stood on the deck, bored, his arms crossed. Shao Khan sat in 
lotus position, meditating. Above, in the cabin, Shang Tsung was patiently pantomiming 
and pointing how to drive a boat to a shadowy figure she could not quite see. 

 Sue crept closer to the hatch leading to the laboratory. Silent, she slipped down the 
steps and saw Goro reclining with his two prisoners. She crossed her arms over her 
chest, scowling, still invisible. She let her focus intensify, and she could feel the cosmic 
energy that bound the world together. It was hers to command. She formed it into 
tendrils that suddenly yanked Forge and Hank away from Goro; the Shokan general 
reared to an upright sitting position, startled, and she unleashed a battering ram that 
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pounded him through the side of the ship, the next room, and the hull. He sailed out 
over the water, then dropped. 

 Baraka raced down the hatch, rebounding from an invisible wall. 

 “Mine!” Hank shouted, springing up, his incredible body already healed from its 
earlier damage. He lunged at the startled Tarkatan, crashing into him and bowling him 
up the stairs and onto the deck as Forge raced up after them. 

 Bone spurs shot out of Baraka‟s arms, impossibly long. Hank flipped to the side 
and pounded a kick into him that knocked the unfortunate creature overboard. Shang 
Tsung and Reptile stared down, and Shao Khan rose to his impressive height. 

 “Ready to fight again,” he said calmly, hefting his hammer. “I like you, Primeling. 
Let‟s hear you scream once more.” 

 “Something amiss!” Shang Tsung shouted, and Sue rippled to visibility again. Then 
there was a puff of foul smoke in the cockpit of the helicopter, and Kurt desperately 
flicked switches and prepped the chopper for takeoff. 

 Shao Khan reared back and flung his hammer at the helicopter, but Sue whipped 
an angled plane of force in the way, deflecting the hammer up and over the helicopter. 
Shang Tsung hissed his fury, and Reptile spat a stream of acid down at her with a wet, 
tearing vomit. She deflected that too, and the acid slopped down on the deck of the 
ship, swiftly dropping through it and burning what lay below. 

 “Fool!” Shang Tsung shrieked, cuffing the reptilian assassin. 

 Time and space seemed to stretch oddly, then the stone giant and Reed were 
aboard the ship. 

 “At last!” Shao Khan roared, and he charged the stone giant. 

 Ben swung at the massive warlord, and Shao Khan ducked the swing and shoulder-
checked him, sending him sliding back unevenly on his heels. The warlord followed 
with a kick, and Ben knocked it aside and slung a punch into him that sent him 
sprawling from the deck of the ship, crashing into the waves. 

 Forge and Sue ran to the helicopter as the blades spun up, and they both clambered 
in and slammed the doors as Kurt lifted from the helipad. The water was churned as 
Goro and Shao Khan struck out for the nearby shore, then dove as the helicopter‟s 
guns chopped at the surface.. 

 Reed stretched to the land, an uncanny and mind-warping feat, taking Ben and 
Hank with him. Moments later, the acid reached the ship engines. 

 A mighty explosion tore the water, flinging debris high and wide as Sue‟s force field 
protected the rising helicopter. Kurt laughed wildly as they angled away through the 
firestorm, thudding over the island. 

* 

 “Glad you could make it,” Shang Tsung snarled in Chinese as Goro and Shao 
Khan stalked into the jungle thicket where the wizard crouched with Baraka. 

 “Insolence will lead to gutting,” Shao Khan said, his tone neutral, his Chinese 
inflection chilling. 
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 “My apologies,” Shang Tsung muttered. “We needed that boat to escape the island. 
I do not have enough souls to cover the distances we will have to cross to get to a place 
where I can again harvest souls to fuel my power.” 

 “Then we must engage them again,” Shao Khan said. 

 “We missed our chance to destroy their helicopter,” Shang Tsung continued 
patiently. “It is a recent invention that I am not certain Dormammu is aware of, it 
allows Primelings to fly through the air. I heard of such things from prisoners left over 
after tournaments. They can reach land, and they know where we are. I have neither 
advantage.” 

 “Next time,” Shao Khan muttered, “we must come to this world and take some 
time to build a foundation, a scheme. Frontal assault underestimates their capabilities. I 
am impressed,” he said, amusement coloring his tone. “They will be worthy 
opponents.” 

 “To preserve the possibility that there will be a next time,” Shang Tsung said 
politely, “we must live to fight another day, and that means retreating to my island 
dimension.” He glanced at Baraka. “I could use his soul to breach the Web of Light. He 
was useless.” He glanced around. “Where is Reptile? Did he survive?” 

 Shao Khan snatched the sorcerer‟s robes and lifted him with one hand, the weight 
hardly bunching his massive arm muscles. “You listen,” he growled. “I will not lose 
another of my best killers. You will take us to Shimura, your island, and you will use 
your own reserves. Am I clear?” 

 “What if I cannot?” Shang Tsung asked faintly. 

 “Then you are no use to me.” 

 Shang Tsung nodded rapidly. “I—I think I can manage one more trip,” he said, 
pale and wan. 

 Goro‟s ears perked up, and he looked up through the trees as the black helicopter 
thudded closer. 

 Shang Tsung concentrated, focused, and cried out as a part of his own soul was 
ripped to make the gate that breached Prime‟s defenses. A moment later, the others had 
piled through it, and Shao Khan snatched him and pulled him through. The gate winked 
out as the helicopter passed overhead. 

 Sue sighed as she looked over the readings. “Gone,” she said. “Well, we‟ve got just 
enough fuel to make it to an airstrip in the Marianas with the three of us aboard,” she 
said into her cuticator. 

 Reed‟s response resonated for the passengers. “Go ahead. Ben, Hank, and I will 
continue the work here at the site until you can pick us up.” 

 “I liked that yacht,” Sue said, forlorn. 

 “At least we won,” Johnny replied. “I‟ll fly up and catch you, I want to get home 
and get these scars regenerated.” A streak of flame rose from the island and oriented on 
the chopper. 

 “Will you three be alright here for a week?” Sue asked. 
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 “Don‟t worry about a thing,” Reed replied. “I‟ll be here when you get back.” The 
line closed. 

 “Well, that‟s that,” Forge noted. 

* 

 “Here we are again,” Reed sighed as they reached the ruins. Ben and Hank glanced 
around. 

 “I for one am not averse to the notion of simply relaxing in the sun for a few 
days,” Hank said. “My fur prevents sunburn, and the water is delightfully refreshing in 
the tropical heat.” 

 “I could use some more study on these ruins, actually,” Reed said. “Consider what 
we have learned from this encounter. It is possible to move through the ley energies, 
use them for transportation. This means that there is a way to interchange matter and 
energy, using some methodical triggering action or technology. That could have 
implications that could transform our lives. And, unless I miss my guess, those fellows 
were tied in to the Lin Quei,” he added with a satisfied smile. “That may even have 
been the legendary Shang Tsung who was rumored to have vanished three hundred 
years ago after honing the clan‟s mystical talents. In that case, we have struck a nerve, 
and that is a most pleasant possibility.” He was grinning as he resumed his studies. 

 Ben smiled to himself, and set out through the jungle. A few minutes later, he was 
again on the beach. He arranged himself, and began to meditate. 

 He remained motionless as, some time later, the underbrush rustled behind him. 
He did not move as stealthy padding footsteps circled him, uncertain. His eyes slowly 
opened to see a slim figure lit by the sunset. 

 Reptile stood wearing only his loincloth. His scaled hide glimmered iridescent in 
the flaring sunlight, smooth over his corded muscle. The expression on his alien visage 
was unreadable. He hefted a coconut, and a knife, and he chopped the top off and held 
it out to Ben. 

 Ben reached out, gravely taking the offered drink. Reptile chopped the top from 
another coconut, sheathed his knife, and squatted, facing the ocean. For a long while, 
the two were silent together. Reptile drank from his coconut, Ben simply held his. 

 Then, Reptile perked up, alert. He vanished back into the jungle. A minute later, 
Hank jogged along the surf line towards Ben. He closed to speaking range. 

 “There you are,” he said. “Reed and I were just thinking about supper. Looks like 
you have a head start,” he added with a grin, nodding at the coconut. “And I thought 
maybe you could use some company.” 

 “Indeed,” Ben said. “Some needs are universal.” He rose awkwardly to his feet. 
“Lead the way.” 

 Behind him, deep in the jungle, something slipped deeper into shadow. 
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Moving Mountains 
 

Saturday, October 22, 2005 

 The thin man sat at the table, considering his newly-arrived steak and mushroom 
sandwich. He glanced around the restaurant, and sighed slightly to himself. His dark 
hair was streaked white, pale around the temples. His close dark beard was salt-and-
pepper, and his eyes were tired. Picking up the sandwich, he paused to see who hunched 
in through the door. A smile warmed his features. 

 A skinny, miserable man in a trench coat was heading towards his table. The 
newcomer had an unkempt mop of mousy hair, unflattering stubble on his face, and 
glasses that hid his eyes. He slipped into the chair opposite the other man and stared at 
the tablecloth. 

 “Hello, Doctor Banner,” the man with the sandwich said. “I‟m glad you could 
come.” 

 “Thanks for agreeing to see me, Strange,” Banner replied in his weedy, 
unimpressive voice. “I need your help.” 

 “Name it,” Strange said. Banner looked up as the waiter approached the table, and 
he ordered a steak and a beer. Strange smiled to himself, and they waited for the server 
to leave. Banner cleared his throat. 

 “I tried to commit suicide twice,” he said without preamble. “Last time, I drove a 
car off a cliff. My body healed itself. I had a lot of time to think things over in the 
hospital. I realized I don‟t want to die. I‟m afraid to die. But I‟m afraid to live, too.” 
Banner looked down at the table. “It‟s a cry for help, and you‟re the only one who 
might listen,” he mumbled. 

 “Go on,” Strange said quietly. 

 “I want you to do something about this monster. I almost had six good months in 
Barcelona before I changed. I wrecked half a village and killed about fifteen people. At 
least, that‟s the report they printed in the newspaper the next day,” he said, looking 
away, his mouth twisted by bitterness. “I still heal up. I don‟t even keep the scars of my 
suicide attempts. The monster is so addicted to pain it drinks mine too. It‟s big, too big 
for me.” 

 “I‟m sorry,” Strange murmured, shaking his head. “I can‟t seal the connection off. I 
can‟t even tell you why. The situation has changed since we talked last.” 

 Banner stared at him. “You won‟t seal the connection?” he demanded. “Why not? I 
don‟t want to have this monster come through me when I lose control of my emotions. 
Last time you said you could fix it. At this point, I‟m willing to accept losing my 
emotions, if I could only be… safe.” 

 “I could have, then,” Strange shrugged. “But now it is impossible. There are other 
ways to deal with the monster inside you. You must find them.” He took a bite of his 
sandwich. 

 “Is this some kind of test?” Banner said, incredulous. 
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 Strange stopped chewing, and he looked at the thin scientist. He swallowed his 
food. “Yes, in a way,” he said mildly. “The test is to see if you can master this on your 
own. The last time we talked about this, I gave you all the tools you needed to deal with 
the problem. You have chosen not to use them.” 

 “Tools?!” Banner said. “You told me to find a way to be present while the 
Wormhole was activated. You told me to use positive emotions to access the Wormhole 
instead of just negative ones. Well, I tried that. Meditation, recreational drugs, 
handcuffing myself to the floor. But I can‟t get to the same place as Wormhole when 
I‟m me.” His face clenched in a scowl. “You failed me,” he grumbled. 

 “If I knew an easier way, I‟d give it to you,” Strange said apologetically. “I‟m afraid 
that‟s the best I can do.” 

 “That‟s not good enough,” Banner said. 

 “I can restrain you, if you care to try again,” Strange said inscrutably. “I can restrain 
you so no mortal force could move your body. I could induce a state where you and the 
Wormhole would confront one another. Is that what you want?” 

 Banner was silent, staring down at the tablecloth. 

 “Alright then,” Strange said softly. “Do not blame me for failing you.” He returned 
his attention to his sandwich. 

 “I can‟t… face the thing inside me,” Banner said. “I tried as hard as I could, I 
swear.” There was something sullen in his voice. “If you can‟t help me… do you know 
who can?” He raised his eyes to look at Strange, something piteous in his hope. 

 Strange sighed. “Charles Xavier,” he said. “Xavier is a mentalist who may be able to 
help you in ways… ways I cannot,” he admitted. 

 “How do I find him?” Banner asked as his steak arrived. 

 

Thursday, November 3, 2005 

 Torrents of rain lashed the ancient stone of the castle gate as Banner stood under 
the downpour. He banged on the heavy castle door with his walking stick again. 
Grumbling, he took a few squelching steps away, looking over the murky shadows of 
the hills he had crossed to get here before dark. 

 “Damn,” he muttered. He took a few more steps back away from the wall, 
squinting up at the lights that shone out of the tower‟s narrow windows. “Hello!” he 
shouted. He closed his eyes, taking deep breaths, as something stirred inside him. 
“Gotta calm down,” he whispered. 

 The gate‟s sally port opened, and a flashlight beamed right into Banner‟s face. 

 “What do you want,” a gruff voice demanded. 

 “I‟m here to talk to Charles Xavier,” Banner gritted out. “Is he here?” 

 A pause, the flashlight still pinned on Banner‟s face. 

 “Doctor Banner?” the doorkeeper said breathlessly. “Is that you?” 

 “Depends,” Banner replied warily. 
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 “It‟s me, Rich! Rich Ryder!” the doorkeeper said, lowering the flashlight beam. 
Banner‟s poorly adjusted eyes got an impression of a tall young man, who strode out 
towards him. “Man, what a surprise to see you here! What brings you to Muir Island?” 

 “I‟m looking for Xavier,” Banner stammered, surprised. “Ryder—you‟re one of 
those kids from New York! I sent you to the Project safehouse. How did that turn out?” 
He grinned. “I‟m glad to see you all in one piece!” 

 “Let‟s get inside,” Rich said as he turned. “Looks like you‟ve got a good sample of 
the local weather to welcome you,” he added wryly. “I‟ll explain everything over some 
hot coffee.” 

 Banner paused in the doorway, his fugitive instincts kicking in. His eyes narrowed. 

 All is well, Bruce Banner, a voice in his mind said clearly. You have come to speak with me, 
Charles Xavier. And I am waiting for you inside. There is no trap here. You are as safe here as you 
are anywhere. Probably safer. 

 Banner‟s breathing was rapid and uneven as he looked around. “Don‟t do that,” he 
muttered. Then he hunched into his coat and made his decision. His footsteps plashed 
along after Rich. 

* 

 The cheer of the spacious kitchen was amplified by the rain that gusted at the other 
side of the thick walls. A fire flickered and danced on the hearth. 

 Rich led the way inside, shrugging out of his overcoat and hanging it on the coat 
rack by the door. Banner struggled out of his, looking around as he hung it on the wall. 
The door at the other end of the kitchen opened, and an attractive middle-aged redhead 
strolled in. 

 “Well look at ye, a fine pair a drowned rats ye look. Over by the fire, and see if we 
can get some warmth into yuir bones.” She bustled to the tea kettle on the stove as it 
started to whistle, and Banner felt somewhat bewildered as he settled on a chair by the 
fire. 

 “Xavier will be down shortly,” Rich said. 

 “Tell me about the Project,” Banner murmured, eyeing Rich. The young man 
seemed a bit taller, more solid… and there was something a lot older in his eyes than 
there had been before. 

 “Funny, it‟s like we only meet when it‟s raining,” Rich said with a faltering smile. 
“After we stopped you in New York, we headed for the safehouse. But they knew we 
were coming. We got loose… look, long story short? We wiped out that safehouse, and 
their headquarters, and we went to the remains of their previous headquarters. I was the 
only one who survived the whole thing,” he said seriously. “Fortunately, some of us 
bugged out before it got all lethal at the end.” 

 “But the Project was wiped out?” Banner pressed. 

 “If they‟ve reformed, I don‟t know about it,” Rich shrugged. 

 Banner felt tears press against his eyes, and he gratefully took the steaming cup the 
red-head offered him, ducking into his sip. A weight lifted from him, and he felt a 
strange dislocation. 
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 “I‟ve been running for a long time,” Banner said softly. “Looks like no one is 
chasing me.” 

 “Maybe you could stay with us,” Rich said suddenly. “This might be a good place 
for you.” 

 Banner looked up at his hostess. “I‟m Bruce Banner,” he said, sticking his skinny 
hand out. 

 “Moira McTaggart,” she replied with a smile. “Muir Castle is my home. And I‟m 
sharing it wi a rowdy bunch of misfits,” she added with a fond smile, “led by Xavier 
himself.” 

 “A rowdy bunch of misfits, indeed,” said a cultured voice from the doorway. 
Xavier walked in, and seated himself by the fire. “Dr. Banner. It is something of a 
surprise to see you. How did you find us here?” 

 “I was referred by another doctor,” Banner said wryly. “Do you know Dr. Stephen 
Strange?” 

 “Ah,” Xavier replied with a nod. “That‟s fine, then. You had me worried for a 
moment. I‟ve taken pains to make our trail here… circuitous. We don‟t expect guests.” 
He smiled. “Seems you know Rich.” 

 “He saved New York once,” Banner agreed. “You see, I have a problem. Inside my 
flesh, there‟s a trans-dimensional wormhole. When I lose control of my emotions, then 
my conscious self goes to another dimension. Mass comes into my body in its place. I 
become huge, and powerful, and mindless. When the rage subsides, I shrink back down 
into this,” he said with a bitter gesture at his scrawny frame. 

 “He kicked the crap out of us,” Rich explained, “before our empath calmed him 
down.” 

 “What ever happened to him?” Banner asked vaguely. 

 “No idea. He disappeared,” Rich shrugged. “Never heard from him again, after 
that night.” 

 Xavier said nothing, his gaze lost in the shifting fire on the hearth. 

 “Doctor Banner. Is yuir supply of pills holdin out then?” Moira asked from behind 
him. Banner cranked around, unreadable, hiding his surprise. 

 “Pills?” he said. 

 “The pills you take to deaden yuir emotions,” she clarified. “Some regenerative 
property of yuir body grows back what the pills destroy. But it‟s how the transformation 
can be prevented.” Her eyes were level and calm. 

 “How do you know about that?” Banner asked, tense. 

 “I was a medical technician wi the Project for years,” she shrugged. “We found yuir 
formulae in the computer records and adapted it for another purpose. That‟s when I 
first heard about you.” She regarded him. “The Project named ye „Chimera‟.” 

 “My supply of pills is fine,” Banner said grimly. “I make it myself.” 

 “But you are looking for something more,” Xavier said, eyeing Banner. “Why did 
you come to find me?” 
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 “I can‟t live like this. I can‟t share with the monster. I just want a normal life.” 
Banner hesitated. “Strange couldn‟t help me. He thought maybe you could.” 

 “May I have a look? Into your mind?” Xavier asked. “I could explore a little. 
Perhaps I could offer a recommendation.” 

 Rich got up and headed over to the counter, eyeing the fresh bread and sandwich 
materials laid out there. Moira followed him, glancing over her shoulder at the two men 
by the fire.  

 Banner nodded reluctantly, and closed his eyes. Xavier watched him intently, for a 
long minute. Then he sighed, and Banner‟s eyes snapped open.  

 Xavier cleared his throat. “So much… so much rage. Repression. You would be 
dangerous even if you didn’t turn into a monster,” Xavier murmured. 

 “That‟s real helpful,” Banner said through his teeth. 

 “In truth, I have only felt such concentrated rage once before,” Xavier said 
reluctantly. “You see, I thought perhaps I could put up barriers, to help control the rage 
that simmers inside you. But your barricades are already in place. If I reinforced them, 
I‟d just be exacerbating the problem when it did burst free. And, sooner or later, it 
would.” He shook his head. “Backed up by the power coming through the wormhole, 
you could be… well, unstoppable.” 

 “Bottom line,” Banner said, his eyes cold. 

 Xavier paused, ordering his thoughts. “If you had a malady of the mind, I could 
resolve that,” he said. “But your problem is… beyond emotional. It is, for lack of a 
better term, a crisis of spirit. You are a man at war with yourself. I cannot fundamentally 
alter your nature, not without… you would no longer be who you are,” he clarified. “If 
your personality changed, who knows what that would do with the wormhole inside 
you. You have chosen to make the power an all or nothing proposition. I am reluctant 
to tamper with the balance you have struck.” 

 “You are not offering me a lot of hope,” Banner said. He rubbed his face. 

 Xavier considered him. “I only know of one man who had as much pent-up rage as 
you do. Somehow, he found a solution. I don‟t fully understand how he did it. Maybe 
you could talk to him.” 

 “Who is he,” Banner asked wearily. 

 Xavier paused. “Seeing your power, I am tempted. I am tempted to see if I could 
control your beast. To keep you here with us. We are a collection of individuals with 
unusual powers. I am working on ways for us to live in the world safely. You are a 
poster child for our mission.” 

 “But you‟re sending me away,” Banner clarified. 

 “On the contrary,” Xavier said with a small smile. “I would be delighted if you 
would stay with us. But you would not, would you.” 

 “I guess not,” Banner sighed. 

 “There is no peace in you,” Xavier said. “You are a prisoner of your fear, and 
everywhere you go the walls close in sooner or later. You can never escape what you 
fear most, because everywhere you go, there you are.” He leaned back. “You are a 
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puzzle. I hope you come back to us at some point, when you‟re ready for what we‟re 
offering.” 

 “You don‟t think I am,” Banner said, looking into the fire. 

 “You could find quiet here,” Xavier agreed. “But not peace.” 

 “So who is this person you‟re sending me to,” Banner asked, resigned. 

 “Cain Marko. He‟s my half brother,” Xavier murmured. “He was… well, angry. A 
lot. Worked his way through military academies, juvenile detention, gangs, prison. He 
was a troubled soul, and eventually he left the country and traveled the world. Ended up 
in Tibet,” Xavier said. “Look for him around Lhasa. They call him the Giant.” 

 “I don‟t have the airfare,” Banner said bluntly. 

 “I‟ll give it to you,” Xavier countered. Banner stared at him blankly. “What do you 
have to lose?” Xavier asked softly. 

 Banner hung his head, unable to answer. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

Sometime in late November 

 Banner huddled into his parka. “What do I have to lose,” he muttered. “Great.” 

 He hiked along the ice-crusted trail, following the old man up the mountain. “How 
much further, Chot?” he called out. 

 “Not far, meesta,” Chot called back. “You tired? Need rest?” 

 “Need rest,” Banner agreed, slumping against a rock. “There‟s no air up here,” he 
grumbled, wheezing. 

 His guide joined him, his face closed in a permanent squint by the glare off the ice. 
“You look for Giant, we very close,” he said. “See tracks ahead.” 

 “Great,” Banner said. “Why do they call him Giant?” 

 “He is,” Chot shrugged. “Come. Come see track.” 

 Banner pushed himself off the rock, and stumbled up the trail after his guide. 

 “This is nuts,” he muttered. “I‟m hiking around in Tibet looking for some goofy 
mystic to fix my problems.” He shook his head. “That even sounds stupid.” 

 Banner forced his scrawny, chilled body up over the next rise. The gorgeous vista 
of frigid mountain stretched away before him, but he found his ability to appreciate the 
beauty had been frozen solid some time in the last week. 

 Chot crouched over something in the snow. Banner staggered up next to him and 
looked down, then he blinked. 

 “That‟s a big footprint,” he observed. 

 “Verra big.” 

 “That‟s gotta be two feet long,” Banner breathed. “How big is this giant supposed 
to be?” 
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 “Verra, verra big,” Chot said wisely. Then his eyes widened. “You got friends 
here?” he asked uncertainly. 

 “I don‟t have any friends,” Banner said sourly as he turned to look for what Chot 
saw. He peered down the slope, and saw three figures following the trail of big 
footprints towards them. 

 The trackers spotted Chot and Banner, and picked up the pace. 
 “I don‟t like this,” Banner muttered. “Let‟s go.” 

 “No,” Chot said. “They would catch us. You run slow. Maybe we should just see 
what they want.” 

 Banner hunched in his coat, unconvinced, but also unwilling to strain at running. 
The three figures closed in, slowing. They spoke rapidly in Mandarin Chinese, and Chot 
answered them. They consulted briefly with each other as Chot looked on, nervous. The 
trackers wore Chinese military uniforms, their faces were inscrutable. 

 Then their leader spun around and fired a bullet through Chot‟s head, the pistol 
report a sharp crack in the stillness. He turned the gun on Banner, who flopped down in 
the snow, slipping in his urgency to escape. Three bullets plowed into Banner‟s thin 
torso. The trackers nodded, and continued on after the Giant. 

 Banner lay in the snow, sprawled awkwardly, bleeding. He could not force his limbs 
to move. The pain was unbearable. As the life faded from him, draining through the 
bullet holes, he prayed to die. 

 His prayer was denied. 

 Of its own accord, his hand balled into a fist as he slipped into darkness. His torso 
stopped bleeding. A tearing rip announced the rupture of his parka as he swelled within 
it. The ground trembled with his bestial coughing grunt. 

 Banner‟s head raised, but nothing sane looked out through his eyes. His forehead 
was not keeping up with the growth of the rest of his head. Massive eyebrow bones 
were jutting out, his jaw was thickening, he was already three times as heavy as Banner, 
and more mass kept flowing into him and twisting to muscle. 

 The bad men. The bad men shot him. 

 Wormhole sprang to his feet and unleashed a mighty roar of fury. His skin 
thickened and toughened, turning gray, already bulletproof. 

 The three soldiers had not made it thirty meters yet; they stopped, turning to see 
Wormhole rearing up over a bloody patch of snow and the scattered remains of 
Banner‟s clothes.  

 The soldiers‟ outlines shimmered, and their cloaking holograms fell away as one of 
them tossed the pistol aside. Three sleek black armor suits stood in the snow 
considering Wormhole, unafraid. They had featureless black helmets, and nodules and 
armor over a peculiar black mesh-like substance. They closed in on Wormhole. 

 Two of them swung wide, flanking Wormhole. He was now two meters tall. The 
third stood its ground and fired a two-fisted repulsor blast into Wormhole. The massive 
creature didn‟t bother to dodge. Wormhole took the hit, and it sheared a cylinder right 
through him. Cored, the monster blinked twice and toppled over, a pale goopy blood 
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gushing out. The three armors straightened, their holograms flickering back on, once 
again Chinese soldiers. They returned to tracking. 

 They made it almost half a kilometer before a whistling sound distracted them. 
They realized something was incoming as Wormhole crashed down out of the sky, 
smashing one of the armors. He was now three meters tall, his skin reflective with the 
chitinous plates that were embedded in it. Roaring, the monster yanked the armor out 
from under its feet and gripped it, ripping it in half before it could deploy 
countermeasures. As Wormhole flung the pieces away, there was a faint pop and sizzle, 
and only dust and shards of armor landed as the remains self-destructed. 

 A sonic drill hit the Wormhole square in the chest. It would splinter the ribcage and 
spine of a human, liquefying the organs. On Wormhole, the drill cracked his chest, 
winding him. The other armor raised its palms, and a pair of molecular acid jets sprayed 
the monster. Wormhole roared with fury, hoarse from the sonic attack, his skin sizzling 
and popping as the acid ate into him. 

 With a hop, Wormhole was next to the acid-spewing armor. It dove to the side as 
he swatted at it with a backhand; the blow was glancing, firing the armor into a 
snowbank. The other armor redoubled the sonic attack, aiming for Wormhole‟s head, 
staggering him. Wormhole reeled back, then snatched a boulder and spun, flinging it 
with enough force to cave in a tank‟s armor. 

 The armor nimbly danced aside, keeping the attack up. Wormhole screamed with 
pain as his teeth shattered in the sonic assault, and he sprang towards the armor. 

 Dropping the sonics to backflip away, the armor wasn‟t fast enough. Wormhole 
snatched a leg, and tugged hard, jerking the armor off balance and upside down. 
Wormhole slapped at it, not gently, and the leg was torn clean off as the rest of the 
body was batted away. 

 Behind Wormhole, the other suit of armor rose up and splayed its fingers. It 
seemed unhurt. The fingertips clicked open, and the armor charged, swiping towards 
Wormhole. Too thin to be seen, the monomolecular whips glinted with a strange flash 
of curving light as they slid through the air and carved Wormhole‟s armor. Bellowing, 
Wormhole jerked with the pain. White glop spurted out of the pressurized armor that 
had swelled around the beast. 

 Chunks of Wormhole fell off, sliced clear, as the behemoth pivoted to face the 
armor. More mass was pouring into the monster, and even as the armor slashes were 
sealing, the armor itself grew more dense, twisting down into hardened worls. Snarling 
challenge, Wormhole sprang at the armor, and it dove out of the way and sprinted with 
Wormhole hot on its heels. 

 The other armor, now missing a leg, reached out and gripped an icy boulder. Its 
black-armored hand pressed against the rock, then a stain of darkness spread over the 
boulder. It became non-reflective, glimmering black, like the material inside the armor. 
Then it fell to dust, and new mesh curved and coiled out in the snow, from the armor‟s 
hip socket. The mesh wove around itself, firming up, shaped, and a moment later the 
armor rose with two legs once again. 

 Just in time. The other suit of armor caught a hit to the back, and hissed through 
the air to bang into the rock face by the track. Rebounding, nearly crushed, the armor 
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thudded down in the snow and feebly twitched. The other armor rose, confronting 
Wormhole. 

 First the armor modulated a swelling chime that disrupted Wormhole‟s inner ear. 
As the monster charged, he keeled over and plowed through the snow, unable to orient 
on the black armor. The armor flexed, and one hand merged into an armor-piercing 
stiletto. Racing forward, the armor poised over Wormhole, lethal energy arcing along 
the length of the weapon. It plunged down, puncturing Wormhole‟s armored chest, 
sinking into the meat of his heart. 

 Wormhole coughed with pain, then clapped, catching the armor in the middle of 
the massive blow. The armor was ground apart as he mished his palms together. A faint 
crackle tickled in the Wormhole‟s grip. Shards and dust were all that remained of the 
armor. At once, Wormhole regained his balance, and he rolled to his feet to face off 
with the last suit of armor as his chest healed with a faint sucking sound. 

 The remaining suit of armor considered for a moment, then sprinted away, a 
holographic field twitching around it and masking it visually. 

 Wormhole narrowed his eyes, ready to spring after it, then he paused. He slowly 
turned. 

 At the crest of the hill, a silhouette stood against the sky. A huge silhouette. Giant. 

 Wormhole roared challenge, and an avalanche slid down the mountainside across 
the valley. The giant watched impassively. Hairless, the giant‟s head seemed too small 
for the vastness of his muscled body. His eyes were barely visible, a gleam in his dark 
outline against the brightness of the sky. Wormhole paused, uncertain, then pounced. 
His fist whooshed down at the giant. 

 And stopped. 

 The giant raised a hand and caught Wormhole‟s incoming fist, blocking it with a 
meaty crack that echoed along the mountainside. The giant let go, feet planted, 
unmoved. 

 Wormhole bawled frustration, and rushed his shoulder at the giant. The giant 
shifted his weight, his hand darting out to deflect Wormhole‟s rush; Wormhole charged 
over the giant‟s unmoving leg and toppled, shoving a trench in the pale mantle of snow. 

 As Wormhole shot up to his feet, whirling, he saw the giant sitting cross-legged in 
the snow, expression oddly serene. Again, Wormhole roared challenge, and again, the 
giant did not respond. Wormhole stared for a long moment. The giant‟s eyes slid half 
closed, and he seemed to be lost to meditation. Wormhole grunted, unsettled. 

 “Who are you?” the giant asked, his voice a low rumble. 

 “Wormhole,” the monster mouthed. 

 The giant simply nodded, and sat motionless. Wormhole looked around, feeling 
peculiar; the cold of the mountains bit in. Unsure, Wormhole awkwardly knelt in the 
snow, huge and lethal hands splayed on his legs palm-up.  Wormhole looked around, 
unseeing. Time slid away, and the sun sank over the horizon. Brilliant stars glowed to 
life overhead. 
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 The battle was over, but reverting to Banner could result in frozen death; the 
triggers in Wormhole jammed, so the portal did what it always did. It siphoned what it 
needed from the dimension that connected it to Prime. 

 “What—what goes on here?” Wormhole grumbled. The giant‟s eyes lazily slid 
open. 

 “Who are you?” the giant asked softly. 

 “Wormhole?” replied the monster, unsure. “Who?” The monster pointed at the 
giant. 

 “Space is what we use, what we live in. We build with matter, but we use the space 
inside. A shoe is no good without room for the foot. A solid house is worthless. A cup 
with no bowl holds nothing.” 

 Wormhole frowned, but made no other move. The moon glowed, silent. 

 Then the giant rose. “Come to my house,” the giant rumbled. Wormhole scrabbled 
up, looking around, then followed the receding bulk of the giant. Measuring out a long 
stride, the giant led Wormhole over the ridge, down, around the frozen rocks. He 
eventually ended up outside a cave that looked like he dug it himself. He trudged inside, 
and busied himself with the dying remains of a fire. Wormhole cautiously entered, 
looking around, feeling oddly out of place in a room with furniture and trappings scaled 
close to his huge size. 

 The fire crackled, flaring light out of the hearth, built up. The giant rose, turning to 
face Wormhole. 

 “To a student,” he muttered, “an apple is an apple. To a teacher, an apple is no 
longer an apple. To a master, an apple is, once again… an apple.” He sighed, and shook 
his head. 

 Wormhole‟s forehead clenched quizzically. Most of the armor that had hardened 
around him had been reabsorbed, and he was smaller now, no bigger than the giant. He 
struggled, not knowing what to do. 

 “It‟s alright,” the giant rumbled. Then he opened his hand, and passed it through 
the air before Wormhole‟s face. “Sleep. Now.” 

 All faded to darkness. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

The Next Day 

 A creeping chill woke Banner. He snuggled deeper into the rough blanket, but it 
was no use. Eventually, he opened his eyes, shivering slightly. A fire flickered on the 
hearth, and he was on a huge wooden frame, wrapped in wool blankets. A cave. And 
the bitter cold outside dropped the temperature to almost unbearable levels, even in 
shelter. Banner‟s teeth chattered as he gasped, his breath lost somewhere between the 
shock and the thin atmosphere. 

 The crump of heavy footsteps through snow got Banner‟s attention, and he looked 
around wildly. He saw no weapons. His tattered memory struggled—the endless trek, 
Chot, the bullet cracking through his guide, then the gun firing again, again… The 
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Wormhole opening. Banner‟s teeth chattered hollowly, and he gripped at the blanket as 
fear coursed through him. 

 The giant strode through the doorway, carrying an armload of wood. “Who are 
you?” he asked as he saw Banner, tiny in the bed. 

 “B-Bruce B-B-Banner,” the small man managed. 

 “You better grow up,” the giant observed. “If you stay that small, you‟re likely to 
freeze, even when I get this fire going. My home is not made for little people.” He 
turned his back on Banner and methodically built up the fire. 

 “Not s-so s-simple,” Banner shivered. 

 The giant looked over at him. 

 “W-wormhole happens w-when I‟m knocked out,” Banner explained. Then his 
eyes widened. “Don‟t!” he exclaimed as he saw what the giant was thinking. 

 The giant just smiled, fed more wood in the fire, and rose to his full impressive 
height. Turning his back on Banner, he crossed the room and lowered himself to the 
floor, crossing his legs in lotus position. He let his eyes slide closed, and Banner felt 
alone in the cave. 

 The cold bit deeper, in spite of the fire. 

 Huddling into the blanket, feeling helpless, Banner felt sleep creep over him. 

 He should have died. 

 Instead, the large and misshapen gray monster scrambled up, some time later. Rage 
simmered in Wormhole as he stared around. 

 The giant‟s eyes opened. “Who are you?” he rumbled. 

 “Wormhole!” shouted the beast. 

 The giant‟s eyes drifted closed again. Growling, Wormhole stepped forward and 
slung a punch into the meditating giant. The blow landed hard, flinging the giant back 
to rebound from the wall, cracking it. The giant‟s eyes opened again, and there was 
nothing of rage or pain in them. Howling, Wormhole slung another hit down, and the 
giant did not rise to meet it. Instead, the giant‟s hand snapped up, deflecting the punch. 
Wormhole kicked, and that too was deflected. Growling, Wormhole stared at the giant. 

 The giant‟s eyes closed, and he breathed deeply. 

 Wormhole bawled challenge at him, but the giant did not respond. 

 Awkward, Wormhole looked around the room. He broke the bed with a single 
swipe, and looked over at the giant, but there was no reaction. Seriously unsettled, 
Wormhole could not again switch places with Banner; he was not out of danger. So 
again he was puzzled, and that drew a power besides raw force from the dimension 
beyond. 

 “Nuggh,” Wormhole grunted. “Big man make angry.” 

 Again the giant‟s eyes opened. “What?” 

 Wormhole frowned, “Man stupid. Make Wormhole want to punch man.” 

 “What?” the giant repeated. 
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 “I want to punch you, stupid man!” Wormhole roared. 

 “But you do not,” the giant pointed out. 

 “You are a stupid man!” Wormhole bellowed. “You make me angry!” 

 “No,” the giant replied quietly. “You are already angry.” He rose, his hands open 
and at his sides. “Who are you?” 

 Wormhole growled, tensing. 

 “You can tell me,” the giant said. “If you think about it, you know the answer. You 
always have.” 

 Wormhole‟s brow creased. “I—I am—” and again he frowned. Roared. 

 The giant was unmoved. 

 Utterly at a loss, Wormhole pivoted and sprang, racing out of the cave, running 
along the mountainside. 

 The giant settled back down, and resumed meditating. 

* 

 The giant had just finished mending the bed frame when the shadows of the night 
gave way to Wormhole; the monster shouldered into the cave, and glowered at the 
giant. 

 “Food,” he growled. “Hungry.” 

 “You don‟t need food,” the giant replied. “Pull nourishment from elsewhere.” 

 “You eat?” Wormhole growled. 

 “What?” 

 “Do you eat?” Wormhole insisted. 

 “I too draw my nourishment from elsewhere,” the giant said. He tossed the 
massive bed frame in place, and crossed the room to sit on a floor cushion. “Sit down.” 

 Wormhole looked around uneasily, then lowered himself to sit on the floor. 

 “Who are you?” the giant asked intently, looking Wormhole in the eye. 

 “Not—not easy,” Wormhole growled. 

 “What?” 

 “It is not easy!” Wormhole snarled. 

 The giant waited. 

 “I—am broken,” Wormhole grunted. “Mixed.” 

 The giant hesitated, then nodded. He picked up a box from the shelf at his side, 
and he opened it. Reaching in, he reverently drew out a glowing shard. The crystal fit 
neatly in his palm, a rectangular chunk that glowed faintly with ruddy light. 

 “This is for you,” the giant said softly. “It will grant you your deepest wish, then it 
will give you a new one.” He offered it to Wormhole, who eyed it suspiciously. 

 “What is it?” Wormhole asked. 
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 “It is the Shard of Cttrock,” the giant replied. “It has granted my wish, and given 
me a new one. It has given me strength, nourishment, and peace for almost twenty 
years.” He paused. “It is time for me to release it. And I choose you.” 

 Wormhole stared at the crystal, uneasy and fascinated at the same time. “Red.” 

 “Yes,” the giant nodded, something sad in his eyes. “Red. I once thought it was the 
color of rage, of blood, of destruction. Now, I see that it is also the color of warmth. Of 
life. Even in this cold place.” He paused. “Even for you.” 

 Wormhole sat motionless, staring at the crystal, mind struggling harder to grasp the 
ideas before the monster. 

 “Who are you?” the giant murmured. 

 “Are you scared?” Wormhole said slowly, wrestling to make words, to deal with 
ideas. “I am from another world. Maybe I take this world with my wish.” 

 The giant regarded him steadily, his hand still offered and open, the priceless 
treasure resting on his palm. 

 Wormhole reluctantly reached out, then picked the crystal up. Stared into its 
flickering depths. Then he looked quizzically at the giant. 

 “It takes time,” the giant explained. “Be patient.” 

 Wormhole hunched over, staring into the crystal. Beside him, unnoticed, the giant 
closed his eyes and bowed his head. 

 

Weeks later. 

 The giant stood on the ridge, watching the sun rise above the stone walls of the 
mountains. He heard Wormhole crunching through the snow, approaching. 

 “Who are you?” the giant asked quietly. 

 “You ask me that every day,” Wormhole replied. “I‟m Bruce Banner, and 
Wormhole. You think I need a new name or something?” 

 The giant just smiled. “I‟m glad the Crystal of Cttrock worked for you,” he said. He 
looked over at Wormhole, who was roughly the same size and shape he was. “The time 
has come for me to leave.” 

 “What?” Wormhole said, shocked. 

 The giant nodded. “When I first came to the crystal, my wish was to have the 
strength to destroy anyone who got in my way. The crystal granted my wish,” he added, 
his eyes lost to the distant horizon. “But it gave me a new wish. Now I wish I had the 
strength to do what is right. And… now that you are here, now that I have found 
someone else to protect the crystal… the time has come for me to find a way to grant 
my new wish.” 

 “I will help you,” Wormhole said. “Nothing could withstand the two of us.” 

 “It‟s not that simple,” the giant said. “You have a more difficult task. You see… 
those things that you fought, the day I found you. They were looking for me. They were 
looking for the crystal. And they must not get it.” He turned and looked Wormhole in 
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the eye. “No, you must protect the crystal. Keep it safe, until you find someone else 
who needs it. As long as you remember me, I will live on.” 

 “This conversation has taken a morbid turn,” the big gray beast rumbled. “I 
can‟t let you walk into certain death.” 

 “I wish I could explain.” The giant sighed as he looked out over the mountains. 
“For me, it took almost a year for the crystal to fully grant my wish. I am pleased to see 
that you have taken to it faster.” 

 “I am only now beginning to understand what I wished,” Wormhole 
admitted. “I wished for control. Freedom from fear. I can‟t help but wonder what 
my new wish will be.” 

 “Give it time,” the giant murmured. “It will come to you when you least expect it, 
as a quiet thought. But it will stay. It will grow. And you will recognize it for what it is, 
when the time comes. I did not understand my own until I saw you. Until I felt your 
rage.” 

 “I know people,” Wormhole said earnestly. “I know this doctor in New York. 
Or your half brother, Charles Xavier.” 

 “Xavier sent you?” the giant said, startled. Wormhole nodded. 

 “He said you might be able to help me. He said you were the only other 
person he knew of who had rage like mine.” 

 “Well, he was right, in his way,” the giant reflected. He shook his head. “I want you 
to leave first,” he said calmly. “Today. For tomorrow I begin a journey of my own.” He 
swallowed hard. “Please… if it‟s on the way… remember me to Xavier. Tell him I 
found peace.” 

 “I can‟t let you commit suicide. We only just met. You still don‟t know who I 
am,” Wormhole said, trying to keep the tone light as something inside him twisted. “I 
have the power to stop you.” 

 “Actually,” the giant said, “I‟m pretty sure I have the strength to destroy anyone 
who gets in my way.” He took no pride in the idea, but it was a solid fact in his mind. 

 “I tend to get up after I‟m destroyed,” Wormhole growled. 

 The giant‟s eyes were clear as he looked at Wormhole. “I gave you the crystal. In 
return, I require you to guard it, and to let me go.” 

 “Gratitude and honor are cold comforts when you lose your friends,” 
Wormhole said flatly. “I don‟t have enough friends in this world to let any of them 
die.” 

 They stood together, quiet, tension humming in the wind that flowed around them. 
The giant faced Wormhole. 

 “Twenty years ago, I was confronted with the right thing to do. And I fled in 
terror. I found my way here, and I‟ve been in hiding for so long I can barely remember 
my life before this place. Every day is an echo of the choice I could not make. Every 
night is filtered through the memory of my cowardice. Where I am going, strength will 
not be enough to make amends. I cannot take you,” he said simply. “And I am not truly 
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alive while this task remains unfinished.” He paused. “Maybe someday you will 
understand.” 

 “Like hell—” Wormhole growled, before the uppercut fired him up into the air, 
spinning helplessly, tumbling through the sky as his broken skull and wrenched spine 
and torn neck muscles screamed agony. He drifted in and out of consciousness as he 
whooshed through the air; he had not been ready for a fight, he had had barely enough 
muscle mass to survive the sneak attack. And the giant had known that. 

 He was furious when he crashed down two kilometers away, over a ridge, and 
down in a valley. 

 Wormhole rose, desperately drawing on his anger. Sadness polluted it, made it 
brittle and unsatisfying. 

 “My friend,” he whispered as his heart cracked. 

 Of course, he searched for signs of the giant‟s passage. 

 Of course, there was no trail to follow. 

 Eventually, a kind of gravity pulled at the guardian of the crystal, drawing him back 
towards civilization. 

 He left something of himself in the mountains. 

 

January, 2006 

 Banner trudged at the head of a long line of footprints, plowing through the snow 
towards the forbidding heap of Muir Castle. He rapped on the door with his walking 
stick, and it was immediately opened. 

 “Doctor Banner!” Rich said with a wide smile. “You look—healthy. Come on in!” 

 Banner smiled at the young man as he passed through the castle door. “I went to 
Tibet. Found myself, you could say.” 

 “That‟s great news,” Rich nodded. “Hey, did you want to see Xavier?” 

 “Yes, that would be good,” Banner said. “I have a message for him.” 

 “He‟s in the dining hall right now, helping Moira with cleaning the trophy cases. 
It‟s a dirty job, but somebody has to do it,” he said as he led Banner towards the keep. 
“Moira said that the condition of us using the place is that we help restore it. We were 
all like, „Sure!‟ I think she suckered us, that‟s what I think.” 

 “Well, at least you can fly and heft great weights,” Banner grinned. “Think about 
how bad the original owners had it. I mean, somebody built this thing with dozens of 
peasants and wheelbarrows.” 

 “You have a point,” Rich shrugged. He glanced at Banner sideways. “So do you 
plan to stay this time?” 

 “I think—I think I have business elsewhere,” Banner said vaguely. “And I also 
think that my condition has stabilized. I now have choices I haven‟t had in a long, long 
time.” 
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 A few minutes later, they crossed the threshold into the dining hall. Ancient 
tapestries hung from the rafters, rendered nearly faceless by time and dust. The trophy 
case had spilled its contents all over the room, and several people sat at the trestle tables 
polishing and cleaning. 

 Xavier looked up with a smile. “Doctor Banner!” he said. “You are…different.” 

 “Your brother granted my wish,” Banner said, settling on a bench opposite Xavier. 
“I am one, now. Me.” Banner paused. “I came here because your brother asked me to.” 

 “Really,” Xavier said, wary. 

 “He wanted me to say goodbye to you. On his behalf. He entrusted me with his 
most prized possession, and he asked me to remember him to you. He—he wanted you 
to know he found peace.” Banner did not look away. “He said he was going to do the 
right thing, and I could tell he didn‟t expect to survive it.” 

 Xavier leaned back. “May I?” he asked. 

 Banner nodded, and for a moment there was a charged silence as Xavier touched 
through Banner‟s memories; the cold, Chot‟s death, the suits of armor, the splotchy 
gaps in memory, the giant, the crystal… the look of resignation, the sucker-punch. 

 Xavier looked Banner over. The bags under his eyes were missing. He wore a short 
beard. He had gained twenty pounds of muscle, and his eyes were clear. He was like a 
different person. 

 “That‟s quite a story,” Xavier said. The crystal’s secret is safe with me, he added mentally, 
and Banner nodded. 

 “I knew you would understand,” Banner replied softly. “Every day, your brother 
asked me who I was.” He looked at the distance that only he could see. “I need to find a 
better answer for him. Because I‟m still hearing that question.” He looked Xavier in the 
eye. “I‟m going to New York. But I would rest easier knowing I could come back here 
if I had to.” 

 “Any time,” Xavier replied with a nod. Banner smiled. 

 

 Hours later, he was again trudging away from Castle Muir. As the snow dazzled his 
eyes, he could again feel the question, an echo that bounded and rebounded in his heart. 
Who are you? 

 “I can‟t tell you,” Banner said, his eyes tearing from the brilliance around him. “So 
I will show you.” 

 He vanished into the snowy hills. 
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Kindled in Ashes 

CHAPTER ONE 

Monday, January 22, 2006 

 Somewhere outside, tires screeched; the desolate cry echoed and 
resounded in the shadows of the parking garage. Fluorescent lights pushed against the 
dark as hard as they could, and the darkness was thinned to dimness. 

 With a scratch, flame flickered, then bowed to the tip of a thin 
cigarette. The cigarette glowed as the match shook out, its feeble incense lost in the first 
exhalation of the woman who leaned against the concrete pillar. “Kroenen,” she said, 
looking directly into the nothingness across the lane. 

 The figure that emerged was dressed in black leathers, a greatcoat and 
matching gloves, boots, and military hat. His metal mask was goggled, with slits over his 
mouth, a sleek black steel that shone dully in the light. He stepped forward, to attention, 
and a subtle arrhythmic ticking drifted from him. 

 “I thought you might be lurking there,” she purred, her voice 
flavored Germanic. She stepped into the light. Golden hair was piled and twisted on her 
head, her skin had the smoothness of a delicately shaded wax mask. Something was 
wrong with her eyes; they were dark, as though the colors of her irises could not 
struggle against the emptiness of her pupils. She smiled, her teeth translucent. “Let us 
do business.” Another drag on the cigarette. 

 Kroenen nodded. The woman glanced around. 
 “Soon,” she said. “I got word from my master that the time is almost 

ripe. When we break into the Sorcerer Supreme‟s inner Sanctum Sanctorum, there are 
three objects we take, right?” 

 Kroenen whispered: crystal of agamotto. His voice was a leathery rasp 
almost too soft to hear, the thinnest trace of air shaped by minimal interference from 
his mouth. 

 “Yes, and also Smythe‟s prison, and the Book of the Vishanti,” the 
woman finished. “We must not get greedy, for if we are caught then we get nothing.” 
She paused, glancing around, eyes narrowed. “Be wary,” she whispered. “We are not 
alone.” 

 “Damn straight,” rumbled a deep voice. They whirled to see a 
hulking figure standing at the top of the ramp by their meeting. The street lights outside 
filtered in, highlighting his impossible girth. He flexed, and they could hear the 
tightening of muscle and tendon from ten meters away. 

 “This is none of your affair,” the woman said to Kroenen, her eyes 
not leaving the giant that stood slightly over two meters tall. “Leave. We will continue 
this discussion later.” 

 The masked man nodded curtly, vanishing back into the shadows as 
the woman squared off with the giant. “Who are you? What do you want?” 

 “Don‟t play coy with me,” he growled. “I did not track you here 
because of the way you look. I know what you are inside.” 

 “Do you,” she replied, her eyes narrowed to glittering slits. “Do you 
really.” 
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 His answer was a steady stride, down the ramp towards her, his 
breath a boiling wreath of steam. He was still shadowed. She twitched slightly, then 
turned. The clatter of her sprint echoed in the cavernous parking garage. 

 She dropped to slide past the tire stops and under the wires, dropping 
to a lower level in the garage. She landed on her feet running; moments later, a wrecking 
ball slammed through the floor above, and the giant slammed down like a comet 
spraying concrete dust. He ran, his huge stride and dense muscle propelling him at 
unexpected speed. 

 Real fear spurred the woman on as she tucked her head and sprinted. 
She was faster than she looked. She did not turn when she heard a wrench of metal and 
a squeal, or the roaring of displaced air. With a leap, she was between cars, and the truck 
her pursuer had thrown whooshed past to flatten on the wall at the end of the row, 
spraying plastic and glass. 

 Breathing lightly through her mouth, she hunched over as she 
padded between cars. 

 “How long can you keep this up?” the giant growled. 
 “How long before I slip away?” she shot back, her voice bounding 

around the garage, difficult to trace. 
 “Good point,” the giant nodded. “But here is the thing. Your boss 

gave me the ability to find you whenever I wanted to. Because I have something that he 
wants. Run all you like. You can‟t hide.” 

 She rose up with a pistol, firing at the giant. The armor-piercing 
rounds dug into his arm and chest as he turned to face the puffing squirt of the silenced 
gun. One arm flexed, snatching a car and flinging it side-arm. The car spun into others, 
crashing them together as they rocked on their springs, mashing sideways. The woman 
screamed as she was pinned between cars, and the giant jumped. He crashed down 
straddling the cars that pinned his assailant, a foot buried in the hood of each car. 

 “Now,” he said, plucking her from between cars and ignoring her 
wretched cry as flesh tore, “I want to talk to your boss.” 

 Her blood spattered down on the car from torn legs as she gritted 
her teeth, fighting unconsciousness in the giant‟s grip. “You have the shard for him?” 
she managed. 

 “Enough games.” He squeezed slightly, and her bones rubbed against 
each other. “Show me your true form.” 

 She resisted only a moment. Then her skin swirled to a deep blue, her 
hair ran crimson, her pale eyes locked on him as her face and body shifted to a lithe, 
voluptuous form. Blood still ran from the ragged gashes in her legs. 

 “He‟ll kill you,” she wheezed. 
 “Just so long as we have a face-to-face. I have unfinished business,” 

the giant said as he relaxed his grip somewhat, allowing her room to breathe. 
 “Until you bring the shard,” she panted, “your business stays 

unfinished.” 
 “Unless you‟d consider a new proposition,” murmured a Russian 

voice from behind him. The newcomer sounded hoarse, his voice almost tortured as 
though by screaming. The giant pivoted, grinding his legs in the cars underfoot. He saw 
a bald man, more pale than white, with staring eyes and a thick curling mass of black 
beard. He wore a simple black robe that the light fell into, and he cast no shadow. 

 “Who are you?” the giant demanded. 
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 “I am Rasputin,” the newcomer intoned, something breathless under 
his words. “I am here to kill you.” 

 “Kill me?” the giant said skeptically. “Assuming you could. That 
doesn‟t get you any closer to the shard.” 

 Rasputin smiled, indulgent. “My talents lie in different directions than 
those of her master,” Rasputin said. He thrust out his hand, his wrist oddly loose as he 
completed a sign. “For example, I do not need to fight you.” He darted forward, his 
hand touching the giant‟s leg. “You see, Cain Marko, you are not the only one who can 
mount an irresistible attack.” 

 Marko‟s eyes shot wide as he found himself suddenly unable to 
move. His vast muscled bulk strained against an invisible force. Rasputin mounted the 
car with fluid steps, and effortlessly tugged the blue woman clear of Marko‟s grip. He 
lowered her to the ground beside the car, where she curled up in a ball and struggled 
against the pain. Rasputin turned back to Marko. 

 “Can‟t—be—restrained,” Marko gritted out. His muscle deepened, 
he roared against the back of his teeth, and he bent his will and might against the 
binding. It slid apart in spurts as veins and sinew surfaced in the overlapping mats and 
bulges of his muscle. 

 “But you can be killed,” Rasputin replied calmly, his Russian accent 
slowing his words, his eyes resonant with madness. He looked at the shapeshifter. 
“Leave us. Go back to your master.” 

 She obediently crawled away. Marko shrugged the last of the 
enchantment off, and he stood puffing like a spent ox, glaring at Rasputin. 

 “You‟ll never get the shard,” the giant panted. 
 “But I will,” Rasputin disagreed, inclining his head. “Because it is 

tuned to the Web of Light. That is why I need it, and why I can find it.” 
 “Then why are you here?” Marko demanded. “Why me?” 
 “To get the scent. From your power. To know the taste of what I 

seek.” Rasputin breathed deep, his mad eyes not leaving his target. “I will taste it in your 
blood when you are dead. The Shard of Cttrock gave you your power. It will lead the 
way to mine.” 

 Marko wrenched back, snatched a pair of cars, and spun with them. 
Rasputin was gone, and the cars whistled through empty space. A razor-sharp pain slid 
into Marko from the side, and he whirled to see Rasputin contemplating a bloody 
sword, slim, sharp with enchantment. Looking down, Marko saw the slit in his ribs. 

 “I can hurt you,” Rasputin explained. “As much as I want.” Marko 
thrust his fist out, but somehow Rasputin folded back and away, winking out of 
existence a moment before the blow landed. The sword traced a thin line across 
Marko‟s back, and he pivoted to see Rasputin pointing a mad grin at him, the sword 
casually held. 

 “Sooner or later, I get lucky, and you‟re smashed,” the giant growled. 
“I can take this kind of punishment all day.” 

 “Ah yes, getting lucky,” Rasputin mused from ten meters away. “The 
Web of Light, the life pulse of the planet, surrounding it and defending it from other 
dimensional attack. Its immune system is a kind of coincidence; the right people in the 
right place at the right time to avert disaster that would shift the status-quo.” 

 He tucked his arms down, flexing, and a gout of green-stained light 
curled around sinewy tendrils of mystic energy. The blast whipped out and crunched 
into the giant, flaying skin and sinking into his meat. He staggered with a hoarse cry. 
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 “So,” Rasputin murmured, his soundless steps bringing him closer to 
the staggered and wide-eyed giant, “something should happen now. Some hero should 
intervene. You should take advantage of my little speech to buy time to execute a clever 
plan.” Rasputin stopped, five meters away. “You are part of the Web of Light and its 
defenses. And I am about to slay you.” 

 “Not a chance!” Marko shouted, and he charged the slim shadow. 
Rasputin flung his arms out to the sides, his robe expanded impossibly, and Marko 
charged into a weird nothingness, a shadow that caressed him with unthinkable 
darkness. He fell and fell, unable to understand what his senses tried to tell him. 

 Then he was clear, dropping through thick and turgid air. He fell into 
the center of a pit that was thirty meters across, and he got a glimpse of cyclopean stone 
buildings in tumbled ruins, a greenish shadow of sky. A horrid stench rose up as he fell, 
and he slammed down in a sticky, gelatinous mass that squelched and squealed. 

 Only then did he realize the gooey mass he landed in was covered in 
eyes and teeth. 

 It gibbered and squealed in an alien language as it folded up around 
him, squirming and twisting at his mass. He let out a strangled scream, wrestling, but 
whatever it was it had no shape, only strength, limitless strength. He locked in struggle, 
and Rasputin looked down into the pit dispassionately. 

 “They are called shoggoth,” Rasputin called to Marko. “Formless, 
relentless, lethal. That should drain off your power.” The insane grin stretched his facial 
flesh once more. “We are far from the Web of Light now.” He chuckled, a small and 
hoarse rasp, and the stones themselves shivered. As he rose into the dim sky over the 
heaving battle, the world seemed to darken. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

Tuesday, January 23 

 The big man mounted the steps of the brownstone mansion as the 
yellow cab pulled away from the curb. His hulking trench coat was rumpled, his lantern 
jaw set, his narrow nostrils flared. Eyes squinted with barely restrained hostility. He 
banged on the door with a gloved hand, then he glanced back towards the Manhattan 
skyline, shifting the weight of the bag over his shoulder. 

 A moment later, the door opened. A bald Asian man in a gi bowed to 
him slightly. “Mr. Stone, welcome,” he said. 

 “Wong,” the big man nodded, shouldering into the mansion and 
glancing around. “I‟m here to see Strange.” 

 “He expects you,” Wong replied, gesturing to the door of the parlor, 
off the entryway. 

 Stone‟s footfalls were heavy as he pushed into the parlor. He oriented 
on the slim man seated across the room, putting aside a book. The seated man had 
narrow, saturnine features, and his eyes were bright and engaging. Paleness streaked 
away from his temples, flanking the curly thatch of his dark hair. 

 “Stone,” Strange said as he rose. “Do you have the Cthonian 
translations?” 

 Stone tossed the satchel down on the table. “Where is Illyana.” His 
tone was flat and grim. 

 “Home,” Strange replied. 
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 “That doesn‟t help me,” Stone said through his teeth. “For Illyana, 
„home‟ is another dimension. I can‟t get to Limbo without the amulet she gave me that 
lets me move back and forth. I gave the amulet to you when you asked for it, fine and 
good. But I need to see her.” He paused. “Don‟t get in my way.” 

 “You must be patient,” Strange said quietly. 
 “Patient?” Stone barked. “I haven‟t seen her in two months. What the 

hell is going on?” 
 “It is not for me to tell you,” Strange said, inscrutable. 
 “Damn straight,” Stone growled. “It is Illyana’s place to tell me. So I 

want to talk to her. Now.” 
 “That‟s not possible.” There was no fear or compromise in Strange‟s 

eyes as he regarded Stone. “All I can tell you is that she‟s working through some things, 
and she has chosen to do it alone.” 

 “That‟s not good enough,” Stone frowned. 
 “It will have to be.” 
 Stone glared at him. “I‟ve been a good little soldier,” he breathed. 

“I‟ve gone on your investigations for the Planetary. I‟ve translated Cthonian texts. I‟ve 
kept my mouth shut and sat down and followed orders. But that time is running out. 
My patience is worn out.” He flashed a grimace at Strange. “I want to see Illyana.” 

 Strange said nothing. 
 Stone twitched, then turned and stormed out, shoving through the 

front door. It slammed hard behind him. Wong stepped into the doorway, available. 
 Strange heaved a sigh, then passed his housekeeper, mounting two flights of stairs 
and following a hallway to double doors that sealed off the uppermost room of the 
house. They parted for him, and he strolled inside. The doors clicked shut behind him, 
their mystic seals humming back to life. 

 The atmosphere in this space was different, somehow almost electric. Shelves lined 
the walls, filled with books and odd curios. Dust drifted in the beam of light that came 
in through the oddly patterned skylight. Strange passed a throne, a circle inlaid in the 
floor, a massive reading stand. He opened a box on one of the shelves, pulling out an 
amulet. It was shaped like a horned human skull. Strange hung it on the back of the 
chair, then tightened his fist around it, letting his eyes slide closed. Dark flame roiled 
around his outline. 

 When he opened his eyes, he stood in a garden. Massive stone blocks were draped 
in greenery. Polished flagstones at his feet. He glanced up at the afternoon sky, listened 
to the click of claws on stone somewhere nearby. He had left the amulet in the Sanctum 
Sanctorum. Where it would be safe. 

 Smiling to himself, he strolled around the stone blocks, up some stairs, and into a 
throne room. A grand throne, carved intricately from a single block, dominated the dais 
at the far end. At the base of the dais was a pool of clear water. Off to the side, there 
was another pool, about the size of a hot tub. 

 “Illyana?” he called out. 

 “Just a sec,” came the reply. Moving slowly, Illyana passed through an arch into the 
throne room. Her straight blonde hair was up in a sloppy bun, she wore a roomy 
housedress. Her heart-shaped face was set in determination. One eye was hidden behind 
a black patch. She steadied herself with one hand, her other splayed across the swollen 
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bulk of her pregnant belly. She offered Strange a wan smile. “I‟m walking for two these 
days,” she said. 

 “Have you thought about lowering your throne so you do not have to navigate the 
stairs?” he asked gently. 

 “Bah,” she replied as she undertook the task of climbing the three shallow steps. 
“So! Aside from the comedy of watching the sorceress supreme of Limbo waddle 
around, what brings you here?” 

 Strange paused. “Stone is worried and confused. And angry. I took his amulet, as 
you requested, so he cannot come and visit. He thinks I‟ve done something to you, or 
you are avoiding him, and he‟s hurt.” 

 “Well, who wouldn‟t be?” Illyana asked, trying to joke. She groped backward, 
finding one arm of the throne, and she winced as she levered herself down into the seat. 
Leaning back, she released a great sigh. “I just cut contact altogether. What‟s a demon to 
think?” 

 “I had to use magics to make Stone look human,” Strange said, “but his heart 
already knows the way. He doesn‟t want to lose you.” Strange looked her in the eye. 
“None of us do.” 

 “I can‟t just say, „Hey Stone, I‟m pregnant with your kid, so it‟s gonna be a half 
demon. Nifty keen!‟ I don‟t know what to say. Or how to say it.” She rubbed her eyes. 
“Or even what I think about it.” 

 “My offer stands,” Strange murmured. 

 “I‟m keeping the child,” Illyana replied, her eyes still behind her hands. “I love 
Roger Stone. I know it is risky being with a demon. But I‟m going to accept those risks, 
and that means accepting their consequences.” She dropped her hands. “Even if it 
scares me to death.” She touched her swollen belly again, and something shifted inside. 

 “May I take a look?” Strange asked. 

 “You bet,” she nodded. “Lucky for me the Sorcerer Supreme of Prime was also a 
medical doctor in a former life.” 

 “Lucky indeed,” Strange said with a small smile as he mounted the dais. He put his 
hand on her belly and concentrated. Then he shook his head. 

 “This is dangerous,” he said frankly. “The child is developing twice as fast as a 
human baby would. Birth is going to be… I‟ve never done this before. Stopped it from 
happening, yes. But we may be in for surprises. Ones we won‟t like.” He looked her in 
the eyes, unreadable. 

 Illyana said nothing, returning his gaze steadily. She reached out to him, clasped his 
hand between hers. He stood by her, and time slipped away. 

 Strange‟s face hinted at a smile, and he touched her cheek with his free hand. “Be 
careful. Be safe. If you need anything, anything at all, call me.” 

 She nodded. “I‟m not leaving Limbo until this has happened,” she said. “If I die in 
childbirth, so does Limbo.” 

 “Let‟s make sure it doesn‟t come to that,” Strange said briskly. “Now, since I‟m 
here, I was wondering if you could help me with something.” 
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 “Does it involve stairs?” she asked wryly. 

 “No, something a bit more your speed,” he replied. “I wanted to check on my 
apprentice. She is stashed away at Stark International. Could you drop me down the 
street so I don‟t come out of nowhere?” 

 “Sure, no problem,” she shrugged. She squinted at Strange. “You know, when I 
was your apprentice, you didn‟t put me under lock and key. As tempting as I am sure 
that must have been.” Her smile showcased dimples. 

 “Well, when you are training a successor while you are leading up to a conflict that 
only comes once every thousand years, you take precautions,” Strange shrugged. 
“Besides, you were a bit more rugged from day one. I never needed the kid gloves for 
you.” He smiled. “You were raised a scrapper. She‟s going to have to acquire the taste.” 

 “Funny how our greatest strengths are our greatest weaknesses,” Illyana agreed, her 
smile fading. “So. The Reckoning. Um… not sure how to even ask. How is it coming?” 

 He shook his head. “Every time I leave Prime I feel the subtle pressure relieved,” 
he said quietly. “It‟s building. Prime is going to go through several crisis points to 
determine the tone of the next thousand years. And I don‟t even know for certain all the 
forces I‟m up against.” 

 “My ancestor, Rasputin. He‟s still out there,” Illyana said. 

 “I‟m sure he‟s lined up for his turn,” Strange replied, a touch of bitterness in his 
tone. “He still wants to destroy the Web of Light so his dark masters can move in and 
annihilate the planet.” He shook his head. “It would be nice if for once he would stay 
dead. I should know more by now. I should know at least who the big players are. Aside 
from Rasputin, I‟d guess the Shadow King. But I can feel it; there‟s more out there. And 
I‟m not ready.” 

 “Good thing you‟re not alone in this thing,” Illyana observed gently. 

 “Yes, well, do I surround myself with allies, or keep them in reserve until I know 
more?” Strange asked sharply. “I don‟t want to make it easy for one of the enemies of 
Prime to take us all out in one fell swoop. I want to protect them.” He stopped. 

 “But you need them too,” Illyana finished. “How is Tandy taking all this?” 

 Strange looked away, jaw set. “Please don‟t mention her right now. Not until we 
draw the battle lines.” He hesitated. “She is safe.” His rigid posture closed the subject. 

 Illyana sighed. “Sounds like putting Bently under wraps is a good idea after all,” she 
said, “and I hear the security at Stark International is top notch.” 

 Strange raised his eyebrows. “Because the head of special security happens to be 
your father, working with your brother?” he pointed out. 

 “Maybe,” she shrugged, mischevous. “Stark runs a tight ship. It is not easy or clever 
to break in.” 

 “Unless you are a wizard who can move through shadows and dimensions,” 
Strange shrugged. 

 “Yeah, but you know we can never keep them totally safe,” Illyana said. “Even if 
she was at your elbow, sooner or later she could take a hit.” She looked down at her 
belly. “I‟m really sorry I‟m out of commission now. When you need me.” 
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 Strange shook his head. “It‟s a coincidence,” he said, “and coincidence is the root 
of the workings of the Web of Light. This is my fight, and I appreciate your help with it. 
But it isn‟t yours.” He offered her a slightly crooked grin. “I owe you maternity leave for 
the good you‟ve already done.” 

 She nodded. “Thanks for the sentiment. I guess I can let you go.” Her grin was 
made somehow more roguish by her eyepatch. “Tamam Shud.” 

 “Tamam Shud,” he replied, and a wild eldritch flame swirled around him. When it 
cleared an instant later, he was in an alley down the street from the gatehouse into the 
Stark International compound. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 A brief stroll later, he checked through security. He did not make it ten meters 
down the hall before a short and stocky man with wild hair bustled towards him. 

 “What‟s up, Doc,” he growled through his grin. “Here to see Vicky?” 

 Strange blinked. “Hello to you too, Logan. Vicky?” 

 “Victoria Bently,” Logan clarified. “Vicky.” Grin. 

 “Ah,” Strange nodded. “Yes, that‟s why I came.” 

 “Right this way,” Logan said, turning and heading down the wide hallway. “So. 
Have you seen Illyana lately? It seems like forever since we talked last.” 

 “I have,” Strange said. “She has a real fight on her hands, lately. But it is something 
she has decided she has to do alone.” He looked over at Logan. “Stone cannot 
understand what that means. But I think Illyana is very like her father, and he is very like 
her.” 

 Logan shrugged, eyes forward. “Had my share a those fights,” he said curtly. “You 
lookin after her anyway?” 

 “Doing my best,” Strange sighed. 

 A tight smile settled on Logan‟s face. “Then that‟ll hafta do,” he said. He shrugged 
slightly, then looked at Strange. “Fair warnin. Vicky is getting a bit antsy.” 

 “Really,” Strange said, wry. “House arrest is difficult.” 

 “At the best a times, and these aren‟t those,” Logan sighed. “I can‟t get Pete to quit 
hittin on her.” 

 “What?” Strange said, stopping, eyes narrowing. “You let him hit her?” 

 “Hitting on, flirting,” Logan said quickly. “He‟s tryin ta get her to go out on a date 
with him.” He chuckled. “Though I bet she‟d rather he tried ta slug her once and a 
while.” 

 Strange sighed. “Logan, you know that‟s not why she‟s here.” 

 “Oh, I‟ve tried ta discourage the boy, but he‟s got this ego, see.” Logan shook his 
head. “I am so glad I adopted him as a growed man, or I‟d be ashamed a myself for 
lettin him turn out this way.” 
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 They turned down a hallway marked “Research and Development.” Logan led 
them through three security checkpoints on the way to a small laboratory in the 
basement of the wing. 

 “Here we are,” Logan said. “It‟s not cushy, but it‟s safe.” 

 “As safe as we can make it,” Strange agreed. He opened the door and stepped into 
the lab. The walls were lined with bookshelves, and there was a bed in the corner by the 
mini-kitchen. Victoria Bently looked up from her books, and a smile lit her face. Her 
auburn hair was flattened by the fluorescent light, and her eyes were bruised with 
sleeplessness, but her delight in seeing Strange smoothed away some of the weariness in 
her features. 

 “Magista, Strange, so good to see you,” she said in her sharp English accent. “I was 
wondering if you hid me so well you forgot where to find me.” 

 “Not at all,” Strange replied. “How go your studies?” 

 “Slow, really,” she sighed, leaning back in her chair. She glanced at Logan. He 
smiled, and slid the door shut. It locked with a reassuring click. “I‟ve had some trouble 
adjusting to the space,” she admitted. 

 “That‟s not entirely a surprise,” Strange said. “Still. I set you to studying 
dimensional anchoring, traveling, invocations surrounding the geomantic manipulation. 
I need you to be competent in traveling the ley network, both within Prime and beyond 
it.” 

 “I‟ve made progress,” she said firmly. “I believe I could go wherever I needed to in 
the Web of Light, as long as I had the waypoints.” She looked him in the eye. “How 
much longer must I stay here?” 
 “I have the Watchers working on the Scrolls of Skelos,” Strange soothed. “When I 
know more about the Reckoning, what we‟re dealing with, then we can be proactive. 
Right now, I don‟t want to react to your death or capture,” he said with a thin smile. 
“And if I am targeted personally, I need the freedom of knowing that someone else is 
ready to take over in case I am destroyed.” 

 Her jaw tightened. “I‟m not ready,” she said. 

 “No one is,” he replied softly, “but you‟re the best I‟ve got. The confrontation is 
coming, the Reckoning is building. I need you to be ready to assist with geomancy. 
Illyana is not available to me right now.” 

 “And she was manipulating a geomantic tangle when the excess of energy 
destroyed her eye, I know,” Bently murmured. “It‟s not a safe game we‟re playing. I‟m 
doing my best, but without your help, I‟m struggling with some of the studies you 
assigned me.” 

 “We have to be strong, and patient,” Strange said. “We need to give them a chance 
to overextend, to screw up. Then we can move against them. Unless it‟s a feint. The 
more we know, the better prepared we can be. That‟s why the work the Watchers are 
doing on the Scrolls of Skelos is so vital.” 

 “I must be frank,” she said, “I don‟t believe in prophecy.” She did not look him in 
the eye. “I don‟t know why you trust these scrolls to have the future on them. No one 
can know the future.” 
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 Strange seated himself opposite her. “They do not contain a prophecy as such. 
That‟s just a simple way of describing what they do. The Scrolls reflect back to the 
reader, showing what the reader wants to see. There are only a few, all mad, who can 
read the scrolls themselves. The Watchers are studying accounts of scholars who 
followed the work of those madmen.” 

 “If it isn‟t prophecy, what is it? Why does it have the power to shape your 
decisions?” Bently asked warily. 

 “The writing from the Scrolls peers into the mind of the one reading. It re-orders 
what is already there. So for one who is touching the Web of Light, the scrolls look at 
the latent energies tied to coincidence, and they identify crisis points. They assign a 
symbol based on what they see. Then, the one reading must have the ability to interpret 
the findings.” Strange shrugged. “The Scrolls have been used to identify the crisis points 
in the last eight Reckonings.” 

 “That‟s a long time,” Bently said faintly. 

 “Indeed,” Strange nodded, rising. “They have only begun to make sense in this 
lifetime, as the Reckoning approaches. When the Reckoning is past, if we win then you 
will have a much more free lifestyle. I do regret this.” He gestured at the walls. “You 
are, after all, my successor. We can‟t lose you. I need you to be ready to take full 
advantage of the Web of Light.” She looked away, biting her lower lip, and Strange 
narrowed his eyes. “Victoria. Something is wrong.” 

 “How was the Web of Light created?” she asked quietly. “Where does it come 
from?” She watched his eyes. “I‟ve been studying its function, but we never talked 
about how it came to be.” 

 Strange hesitated, then resumed his seat across the table from her. “Long before 
humanity had history, there was a race that ruled the world. It was divided into two 
expressions of a single primal force. These divisions have been called the Seelie Court 
and the Unseelie Court. They are fey, eldritch. Both were capricious and cruel, but only 
the Unseelie Court was vindictive and ruthlessly evil. The Seelie Court was ruled by the 
Queen Mother, the Unseelie Court by the Shadow King.” 

 “Fairies,” Bently nodded. 

 “Yes. The Unseelie Court had many different kinds of pets and slaves,” Strange 
continued. “There was one ape-like creature that they shaped and molded until it 
became the baseline for humanity. It is because of them that humans do not fit in 
among animals. Humans were created for labor, amusement, and food.” He paused. 
“Does that shock you?” he asked directly. 

 “Yes,” she said faintly, unwilling to risk a lie. 

 “Then another force crossed the stars and the dimensions. Hoggoth arrived, with a 
mighty host of warriors,” Strange said. “He made war on the Unseelie Court, which was 
not helpful for the Seelie Court, as they are different expressions of the same primal 
energy of prehistoric Earth. Hoggoth freed a large number of the slaves of the Unseelie 
Court, but he could not win permanent advantage. He retreated back to the aether. He 
became one of the Vishanti, the mighty ones who freed humanity.” 

“Which is why sorcerers still invoke Hoggoth, and the Hoary Host,” Bently 
breathed. 
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“Yes,” Strange agreed. “Later, much later, a mighty wizard rose up. The 
humans had stolen fey magic, but this wizard benefited from a century of 
experimentation with it. He discovered a way to defeat the Unseelie Court once and for 
all. He was with a mighty warlord, Kull, king of Atlantis. Agamotto and Kull made war 
on the Unseelie Court. As Kull struck down the Shadow King, Agamotto, who was far 
away, lay the foundation of the Web of Light as the Shadow King struggled bodiless. 
This broke the power of the Unseelie Court, and they lost control of the world. As long 
as the Web of Light is intact, they can never again rule, for their Shadow King is 
formless and bitter.” 

“Agamotto, the first Sorcerer Supreme,” Bently observed. “But… how did 
he… lay the foundation? How was the Web of Light created?” Some pain glittered in 
the back of her eyes. 

Strange leaned back. “The Web of Light is a network of energy that penetrates 
and surrounds the earth, serving as a barrier against the invasion of extra-dimensional 
beings. It works on the flexible principle of enabling equal and opposite reactions to 
that which would disrupt the status quo, the fate of humanity. But as you have astutely 
noted, it is not tied to the energies of the earth, though that is what we use for a quick 
explanation. It is really tied to the fate and life power of humanity.” Strange paused, and 
Bently watched him steadily. 

“I heard,” she said, “that the Web of Light was created from a foundation of a 
massive sacrifice of a thousand human lives.” 

“So it was,” he agreed softly. 

“Human sacrifice,” she repeated loudly. “That‟s evil, a kind of evil we 
oppose.” 

“That‟s true,” he agreed. “And we can afford to have those qualms, in part, 
because of what Agamotto gave us. The Web of Light was a puny thing to begin with, 
but as the lives and deaths of humans poured into it, it battened on that energy and 
grew mighty, to the point where it can stop the likes of Nightmare and Dormammu and 
Azahoth from sweeping over Prime. With that sacrifice, Agamotto gifted humanity with 
self-determination.” 

“You approve of what he did?” Bently demanded. 

Strange paused, watching her. “Agamotto was a pragmatist. He was from a 
race of escaped slaves, primitives trying to emulate the elegance of their oppressors. It 
was his gift to the future, a decision he made so you did not have to. Do you think it 
would have been better to keep all the English who died in World War II alive? Was the 
death of so many too high a price to pay to avoid speaking German in school? 
Sometimes leaders would rather have those they rule die free than submit to cruel 
oppression.” 

“That‟s different, I‟m sure of it,” she said sharply. “Death in battle is different 
from—from ritualistic sacrifice!” Her face was heated. 

“That‟s true,” Strange conceded. “It could be argued that those who died in 
the relentless bombing of London did not die in battle. Armies tend to lose more lives 
to starvation and illness than to the weapons of the enemy.” 
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“Are you going to tell me the thousand that were sacrificed for the Web of 
Light were volunteers?” she snapped. 

“Most of war‟s casualties are not volunteers,” Strange said mildly. “That has 
always been true. In this case, something more lasting was bought than a fragile peace 
treaty.” 

“You calmly accept that the Sorcerer Supreme is capable of such vileness?” 
she asked, breathless. “Such an act could be required of me?” 

“The Sorcerer Supreme has always been called a necromancer,” Strange said, 
expressionless. “It was the energy of life and death that painfully birthed geomancy. The 
task of the Sorcerer Supreme is to protect the Web of Light, which in turn protects the 
self-determination of humanity. For better or for worse. In humanity‟s glory, and in 
their shame. In their beauty.” He looked her in the eye. “In their ugliness. Make no 
mistake. I am not a hero. It is my task to maintain the balance. To protect humanity, not 
to change it.” 

“Whose task is that then?” she asked, her chin jutting out. 

He raised his eyebrows. “Theirs,” he said softly. 

“But surely we could show them the way.” 

“Are you sure we know it?” he asked. “Humanity knows how to transcend 
their condition. Be kind to one another. Live as though we are all interconnected. Give 
back more than you take. This would not be news to anyone.” He paused. “Humanity 
has deep wisdom to go hand in hand with its self-destructive drives and ignorance. That 
was the gift of the fey; to be spiritual beings as well as animals.” 

Bently sat quiet for a long moment, staring at the table. “What happened to 
the Queen Mother? The Seelie Court?” 

“She accepted that the time of the fey was over. She assimilated most of the 
Court, and kept a small retinue back. I have had relations with her in the past.” 

“And the Unseelie Court?” 

“Will strike back the moment they can,” Strange finished. “They will be part of 
the Reckoning, I am sure of it. And if they win, then they just might be able to take 
those humans that survive and once again enslave them.” 

Bently shivered. “This is a lot to take in,” she admitted. She looked up at 
Strange, her eyes shimmering with unshed tears. “I wish Illyana could come back and be 
your apprentice again,” she almost whispered. “I am no longer sure I am the right one 
for the task.” 

“Secrets are part of what we do, part of the burden we bear,” Strange said 
softly. “Illyana is pregnant, Victoria. She is pregnant with Stone‟s child.” 

Bently stared. “A half-demon?” she breathed. “And you are okay with this?!” 

“Yes,” Strange said simply. 

“We are supposed to be making the world safer,” Bently said steadily, “not 
bringing still more monsters into it.” 

“I have never yet brought a monster into this world,” Strange said, something 
sad in his eyes. 
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Bently stared at the table. “I—I do not want Prime to be invaded, or humanity 
to be enslaved,” she said. She bit her lip. “I just wish it was… a better story.” 

“So do I,” Strange said as he rose. “So do I.” She would not meet his eyes. “It 
is the story of humanity, we just find new ways to tell it as the centuries wear on. It is as 
breathtaking as humanity itself. They did what they had to do to free themselves, and 
even if we cannot understand what they did, we can connect with their reasons.” He 
paused, and she said nothing. “I will check and see if the Watchers have made any 
progress. You keep studying. Tamam Shud.” 

“Tamam Shud,” she muttered. He turned and left. 

Bently stared down at the diagram of intersections in the Web of Light. A 
mighty shield of souls. Ley lines and nodes. 

She shivered. 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 Strange mounted the stairs to the Sanctum, and pushed his way inside. He glanced 
around, noting Wong in the kitchen. Strange smiled as he tugged a gun from his belt, 
lined up, and put three bullets in the manservant, the gun bucking as the silencer puffed. 

 Wong dropped with a cry. Strange held the door open, leaning out of the way as 
Kroenen dashed up the stairs and into the Sanctum. Strange slammed the door, then 
shifted; his hair lengthened and shimmered blonde, he assumed the form of a beautiful 
Germanic woman. 

 “Upstairs, top floor, the door to the Sanctum Sanctorum is warded with a number 
of dimensional sigils,” she said sharply. Still gripping the gun, she ran up the stairs at 
Kroenen‟s heels. 

 Moments later, they were before the warded double doors. 

 “When you touch the seal, we will have a matter of seconds at most,” the woman 
said sternly. “Remember. We get the Crystal of Agamotto, the Book of the Vishanti, 
and the dimensional prison holding Smythe. Then we get out. You cannot go in there 
with me. The wards will destroy any undead that attempt entry. Be ready to get us out 
of here.” 

 The black mask nodded curtly. Kroenen reached up to a concealed crank on his 
chest. He wound it four times, and a subtle arrhythmic ticking floated from him. As 
Kroenen squared off with the doors, his hands flexed, and bladed tonfa slid from the 
space around him. He whirled the tonfa with such skill his movements seemed lazy. 
Then he whipped them through a hyperdimensional coordinate, and touched them to 
the door. Some feedback loop was connected as the Cthonian magic blasted into the 
doors; with a silent roaring snap, the magic crumbled, and the doors reluctantly creaked 
open. 

 The woman dashed at the doors, kicking them open. She raced across the room, 
her eyes quickly spotting what she was after. She slammed the book, scooped it under 
her arm. She snatched a box from a shelf. An amulet caught her eye, hanging on the 
back of the chair, so she yanked it free and pocketed it. She dove at the domed cylinder 
on a stand, yanking the cylinder off the stand and racing to the door burdened with her 
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prizes. No sooner had she cleared the doorway than Kroenen snatched her and spun, 
invoking dark powers, and they vanished through the corner. Gone. 

* 

 As Strange cleared the last level of security leaving Stark International, something 
resonated in his chest—the Sanctum! His incredible focus was instantly acting. A mental 
command told his coat of levitation to bring his body to the Sanctum as his astral form 
darted free of his body, crossing the turgid swell of New York at the speed of thought. 
He dropped through the roof as the woman cleared the threshold, and he had only a 
moment to cast. He whipped a spell at them as Kroenen carried them through a crevice 
of reality, escaping. Frowning, Strange‟s astral form took to the skies, melding with his 
body as it closed in at high speed. The sigil of the skylight, the sign of Hoggoth, 
retracted and he slipped through the skylight into his violated Sanctum Sanctorum. 

 “Damn,” he swore softly. The Book of the Vishanti. The Crystal of Agamotto. 
Smythe‟s prison. And the amulet of passage to Limbo. “Damn.” 

 Strange did not look at the cruel Cthonian rune hacked into his warded doors. He 
ran down the stairs. “Wong! I need you to—” He froze, reaching the doorway to the 
kitchen. Wong lay in a pool of his own blood, unmoving. 

 Strange gathered him up, gently, pulling his bloody body up to his chest as his 
mouth whispered and snarled an ancient incantation. Time and space respectfully parted 
before the Sorcerer Supreme of Prime as he stepped away. 

 A moment later, he was before the boundary of a sealed dimension. He touched at 
it with a thought, and it parted willingly. He stepped through, and he stood before 
Illyana in her throne room. 

 “Strange?” she said, surprised. Then she saw Wong. “Oh no! Put him in the healing 
pool,” she said, pointing at the hot tub sunk in the stone. Strange did so. “Is he—” 

 “A spark of life remains,” Strange said grimly. “He‟s not breathing.” 

 Illyana focused, the waters roiled for a moment, and Wong‟s eyes shot wide as 
bullets were pulled out of him. Ribbons of blood coiled in the clear water. Wong looked 
up at Strange, his eyes full of pain. 

 “Master—” 

 “Rest,” Strange said, gripping Wong‟s hand. “You‟ll be alright now. Illyana will heal 
you. Sleep.” He waved his hand before Wong, and the faithful manservant slept. Strange 
freed himself, rose, and faced Illyana. 

 “You can heal him?” 

 “Of course,” she nodded. “You got him to me alive, and it‟s only physical damage. 
What happened?” 

 “My Sanctum was robbed,” Strange growled. “Magic thieves. Knew what they were 
after. Kroenen and a woman, I think it was Baroness Ilsa. Kroenen is a lieutenant of 
Rasputin, and Baroness Ilsa was one of his protégées in the 40s. I thought she was 
dead,” he said through his teeth, “but with Cthonian wizards, you can never be sure.” 

 “They got Smythe?” Illyana asked, startled. 
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 “And the Book of the Vishanti, and the Crystal of Agamotto. And the amulet that 
allows access here,” he added significantly. “The one you gave Stone, that I was holding. 
For safekeeping.” 

 “Damn,” she said softly. “What is your next move?” 

 He half smiled. “You know what I do to those who steal from my Sanctum,” he 
said. 

 “Can you track them?” 

 “I hit them with a sigil, I think it landed on Kroenen,” Strange said. “This.” He 
traced it in the air, using both hands, and Illyana nodded. 

 “I remember when you used to paint things with that, when you were training me, 
and I had to find them and bring them to you,” she grinned. “You were a total bastard. 
I remember you put that sigil on a urinal mint once. And a penny in the Paris subway.” 

 “And I remember when you found them all and brought them to me, because you 
were damn good at that game,” Strange replied. “So make me proud.” He looked down 
into her scrying pool. 

 “Okay,” she said, rocking back and forth to settle herself. “Let‟s be delicate.” She 
traced the sigil in the air, and it hovered over the scrying pool. “Now… let‟s see…” she 
squinted, the expression peculiar as her eyepatch shifted. “I may need some time.” 

 Strange crossed the room and seated himself on a stone bench. “Take your time,” 
he said quietly. He looked at Wong, who slept peacefully, and he schooled his features 
into an implacable patience. 

 Time passed. 

 “Hey, I found it!” Illyana said eventually. Strange rose, crossing to the pool and 
peering down into it. A cavern, dark, laced with runes to distort scrying. “If you had not 
put the sigil on him, I never would have found this place.” She looked Strange in the eye. 
“Looks like one of the Unseelie Court boltholes.” 

 “So it does,” Strange said grimly. He watched Kroenen sitting motionless at a crude 
table, sitting alone in the dark. “What‟s around him?” 

 “I‟m lucky to see him,” she replied, “with all the magic wards they have.” 

 Strange nodded. “Looks like a trap. I‟ll have to go spring it.” 

 “Whoa there, chief,” Illyana protested. “You are the Sorcerer Supreme of Prime, 
and we‟re on the edge of a Reckoning here. Send somebody else.” 

 “Any suggestions?” he asked patiently. 

 “Yeah, send Kira, she‟s tough,” Illyana said. 

 “And vulnerable to Cthonian magic. I can‟t waste her this way, if it is a trap.” 

 “Okay,” Illyana said defensively, “what about Stone?” 

 “No defense against magic, Parker is the same story,” Strange said. “Of all of us, I 
am the most likely to get out unharmed. It must be me.” 
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 “Yeah, well, the people we‟re talking about are dangerous,” Illyana frowned. 
“Remember when you went after Mordred‟s pocket dimension? Got all cocky? Almost 
killed us both?” 

 “I do,” Strange nodded. 

 “Good,” Illyana said, nodding, a bit off balance. 

 “So tell me,” Strange said quietly. “What do you think we should do?” 

 She looked down into the pool. “He‟s too well warded for me to snatch him out,” 
she muttered. “This looks like Rasputin‟s work. The runes are flawless.” 

 “And now he has the Crystal of Agamotto,” Strange continued, “so he can map out 
the Web of Light and find its greatest energy and its weak points.” 

 Illyana scowled at him. “I would much rather you had overruled me and gone over 
my objection,” she muttered. “I don‟t want to be the one to send you in.” 

 “You aren‟t,” Strange said with a gentle smile. “This is about balance. If I want to 
know who is behind this, I must go myself. I appreciate all your help. Please send Wong 
home when he has healed.” 

 “I‟ll be watching you,” she added quickly. 

 “As long as you are able,” he nodded. “Until the trap springs.” 

 “As long as it takes,” she said, tense. 

 He nodded. “Send me in.” 

 Eldritch fire tore up around him, and when it wisped away he stood in a dank 
cavern. Kroenen rose, spinning, his chair flying back. Strange tossed a witchlight into 
the air, the light clear as Kroenen sprang at him with tonfa spinning. Strange was 
startlingly quick as he slapped one blade aside, ducked another, then fired a mystic bolt 
across Kroenen that sent him reeling. Another blast knocked Kroenen off his feet, 
bounced him off the wall, and left him face down on the floor. 

 Strange glanced around at the walls, the sigils painted in fresh blood. “Show 
yourself.” 

 “See?” said a thickly accented, hoarse Russian voice in the darkness. “You must be 
patient when you are fishing.” Rasputin stepped forward, only his head visible as the 
light vanished into his robe and beard. “I knew you would come.” A horrid Cthonian 
incantation tore from him in a moment; the runes galvanized, and shifted, clamping 
shut the interdimensional space of the cavern. “It is now too late for you to escape,” he 
whispered, eyes burning. 

 A woman stepped out of the shadows at his side, and Strange‟s eyes widened as he 
saw the woman that had robbed his Sanctum. “You?” he said, startled. Then he ducked 
to the side, moving with fluid grace—a ribbon of razored steel punched up from the 
stone and hissed through where his torso had been a moment before. He spun, coming 
up in cat stance, alert and ready for the next attack as the steel slithered back into the 
stone and something chuckled in the darkness. 

 “You understand,” murmured a deep, alien voice, “I had to try.” 

 “Essex?” Strange breathed. 
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 The woman tugged a pistol clear and lined up, firing with unnatural speed. Strange 
dove to the side, rolling, and he came up with a twist of his fist; magic flared across her 
hands, slapping hard, and the gun twirled loose and clattered off the wall. Strange thrust 
his hand forward, and a gout of light shot forward and plastered across her face. She 
screamed as she staggered back, her face full of light and pain. 

 Strange dove to the side as blades whistled and hissed after him, and he came up 
with a barrage of mystic bolts that peppered the shadows at the side of the cavern, 
searing away the defenses of the pale man that stood there, his weapons retracted to a 
defensive stance. 

 Before he got a good look, Strange had twirled to flare attacks into the shadowed 
figure on his other flank. Rasputin‟s grin was white bone in the curly tangle of his black 
beard, and the attacks slid away from him as his hands cranked and twisted into 
positions that brought magic forth to deflect the assaults. 

 His back to the wall, Strange faced his two assailants. Rasputin glided forward. The 
other figure also approached; his skin was dead white, with a red diamond on his 
forehead, between eyes so deep and dark they could not be made of meat. He was 
banded in metal, and a pluming cloak of razored steel hovered above his shoulders. His 
lips and nostrils were rimed black, and his teeth were smoky and translucent. 

 “Strange,” the tall, banded man murmured as though the word tasted peculiar. “It 
has been a while since we last clashed. You seem to be missing all your lackeys.” 

 “You are trapped. Ours.” Rasputin tossed a gesture at the collapsed woman, 
extinguishing the light on her face. She sagged, unconscious. “Let us finish this. It is 
time to rid the world of the Sorcerer Supreme.” 

 Strange stood in the middle of a sphere of drifting, shifting runes. Red energy 
pulsed in his defenses, and wickedly lethal sorcery played across his hands, straining to 
be unleashed. “Perhaps,” he growled. “Or perhaps you‟ve just overplayed your hand, 
too early in the game.” 

 “Prime is weary of you, sorcerer,” Essex snarled. “The Web of Light has served its 
purpose, and now it is time for us to reclaim this world. For our original masters.” He 
glanced over at Rasputin. “And for the darkness beyond.” 

 “We will win this Reckoning,” Rasputin gloated, eyes bright. 

 “Prime has other defenders, you know,” Strange said. 

 Rasputin chuckled, his dark mirth oddly terrifying. “We will see how they fare,” he 
whispered, “without their precious Web of Light.” 

 Strange said nothing further. A two fisted gout of spinning magic burst from him, 
rebounding from the sigils and slashing in at Rasputin. The startled Cthonian wizard 
spun, crying out a vicious incantation from before humans had language, deflecting the 
assault. Strange flared an attack at Essex. The pale man darted to the side—Strange 
sprang at him, anticipating his move, and he slapped his palm on the gem in the pale 
man‟s forehead. Essex howled in rage and alarm, and razored ribbons spun up around 
him. But it was too late. 

 Strange connected with something primal in Essex, touched at his magic, and 
slipped away through it. The blades whistled through mist and air. 
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 The Sorcerer Supreme had escaped. 

 “What?” Essex bellowed. “No!” 

 Rasputin and Essex stared at each other for a moment. 

 “Clever,” Rasputin conceded. “Must you always be tied into the old roads?” He 
extended one blackened fingernail, and pinged at a quivering razor ribbon that sprouted 
from Essex‟s shoulders. 

 “He didn‟t get far,” Essex growled. “We had best catch him before he can 
recover.” 

 “No,” Rasputin said, curt as he turned away. “He was right. We underestimated 
him, and the defenses of Prime. And now he knows you are back.” He turned, 
dispassionately regarding Essex. “Ask yourself. How can we use that?” 

 A slow smile spread across Essex‟s face. 

 

CHAPTER FIVE 

 Illyana was on her hands and knees by the scrying pool, anxiously peering into it. 
She narrowed her eyes, and grabbed at the air over the pool. On the other side, eldritch 
flame swirled up, and Strange dropped to the stone, steaming and panting. 

 “Are you okay?” she demanded, awkwardly trying to lever around and climb to her 
feet. 

 “It‟s fine, I‟m fine,” Strange replied, staring down at the flagstones. “Just—I just 
need a minute.” He staggered up, crossing to a bench, and he lowered himself. He 
rested his elbows on his knees and hung his head, his breathing deep and unsteady as 
steam wisped up from his shoulders. Illyana lowered herself onto her throne and waited. 

 “I may have spoken too soon,” he admitted. He looked up, his eyes wild, and she 
felt the tremble in his chest and body. 

 “What.” Fear bloomed through her, chilling her blood. She had never seen that 
look in his eyes. 

 Strange dropped his gaze to the floor again, and a few long seconds passed. “I 
know it is the Reckoning,” he murmured. “But I did not expect Essex to be resurrected. 
And I never would have expected him to join forces with Rasputin.” 

 “Seriously?” Illyana breathed, clutching at the arms of her throne. 

 “Believe me,” Strange said bitterly, “I got a really close look. The only reason I got 
out of there alive was because Essex could not or would not unplug from the old fey 
roads, beneath the Web of Light. The ones that let him move through Prime like a 
mortal walks through a department store. Rasputin could seal my exits, but he didn‟t 
seal Essex in there. So I managed to connect with that energy, and I escaped.” He 
rubbed at his face. “Barely,” he murmured through his hands. “So yes. Essex is the 
genuine article.” 

 “We were there when he was destroyed,” Illyana said reflectively. “Or so I 
thought.” 
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 “And now we have to figure out how he survived,” Strange said, dropping his 
hands. “So. It was 2002. Nebraska. The pocket dimension beneath the orphanage. We 
had Primus, or Scott Summers. Peter Parker. You. Kira. Remy LeBeau. Stick, though as 
far as I know he‟s still dead. Blade. Matt Murdock. Elektra Natchios.” He shook his 
head. “I thought it‟d be another hundred years before he returned,” he said softly. 

 “If there‟s anything you taught me, it‟s that when it all falls apart we have to suck it 
up and win anyway,” Illyana said with a wry grin. “So let‟s get started.” 

 Strange nodded. “Illyana,” he said, “you are a comfort to your teacher.” 

 She grinned. “Even if I‟m like some kind of demon balloon,” she said, patting her 
belly. “That‟s a fine thing for a girl to hear, Strange. Tell you what. I‟ll take Parker and 
Kira. Call them on the phone. See if anything weird has happened lately.” 

 “I‟ll take Summers and Blade,” Strange said. “Summers is the most likely, and I 
know right where Blade is. When you‟ve talked to Kira and Parker, see if you can find 
Stick, or if he‟s still dead.” 

 “You think he might come back?” Illyana asked. “Essex ripped his heart out.” 

 “I don‟t expect him to come back,” Strange shrugged. “But I didn‟t expect Essex 
back either.” 

 “Fair enough,” Illyana nodded. “That leaves LeBeau, Murdock, and Natchios.” 

 “We‟ll see what we can find out with the others first,” Strange said. He paused. 
“You know we are targets now. They‟ve made the opening move.” 

 “And they‟ve given up the advantage of surprise in a bold gamble. That you beat. 
Because you rock.” Illyana said. “So let‟s get this thing wrapped up.” 

 Strange chuckled. “Wrapped up indeed.” 

 She grinned at him, and sent him home in a wreath of flame. 

Wednesday, January 24 

 Water slowly gathered to a drop, which fell and slapped across the stone floor of 
the cave. On the shadowed throne, Essex brooded, his flat red eyes smoldering, his face 
hidden behind steepled fingers. “Darkholme!” he barked. “Raven Darkholme!” 

 The beautiful Germanic woman darted out of the shadows at the far side of the 
cave, and knelt on the stone, abasing herself, her forehead pressed to the floor. 
“Master,” she breathed. 

 “You did well enough, for your part,” he murmured. “I never want to see that 
shape on you again.” 

 She shifted to crimson hair and blue skin. “Yes, Master,” she whispered. 

 “Rise,” he continued, his silky voice like a thing alive. “I have some new toys for 
you, and a mission.” 

 She obediently rose, standing before him, gazing at him with adoration and terror. 
“Yes?” 

 “I have not yet told you of some… tools that I acquired.” Essex turned to the side. 
“I found a smart computer. One capable of reproducing itself. And it has a magnificent 
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energy manipulation capability. Here are two of them.” He beckoned, and two forms 
walked out of the darkness, their steps oddly quiet. 

 They were made of a strange black mesh, with metal plating and odd shaped 
internal components. “These are virusites, that‟s my name for them,” he said. “Virusites! 
Show them the cloak. Be… police.” He smiled. The two forms shivered, then looked 
like bored beat cops. 

 “Magnificent!” Darkholme said. 

 “Indeed,” Essex nodded. “They can heal, regenerate their energy by disintegrating 
their surroundings, and overcome any attack type. Take two.” 

 “What is my mission?” she asked, eyes only for her master. 

 Essex smiled, his smoky teeth glinting. “Slay Victoria Bently.” 

 Darkholme nodded. “It will be done.” 

* 

 The sunrise was purpling the sky as Strange strode down the gritty sidewalk. His 
red coat was pulled tight around him against a searching wind. Cars swishing past spat 
up the sand the city had put down to guard against ice, grinding at the asphalt and 
concrete. 

 Strange crossed the street, approaching the forbidding heap of an abandoned 
tenement building. He glanced around, then navigated the alley and descended a trash-
choked staircase. He rapped at the metal door at the bottom. “It‟s me, open up,” he 
said. 

 He looked up at the camera subtly mounted by the doorframe. A moment later, the 
door opened, and he slipped in past the two men with submachine guns. “I‟m looking 
for Giles,” he said. 

 “You got it, Mr. Strange,” one of the men said. There was something haunted in 
his eyes. “Follow the hall, take a left at the end.” 

 “Thanks,” Strange nodded. He turned, following the dim hall lit only by widely-
spaced bare bulbs. Then a roar tore loose somewhere ahead, resonating through the 
concrete. Dust sifted down. Strange blinked, then broke into a run. 

 At the end of the hall, and down the left corridor, he saw a reinforced steel door 
guarded by three nervous men with assault rifles. They looked up as he approached, 
surprised. 

 “What are you doing here?” one demanded. “This is not a good time.” 

 “Obviously,” Strange said. “Where is Giles?” 

 “Here,” said a cultured English voice from the other end of the hall. “Doctor! I did 
not expect you,” he said. He had a narrow face with a high, balding forehead. His 
mouth was pulled into an academic half-scowl of weariness, he was very tall, dressed in 
a rumpled sweater vest, slacks, a dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up. He was wiping 
his hands on a pink-streaked towel. “What brings you here?” 

 “I came to have a word with you,” Strange said, looking at the door. “And this?” 
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 “Let‟s talk in my office,” Giles said with a weary smile. “Don‟t worry,” he added, 
turning to the men guarding the door. “Whistler, Cain, and Morbius are on the way. 
Please send Whistler in when he arrives, I need to have a word with him at once.” 

 They did not look overly reassured as Giles turned, beckoning. Strange followed 
him into a basement storage area that had been converted into a library, stuffed with 
books. “I apologize,” Giles began, “but I haven‟t got anything new on the project 
you‟ve set for me. Our difficulties with Blade have been—distracting. The battle against 
the blood lust, against the vampiric pull… Blade isn‟t winning. He lost his balance.” 

 “Essex is back,” Strange said bluntly. “He has allied with Rasputin. And I need to 
know how Essex survived his most recent death.” 

 “Essex, the scion of the Shadow King?” Giles said, blood draining from his face. 

 “Blade was there when we destroyed him, years ago,” Strange said. “I need to 
check with him. See if there might be a connection with his unbalancing.” 

 “I know what did it,” grated a voice from the doorway. A man limped in, one stiff 
leg in a metal brace. His off-kilter rocking gait swung lanky gray hair in front of his face 
as he maneuvered through the door and around Strange. His face was wrinkled and 
hard, with bright eyes, and he looked like he was always chewing at something 
unpleasant. “A year ago, I met Blade when he came up from doin battle with Malfalax. 
In that fight, he had to push too hard, and he lost his balance. He‟s been slidin downhill 
ever since.” Whistler lowered himself onto a high stool. “Life usta be real hazy for 
Blade, until a ninja master named Stick did something to his chi lines. Quelled the blood 
lust. Now Stick is dead, and Blade‟s balance is lost.” Whistler shook his head once. “I 
sure don‟t want to lose him.” 

 “Lately,” Giles continued, “he has been raging against the dawn, then sleeping all 
day. Cain and Morbius won‟t fight next to him anymore. Spear is the only one crazy 
enough to watch his back when he attacks vampire nests. It doesn‟t hurt that Spear is 
already dead himself.” 

 “But those two are so nuts that we‟ve got what‟s left of the vampiric community in 
New York on the run,” Whistler said with some satisfaction. “Another year of this and 
bloodsuckers will avoid the city. In New York…I never thought it was possible.” 

 “Let me be clear,” Giles said. “Blade was never friendly. But now? He‟s getting 
more powerful, more efficient in his killing when he chooses to be, but more effective 
even when he goes to excess. We are facing hard decisions about what to do with him. 
When he runs out of vampires.” 

 Strange took that in for a long moment, then he nodded. “I want to see Blade.” 

 “Come back tonight,” Whistler growled. 

 “Now,” Strange said. 

 He sat calm before the incredulity of the two Watchers. 

 “Yer nuts,” Whistler spat. 

 “Now, hang on,” Giles said to both of them, “Doctor Strange is a respected 
member of the Arcanum. He‟s a wizard. Maybe he can look after himself. Besides, 
Spear is in there. He may be able to help if things get out of hand.” 
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 “It‟s a stupid risk,” Whistler said frankly. “At least wait an hour. Blade will go to 
sleep then. Right now he‟s throwing his dawn hissyfit.” 

 Strange moved to the door. “Please.” 

 Giles shrugged. “Alright,” he said. “Though I still advise you to reconsider.” 

 “I need him awake,” Strange said firmly, “and this can‟t wait until tomorrow.” He 
stepped aside, letting Giles and Whistler out before him. They followed a hall to the 
metal door, just as a loud bang hit it, and a roar of rage inside. 

 “Goodbye,” Whistler said impassively. 

 Strange regarded the door, and the guards. 

 “Open it,” Giles said to them, nervous. 

 “What?” 

 “Do it,” Whistler growled. The three guards stared, then looked at each other and 
shrugged. They hauled at the bar, then opened the door. 

 Swift, Strange stepped through, and it slammed behind him. 

 The room stank of clotted blood and fury. Pitch black. Strange tossed a witchlight 
in the air, and it illuminated the whole ten meter square room. Four broken light 
fixtures dangled from the ceiling. In one corner stood a man wearing leathers and a 
ninja hood. Not three meters from the door, Blade growled. 

 Blade stared at him with his unnatural senses, even with his back turned. Slowly, he 
pivoted, his eyes boring into the intruder. “I know you,” he snarled slowly. 

 Blade was stripped to the waist, his torso and arms honed into weapons interlaced 
with webs of muscle. Black tattoos patterned the dark skin of his back, arms, neck, 
head. A short mat of black hair was curled tight to his scalp. His eyes were wide, staring, 
insane, and the balefire of vampiric energy surged behind them. 

 He attacked. 

 

CHAPTER SIX 

 Blade‟s instincts had been shaped by martial arts training, and Strange barely slid 
around the first punch and kick. Blade sprang at him, and Strange darted to the side, 
slinging a shield of energy up around himself—Blade paused, spat. Strange wove a swift 
spell, and the restraint stung across Blade. He struggled ferociously, and the binding 
began to fall apart. Strange stepped behind him, kicked a knee so Blade dropped to the 
ground. Strange knelt, leaning over the twitching and enraged half-vampire. Then he 
rose, pulling back. 

 “You have to let me in,” Strange said as Blade broke the binding and leaped to his 
feet. “I can try to rebalance you when you‟re like this. But it won‟t last, you aren‟t stable 
enough for me to get past the symptoms to the problem.” 

 “Maybe I like being this way,” Blade sneered. 

 “You won‟t for long,” Strange shrugged. “You‟re dying, and you know it. What 
about Cain? Morbius? Whistler?” 
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 “They can go to hell!” Blade roared, his eyes rolling and furious. 

 “Sorry to have wasted your time,” Strange said, turning towards the door. 

 With a slithering rasp, a spear shot across the room and thudded into the door 
frame with a resounding boom. A chain connected it to Spear, who stood motionless on 
the other side of the room, gripping the chain. Blade and Strange looked over at him, 
and Spear swiftly jerked the chain. The spear whirled back to him, he snatched it out of 
the air. 

 “What do you want,” Blade muttered. 

 “Two things,” Strange said, “but the first is to re-balance your chi. Do something 
about the rage, the bloodlust.” 

 Blade struggled mightily, then crossed the room to a dented metal chair. He righted 
it, and sat down. Strange followed him, stood behind him. “There we are,” he 
murmured to himself. “This may sting a little.” 

 Blade said nothing, baring his too-white teeth in a contemptuous snarl. 

 Strange let out a controlled shout, firing a knuckle strike into Blade‟s back, next to 
his spine. Something crunched, Blade lolled forward in shock. Strange snatched his 
muscled shoulders, rocking him back. He grabbed Blade‟s jaw and the side of his head, 
and tugged hard with another controlled shout. A ripple of cracks sounded in the meat 
of Blade‟s body. Strange stepped back, breathing hard, then he rounded to face the half 
vampire. 

 He jabbed fingers into the washboard of Blade‟s abdomen, another strike to the 
side, and a palm strike to his heart. For just a moment, Blade‟s heart stopped. Then it 
chugged to life again. Blade sagged out of the chair, rolling to the concrete floor. 
Strange stood over him, breathing hard. 

 “Whoa,” Blade said, mouth slack. 

 “I do not have Stick‟s skill in this sort of thing,” Strange said, “but I get by.” He 
smoothed his hair back from his face as his breathing slowed. 

 Sluggish, Blade pushed himself up to an elbow. “My head… clearing.” 

 “You‟ll be asleep in about ten minutes, your energies are balancing,” Strange said. 
“By then I‟ll be gone. But there is something else I need from you.” 

 “Yeah?” Blade sounded lazy, unfocused. “What‟s this all about?” 

 “The orphanage in Nebraska. When we fought Essex. The monster that tore Stick‟s 
heart out.” 

 Blade gritted his teeth. “What about it?” 

 Strange paused. “Essex is back.” He shrugged. “I need to know how that 
happened. So I am checking with everyone who was there. See if there is anything we 
missed.” 

 “It‟s news to me,” Blade shrugged, “but… I don‟t always think clearly. Lately, I 
lose whole weeks.” His face was impassive. 

 “I need to see if you have any suppressed memories,” Strange said quietly. 
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 Blade hesitated only a moment more. “Do it,” he growled. He pulled himself up 
enough to sit in the chair. 

 Strange moved around behind him, placed his hands on the rock-hard muscle of 
Blade‟s shoulders. His eyes drifted shut. He dropped into the swirling confusion of 
Blade‟s thoughts, hunting for a memory they shared. There. 

 

 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 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. 

 

 Strange frowned. “I didn‟t notice that he thanked you. During the fight.” 

 “Sorry,” Blade shrugged, feeling disoriented. 

 Strange focused, and once again entered Blade‟s mind. He slipped through, 
unobtrusive, alert. 

 Thoughts, memories, and dreams crowded the middle space of Blade‟s mind. The 
recent past was awash in fragments, rage, slaughter. Then the closest Blade had ever had 
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to a life. It was behind that, in the haze of his mind before he met Stick, that Strange 
dared not go. 

 In the murk around the time of Stick‟s death, a memory glittered with an odd green 
light. It was armored, buried in scar tissue. Strange frowned, and closed in on it. 

 “This may sting a bit,” his body whispered, an unimaginable distance from where 
his psyche probed Blade‟s past. He focused, and cracked the memory open. 

 An echo of warpstone gushed out—images of a bouquet of corpses—a leering 
face—depthless pain—Strange grunted, focused, pushed at the memory to form it into 
a sequence. 

 

 Blade on patrol, struggling with Stick’s death—how long after the Nebraska incident? 

 

 A woman in the shadows—a gun—not bullets, darts—all dark. 

 

 Waking in a cave, laced with glowing green energy—chained to a massive green stone that pulsed 
with the words of the things in the shadows, they chant with a sibilant and wicked tongue—pain, 
pain—the woman, the woman who shot him—above, a dozen dead and dying, blood spilling down, 
raining on him—he screams— 

 

 The memory squirmed under Strange‟s examination, and he gripped at it. Blade let 
out a hoarse shout, reliving the pain, and Strange bore down, quickly scanning. 

 

 Something hiding inside him—tearing loose, rising through the rain of warm blood—burning eyes, 
smoky teeth, dead white flesh—red diamond on its forehead—lives again—a massive hand clamping 
down on Blade’s face—warpstone bursting, pain incredible— 

 

 Strange staggered back, repulsed by the force of the sealed memory. He fell to one 
knee, panting unsteadily. Blade fell out of the chair and lay on the floor, spent. Spear 
watched from the shadows, inscrutable. 

 “Darkholme,” Strange managed. “The woman. A shapeshifter. His servant. She 
must have sensed he hid something of himself inside you. So she could—extract it. 
Later.” 

 “What—is—that—thing,” Blade gritted out. 

 “Essex?” Strange replied. “Oh, he‟s ancient. I had hoped we stopped him, for a 
hundred years or so.” He shook his head. “I was wrong. But that doesn‟t help you know 
what he is.” He sat down on the floor, took a deep breath, let it out. 

 “Essex was created by the Shadow King. Prime, our dimension, Earth… it was 
invaded repeatedly before human history. Nightmare was one of the invaders, to choose 
an example. The Shadow King reacted to losses by trying to copy what beat him as he 
built his next force. The creation of the Web of Light was his greatest loss—an energy 
web that surrounds and penetrates Prime. So he created a creature that could travel 
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between the old places, the dark places, with the same ease that Agamotto could travel 
the Web of Light. It was a Web of Shadows, really. This creature he created, that we call 
Essex, has a name closer to Iesekkss.” 

His mouth shifted to spit out the weird and alien word. “Our letters can‟t 
capture it so well,” he shrugged. “The Web of Light protects us with coincidence, 
making sure people are in the right place at the right time to have a chance at protecting 
the status-quo. The Shadow King created a creature that was insidious enough not to 
trigger the alarms, who could work long term, be impossible to pin down. That was his 
revenge.” Strange sighed. “That was Essex.” 

“I didn‟t mean to bring him back,” Blade said through his teeth. 

 “I don‟t blame you at all,” Strange said. “Essex is cunning and ancient, and he did 
not last the centuries by being sloppy. He always had a back door. Always. I just 
thought I could seal them all up.” He shook his head. “I know all too well that there is 
always a way out.” 

 “So, what now?” 

 Strange looked him in the eye. “I‟ve been honest with you,” he said, “because I 
need you to know how dangerous Essex really is. And because I need your help. Essex 
has access to the old ways, the deep places, and like all his kind he knows how to stay 
out of sight when I‟m looking. We only have a single chance of hunting this monster 
down, and that‟s to get someone who is linked to him. Someone who can feel a 
connection and follow it, across dimensional barriers, in ways that make no sense, but 
have inner awareness of the sense of this creature.” Strange watched him steadily. 

 “I can look for him,” Blade said slowly. “When I meditate.” He paused. 
“Dimensional barriers… I don‟t think I can cross those… but once…” He frowned, 
puzzled by the touch of an ancient memory. 

 “Once you could,” Strange said gently. 

 Blade searched him with his eyes. “I do know you,” he said. “From before the fight 
in Nebraska.” He shook his head. “It‟s all messed up.” 

 “I mentioned Nightmare before,” Strange said. “It is a creature of unimaginable 
power, that resides far from this dimension. But sometimes he gets close, to feed from 
the power of the human imagination, especially as expressed in malleable form, in sleep 
and dreams. He cannot breach the Web of Light, so he sends heralds, or scions. 
Sometimes ghosts. His most powerful herald was wrapped in a stolen fabric called the 
Shroud. It could bypass the Web of Light, skiffing through dimensions like you‟d page 
through a book.” 

 “The shroud,” Blade said, almost reverent as some memory sparked in his eyes. 

 “You were made to be its host when you were a child,” Strange said. “You grew in 
the shadow of the undead energy, of the Shroud, of Nightmare. And you were only 
semi-aware. You did Nightmare‟s bidding. Then, one day, you crossed my path. And I 
separated you from the Shroud. You ran, and I kept the Shroud.” 

 “Where is it now?” Blade asked. 
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 “It claimed several bearers, and now one of my worst enemies has it. He can use it 
to breach dimensions. He is nearly beyond my power.” Strange shook his head. “And 
that‟s not good.” 

 “So that‟s why I can… I can feel how to move across dimensions, even though I 
can‟t,” Blade said. 

 “Right,” Strange nodded. “So when you and I travel together, we will be able to 
find Essex. I hope.” 

 “Damn,” Blade said, his mind racing. 

 “So you know,” Strange added, “Rasputin and Essex seem to be allied right now. 
So we will be hunting both Essex and your Shroud.” He paused. “Stay healthy. Be 
careful.” 

 Blade squinted against memory, fighting the sleep that crept through his exhausted 
body. “I remember. The wind. You—you pulled me out, I didn‟t want to go.” He 
looked Strange in the eye. “Could you have killed me then?” 

 Strange hesitated. “Yes,” he admitted. “I could have.” 

 “Why didn‟t you?” Puzzlement creased Blade‟s forehead. “I would have.” 

 “I try not to do anything I will regret later,” Strange said with a rueful smile. “You 
never know when the one who threatens you today may be your only hope years later.” 
He rose to his feet. 

 A smile threatened Blade‟s face, and he lay flat on his back. “Good luck, man.” 

 “Get your team together, when you wake up. Meditate. Get ready. When I give the 
word, we‟ll need to move. If you need to reach me, Giles knows how.” He nodded. 
“Thank you, Blade. You give me hope.” 

 “No problem,” Blade said lazily, words slurred by drowsiness. 

 Strange nodded to Spear, who nodded back. Then Strange stepped out of the 
armored room, facing Whistler and Giles and the guards. 

 “He‟s stable,” Strange said. “It should hold. If it doesn‟t, contact me again.” 

 Whistler and Giles stared, relieved. “Incredible,” Whistler grumped. “Just 
incredible.” 

 “Did you get what you needed?” Giles asked. 

 “Yes,” Strange nodded. “When Blade wakes up, I need him to work with his team. 
He‟s going to do some meditation for me, and I need him to be prepared to lead a team 
into the depths of the earth, if necessary. We have a demon we need to bring to bay.” 

 “We shoulda knowed about you a long time ago,” Whistler said with a sideways 
look at Giles. 

 “I need to talk to you,” Strange said directly to Giles, who nodded quickly. 

 “Of course,” he said. “This way.” He led Strange back to his office, and Strange 
closed the door. 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN 
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 “I need a way to stop Essex,” Strange said. “A sword to the chest won‟t do it, and I 
can‟t find Primus. I marked him with a rune so I would be able to locate him at once, 
no matter where he is in the Web of Light.” 

 “So he is not in the Web of Light,” Giles said slowly. “I wonder what that means.” 

 “Maybe Essex killed him,” Strange said. “I just don‟t know. But I want you to put 
some Watchers on it. Find out.” 

 “I don‟t have that kind of authority,” Giles protested. 

 “Talk to Dawson, mention me. He‟ll do it.” Strange sighed. 

 “Does Dawson know?” Giles asked hesitantly. “That you are, in fact, the Sorcerer 
Supreme?” 

 “No,” Strange replied. “You are the only one that knows that, and we need to keep 
it that way. Gives me more freedom to work.” A grin cocked his face. “You were the 
only Watcher bloody-minded enough to keep at it until you pinned me down.” 

 Giles fought a smile. “One does what one can,” he said mischievously. 

 “Be in touch,” Strange said, and he nodded to Giles. Then he slipped out the door 
and vanished into the hallway. 

* 

 Late morning sun failed to warm the sidewalk and street as Strange approached the 
mansion. He reached the steps, and a gentle touch spoke into his mind. 

 Do not be alarmed, it said. I come in peace. And I am in your sitting room. 

 Strange focused for a moment, then mounted the steps, entered the Sanctum. 
“Hello, Xavier,” he said to the bald man seated on the couch. 

 Xavier had upswept eyebrows, an aristocratic face, and a hairless scalp. He was 
dressed in a business suit, and he had metal braces on his legs. His age was difficult to 
guess from his smooth features. He smiled at Strange. 

 “I hope I haven‟t come at a bad time,” he said quietly. 

 “That depends on what you want,” Strange shrugged. “Perhaps we could start with 
some tea.” 

 “An excellent suggestion,” Xavier said, rising, his leg braces whining. 

 They crossed the hall to the kitchen, and Strange put a kettle on. “Well. What 
brings you to me?” he asked. 

 “I am baffled, and I do not know where else to turn,” Xavier admitted. 

 “That‟s not good news, from the most powerful psycher on the planet,” Strange 
observed. “What has baffled you?” 

 “My mind, oddly enough,” Xavier said, totally serious. “As I went to sleep Monday 
night, I had vivid dreams. Vivid. Too real to be hallucinations. My brother, Cain Marko. 
He was—he was fighting something. And he was losing.” Xavier paused. “You don‟t 
know my brother,” he explained. “He doesn‟t lose fights. So, the image was disturbing 
enough that I searched for him all day yesterday.” Xavier paused. “I know how to find 
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my brother. We share… a link, I suppose. And he is not on the other end. I cannot 
reach him.” He leaned back. 

 “You think I can find him somehow,” Strange added. 

 Xavier looked down at the table. “I thought… if we worked together, from the 
beginning… perhaps I would not have to lose a kinsman.” The rest was unsaid. 

 Strange nodded curtly. “You understand, of course, there is far too much for me to 
be able to search it all in my lifetime, much less immediately.” He tapped his chin. “But 
I don‟t have to start from scratch. There is a connection between you and your brother. 
If you will allow me into your mind… perhaps I can find that connection and trace it.” 

 “I trust you,” Xavier said simply. 

 Strange looked at him for a long moment. Then he turned to the tea kettle, and it 
let out a whistle. He poured the hot water into the prepared mugs, stirred, gave one to 
Xavier. He sat down, blew across his tea, took a sip. 

 “I will help you,” he said. “Please understand. I cannot make this my fight. I will try 
to bring balance.” He looked Xavier in the eye. “I think you can understand that.” 

 “I have my own people,” Xavier nodded. “If you can get us close, we can handle 
the rescue.” 

 “Then follow me,” Strange said. Xavier followed him up the stairs, to the hacked 
door of the Sanctum Sanctorum. Strange stepped inside, closing the door after Xavier, 
and he touched the door. It sealed with a fresh, if temporary, defense. Strange gestured 
at the throne in the center of the silver circle inlaid in the floor. 

 “You‟ll be safe enough there,” Strange said. “Powerful creatures are abroad these 
days. It does not do to take unnecessary chances.” 

 Xavier nodded. “I will open my mind,” he said. He closed his eyes, leaning back, 
then he took a single deep breath, releasing it. Strange‟s eyebrows raised. 

 “Very good,” he murmured. He conjured a peculiar brilliance in the air, a Light that 
focused on the bald man‟s forehead. Then he let his eyes slide closed as an incantation 
breathed from him. 

 Strange began unfolding Xavier‟s mind, slipping up to the astral plane. There was 
might and order in the delicate origami of the mentalist‟s psyche. A thread surfaced, a 
connection beyond rational explanation. Xavier nudged it to Strange‟s attention, and the 
Sorcerer Supreme touched at it, connecting. 

 half-brother—so angry—wandering—Shard of Cttrock—Tibet—news, still alive—shouting, 
battle 

 Strange frowned, half in his astral form, and he traced down the connection. Right 
clean out of the Web of Light; he was amazed that their connection had not pulled taut 
and snapped. It must run awfully deep. 

 A moment later, he was outside the ruined dream city of C‟thon. 

 He slipped back along the connection, into his body, and he woke Xavier with a 
snap of his fingers. “This is not good,” he said. “Your brother is indeed clear of this 
dimension. And I got a sense of what has him. You have a real fight ahead of you. I 
cannot get involved.” 
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 “But you can help,” Xavier pressed. 

 Strange was surprised to see the slant of the sun had changed dramatically. It was 
late afternoon. “Of course,” he said distantly. “I have just the person to get you there 
and bring you back.” 

* 

 “Good afternoon!” the big Russian boomed. “Welcome to Stark International.” He 
was tall, with the heavy musculature of a professional bodybuilder. 

 “Hello, Piotr,” Strange murmured. “I‟m here to see Victoria.” 

 Piotr led him through the last security checkpoint to get to the basement of 
Research and Development. “Then you have come to the right place, my friend,” Piotr 
said, his accent substantial. “Speaking of Ms. Bently. I don‟t suppose you could put in a 
good word for me. I like her very much,” he said earnestly, “and when she is allowed to 
leave her secured surroundings I would like to court her.” 

 “Such things are between the two of you,” Strange said. “My only part in that is to 
encourage you to wait until she is allowed to leave her secured surroundings. I need her 
to be able to concentrate on her studies.” He glanced at the big Russian “It is important. 
What she is working on.” 

 “Oh, I believe it,” Piotr said fervently. “But I was wondering if perhaps you could 
put in a good word for me.” He offered a wide smile. 

 “I can‟t do that, Piotr.” Strange looked ahead as they rounded the corner, headed 
for Bently‟s room. 

 Piotr stopped. “Why not?” he asked, an edge on his voice. 

 Strange continued walking. “Because it is between you, and I don‟t want to get 
involved,” he said. “Here we are.” He pushed the page button by the door to Bently‟s 
suite. 

 A few moments later, the door slid open. Bently looked up at her visitor, and 
brightened immediately when she saw Strange. “Come in!” she said. “I‟m so glad to see 
you. Do you bear tidings of the outside world?” Her smile was off-center and 
mischevous. 

 “I do indeed,” Strange said, stepping into her suite. The door slid shut behind him. 
“In fact, I‟ve come to collect you.” 

 She blinked, then delight warmed her. “I‟ll pack a few things,” she said. “I‟m glad 
to be done with the solitude and study. I‟ve had rather enough of the view down here,” 
she added with a gesture to the unrelieved concrete walls. 

 “Good,” Strange said as he sat on the edge of her desk. “Because I have a mission 
for you. Lots of sights to see.” 

 She stopped, and turned. “Mission?” 

 “Oh yes,” Strange said, “and I‟m glad you‟ve been keeping up on your studies. I 
need you to be a dimensional guide, to take a group somewhere exotic.” His smile was 
wry. “A rescue mission.” 

 “Where?” Bently asked, trying to sound casual. 
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 “To the dream city of C‟thon,” Strange answered quietly. 

 Bently paled. “Seriously?” 

 He nodded. “I have a lodestone that will guide you to the holy places. The team 
needs to get to the Temple of the Nameless Ancients. The depthless pits of that place 
will lead them to the battle they are looking for.” 

 Bently swallowed hard. “So… I‟m to go alone? With their team?” 

 “Yes,” Strange nodded. “We can go over the finer details at the Sanctum. But I 
anticipate you will go as soon as possible.” 

 The door whipped open, and Logan hopped in. He squinted at Strange, and sniffed 
once. 

 “Hadda be sure,” he growled. He turned, bolting. 

 Strange and Bently exchanged a puzzled look, then they were racing after him. 

 Logan slid to a halt at a security station, Strange and Bently at his heels. He looked 
into the vidscreen. “We got the genuine article here. Divert the intruders.” 

 “Yes sir,” said the guard on the screen. Logan turned to the sorcerers. 

 “Look who just checked in to security,” he growled. He tapped at the keys of the 
security station computer, and the view changed. They saw Strange, Stone, and Illyana 
strolling down the corridor. 

 “I know yer the real thing,” Logan growled without looking at Strange, “because 
my sniffer don‟t lie. But these people. Damn good likenesses.” 

 “What are you going to do?” Strange asked. He looked over his shoulder to see 
Piotr running towards them, out of breath. 

 “They checked in to see Vicky,” Logan said, “so we‟re sendin them to the motor 
pool. It‟s the best place in the complex to have a fight. Roomy.” 

 Piotr reached them. “I have notified security. The alarm will not be used, radios will 
be silent.” 

 “Good,” Logan nodded. “Now let‟s see what we‟re dealing with.” 

 “Why have you not scanned them?” Piotr demanded. “That would be swift and 
sure.” 

 “Remember the hologram cloak on that black armor thing that attacked some years 
back?” Logan demanded. “The one that used you to dent walls?” 

 A stain of color immediately rose to Piotr‟s cheeks. “Yes,” he gritted out, “and we 
don‟t need to revisit that in present company.” 

 “She already thinks yer a dork, don‟t delude yourself,” Logan sighed. “Now, that 
thing was loaded out six ways to Sunday with all kinds of sendin and receivin gear. So if 
we scan it, then it will know the game is up. And we don‟t want to trigger a 
confrontation until they get to the motor pool.” 

 “Why not?” Piotr demanded. “The narrow spaces could work to our advantage.” 

 “Not really,” Logan shrugged. “Remember how they can somehow infect matter 
with their body mass, then drain the energy out of it? Hell, I know more about these 
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things than you do, and I wasn‟t even here when one attacked. Besides. We‟re mostly 
going to watch.” 

 “Then who will deal with the intruders?” Piotr demanded, frustrated. 

 “Logan, come in. I’m suited up,” Stark said over the link in the security station. “They 
headed to the motor pool?” 

 “See you there, Logan out,” he said. Then he took off running down the hall. 

 “High strung,” Piotr observed with a weary shake of his head. 

 Then they all ran after Logan. 

 They caught up outside a blast door. “What‟s going on?” Bently pleaded. 

 “It is Stark,” Piotr confided, not even winded. “He is a very great scientist, and he 
has built himself a suit of armor. It has all kinds of energy shooters, and little motors, it 
can make a man fly and be bulletproof.” He shook his head. “Amazing. And he will 
fight the intruders.” 

 “Alone?” Bently said, startled. 

 “You aint seen this armor,” Logan said with a toothy grin. “Here we go. Keep yer 
head down.” He opened the blast door, slipped through with Strange, Bently, and Piotr 
at his heels. The door ground shut, and they stepped into the receiving office. It was 
dark inside, except the light that came in through the massive window. They heard a 
faint clicking. 

 On the balcony, a figure strode into view, his footfalls metallic. He wore golden 
armor with red highlights, it was articulated and smooth. There were no flourishes in 
the clean, functional lines of the power armor. Stark surveyed the room. A door at the 
far end opened. 

 “Wait,” said the shapeshifter that looked like Strange. “Something is wrong.” 

 Stark touched a button on the greave, and the shapeshifter screamed, twitching 
madly, her skin flashing blue and her hair red as she was flung back to skid along the 
floor unconscious. The energy trap also arced over her two escorts, but they simply 
took the punishment without seeming inconvenienced. The holographic cloaks 
dropped, revealing two black-armored warriors. 

 Stark leaped from the balcony, his boot jets and backpack vents flaring as he sank 
to the floor, landing near the two invaders. “I’ve prepared something for you,” he said. “I 
learned from our last encounter.” 

 The first intruder unleashed a sonic attack at him as the second darted back, into 
the shadows of the garage. Stark stumbled back, then the armor force fields modulated 
and dispersed the sonic boom as the windows shattered. Stark thrust his hand forward, 
and a beam of energy shot from his palm, drilling the black armor. It spun to the floor, 
slapping its palm down. A shadowy texture spread across the floor. 

 “Perfect,” Stark said, flicking a sphere at the armor sidearm. It bounced once, then 
popped, spraying a weird light show. The black armor twitched, then burst, its modular 
components clattering down in a dervish cloud of discorporate dust. 

 The other power armor sprang at Stark from the side, and he spun with his 
repulsor disks flaring. The figure was blown back; it somersaulted mid-air, kicked off 
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the wall, and drove at him as one arm grew together into a vicious spike. Stark 
sidestepped, the spike drawing sparks from his armor, and he clenched his fists; energy 
crackled around them, and he slugged the armor once, twice, sending it reeling back in 
surprise as its head deformed under the disintegrating force of the energy field. 

 Its arms cranked back, and acid sprayed from its chest. Stark hunched, his armor 
humming as the force shields deflected it before it touched his armor. The intruder 
spun, ready to run, and Stark hit it with a sonic drill that raced up and down the scales, 
resonating painfully in the teeth of those watching as they clapped their hands over their 
ears. The armor staggered. 

 Stark cut loose two wide-beam attacks, flaring energy across most of the armor. It 
screamed and toppled, bursting apart to dust as it hit the floor. 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT 

 The shapeshifter was unsteadily rising as Stark turned to face her. “Care to try your 
luck?” he asked sardonically, his synthesized voice menacing. 

 Logan strode out of the office, and Strange followed him. Piotr and Bently stared 
through the window, unsure of what to do next. 

 “So what d‟ya figger, Doc?” Logan growled. “Are those things magic?” 

 “No,” he replied curtly. “Some kind of science. She is another matter,” he frowned. 

 “Darkholme?” Logan blinked. “Really?” 

 “You know her?” Strange said, surprised. 

 “Yeah, she‟s Raven Darkholme. Went by Mystique for awhile. And a dozen other 
names. She‟s a spy,” he said, uncomfortable. “Why do you think she‟s magic?” They 
were five meters from her, and closing. Stark stood with his arms folded across his 
chest, his mask implacable, silently daring her to run. She seemed to be having trouble 
just standing, and wisps of smoke still rose from her. 

 “You will speak to me,” Strange said, squaring off with Darkholme. “One way or 
another.” 

 “Your title means nothing to me,” she spat, eyes still unfocused. 

 Strange snapped a growling hissing string of sound, and Logan took a step back, 
surprised as he warily eyed Strange. “Who is your master,” Strange demanded in the 
peculiar tongue. 

 “You‟ll get nothing from me,” she replied, visibly shaken. 

 “Tell me. Or I will chain you to iron,” he growled. “Not steel. Iron.” 

 She frowned. “You know who I work for.” 

 “Essex.” 

 She sneered. “He will feast on your heart.” 

 “You are the one that captured Blade. Freed Essex.” Strange was unreadable. 

 “I serve my master always,” she hissed. 
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 “Misty,” Logan said cautiously, “tell him yer a spy from World War II. Tell him 
he‟s wrong with these crazy ideas.” 

 She looked him in the eye. “Maybe I never told you everything,” she said, cold. 

 Strange turned to Stark. “Do you have a brig that can hold her?” he demanded. 

 “Sure do,” Stark replied. “It can stop teleporters, super-strong bruisers, cyborgs, you name it.” 

 “Good,” Strange nodded. “I need to question her about what her boss knows. But 
not at this minute.” 

 “She‟ll be here when you get ready for her,” Logan said firmly. “Count on it.” 

 “I wish I could,” Strange murmured. He turned to Bently. “We have to go.” 

 “Just like that?” Piotr said incredulously. “We hold a prisoner for you, against the 
laws of the land, and you will try to pencil an illegal interrogation into your schedule?” 

 “I pay my debts,” Strange replied. He turned to Stark. “I have a friend, someone 
involved in the cutting edge of science in this realm. I‟ll give him a call, have him come 
check the remains. Maybe he can lend insight.” 

 “Thanks,” Stark said. “This tech… I’ve never seen anything like it.” 

 “You are sure it is not magic?” Piotr muttered, suspicious. 

 Strange glanced at Bently, turned, and left. She followed. Piotr stared at the 
wreckage, scratching his head. Logan looked Darkholme in the eye. 

 “Here we are again,” he said softly. 

 She had nothing to say to that. 

* 

 Twenty minutes later, Darkholme perched on a bunk in a four meter cube cell. 
Half of one wall was a transparent, unbreakable barrier. She sat, patient. 

 A chair was dragged over in front of her cell. Logan spun it around backwards and 
straddled it, settling in, looking her over. She shifted at once, becoming a lovely red-
head with freckles and shapely bosoms. 

 “Do you like this?” she murmured. “It was always one of your favorites.” 

 “That takes me back,” Logan said with a growling smile. “To the Project days. God 
damn we were crazy then.” He squinted at her. “So you really are some kind of spooky 
supernatural monster?” 

 “What did you think I was?” she asked, half exasperated and half amused. 

 “Didn‟t bother me,” he shrugged. “You were different, sure. So was everybody 
else.” He paused. “I found out I‟m a werewolf.” 

 “Old news,” she shrugged. 

 “You always could surprise me,” he said as he shook his head. “You knew all 
along?” 

 “I knew you before the surgery,” she said pointedly. “I was there when you were 
trying to figure out a way around the transformations.” 
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 “You—I wasn‟t captured?” Logan said, his jaw dropping. 

 Her eyes narrowed to slits. “Who do you think remembered your name was 
Logan?” she asked softly. 

 He chuckled. “You always could push my buttons,” he sighed. “I was kind of 
hoping that with the Project over and done with, you wouldn‟t be doing this sort of 
thing anymore.” 

 “I‟m not after Stark‟s industrial secrets,” she pointed out. 

 “You came for the Bently girl,” Logan nodded. Darkholme stared at him, 
expressionless. “Didn‟t you.” It wasn‟t really a question. He lit a cigar, taking his time 
with the ritualistic action. 

 “I don‟t suppose you brought my cigarettes,” she said calmly. 

 “I‟ll get you some, don‟t you worry,” Logan replied. “Just don‟t have em yet. 
What‟s the rush? You aren‟t going anywhere.” 

 “We‟ll see,” she said. She shifted her shoulders, and her entire posture subtly 
flexed. She leaned back, inviting. “How shall I pass the time?” she wondered aloud. 

 “Sorry, those days are through,” Logan said. “I‟m a happily committed man. You 
know,” he added, pride surfacing in his eyes, “I got me a baby son, named Brian.” He 
looked at Darkholme speculatively. “I didn‟t have to steal a damn thing to get that gift,” 
he said. “There‟s another way to live, besides takin what aint yours.” 

 “You always were so noble,” she sneered, something of a sulk in her tone. “When 
you weren‟t a slaughtering berserker.” 

 “I wonder,” he murmured, pity in his eyes, “if you ever got somethin you didn‟t 
have to steal. Somethin of yer own.” 

 She shivered, and malice crept into her eyes. “You had best hope I don‟t escape,” 
she whispered, unsteady. 

 Logan flinched as his com chirped. He pulled it off his belt, checked it. “Well, gotta 
go,” he said as he rose and picked up the chair. “I‟ll be back.” He offered her a smile 
with something sad in it, then he clumped off out of sight. 

 Darkholme curled up in the corner, hugging her knees and balefully glaring over 
them, mute. 

* 

 Dust drifted in the sunbeam that penetrated the gloom of the Sanctum Sanctorum. 
Bently stood, uneasily glancing around, and Strange opened a chest. 

 “I know that you are not entirely comfortable with this as your first dimension-
breaching assignment,” Strange said, his back to her. “Think of it as a test. If all goes 
well, you will not need to engage in the fighting.” He turned to face her. “I know you‟d 
prefer it that way.” 

 “Of course,” she replied distinctly. “Are you certain there is no one you‟d rather 
entrust with this assignment?” 
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 “This is what I‟ve been training you to do,” Strange said. “I‟ve grown somewhat 
complacent, with Illyana always available to me. She is incredibly adept at dimensional 
movement.” 

 “I know,” Bently replied, struggling to keep her voice neutral. “She is a very skilled 
sorceress.” 

 “True,” Strange nodded. “The only way you will technically surpass her is if you get 
a fraction of her experience. I‟m looking out for your best interests,” he said with a 
distant smile. “Now. Here is the lodestone.” He handed her a chip of jade-like stone, 
shaped in a rough cylinder that came to a point on each end. A hole was drilled through 
its center. “It will pull towards the pits.” He passed his thumb over the braid it hung by. 
“And the handle… made from the hair of one I loved. It will ground you to Prime. 
Help you find your way home.” His jaw flexed. He thrust the lodestone into her hand 
and turned, energetic, back to the trunk. 

 She examined the peculiar texture of the stone as he moved a few items around. 
Then he straightened. 

 “This,” he said, “is a blade I once used to kill a were-jaguar, in Mexico.” He handed 
her a long, slender blade with a peculiar sweep to it, stitched with runes through the 
steel. She took it, and the scabbard that went with it, surprised at its lightness. 

 “Keep your wits about you,” Strange said seriously. “The Veil of Watoomb is good 
protection for the mind, mentalists don‟t know what to make of it. That will give you a 
fighting chance if you make a decision Xavier doesn‟t like, and you have to stand your 
ground.” 
 “I can hardly believe this is happening,” she murmured, eyes following the wicked 
curve of the blade she held. 

 He regarded her for a long moment. “It‟s this or back to the basement of Stark 
International,” he said. 

 She looked him in the eye. “You know I would not refuse you,” she said, keeping 
her voice even. “But perhaps Kira could come along.” 

 “No good,” Strange said, shaking his head. “She knows nothing of dimensional 
travel, and against some of the things there… she feels invulnerable, and she might 
prove to be a liability rather than an asset.” 

 “Stone?” she asked in a small voice. “We worked well together.” 

 “He was rescued from C‟thon once, and in his present state of mind he may not 
trust me to send him back there,” Strange shrugged. “Also: no dimensional skill, and if 
it comes down to a brawl you may all be doomed.” 

 “I‟m sorry,” she said, struggling to smile. “I‟m—I am trying not to be afraid.” She 
could not slow her breathing. 

 A small, weary smile touched at Strange‟s eyes. “Did you think this would be easy?” 
he asked gently. “What I do? What we do?” He turned back to the chest. “Did you 
expect it would be fun?” 

 “I take my work very seriously,” she said, stung. 

 “This is your work,” Strange said. “Now. I need to show you how to get where you 
are going. There is no time to make this a training opportunity, and not much margin 
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for error.” He did not look her in the eye as his hands traced out hyperdimensional 
coordinates, and the air shimmered, resolving into an illusion of light. “This would be 
considerably easier with the Crystal of Agamotto,” he shrugged, “but we work with 
what we have.” 

 The illusion was a ball of light, like overlaced yarn. The ball spun, and she 
recognized the geomantic overlay of New York. Strange shrank the illusion, and the 
strands of energy that flowed across time and space came into view, circling and 
connecting to the Web of Light. “There we are,” he murmured, gesturing to mark a 
landmark for the exit point. “And there.” 

 The ball shrank still further, and Bently gazed at the journey he described, 
mesmerized by the flow of the illusion of the Web of Light that expanded far beyond 
Prime. 

 “I can‟t believe it‟s all tied together,” she murmured. “And somehow Agamotto 
connected to it.” 

 “That‟s a story for another time,” Strange mused. “Touch the light.” 

 She reached forth her hand, putting it into the illusion. She jerked and twitched for 
a moment as the images, the landmarks, burned themselves into her memory. 

 “That should help,” Strange said, subdued. “Do you think you can get there? And 
get back?” 

 “Yes,” she said, surprised to hear the slur in her voice. “No problem.” 

 “Don‟t lose the stone,” Strange said. “It is your way home. You‟ve never jumped 
out of the Web of Light like this. I believe you‟ll do fine.” His smile was not 
wholehearted. 

 “And there is no one else,” she finished.  

 “That‟s right,” Strange nodded. “Now listen to me. All we are doing is giving 
Xavier a chance to take a team in and rescue his brother. We are not on a rescue 
mission, we are assisting his rescue mission. Remembering that might save your life. If 
they run into trouble, you leave them and you don‟t look back. Understand?” He looked 
her in the eye, and she found herself nodding. 

 “That seems a little cold,” she said. “Why even undertake this mission if we are not 
going to see it through to the end?” 

 “We are not „undertaking this mission,‟” Strange said patiently. “We are helping 
them with their mission. We dare not claim it. Not at this point in the Reckoning.” He 
paused. “This is one of the crisis points in the Scrolls of Skelos. The Howling Giant.” 

 “Great,” Bently said through her teeth. “A crisis point. Then why am I not on a 
rescue mission? This makes no sense to me. I don‟t want to risk my life if I can‟t figure 
out why.” She jutted out her chin. 

 Strange looked her in the eye, faintly surprised. “What do you think we‟re in it for?” 
he asked quietly. 

 “I honestly don‟t know,” she muttered. “Mentalists, giants, demons, magic… 
sometimes it seems that the world would be better off without all the clutter.” She 
stubbornly stared through Hoggoth‟s sigil at the clear sky. 
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 Strange leaned back, something sad and reserved in his eyes. “Your clothes are in 
the wardrobe,” he said quietly. “I‟ll see you downstairs.” 

 He turned and left. Bently watched him go, then turned to the wardrobe, opening 
it. 

 “You have got to be kidding,” she sighed as she looked over the outfit. 

 

CHAPTER NINE 

 Strange stepped into the doorway of the kitchen. “Your hot and sour soup smells 
good, as always, he said to Wong. “It‟s good to see you back.” His smile was genuinely 
warm. 

 Wong turned, bowing to him. “Thank you for my brief furlough. I feel much 
better,” he said inscrutably. “Illyana took excellent care of me.” 

 “Good to hear,” Strange said as he moved to the table and lowered himself into a 
seat opposite Xavier. “How is it?” he asked the mentalist, nodding at the dumplings and 
rice. 

 “I already asked him if he‟d come back to California with me,” Xavier said wryly. 
“He turned me down flat.” 

 “We each have a place in the world,” Wong replied, “and I have found mine.” He 
put a bowl before Strange, who smiled at it as he picked up his spoon. 

 “Thank you, Wong,” he said. “Victoria will be down in a moment.” 

 “I have her plate ready,” Wong replied sedately. 

 “You are indeed wise,” Xavier murmured, watching Wong. “I have dedicated my 
life to helping people find their place in this world.” He paused. “I know how…difficult 
that can be.” 

 Strange sipped at his spoonful of soup, then put the spoon down. “Xavier. Victoria 
will take you back to California to gather your team. Afterwards, I need her back, with 
or without you.” His eyes were steady. 

 “I understand,” Xavier nodded. “I will see to it that she makes it back, insofar as I 
am able.” 

 “Well,” Bently said from the doorway, “I certainly appreciate the sentiment.” Her 
smile was crooked, but that was not what drew and held the eye. Her hair was up in a 
bun, flanked by the upturned collar of a leather greatcoat. Under the coat, she wore a 
black turtleneck, leather pants, and boots that buckled up the side. Greaves were 
strapped to her forearms, over the sleeves of the coat. 

 Xavier rose, his braces releasing a faint whine. “You look ready for anything,” he 
said with a warm smile. 

 “Let‟s hope I am,” she replied, her accent inflected as she glanced at Strange. “Shall 
we?” 

 “Ready when you are,” Xavier said firmly. 
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 Bently nodded, stepping over to the front door and hauling it open. Xavier 
followed her out of the mansion without looking back. Together, they headed down the 
sidewalk. 

 “Where are we going?” Xavier asked, his breath wisping out with his words in the 
chilly air. 

 “To the nearest ley line, at the end of the street,” Bently replied. “From there, we 
can merge with the Web of Light, and come out in California.” She looked over at him. 
“I will need your help to steer. You must open your mind to me somewhat.” 

 “I can do that,” he nodded. “In fact, I may be able to guide you.” 

 Her forehead creased. “If you can guide me,” she said, her tone flat, “why don‟t 
you just take the knowledge you need and move through the Web of Light on your 
own?” 

 He smiled, watching his step. “I can touch on the mind of an ice skater, but that 
does not give me the conditioning and muscle memory to compete in figure skating,” 
he said. “My body and reflexes are not well informed by pure knowledge taken from the 
mind of an expert.” He met her eyes. “In any case, using magic bears a price.” He 
paused. “A price I am unwilling to pay.” 

 Her eyes drifted back to the sidewalk. “It‟s only fair to warn you,” she said calmly, 
“I‟ve only been on one real field mission. I did succeed,” she said quickly, glancing at 
him. 

 “I don‟t doubt it,” he assured her. 

 They walked in silence for a short time. 

 “You said—about reflexes, muscle memory,” she began, awkward. “Did you have 
an accident with your mental powers? What happened to, you know—your legs?” 

 Xavier sighed. “I worked for some people who were developing ways of making 
human beings into weapons,” Xavier said quietly. “They paid me to do mental weapons 
research, but I wanted to experiment on expanding my consciousness through 
meditation, a medical régime, and whatever else I could get my hands on. So, when they 
felt I had been given enough rope, they sent an assassin to silence me.” A bitter smile 
surfaced. “He cut my spine,” Xavier said, “and the trauma from that experience broke 
the last of my barriers, allowing me to actually manifest tremendous psychic power.” 

 “What happened then?” Bently asked, surprised. 

 “I gave him the impression he had succeeded, and let him report back,” Xavier 
said. “Then… well, it was a hard time for me. I had no direction save regaining the use 
of my legs, and deepening my psychic might through benefiting from experiments in 
the field of unlocking the psychic potential of others. I lived in the shadows, behind the 
scenes. I did things… many things of which I am not proud.” 

 Bently reached the end of the street, she felt the ley line humming in the bones of 
her chest. She stepped off to the side of the pavement, by a building, and Xavier stayed 
close. 

 “I tried to get more power than I already had,” Xavier said simply, “and I tried 
ways to walk again at the expense of the lives of others.” He shook his head. “All it 
brought me was grief. Pursued relentlessly, unable to see clearly what I wanted from life, 
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I joined with some of my colleagues, others with special gifts.” Xavier looked her in the 
eye. “That‟s where I found my calling.” 

 “Your calling?” 

 Xavier nodded. “I am uniquely positioned and gifted to be the one that helps 
others with—special gifts, we‟ll say—integrate into the world.” He paused. “The world 
should be big enough for all of us, don‟t you agree?” 

 “Naturally,” she said with a tight smile. “Look, we‟re here. This is it.” 

 “Well,” Xavier said, shrugging in his coat. “What do we do now?” 

 Bently took his hand, leading him down the alley. “We go to where the light is,” 
she said. She released him in the dim reek of the garbage-choked passage. He glanced 
around. 

 “Charming,” he murmured. 

 “You‟d never know to look at it,” Bently said, capturing Xavier‟s attention, “but 
even this crude matter is filled with light.” Her hand reached out to steady herself 
against the rough brick of the wall. Then her eyes drifted half closed, and for a moment 
she opened herself to the thrashing sea of souls in the aether of New York. 

 Anchoring to Xavier with a hyperdimensional coordinate she stitched over his 
chest with her astral form, she let herself be pulled into the steady shine of the ley 
energies. They were whisked into the Web of Light, navigating with impossible speed; 
she felt Xavier‟s consciousness bolstering hers, oddly unruffled by the surreal interplay 
of matter and energy. 

 They were expelled gracelessly from the Web of Light, toppling on the sidewalk 
behind a bar. Their flesh steamed, recorporated. 

 “You—have done this—before?” she gasped. 

 He nodded, struggling for breath. “Once. With Strange.” He looked up at her. “But 
meditation—very similar—in a way.” 

 “The astral plane.” She hauled herself up, and hefted some of his weight as she 
helped him to his feet. “Now. Where are we going?” She squinted up at the sun. 

 “Three hours earlier,” Xavier clarified with a satisfied smile. “And it‟s California.” 
He stretched, then shrugged out of his heavy coat. “Won‟t be needing this now.” 

 “I think I‟ll keep mine on,” Bently sighed. 

 “Damned handy trick, popping through the Web of Light like that,” Xavier said as 
he eyed Bently. “Why don‟t you and Strange travel that way all the time?” 

 “Strange doesn‟t want to make waves,” Bently shrugged, “and it can be dangerous. 
Besides, our task is to keep things running smoothly, not shove energy around and 
cause a snarl.” She peered down the sun-lit street. “Are we close to your home base?” 

 “No,” Xavier said with a smile, “but we can call a cab.” A moment later, a cab 
screeched to a halt at the curb. 

 “Nice,” Bently said, raising an eyebrow. 

 “I try to keep things running smoothly also,” Xavier said, letting himself into the 
cab. Bently rounded the back of the car and dropped into the other side. 
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 Xavier blinked once, lazily, and the cab driver pulled away from the curb, merging 
into traffic. “His mind is weak,” Xavier murmured, “and he‟ll be glad to take us home.” 
Bently shivered slightly as she realized the cab‟s meter wasn‟t running. 

 “So where are we, exactly, and where are we going?” Bently asked. 

 “We are just outside San Francisco, California. We are headed to Xavier‟s 
Academy, offering two year degrees for those needing to integrate into society after 
being outside it for whatever reason, also a preparatory school. We also offer job-
oriented training.” 

 “What‟s the rest of the story?” Bently pressed. 

 “The paranormal aspect,” Xavier said. “All sorts come to my school. I find the 
unusual ones, with the powers of my mind. I invite them to come. I train them in how 
to use their powers, and how to get an education, and how to find a place in today‟s 
world. A world that hates and fears that which is—different. That which invites them to 
a broader view than they would like, of what is possible. And what is not.” Xavier‟s eyes 
flicked as they absently tracked the moving scenery outside the car window. “Some at 
the school have powers… powers I could not begin to understand.” 

 “Well then,” Bently said, subdued, “I suppose you do good work.” 

 He glanced at her. “Yes, I suppose I do,” he said. “Perhaps it atones for trying to 
take the world over once.” 

 She blinked, unsure of whether he was kidding or not. 

 “All that‟s in the past,” he said, resuming his vigil through the window. “My work 
mostly takes the powerful and channels their feelings. Ties down the loose cannons 
below decks.” A distant smile touched his features. 

 “Do you just lobotomize those who learn too much?” Bently asked, an edge to her 
voice. “If so, you had best stop confiding in me.” 

 “No psychic surgery, except in extreme cases,” Xavier said in a voice that was 
almost dreamy. “My work is about influence and opportunity, not coercion and theft. I 
touch minds, shape them, suggest. But I do not kill, and I do not wipe memories unless 
there is no other way to preserve the school‟s functionality.” He sighed. “All of us want 
to be who we are and live in the world,” he said. “And that‟s why my philosophy is 
leading to a multi-centric approach. Decentralization helps us be a support network 
without being the central authority figure.” 

 “Sounds like you have it all worked out.” Something glinted in her eye. 

 He shrugged. “We open our satellite in Sao Paulo next week,” he said mildly. “The 
United States is a land of freedom, but at times it can be a bit constrictive.” 

 Neither of them had anything further to say for a time, as the taxi wound through 
the streets, slipping through the suburbs. Bently watched the convenience marts and 
strip malls thin as they headed for the hills. Xavier smiled to himself. 

 “I‟ve notified them we are almost there,” he murmured. “They should meet us at 
the gate.” A few minutes later, the taxi pulled to a halt outside ornate wrought iron gates 
flanked by stone walls. “Here we are.” With some difficulty, he rose from the back of 
the car, slamming the door. Bently stepped out on her side, and watched the taxi cruise 
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away. She did not look at Xavier; instead, she turned to face four individuals who 
crunched down the gravel drive towards the gate. 

 “Xavier,” said a classically beautiful woman dressed in white, with pale hair; she 
had an arch cast to her face. “Welcome back. I‟m glad you were successful.” Her cold 
eyes crossed Bently for only a moment, but Bently shivered with the sense that the 
woman had peered deep into her soul. 

 “Indeed,” Xavier said as the gate creaked open. “Victoria Bently has agreed to help 
us find my brother. Victoria, let me introduce my associates. This is Emma Frost, 
headmistress of the school,” he said as he gestured to the pale woman. “This is 
Toynbee, our marketing director.” The hunched man bowed deeply with a flourish so 
dramatic the backs of his hands almost brushed the gravel. He glanced up, a gleam in 
his eye that almost suggested madness. His thin limbs were corded with muscle. 

 “The pleasure of your acquaintance is entirely mine, my dear sweet lady; you have 
our undying gratitude for your assistance with this conundrum.” 

 “That will do,” Xavier said firmly. “Rich Ryder, one of our teaching aids,” he said 
as he gestured to a lanky young man with tousled dark hair. Ryder offered a somewhat 
shy smile, a faint blush in his cheeks as he did his best not to stare. He tried to dress as 
an academic, but his collar was unbuttoned, his shirt rumpled, and his sleeves half rolled 
up. 

 “Finally,” Xavier said, “Marie Saint. She is our dean of students.” The lovely young 
woman nodded. Her chestnut shag of hair had a pale off-center stripe in it. She wore 
slacks and a blouse, but Bently‟s eyes were drawn to her gloves. 

 “Pleased ta meetcha,” Saint said in a sultry Southern accent. “Let‟s get yall inside.”  

 The six of them started up the path towards the low pile of the mansion, and the 
gates swung shut behind them. Saint looked over at Xavier. 

 “Who you got figured fer the strike team?” she asked. 

 “Volunteers only,” Xavier said solemnly. “This one will get peculiar.” 

 “I‟m in,” Saint said, and Xavier smiled at her. 

 “I‟ll stay here to run things,” Frost said, “in case you don‟t get back. I‟m keeping 
Toynbee.” 

 “M‟lady is gracious,” Toynbee fawned. 

 “Isn‟t that a little chilly?” Bently said to Frost, cocking an eyebrow. “I mean, isn‟t 
he your friend?” 

 “Of course he is,” Frost said with a puzzled look. Then her expression smoothed, 
with something like pity. “I see. You must be new at this.” 

 Xavier concealed a smile, turning to Saint. “Marie, would you please take Ms. 
Bently on a tour while I check with some of the students? I don‟t want to take up too 
much of her time with this rescue mission.” 

 “Ma pleasure,” Saint said. “Right this way.” 

 “My lady,” Toynbee said with yet another bow to Bently. He turned and followed 
Frost as she headed for the mansion without a backwards glance. 
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 “See you later,” Ryder said awkwardly, waving at her and following Frost. Xavier 
sighed, shrugged slightly, and brought up the rear. 

 Bently followed Saint around the side of the huge mansion. Saint glanced at her, 
then nodded to herself. “Xavier‟s Academy has classes for adult education, and it is also 
a preparatory school,” she said, a slightly breathy rasp at the heart of her accent. “We 
have a small dorm to house a number of students on campus. We are privately funded 
by large, anonymous contributions, courtesy of, well, Xavier‟s network,” she said with a 
wink. “Really, it is a halfway house for those who are different. Like over there,” she 
pointed as they walked past the courtyard gate. 

 In the courtyard, there was a fit, handsome young man reading by the fountain. A 
pre-teen boy was working out with katas nearby. 

 “That‟s Bobby Drake, and his son Tim,” Saint said. “They run Drake 
Investigations, a private detective outfit. The daddy has mystical ninja powers, and the 
son is a hell of an acrobat and martial artist in his own right. Tim is doing great in 
school, and learning from his daddy. They can pull back here when things get rough. 
We help them find a way to turn their differences into part of their lives without 
triggering the wrath of the peasant with the torch an pitchfork, if you know what I 
mean.” 

 “Mystical ninja powers,” Bently echoed, her eyes lingering on the normal looking 
man by the fountain. He glanced up, meeting her eyes from a dozen yards away. Then 
he looked back down at his book. She shook her head, and walked on, Saint at her side. 

 “Tim has people closer to his age here,” Saint shrugged, “so he don‟t have to feel 
so isolated.” 

 They heard laughter, and two young women rounded the corner of the mansion. 
They both stopped and grinned. 

 “Saint!” the first said. “Xavier just called us.” She was pert, blonde, and shapely, 
dressed in the school uniform. 

 “Any idea what it‟s about?” asked the other, cocking an eyebrow. She was lean, her 
hair dark and coiffed. Both of them were in their early twenties. 

 “Ah actually do know,” Saint retorted. “Go find out for youself.” She nodded to 
Bently. “And this is Ms. Bently. These here are Kitty Pryde and Skids,” she said, 
nodding to the lean girl then the blonde. 

 “Pleased to meet you, I‟m sure,” Bently said with a tight smile. 

 “Catch you later,” Pryde shrugged, and the two girls continued towards the main 
entrance. 

 “This is all very nice,” Bently said in a low voice, “but where are we going exactly?” 

 Saint looked at her for a moment. “Ah figured you‟d like a bite to eat before we go 
on our big mission,” she said. “The cafeteria is back here.” She paused. “What do you 
do exactly?” 

 Bently sighed. “I can manipulate the energy web that encircles the earth,” she said 
quickly, “and I can take Xavier and you and the others to a place far from this earth, 
where his brother is suffering. That‟s really all you need to know.” For a moment, her 
mind flashed back to all of Strange‟s incomplete explanations. For a moment, she 
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sensed a deeper well of patience than her own. And that was unsettling. “So,” she asked 
brightly. “What can you…do? I mean, why are you…” she gestured around at the 
house, the grounds. 

 Saint smiled slightly. “Ah can fly. Shrug off bullets. Touch people, absorb 
memories, powers.” She regarded Bently. “The works.” 

 “How nice,” Bently said, smiling to cover her shock. Right next to her. This thing 
that looked like a woman. She did her best to repress a shudder. 

 Saint‟s smile faded, and she continued walking, politely failing to notice that Bently 
widened the gap between them. 

 

CHAPTER TEN 

 Saint stood on the spacious back porch, overlooking the park behind the mansion. 
She wore a tight leather outfit. Twenty meters away, Bently sat cross-legged on a stone 
picnic bench in lotus position, spine erect, meditating. Saint glanced over her shoulder, 
then turned. 

 Xavier, Ryder, Pryde, and Skids strolled through the back door of the mansion, 
joining Saint overlooking the park. They wore leather boots, jackets, pants. 

 “Well,” Xavier said, “I have my volunteers. You have my deepest thanks,” he said 
to them, looking each in the eye in turn. 

 “Not a problem,” Ryder said firmly. “You know we‟re there for you.” 

 “I know,” Xavier said softly. “Let‟s go see what Bently has learned about the lay of 
the land.” 

 They headed down the porch steps, towards the park bench. “Ah don‟t think she 
cares for our kind much,” Saint said softly. 

 Xavier said nothing. They reached the bench, and Bently blinked, then took a deep 
breath and unfolded. 

 “Our best entry point is a ley line behind the waterfall,” she said, pointing to the 
back of the park. She glanced over the tough adventurers gathered to undertake the 
quest, and she nodded. “Anything else we need to do before we go?” 

 “Just this,” Xavier said. He looked his team over. “Bently is not one of us. She 
must come back. The rest of us accept a higher risk. She is helping us. But this is our 
mission.” Bently tried to smile to them, and they looked her over. 

“Understood,” Saint said coolly. That was all that needed to be said. They 
turned, and crossed the park, standing before the stream. 

 “So… how do we… you know,” Pryde said, gesturing at the thundering water that 
fed the pool. 

 “Take my hand,” Bently said, offering her hand to Xavier. He did, and took Saint‟s 
hand, and she took Ryder‟s hand, he took Skids‟s hand, and she clasped hers with 
Pryde. 
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 They slogged down into the pool, wading hip deep, then they winced as they 
trudged under the falling water. The mist, then the pounding down water, flares of light, 
indescribable sensation of constriction, dissolution, rushing— 

 They tumbled down on the hard flagstones, steaming and breathless. Pryde retched 
as Bently unsteadily rose to her feet, her lungs hauling the weird, alien atmosphere into 
her body. 

 “Nice,” Ryder gritted out, shaky on his hands and knees. 

 “How—far?” Saint managed. 

 “Distance alone is insufficient to describe the journey we have taken,” Bently said, 
feeling a guilty twinge of delight in being cryptic. She brushed dust off her adventuring 
outfit as the others climbed to their feet. Bently gazed around, awestruck. 

 The sky was the color of ancient vileness and strange dislocation, a greenish squirm 
across the vault above. They were surrounded by a tumble of stones, vast in scope and 
made of a peculiar texture and weight that was alien to the intruders. The architecture 
was built for different shapes and sizes of beings than the mind easily grasped, and the 
weight of abandonment sank down through the air itself. Distance distorted, and no 
angles were true and square. Bently cleared her throat. 

 “Where the hell?” Ryder managed. 

 “Better you not know,” Bently murmured. “Xavier?” 

 “I don‟t even have to look,” the powerful psycher murmured. “That way.” There 
was a quiver in his voice as he pointed. “We should hurry.” Something hardened in his 
eyes as he stared across the tumbled ruins. 

 “I‟ll scout it out,” Pryde said. 

 “No,” Bently said quickly. “No, we should stay together. There are threats here that 
you may not be prepared to face.” 

 Pryde glanced at Xavier, who shrugged. “We brought her for her expertise,” he 
said. “We should make full use of it.” 

 Together, they circled around a toppled pillar, then they only hesitated briefly 
before starting down a lightless tunnel. Bently focused, her lips twitching, and a 
witchlight rose from her hand. She smiled, wan in the sorcerous light, and they 
continued. 

 “What is that stink?” Skids asked, grimacing. The first tendrils of an unholy stench 
wafted from the darkness of the tunnels; putrefaction, acid tang, rancid meat running to 
liquid, infected stone.  

 “That‟s what we‟re after,” Bently said as the first real fear began creeping up her 
lungs. “Shoggoth.” Her voice was almost reverent. 

 The tunnel took a sharp turn, then opened into a courtyard. In the center was a pit, 
thirty meters across. A dull swallowing squelch rose up from it in erratic gulps. 

 “It is down there,” Xavier said, expressionless. “And so is my brother.” 

 “You sure can pick „em,” Ryder said, the unhealthy light exaggerating his pale 
nausea. 
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 The adventurers closed in on the rim of the pit, pushing against fear and unnatural 
foulness they could taste in their throats. 

 “Right,” Bently said. “A shoggoth has no form, it is a shapeless jelly-like mass. But 
it is terribly strong, and it has as many sets of teeth and eyes as it needs. It is swift and 
wicked. Do not let it catch you. You cannot beat it. Xavier, can you touch its mind?” 

 He paused. “I will as a last resort,” he said quietly. “If I must.” 

 “We got this,” Rich said. “I‟ll fly Pryde and Skids down, she can phase Xavier‟s 
brother through it and get him to the surface, where Skids can armor-coat them and I‟ll 
lift us all out.” He shrugged. “Saint, you are backup.” 

 Xavier let his eyes drift half shut. “Here is my brother,” he said softly, only allowing 
the faintest echo of the scream of pain in his mind to filter to them. “So you can find 
him. And Bently will prepare to get us out fast when we succeed.” She nodded, pale and 
woozy. 

 Ryder looped an arm behind Skids, and one behind Pryde, and he rose up from the 
ground. He flew over the pit, then nodded to Xavier, and drifted down out of sight. 

 “Damn,” Saint said through her teeth. “This is downright unsettlin.” 

 Bently, intensely aware of the mystic energies latent and coiling in everything 
around them, said nothing. She strained for hints that they were not alone, painfully 
aware of their exposed position in a hunting territory for something they might not be 
able to deter. 

 Below, in the pit, the three rescuers saw the bioluminescence of the thing that 
writhed and gibbered, churning the stink to unbearable levels. Laced through with dark 
threads, the gelatinous mass did not seem to glow, it was merely visible in utter 
darkness. 

 “If we don‟t make it out,” Pryde said through numb lips, “I give you permission to 
pretend I always loved you.” She tried to flash a smile at Ryder, then she grabbed Skids‟ 
hand. “Let‟s go.” 

 Invisible force swelled around the two women, frictionless. They dropped, 
plopping down on the sticky goo of the shoggoth. They felt an echo, psychically, and 
Pryde peered down. 

 “Jesus, this is nasty,” she swore, struggling against the bile in her throat as the bulk 
heaved and squelched below, staring clusters of eyes fixed on them as a skritching of 
teeth wore at the frictionless bubble. Skids shuddered violently. 

 “There he is!” she yelled, pointing down. Pryde made out a shadow of a form, 
below in the twitching mass. 

 Pryde shifted, becoming incorporeal, and she dropped down through the bubble. 
The moment she did, she screamed soundlessly as something acidic sizzled into her 
formless presence. She vanished from sight. 

 “Kitty!” Skids screamed. “KITTY!” 

 Ryder shot past her, plunging into the body of it. A foul bubble burst behind him. 
Moments later, he roared up through a flexing, resistant bulge, a gory figure dangling 
from his fists. Saint swooped down and snatched up Skids as she dropped her shield, 
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precisely timed. Tendrils laced with tooth-whips twirled up at them as they rose up, 
giddy with speed, out of the pit. 

 “We must go,” Xavier breathed. “It is coming.” 

 Ryder and Saint rose up into the sky, Ryder with a torn up and limp form, Saint 
with Skids. 

 “Back to the temple!” Bently shouted. “We must reach the temple to access the 
network! To get home!” 

 Ryder dipped, scooping up Xavier in his free hand, and Saint snatched Bently. 
Behind them, a massive explosion of shoggoth reared out of the pit, slamming down 
and cracking even the strangely hard stone of C‟thon beneath its assault. It squirmed 
after them as they swooped through the tunnel, over the ruin, back to an open 
courtyard. 

 Bently dropped to her knees, desperately trying to meditate as the squeal and roar 
of the foul monster drifted ahead of its mad rush. Ryder laid the rescued figure down, 
and Xavier, who struggled for breath. 

 The gory figure twitched, and Kitty rolled out of him. “That is not a good place to 
hide,” she said, choked with pain and blood. Xavier dropped to his knees by the 
wounded man. 

 “Cain?” he breathed. 

 The rescued man‟s skin had been worn off, almost everywhere, and his striated 
muscles were snipped and worried. It did not seem possible that he was alive. He was 
near Xavier‟s size and build. 

 “The last time I saw you,” Xavier murmured, “you were over seven feet tall, a real 
giant.” 

 “things…change…” the wounded man rasped, his face unmoving. 

 Pryde vomited, over and over, and smoke wisped up from her skin as blood sluiced 
down her arms. “I don‟t know—hrlf—what that thing—whrlf—was,” she gasped 
between heaves. 

 “Why are we still here?” Ryder demanded, desperate. 

 Bently rose, fear in her eyes. “This point is closed,” she said simply. “We need to 
find another way out.” 

 “Another…” Skids said. “You are kidding?” she asked hopefully. 

 Bently blinked, then pulled a stone from her pocket. It dangled on a braided 
lanyard. She dropped the stone, holding the lanyard, and it spun, then oriented. She 
looked around, then her forehead cleared. 

 “Ryder,” she said calmly, “this isn‟t where we started. Over that way.” She pointed. 

 He looked around. “I‟ll be damned if I can tell anyway,” he mumbled. But then 
Saint and Ryder swept the group into the air, twisting around ruins, dropping again. 

 “Hey,” Pryde slurred. “There‟s my puke from last time.” 
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 “Great,” Ryder muttered. Then Bently felt the warm strangeness of the lines. She 
focused, and the rescuers clasped hands. Moments later, the only sound rebounding 
from the tumbled stone was the frustrated scream of the shoggoth. 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN 

Thursday, January 25 

 Bently sipped her cup of hot chocolate, shrugging into the blanket draped over her 
shoulders. The sun was slanting across the park in the early dawn. She looked at the 
pool at the back of the park, remembered sloshing out of it dragging badly wounded 
bodies. Pryde, Ryder, and Cain Marko, other rescuers splashing and cursing at her side, 
a confusion of pain and blood. The night had been deep, it had taken a distressingly 
long time to establish they had come back to the right place. Weariness lay against her 
bones, making them heavy. 

 C‟thon. 

 She sipped her chocolate again. 

 Victoria, whispered a voice in her mind. Please join us upstairs. 

 She shrugged against the feeling of invasion, setting her jaw and calling into 
memory the Veil of Watoomb. Then she turned, navigating deeper into the mansion, up 
the creaking back staircase, down the hall to the makeshift infirmary. Saint stepped 
aside, letting her pass. The room smelled crisp, laced with the scents of antiseptic and 
oozing wounds. 

 Cain Marko was on the bed, heavily bandaged, even his eyes and nose covered so 
only a slit for his mouth broke up the solid wrap. Xavier sat at his side, not touching his 
bandaged hand, but palpably present. 

 “So that‟s where you are now,” Xavier finished. “We fished you out of the pit and 
brought you to the school. Rest. We will see to it that your wounds are healed. We have 
very good medical care.” 

 Marko struggled, then wheezed out a whisper. “Chuck,” he hissed. “You 
are…good to me…my brother. I…” he paused, and his torn tongue touched at the 
bandaged slit, leaving it bloody. “Thank you… saving me.” 

 “We will talk later,” Xavier soothed. He rose, looking at Saint. She nodded, her 
mouth a line, her eyes steely. Xavier limped out past her, and Bently followed. Saint 
stepped into the room, and closed the door. 

 “He‟ll be safe with Saint looking after him,” Xavier murmured, distracted. He 
blinked, then looked Bently in the eye. “Thank you for your help,” he said seriously. “I 
sense the time will come, when you catch up to the… the monster that put my brother 
in that pit.” 

 Bently swallowed hard. “Seems likely,” she agreed. 

 “If you need my assistance,” Xavier said, his gaze steady, “if you can corner that 
son of a bitch, and there is anything I can do, let me know.” His voice was level and 
calm, but Bently vaguely sensed a surge of hostility and rage focused and restrained in 
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the mentalist‟s psyche. “I would very much like to repay him for what he did to my 
brother.” 

 “Do you know who it was?” Bently asked hesitantly. 

 “I took the risk of touching his mind,” Xavier said, one eye twitching. “A crazy 
Russian named Rasputin.” 

 “Ras…putin,” Bently managed. “Of course. That‟s… that‟s great.” Her jaw flexed. 
“I‟ll be in touch.” 

 Skids‟s tread creaked the floorboards as she approached with a bunch of 
wildflowers. “I brought these for Cain,” she said with a shrug. “Thought they might 
cheer him up some while he‟s regrowing his skin.” 

 Xavier smiled at her. “Thank you, my dear,” he said. “If you like, you can sit with 
Saint for a time.” 

 “I‟d like that,” she said with a shy smile, and she crossed through the door into the 
sick room. 

 “The others are getting care also,” Xavier clarified. “There were some severe 
injuries, but everyone should recover in due time.” 

 “You take care of each other,” Bently noted. She looked away. “That‟s good.” 

 “Indeed,” Xavier said. “You are headed back to New York now.” 

 “Doesn‟t take a psychic to know that,” she retorted with half a smile. “We‟ll meet 
again soon.” 

 “I believe we will,” Xavier nodded, a strange smile on his face. “Give my thanks to 
Strange.” 

 “I will.” She turned, followed the hall, took the stairs down to the grounds, and 
trudged towards the waterfall. “New York, here I come.” 

* 

 Strange lit another stick of incense, then shook the match out and tossed it in the 
trash can. He turned, gesturing at the door, and it drifted open before Bently could 
knock. 

 “I‟m glad to see you in one piece,” Strange noted. 

 “Your lodestone saved us,” Bently replied simply. She tossed it to him, and he 
caught it easily. “We got Marko back. Xavier is looking after him.” 

 “Then it seems we won the crisis point of the Howling Giant. Xavier is sure it is his 
brother?” 

 “He is sure,” Bently agreed, “even though most of his skin is gone, and he‟s a 
quarter his previous size.” 

 “Fighting a shoggoth will do that to you, if your size comes from a reserve of 
mystic energy,” Strange mused. He looked Bently in the eye. “Is the world better 
because their mission succeeded?” 
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 Bently hesitated, her mind flooded with images of the school and its strange 
students and teachers. “Well,” she said, “weariness clouds my judgment. I—I can hardly 
say.” 

 “Perhaps you should go rest,” Strange said, unreadable. “The blade is yours to 
keep.” 

 “The—the blade?” Bently said, her forehead creased in puzzlement. Then she 
blinked. “Right! The sword. I nearly forgot.” She smiled sheepishly, patting the blade at 
her side. “Thank you, thanks for the generous gift.” 

 “Why don‟t you have a lie down,” Strange suggested, his voice soft. 

 She nodded, turned, and left. As she did, Wong drifted into the Sanctum 
Sanctorum while the door was open. 

 “Logan Rasputin is holding,” he said respectfully, handing the phone to Strange. 

 Strange sighed, and took the phone. “Yes?” 

 “Yer expert,” Logan growled. “He‟s here, at Stark‟s place. We have him looking the 
attack site over.” 

 “I‟ll be right there,” Strange said, and he disconnected the phone. He offered Wong 
a wry smile. 

 “If it‟s not one thing, it‟s another,” he said. 

 Wong nodded reflectively. “Your forces seem to be making progress.” 

 “We‟ll see.” 

* 

 Strange strolled into the motor pool, closing in on a lean man who squatted over 
the dark stain of the matter virus warrior‟s demise. Strange smiled to himself, noting the 
trim suit, the sleek ponytail, the gloves. Feeling himself watched, the lean man rose to 
his full height, and turned to face the Sorcerer Supreme. His narrow Native American 
features lightened at once at the sight of Strange. 

 “You must be Doctor Strange,” he said. “When you left the message with Sue, she 
told me at once. I got here from Nepal as fast as I could. She thinks very highly of you.” 

 Logan cleared his throat, stepping out from behind Strange. “Logan Rasputin,” he 
said. “You remember me.” 

 “Never would have expected to see you here, though,” Forge said with a smile. 
“Anybody chasing you these days?” 

 “No,” Logan replied with a shrug. 

 “Could you excuse us?” Strange asked Logan. 

 Logan shrugged. “Stark is on his way. Make it snappy. He won‟t wait.” He clumped 
away in his cowboy boots, and Strange turned to Forge. 

 “Well?” 

 Forge edged up his sleeve with one hand, revealing the other wrist and arm to be 
gleaming metal. He pushed a button, slid a switch. A strange hum vibrated in the air, 
setting teeth on edge. 
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 “Sorry,” Forge said, “but I need to jam recording devices and distort any cameras 
that might be watching us. This is some secret stuff.” His dark eyes were clouded with 
deep worry. “This is my work, alright. Let me start further back. Before the Illuminati 
recruited me, they gave me a matter virus. It infects matter, translating it into a 
homogenous network of material that can be drained for pure energy, basically allowing 
for matter to be disintegrated and turned to energy. I used it to supplement the power 
source and regeneration matrices for the most complex artificial intelligence unit I could 
design. I made the Sentinels to be bodyguards for me, so I could choose my own fate 
instead of being sought as a resource by corrupt regimes.” He glanced around furtively. 

 “But?” Strange said, arching an eyebrow. 

 “But,” Forge growled, “my friends talked me into mothballing the project because 
of the potential danger. Fine and good. But when I went back to the base, to check on 
things, I discovered my work had been stolen. Stolen by someone better with 
computers and security than me. The project was stolen from a top secret location, 
without tripping a single alarm or trap. Now here it is.” His face flushed an ugly red, and 
his eyes bulged slightly. “Who has my tech? Who is using it?” The heat of fear propelled 
his words. 

 “Can you stop them?” Strange asked quietly. 

 “Yes, yes of course,” Forge replied. He glanced down at a reading on his wrist. “I 
built a specialized kill switch into them, that should replicate even if they make copies of 
themselves.” 

 “How many might we face?” Strange asked. 

 “Impossible to say,” Forge replied with a shrug. “They are built to repair 
themselves, and they have flexible mission interpretation, so they might make as many 
as they wanted.” A trace of bitterness laced his tone. “There could be dozens. 
Hundreds.” 

 “What did Stark do to win here?” 

 “He figured out how to corrupt the conversion code when they are infecting 
matter, so they pull emptiness into the replication matrix. Basically, they draw 
nothingness into their base code, and discorporate with the surprise of it.” He shook his 
head. “Brilliant. But it only works when they are acquiring.” 

 Strange glanced to the side as the door opened, admitting Stark. The businessman 
strode towards them as Strange looked Forge in the eye. 

 “I‟ll need you close by,” Strange said. “I‟ll be attacking a lot of these, and I‟m 
counting on you to get me past these things.” 

 “Consider it done,” Forge replied, nodding coolly. “I can get something together in 
a few hours.” 

 “What‟s going on? What have you found out?” Stark demanded as he got within 
conversational range. 

 “This is technology developed in the underground, real bleeding edge stuff,” Forge 
observed as he tugged at his hair, tightening his ponytail. “Incredible, really. And your 
countermeasure? Genius.” 
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 “Right,” Stark said irritably. “But these things—at least one like it—attacked me 
previously. Where are they coming from?” 

 “Well, maybe someone was testing its infiltration abilities,” Forge shrugged. “Your 
complex has famous security; you are a popular target, I bet.” 

 “You have no idea,” Stark said, eyeing Forge carefully. “Well, that doesn‟t matter. 
Let‟s get them tracked down now. Deal with them for good this time.” 

 “Right to the source,” Forge agreed, looking to Strange. 

 “That‟s the idea,” Strange agreed. 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE 

Friday, January 26 

 Candles hardly dared to flicker as the wizard hunched over the scrolls and tomes 
spread across the table. He stared at them harder, though they could be compelled to 
give up their secrets if he wished to understand hard enough. At his elbow, a legal pad 
was covered in cramped handwriting, crabbed notes in Russian. 

 “The Daywalker, the Turncoat, and the Slayer united with the Flaming Dead and 
slew the Master,” Rasputin murmured, his finger tracing a set of runes. “A portent of 
the Reckoning, as foretold by the Scrolls of Skelos.” He checked his notes. “The Empty 
Ship of Souls crisis went to the defenders.” His finger traced further. “The Howling 
Giant crisis, to the attackers.” A smile slit his beard, the glint of teeth visible below. “I 
need to find out where some of the other signs of the Reckoning happened, like the 
Desert Trap and the Sea Children, and the Unsealed Door. But here, the Alien Slave 
and the Ancient Prince… that is well secured.” His finger stopped. “And, of course the 
Darkchylde crisis.” Madness breathed through him as he gazed at the rune. 

 “I know you know I‟m eavesdropping,” a wry voice said from the shadows of the 
doorway. “It might be simpler to summarize the portents, the crisis points, and our 
current understanding of each.” A man stepped through the door. He was tall, well 
built, natty in a three piece suit. His wavy hair was slightly wild, and there was an 
aggressive intelligence in his bright eyes. He carried a cane, and he absently adjusted one 
cuff. “Just a thought. Because I was there at the crisis, the Key of Light. And we won 
that one, almost carried the whole campaign in one clash.” 

 “Perhaps „we‟ did,” Rasputin murmured, “but you certainly didn‟t. How many 
times did the Sorcerer Supreme fold you into your own space?” 

 “I prefer not to think about it,” Smythe replied, pale and queasy. “Nor about the 
light he cabled around me to keep me the size of a pack of cards. He will pay dearly for 
that. So will his bitch.” He reflected for a moment. “All his bitches.” 

 “You are used to your form again, and ready to serve?” Rasputin asked without 
looking up. 

 “I am,” Smythe nodded. “To get my sea legs in dimensional travel again, I thought 
I‟d check in on Cain Marko. In C‟thon. And I arrived just in time to see the shoggoth 
chase his rescuers as they escaped back to Prime.” 

 Rasputin froze, then rose up, staring into Smythe‟s eyes. “What?” 
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 “He apparently had a brother, someone named Xavier,” Smythe said quietly. “I was 
too late to intervene. Strange‟s tart, Bently, ran them in and out.” 

 “Where is he now?” Rasputin hissed. 

 “Recovering at some mansion in California,” Smythe replied solemnly. “We may 
have to chase him down, we can‟t let this stand. But it does get worse.” 

 Rasputin arched an eyebrow, saying nothing. 

 “Essex sent Darkholme and a couple of his techwarriors against Stark, trying to kill 
Bently. I checked into it. Looks like Stark dispatched the warriors and has Darkholme in 
captivity.” Smythe looked away. “I appreciate my rescue, Master, and I do not wish to 
be captured again. I only want to serve you. I hope you find this report helpful.” He 
swallowed hard. 

 “Of course I do,” Rasputin murmured, “especially as we enter the Reckoning. My 
masters will reward you with gifts you cannot even comprehend.” Smythe tried to smile, 
his face pale. “But these developments are most interesting. Again, I have 
underestimated the Sorcerer Supreme and his defenders. I must put a stop to that 
weakness. It seems the Howling Giant is still in play. But as for the other news… the 
Shadow King must have tried to assassinate Bently. Essex did not consult with me 
before attempting that. Still, we can use this to our advantage.” 

 He strode across the stone floor to the other side of the dungeon. “The Americans 
say, if you want something done right, you must do it yourself. But we are not so late in 
the Reckoning yet.” He looked at Smythe with a strange smile. “Already you have fully 
rewarded any effort to rescue you. I find you a faithful servant. But this next part, I 
must do.” 

 “What is that, Master?” Smythe asked respectfully. 

 “We need to strike, break the rhythm of their success. But I do not want to accept 
much risk, not yet. We must set events in motion, then let the Shadow King bear the 
consequences.” He glanced at Smythe, something in his eyes sly beneath the madness. 
“Prime‟s defenses are still in place, and the Shadow King is angered beyond reason by 
his failures. He is ripe for a fall. Let us bring it to him by pointing him at Strange‟s 
apprentice.” 

 “But—” Smythe said. “Essex just failed to get Bently.” 

 “Not that one,” Rasputin murmured. “The Darkchylde. My descendant, Illyana. 
She is locked in her dimension. We need to know what she is doing in there, and stop it. 
But we are not ready to attack it ourselves. We need someone who is heedless of 
danger, and ready to strike.” 

 “And once the Unseelie Court has her,” Smythe said, understanding growing with 
his smile. 

 “She is ours,” Rasputin finished. “This far into the Reckoning, we can begin to plan 
past the end of the Web of Light.” His smile was an eerie crescent of madness and bone 
in the curling thatch of his beard, and his eyes were lamps of enlightenment 
incompatible with sanity. 

 “It will be as you say,” Smythe replied with a deep bow. 

* 
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 “You again?” the blonde said, her voice acidic with distaste. She crossed her arms 
over her chest, looking washed out by the fluorescent lights of the high-tech cell. 

 “I can leave if you want,” Logan shrugged, hesitating with his hand on the back of 
the chair he planted in front of the cell‟s transparent door. 

 “What do you want?” she demanded. 

 “I brought pictures,” Logan grinned. He hefted a photo album. “Figured I could 
show you my family.” 

 “Aren‟t you afraid I‟ll copy them?” she demanded. “Or hunt them down and do 
what I do?” 

 He sighed. “Pictures or no, yer gonna do what you do. And you can‟t copy this,” he 
grinned, opening the book and pressing it against the glass. “That‟s Brian, my boy.” 

 Darkholme looked at the chubby baby, with wisps of gold hair and ruddy cheeks, 
his eyes bright blue. “You sure he‟s yours?” she asked sardonically. 

 “Recessive genes, must be,” Logan shrugged. “Hope he doesn‟t turn out to be a 
werewolf. And here‟s Betsy with the kid, and Illyana.” He flipped the page, pressed the 
book against the glass again. 

 Darkholme said nothing, oddly silent as she looked at the pictures. 

 “Here‟s a family shot, with me and Betsy and Yana and Pete and Brian all together. 
That‟s something pretty damn fine. And here‟s a bunch of Brian, and Betsy, and me.” 
He flipped through the pages, walking her through it, and she watched without moving. 

 “Neat, huh,” Logan said with a lopsided grin as he shut the book and leaned it up 
against the chair leg. 

 With a ripple of color and flesh, Darkholme became Elizabeth, and Logan saw a 
flawless copy of his woman in the cell. Her eyes took a seductive cast as her body 
language shifted to invitation. “Neat,” she echoed in a British accent. 

 Logan shook his head. “That‟s why our thing didn‟t work out, back in the Project 
days,” he said. “You never could give me permission to want who you really are, under 
all those shapes.” His smile was tinged with sadness. 

 She shot to her feet, biting back a hot spur of rage. “You smug bastard. You have 
no idea what I am, any more than you knew what you were. All there is, all there can be 
between us, ever, is appearances.” 

 He looked her in the eye. “Looks have nothing to do with loneliness,” he said 
softly, and in his eyes was the look of a man at peace. She was motionless, her face 
frozen. 

 Then the shadows swelled dark in the back of the cell. Logan jumped up, sending 
the chair clattering. “What are you doin?” he demanded. 

 “This isn‟t me,” she managed, then the mass displacement sensors triggered, 
coursing electricity through her so she screamed and writhed. Something else was in the 
cell with her. 

 Logan mashed in the code with startling speed, and the transparent wall slid aside. 
He leaped into the cell as a figure rose from the shadows, catching Darkholme as she 
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fell. Logan squared off with a bald man, pale, bushy beard, a robe that light vanished 
into. 

 “No you don‟t,” he said curtly. With a ringing slit, three blades shot out of each 
forearm, through the backs of his hands. He took a swipe at the dark figure, his claws 
passing through the shadowed robe with no resistance. 

 The intruder flicked his fingers at Logan, and a burst of writhing green and black 
energy tore across him, flinging him from the cell and smashing him off the far wall of 
the hallway. Then, the intruder and the prisoner were gone without a trace. Logan 
moaned, slowly twisting on the ground. Then his eyes crossed the photo album, and he 
focused. Reaching up with one unsteady hand, he hit the alarm. 

* 

 Darkholme was swept away into the endless dark and cold. She dropped to her 
knees on the unyielding stone of a barren slab. A fierce, chill wind pelted her with grains 
of sand. She looked around, struggling to get her bearings. 

 On all sides, desolate wastes spread. Pockets of soil were mere filth, they could not 
even sustain the springy tough thorns that were dead in the pockets of stone. The sky 
was a bruise, and the liefelessness of the place seared her. 

 “Do you like it?” Rasputin asked, standing beside her. She scrambled to her feet, 
staring around. 

 “No, I don‟t,” she said through her teeth. “Where are we?” 

 “What‟s left of New York, I think,” he murmured, squinting around. “Welcome to 
the interior of the Shroud. While it allows me to carry others through the shadows, 
shadows so deep they are beneath your precious roads, it has other uses. It feeds on 
despair,” he said, his burning eyes locking on hers, “so it traps its victims and drains 
them of hope before feeding.” 

 “I fear this?” she trembled. 

 “Consider it a crossroads between our fantasies,” Rasputin said, clasping his hands 
behind his back and taking in the view. “I have learned to feed the Shroud‟s predator 
with darkness instead of feeding it with the light of living souls. So it takes pleasure in 
giving me vistas I prefer. In this case, that vista lines up with your own.” 

 “I don‟t see what you mean,” Darkholme said, finally recognizing a fragment of a 
concrete building on the utterly devastated plain. 

 “This is a world without the Web of Light to protect it,” Rasputin grinned. 

 Darkholme‟s breath caught as she saw a lazy tentacle, kilometers long, droop from 
the clouds and sweep a scoop of the landscape up towards some invisible alien maw. 
Then the world ruptured, and she dropped into a dungeon. 

 Cold still breathed off her skin as she rubbed her upper arms, looking around, 
resonant from the shock of the vision. Rasputin stood beside her, unperturbed. She 
recognized the smiling man who was waiting for them. “Smythe,” she said. “You are 
looking well, in spite of the decades since we last worked together.” 
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 “Ah, Berlin. Paris. Warsaw.” He shrugged. “It was a different time.” His smile 
glinted with teeth. “Perhaps this time we‟ll win. We were too hasty. We should have 
waited for the Reckoning.” 

 “I suppose you‟re right,” Darkholme said warily. She turned to Rasputin. “Why did 
you rescue me?” 

 “Your task is to take Smythe and go after Illyana,” Rasputin said without missing a 
beat. 

 “I like the sound of that,” Darkholme admitted. “But how do we slow her down 
long enough? She is the Sorceress Supreme of Limbo. Are we attacking her elsewhere?” 

 “No, I‟ll get you in,” Rasputin said. He turned to Smythe. 

 “This might put a smile on your face,” Smythe said as he tossed Darkholme a bag 
of gear. She opened it, pulling out a tough bodysuit, dart gun, pistol, knife. She looked 
at him questioningly. 

 “The dart gun has a lethal toxin, I figure it might slow her down even in her own 
territory,” Smythe explained. “If we can take her alive, that would be ideal. We can bring 
her here.” 

 “I see,” Darkholme said, shrugging out of her clothes, standing naked before them. 
She started pulling her clothes on, businesslike. The lusts that drove these men had long 
since twisted past mere sex. 

 “While you were on vacation in Stark‟s place,” Smythe said, “the defenders made a 
trip to C‟thon and rescued Marko from where we stashed him. Don‟t worry, he‟s a 
shadow of his former self. But we are going to try something similar, raiding Illyana‟s 
dimension to attack her where she thinks she is safe. We think the balance of it gives us 
a good chance of success.” He offered her a winning smile. 

 “You aren‟t worried about her mystic power?” Darkholme asked as she zipped up. 

 “She‟s good,” Smythe admitted, “but I‟ve faced the Sorcerer Supreme of Prime on 
his home territory. If we move fast and have the advantage of surprise, we can carry this 
off. If not,” he shrugged, “we run and report back.” 

 Rasputin watched her, amused by her unwillingness to look in his direction. She 
finished buckling herself, her equipment strapped on. She fluffed her hair out of the 
back of the jumpsuit, and then took a deep breath to focus. She looked Smythe in the 
eye. 

 “When do we leave?” 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

 A ripple of Cthonian magic swelled over the sky, and the sky shattered. Flame and 
broken enchantment rained down over the assembling demon army of defenders, they 
snarled defiance at the gushing green battering ram that withdrew over the throne room. 

 A sphere of enchantment and defenses spun down out of the rift, which swallowed 
shut in their wake. The enchantments seared and flared demons who rebounded from 
them, then two shadowy figures were locked in mystic defenses, standing in the middle 
of the throne room. 
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 Mystic flame tore and lashed across the defenses, scattering them. Smythe was 
smiling as he looked at the realm‟s defender. 

 “I see you—” he stopped, shocked. “I guess it drew you out,” he murmured, eyes 
fixed on Illyana‟s swollen belly. 

 She stood by the throne, horns kinked from her forehead, her legs recurved into 
dainty demon legs and hooves. She was laced by a filigreed mystic armor that seemed 
alive and responsive to her will. And there was raw fury in the red pits of her eyes. 

 She answered by thrusting her fingers forward, slamming power across the invaders 
as the demon army ringed them in. Skillful and swift, Smythe slid defenses in place to 
deflect the power, angling them meticulously, centuries of experience backing his 
incantations. 

 “How did you get in here,” Illyana demanded. 

 “Rasputin, of course,” Smythe replied. He folded his defenses around her attack, 
twisting—it was a clever move, but Illyana countered with her razored gauntlet, lifting it 
and twitching her fingers. Mystic force shot up out of the ground and sent him 
tumbling end for end through the steaming sky. 

 A strange, sideways whistle slid from Darkholme, and Illyana hesitated. Her mystic 
armor shifted, then reshaped swiftly and without mercy. With a cry, she was dumped off 
her hooves, dropping to her knees, her steely armor spinning like a web, swelling over 
her hands and yanking her into captivity with living steel cords. 

 “Wha—” she began, then her mouth was full of steel and she toppled sideways, 
struggling futilely. 

 “The armor you bear is a witchblade,” Darkholme purred, “weapon of the Unseelie 
Court. And if your demons attack me, it will skin you alive.” There was no bluffing in 
her eyes, and Illyana stilled. The demons shifted, uncomfortable, glaring at Darkholme. 
“If you try to teleport,” Darkholme added, “it will kill you before you reach the other 
side of the disk.” 

 Smythe climbed to his feet, brushing at his sleeves. “Most impressive,” he said. 

 “That,” Darkholme noted, tasting her words as her eyes traveled Illyana‟s shapes 
with a weird mix of lust and satisfaction, “is Logan‟s daughter. And his grandchild.” 
Sadism was written in her posture as she considered what was to come. She gazed at the 
swollen belly. Illyana stared at her, cold and motionless, fury hardening in her torso. 

 Smythe snapped, and a nimbus of flame danced around his hand. “Sorry, luv,” he 
said to Darkholme. “But that is an unborn child, and Rasputin would give anything to 
possess it.” He shrugged apologetically. 

 Faster than the eye could follow, Darkholme flung the knife, and it sank into 
Smythe‟s chest. He staggered back, eyes wide. 

 “Kill me and you‟re trapped here!” he wheezed. 

 She drew her pistol. Then she cupped her hand against her side. The flesh shifted, 
and something within her dropped into her palm. She held up an amulet with a horned 
skull, and offered Smythe a tight smile. Then she shot him in the forehead. He toppled 
over backwards. 
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 Darkholme approached Illyana, who held very still with dozens of witchblade 
spikes poised at her kill-points. The witchblade grew a handle on Illyana‟s shoulder, and 
Darkholme firmly grasped it, then focused on the amulet. 

 A moment later, they passed through a veil of fire, and landed in Central Park, 
night. Darkholme dropped to one knee. 

 “Master, My Lord,” she whispered in her own sibilant language, “Rasputin will feel his 
Darkchylde. You must reach me first.” 

 Moments later, the shadows shivered, and the tall, pale form of Essex stepped 
forth. Sparing no time for talk, he snatched the handle on Illyana‟s shoulder, and he 
clamped a grip on Darkholme‟s upper arm. They shot down one of the Old Roads, 
feeling the taste of Rasputin and his chaos-tinted wrath mere fractions of a breath 
behind. They navigated a tricky etheric passage, springing out of the shadows in a place 
that held a wide orbit around Prime. Rasputin was right behind, shouldering through 
the defenses before they closed, steaming and winded with the effort. 

 “She is mine,” Rasputin glared, his eyes staring, his madness fueling a terrifying rush 
of power in his clawed hands. He almost did not notice his surroundings. 

 Essex smiled. 

 You will do no such thing, Rasputin, whispered a sibilant thought that coiled through 
the air with the force of prophecy, of glacier, of tide. Rasputin‟s stare was reluctantly 
torn from Illyana‟s helpless form to the deep shadow at the back of the court. To the 
throne made from sediment of human tears. To the shadows that hung like filmy, aware 
thoughts all around the shapeless form that reigned from behind them.  

 Rasputin stood in the Unseelie Court. 

 The edges of the space blurred and shifted with the whim of the courtiers, who 
were arrayed in their barbaric, cruel, peculiar finery. There were Sons of Mars, tall and 
pale and lethal. A dozen virusites stood guard before the throne. Ancient and wicked 
creatures regarded Rasputin with a strange and curious hunger, already tasting the 
darkness that flowed from him. Clenching his jaw, Rasputin restrained himself in the 
presence of the powers arrayed against him, in a dimension that answered to only one 
ruler. 

 Something like a smile flowed through the Shadow King, shifting behind the veils. 
Better. Leave while I will still allow it. 

 Rasputin dropped a courtly bow. Then, he straightened. 

 “I will have her,” he said coolly. Then he stepped back into his own shadow and 
vanished. Defenses clamped in place behind him; mystic gates older than recorded time, 
decorated with a thousand layers of failed attack, reinforced with the inhuman malice of 
millennia of cruelty. 

 Laughter swirled up from the court as Illyana was hauled up by a creature whose 
shape defied three dimensional physics. She was tossed, crashing down to roll on bare 
earth, in the middle of a hedge of thorns three meters tall. She wept with pain, fear, 
humiliation, as she felt something in her belly writhe in protest. Blood trickled from the 
witchblade killpoints. 
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 As jeers and taunts rained down on her, something curled in the shadows of the 
throne, and a pleasure that violated all human decency throbbed against centuries of 
frustration. 

* 

 Demons sniffed at Smythe‟s dead body, then recoiled as a shadow swelled up and 
turned into Rasputin. 

 “Sym says you can‟t be here,” growled a big demon with a cigar clamped in his jaw. 
He was so purple he seemed black. 

 Rasputin tossed an incantation at him that tore him in half and sprayed him across 
the other demons, who fled in terror. Rasputin knelt, touching Smythe‟s forehead, then 
he tugged the knife out and breathed a gentle breath down at his servant. 

 Smythe coughed, twitched, then violently sat up. He blinked twice. 

 “That bitch shot me in the face!” he snarled. He closed his eyes in sudden pain. 
“Just a moment—body still adjusting.” He spat blood as Rasputin rose. 

 “Your wounds will seal in a moment, it is only flesh after all,” Rasputin murmured 
as he looked around. The grass and gardens were already wilting. “It seems we were 
outmaneuvered.” Rage simmered under his tone. 

 “I am sorry, Great One,” Smythe said quickly. 

 “We lost track of the amulet,” Rasputin continued, as though Smythe had not 
spoken. “Essex will find his pet after we have served her for her part in this.” His eyes 
narrowed, and he spun in time to see Strange step from behind a column of stone. 

 “You!” Strange snarled, mystic defenses springing up around him. 

 “She is gone,” Rasputin said, contemptuous. “The Unseelie Court has her. A pity 
your senses did not detect the attack sooner.” 

 “I was elsewhere,” Strange murmured reflexively. He blinked. “The Unseelie Court 
defeated her here?” 

 “So it would seem,” Rasputin said shortly. “Neither of us are prepared to take on 
the Unseelie Court alone. I propose a truce.” His pupils vibrated with intensity as his 
staring eyes locked on the Sorcerer Supreme of Prime. 

 Strange hesitated, cautious. “Your terms?” 

 “You can have Illyana. I want the child she carries.” There was something 
breathless in his voice. 

 “You know which one is really the Darkchylde, don‟t you,” Strange said, rage 
sparking in his eyes. “We will not be working together, I‟m afraid. If the two of you care 
to do battle with me, here is as good a place as any.” 

 Rasputin slowly smiled. “I like a Sorcerer Supreme who does not need to hide 
behind the Web of Light,” he said. “But nothing would be served by a battle now. 
Perhaps… perhaps we need each other to succeed at some tasks we cannot attempt 
alone.” He offered a sardonic bow, then he touched Smythe, and they both slipped 
away from Limbo. 
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 “I know you‟ll be watching,” Strange said through his teeth. He looked over the 
wilting grass, felt the abandonment of the rulerless dimension. “I‟ll get her back,” he 
murmured. Then he slipped away, once again returning to Prime. 

 The throne room was quiet, then. Deathly quiet. 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

Saturday, January 27 

 Strange strode through the Planetary magazine suite, headed for an office with 
“Stone” stenciled on the door. He passed the pastel and gray cubicles, then knocked on 
the door. 

 “Yeah, come in,” muttered a rough voice. 

 Strange opened the door, and stepped in, closing the door behind himself. This 
room was very different. Wood paneled, with old style furniture. There was a typewriter 
on the desk, a few file cabinets, slat blinds, and a slow-spinning ceiling fan. A potted 
plant languished in the corner. An amber bottle of whiskey, several piles of paper, and 
Stone‟s propped-up boots covered the desk. The trench-coated figure reclined in the 
office chair, his face a hazy silhouette wreathed in a cloud of cigar incense. “What‟s on 
your mind, Strange,” he growled. There was no sense of welcome. 

 “I like what you‟ve done with the place,” Strange said, glancing around. 

 “I figure that‟s enough chit chat,” Stone muttered, dragging his feet off the desk 
and leaning forward. “What do you want.” 

 Strange looked him in the eye. “Illyana has been hiding from you because she is 
carrying your baby. She wants to take the baby to term and give birth to a half-demon, 
which is a brave and dangerous thing to do. She wants this baby, regardless of the 
danger, because she loves you.” 

 Stone stared, slack-jawed and completely shocked. His mouth slowly closed, as 
Strange stood quiet, waiting. 

 “Tell me she is still alive,” Stone scraped out, his voice hard, his heart stopped. 

 “I don‟t know,” Strange said, not breaking eye contact, honest. “The Unseelie 
Court got her somehow. That means the Shadow King. That means she‟s wrapped in 
her witchblade and it‟s not helping. I think we can assume she is at their mercy. And 
they have none.” His voice did not waver. 

 “Help me,” Stone said, a need too profound for begging pushing into his tone. 

 Strange nodded. “Neither of us can get to the Unseelie Court, or get in once we 
found it. But I have some people that I will bring in for this. I swear I‟ll do my best to 
get her back. I need your help to do it. I need you to be focused for me, Stone.” 

 “Focused?” Stone rose, glowering. “Yeah.” 

 Strange took a deep breath. “I know a ninja named Blade, half vampire, he has a 
connection to Essex. We find Essex, we can compel him to take us to the Shadow 
King. I also want to take an undead warrior, Spear. And a technology expert, to deal 
with some of the resistance I know we will meet.” 
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 “I want Logan along,” Stone growled, struggling against his rage. 

 “You have it,” Strange said.  

 “I also need some warpstone,” Stone gritted out, staring at Strange. 

 Strange hesitated, but only for a moment. “How much.” 

 “About the size of a softball.” 

 Strange nodded. “You will have that too. Get Logan. Meet me at the Sanctum 
Sanctorum at noon, and we will go.” 

* 

 Blade knelt on his meditation mat, ignoring the flurries and the slick of snow on 
the roof. His eyes drifted open, then he clasped the sword across his knees and he rose, 
turning to face the crimson-coated figure behind him. 

 “It is time,” Strange murmured, resonant. “Can you find Essex?” 

 “There is a sick darkness at the edge of my meditations,” Blade replied, mouthing 
at the words, his teeth a little too big. “From my old life. I can find it.” 

 Strange nodded. “Good.” He turned, looking at the figure that stood half-
concealed by the chimney. “Will you come too?” 

 Spear nodded, the snow hissing faintly as it melted on the heat of his hood. 

 Strange turned back to Blade. “Say your goodbyes. Then meet me at the Sanctum.” 
He turned, vanishing around the roof access wall. 

 Spear scooped up his meditation mat, straightened, and headed for the roof access 
with Spear trailing behind.  

 Blade stamped the snow off his feet as he stepped into the loft. It was marginally 
warmer than the roof; winds were reduced to drafts, but the cold air still hung in a mass 
in the open space. One side of the loft was built into a workshop. Whistler looked up 
from the intricate work he was doing, as country music blared in the background. 

 “What‟s up?” Whistler demanded, gruff. 

 Blade wasn‟t looking for him. The other side of the loft was a work-out dojo. A 
slim young Asian woman was doing a spear kata with her eyes closed. Blade closed in 
on her, and she opened her eyes as he approached. 

 “Cain,” he said. “I am going on a mission, the most important one I have ever been 
on. I may not be coming back. That doesn‟t matter. This is what I was meant to do.” 

 She nodded, solemnly, once. 

 Behind him, Whistler scowled. “I see,” he said. “Son, let‟s get you armed.” He 
raised the miniature canister mount he had been working on, pushed a button, and 
released a gout of flame from the end. 

 Still serious, Blade turned from Cain. Then he let a smile crawl across his face. 

 “Whistler,” he said, “I love the way you work.” 

* 
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 Logan slumped in a comfortable chair, in a lounge with a wall that was one long 
window, watching the flurries of snow settle on the Stark International complex. He 
was listless, motionless, his face gray and old. 

 Footsteps strode up behind him, and he struggled to angle his head with a 
minimum of movement to see who it was. 

 “What happened to you?” Stone demanded. 

 “Oh, you know,” Logan muttered, lapsing back to his former position. “A wizard 
broke Darkholme out of her cell and hit me with some magic zap. Hurts like hell. I‟m 
just now able to move around. I guess this is what being old must feel like.” 

 Stone walked around in front of Logan‟s chair, the snow behind him. “I need your 
help, he said seriously. Logan sat up straight when he saw the look in Stone‟s eyes. 

 “Name it.” 

 “The bad guys got Illyana.” 

 Logan‟s nostrils flared, and something mean, something deeply buried, jumped 
towards the surface. He rose without a hitch. 

 “There‟s more, old man,” Stone growled, putting his hand on Logan‟s shoulder. “I 
just learned it today, so I was not keeping anything from you.” 

 Logan could not bring himself to say anything to that. He waited, tense. 

 “Illyana is carrying our child. You are gonna be a grandpa.” Stone was completely 
serious. 

 Logan blinked rapidly, taking a step back, shrugging off Stone‟s hand. “I—a 
grandpa?” he managed. “Of a half-demon?” he added, a touch of hysteria in his tone. 
Logan twitched, caught between the urge to hug somebody and to slug Stone, 
incapacitated in the collision. 

 “Bottom line,” Stone growled. “We are going to get Illyana and the baby back.” 

 Logan popped his claws, then retracted them. He stood straight, and a flush of 
color seeped into his cheeks as his eyes narrowed. “Let‟s do this,” he said, his voice 
cold, his focus back. 

 “Right this way,” Stone said, heading out the way he came in. “Grandpa.” 

 “That girl just never can make it easy for me,” Logan muttered to himself as he 
followed. 

* 

  Bently sat at the dining room table, her hair up in a towel, her body wrapped in a 
bathrobe. She daintily picked at the breakfast before her, bacon and eggs and toast, and 
Wong tidied up after his preparations. The front door to the Sanctum opened, and 
Strange stepped in. 

 “Victoria,” he said, stepping into the dining room. “I‟m going to go on a trip, and I 
need to know you‟ll be as safe as possible while I‟m gone.” 

 “Of course,” she said. “What is going on?” 
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 “Go to the Illuminati, that will give you a chance if Rasputin comes for you.” 
Strange sat at the table opposite her. “I‟ve written some instructions, you‟ll have to find 
them. They are secured in the lamasery in Tibet, where Illyana and Kira have their 
clubhouse. I am going after the Shadow King of the Unseelie Court. If he proves to be 
too much for me, you will be the Sorceress Supreme.” His eyes were serious. 

 “I can‟t be,” she said, her voice as even as she could make it. “I‟m not ready.” 

 Strange shrugged. “From time to time, in the history of the office, that has 
happened. It probably won‟t mean the end of the world. If we can get through the 
Reckoning. There‟s more behind what we‟re facing now, but… we will all do our best, 
and in the end, that‟s all we can hope for.” 

 “Does it have to be you to go?” she asked in a small voice. 

 “Illyana‟s life hangs in the balance, and that‟s enough,” Strange mused. “But even 
so, this is a crisis, one of the deciding points in the Reckoning. The Darkchylde. But 
their sages may not have read it as well as my Watchers have. Because the crisis is more 
than the Darkchylde. It is the Darkchylde and the Stone.” Strange smiled to himself. 
“I‟m taking backup.” 

 “You know the Illuminati can‟t really protect me against Rasputin,” Bently 
observed. 

 “True,” Strange agreed, honest. 

 “I‟d rather go to Xavier and his people,” Bently said, looking down at the table. 

 Strange paused, then nodded. “Good. They can protect you as well as anyone else.” 
He stopped there. 

 “Good luck,” she said hesitantly. 

 “Tamam Shud,” he replied, rising. 

 “Tamam Shud.” 

* 

 “Oh God,” Illyana gasped, flinching and twitching with agony as a rippling 
contraction crawled across her belly. Her gag had retracted, and she could gasp and 
weep. The spectators above the thorn hedge jeered and howled with glee as she rolled, 
ungainly and painfully constricted by her witchblade prison. 

 Darkholme vaulted over the thorns, landing down in the pit, dressed in something 
like sheer gauzy chain mail. She raised her arms, circling Illyana with a sassy strut, and 
the cheering redoubled. 

 “Enjoy it while you can,” Illyana gritted out, spasming. “This party is almost over.” 

 Darkholme leered down at her, alien with her blue face, narrow features, crimson 
hair. “I think not, princess,” she snapped. “We can keep you alive and suffering as long 
as we want. We could even bind the child inside you, to make this last for years.” 

 “Don‟t do me any favors,” Illyana growled, unsteady with pain, her eyepatch 
bunching as she grimaced. “You won‟t be able to protect yourselves, much less me.” 
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 “Oh, is the Sorcerer Supreme going to finally kick down the gates of the Unseelie 
Court and spank all of us, after these thousands of years?” Darkholme mocked. As she 
played to the crowd, a fresh swell of delight rose from the spectators. 

 Illyana laughed, high and fast and sardonic. “Forget him,” she gasped. “He‟s the 
least of your worries. He‟s got rules to play by.” Another shudder of contractions 
silenced her, except for a whine of pain wheezing between her teeth. The struggles of 
her baby were visible on her huge belly. 

 “Rasputin has contacts you don‟t understand, out in the endless dark,” Illyana 
whispered. Her whisper was magnified for the ears of the spectators by the nature of 
the pit. “He doesn‟t want control of Prime. He just wants to burst the Web of Light.” 

 “Of course,” Darkholme jeered. 

 “Have you thought about why?” Illyana growled, frustrated. 

 Darkholme hesistated for a moment. 

 “The Great Old Ones,” Illyana cried out, channeling her pain into a plaintive shout. 
“Plunging from world to world. Oblivious to life. They feast on the web of light in this 
galaxy, they destroy nodes in it. They will eat the living energy of this place. Dammit, 
you‟re alive too!” She tucked her head with pain, then pushed through it. “Cthulu 
already sleeps beneath the ocean. More will come. You gonna fend them off with the 
Sons of Mars?” Her laugh was barely sane. 

 Darkholme planted a vicious kick in her back, and Illyana gasped for air. She 
managed to roll on her back, her shoulders twisting almost to the breaking point, still 
bound up in the witchblade. 

 “Darkholme,” she managed. “We short the defenses, there are things out there 
waiting to crash the party.” She made eye contact, desperately honest. “Life as we know 
it. The balance of the galaxy, the universe. Gone.” 

 “Your lies are pathetic,” Darkholme said to Illyana as she faced the crowd, 
unmoved. 

 “Then other dimensions will annex this one and you will have no slaves, no prey, 
you may even be enslaved yourselves,” Illyana said in a low voice. “Your mighty 
Unseelie Court—you ready for a real full scale dimensional invasion? You ready for 
Nightmare? Dormammu? Azahoth? Take and hold territory with nothing to feed on, no 
slaves, just a barren waste and a sea of invaders? Agamotto will have his revenge on 
those who fail,” she managed, hovering on the edge of consciousness. “No shortage… 
dimensional predators… waiting for the wall… to drop.” 

 In the mass of spectators, a gap cleared, and Essex sat on a throne that extended 
out over it. At the same time, a throne of shadows extended over the other side. Essex 
briefly regarded the Shadow King, then looked down. 

 “She grows tiresome,” he said clearly. He looked at the witchblade and cocked his 
head. It twisted up into her mouth, rousing her from her half swoon. Another 
contraction rocked her, leaving her limp. 

 For a long moment, Darkholme looked down at her, struggling to regain her 
balance. Then she looked up at Essex. 

 “She will die soon,” she said. “The birthing will kill her.” 
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 Essex shrugged. “And we‟ll have the baby. It is not so frail.” He laughed, and the 
others took up the laughter. 

 Darkholme struggled to make it sound genuine as her mind froze on the desolation 
in Rasputin‟s vision. 

 Azahoth. Dormammu. Nightmare. Her laughter thinned, brittle. 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

 Strange let himself into the hotel room, and the lean man by the window spun. 
“How did you—oh, hello, Strange.” Forge straightened, smoothing his shirt with his 
palms. “What brings you here?” 

 “You have the countermeasure?” 

 “Yes, of course,” Forge said, quickly rummaging in his suitcase. 

 As Forge pulled his technology together, Strange watched the dextrous movements 
of his metal hand. “Are you happy with the Illuminati, at last?” he asked quietly. 

 Strange watched Forge as the cyborg hesitated; watched him thinking it through. 
The Illuminati told Forge to work with Strange, but they had not met before this week. 

 “Of course,” Forge replied. “I‟m not looking for a job, mister.” He lifted a bulky 
rifle. “This will settle the Sentinels.” 

 “Good,” Strange said, something sad in his eyes. “Let‟s go.” 

* 

 Xavier looked up as a knock hit his study door. “Victoria?” he said, surprised. She 
stepped into the room, and blushed slightly. 

 “Sorry to intrude,” she said. “What are you looking at?” 

 “Oh, this. A past student.” Xavier touched the photograph in the file; a handsome, 
confident Hispanic youth. “He met an unfortunate end. Just… reflecting on the past, I 
suppose.” He closed the file and put it aside. “What can I do for you?” 

 “I have a secret mission,” she said. “Strange is off saving the world, he will tackle 
some monsters and he is not sure he will survive.” 

 “I find that interesting,” Xavier said, leaning back and steepling his fingers. 
“Strange knows what all good generals know. The most formidable forces carry within 
them the seeds of their own destruction.” 

 Bently paused. “I think that‟s profound,” she said, thinking it through. 

 He let himself smile. “Well, that‟s flattering. What can I do?” 

 “Protect me, for now,” she said. “And later, I have another plan, and I will need 
your help and yours alone. Strange doesn‟t know what I‟m doing,” she added, “but 
that‟s part of the plan.” 

 Xavier arched a thin eyebrow. “Sounds intriguing.” 

 “Indeed,” she nodded. “Now, may I meditate somewhere nearby?” 
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 “You may use the meditation room down the hall,” Xavier said. “You are welcome 
here.”  

 “Thank you,” she said after a moment of hesitation. Then she headed down the 
hall, to the meditation room, and closed the door. She arranged herself, breathing 
deeply. 

 “Alright, Old Wolf,” she murmured. “Let‟s see if we can‟t find irresistible bait.” 

 Some time later, her astral form hovered outside Limbo.  

 Patient, she began to pick the dimensional lock that sealed it. 

* 

 There was a tense silence in the parlor by the entry. Wong stood by the door 
dutifully. In the parlor, Blade and Spear stood waiting, Stone paced, and Logan sat on 
the couch expressionless. The door opened, and Strange stepped into the hall, then the 
parlor, with Forge at his heels. 

 “We ready to go?” he asked. 

 They nodded, all rising and gathering around. Stone shrugged off his coat, swelling 
up from a big man to a huge demon. A massive stone gauntlet hung from one forearm, 
he had flat disks on his forehead where horns had been removed. He was red, his skin 
traced with scarring patterns of hyperdimensional coordinates and ancient curses. His 
legs ended in huge cloven hooves. He was bare chested, with shorts and a belt. The belt 
had several pouches, and a huge revolver hung from it. 

 “Got my warpstone?” he asked. Strange handed it over. It was a black chunk of 
rock with green shadows in it, and Stone quickly put it in one of his pouches. 

 Blade wore body armor, with greaves mounted on his forearms and a number of 
weapons on his person here and there. It was easy to see the sword and the two 
submachine guns. The others were more carefully concealed. He wore sunglasses, and 
his haircut had been tidied up for the mission. 

 Logan wore jeans, a tee shirt, a leather jacket, cowboy boots. 

 Spear was wrapped in leather, a harpoon on a chain tucked behind him, a sword on 
his back. He was masked as a ninja, and a baleful light seeped from his eyes. 

 Forge wore tactical armor, his cybers gleaming as he shrugged off his trench coat 
and tossed it to the side. He hefted a big rifle, and several other guns were strapped to 
his person. His hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and his face was drawn and grim. One 
arm and one leg were fully replaced, and they bristled with readouts and interfaces. 

 Strange looked around, then nodded to himself. He wore his red coat, over a pale 
shirt and pants. He carried no weapons. He closed his eyes briefly, then sighed.  

 “Let‟s go,” he said. “Blade will be homing in on the sense of Essex, and I will be 
following his lead. When we arrive, hit Essex hard, and we‟ll get him to retreat to the 
Shadow King. Spear: use your stare on Essex. He feeds on suffering, but feeling it from 
the other end will be like trying to breathe your food. We must make him choke, one 
way or the other. We follow, and do our best to save Illyana.” 

 “Piece of cake,” Stone growled, nothing humorous in his restrained fury. 

 Strange opened the Web of Light, and they were gone.  
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 Wong bowed his head, hardly daring to hope for their return. 

* 

 Illyana screamed, struggled, bled. The witchblade cut her cruelly, but she did not 
dare commit suicide by running; she did not know what would happen to the child. So 
she endured. She forced her body into proper position as best she could, the witchblade 
restraints slicing deep into her flesh, and she bled as she prepared to give birth. The 
baby struggled, and she would not have remained conscious except for the power of the 
Shadow King keeping her awake for every taste of the pain. 

 Like the crowd at a football game, the Court cheered and mocked, wildly laughing, 
drunk on the exquisite pain that drifted up from the pit of suffering. Darkholme 
continued to circle and mock her, but fear had settled in the shapeshifter‟s chest, 
robbing her of the fun. The contractions eased off, and Darkholme stepped to the foot 
of Essex‟s throne. 

 “Should we not keep her for leverage with the Sorcerer Supreme?” she murmured 
for his ears only. “Should we throw this opportunity away?” 

 Essex waved her off. “She will die. The end is near for the Sorcerer Supreme. He 
no longer matters.” 

 Darkholme, for the first time in her long, long life, wavered. She turned, whispering 
to the witchblade. It relaxed and repositioned, allowing her to be in the proper position 
for childbirth. 

 Keep her alive, Darkholme whispered to it. Unreadable, she watched. She pretended 
not to feel the stony stare of Essex boring into her back. 

 The witchblade tendrils rose, wavered, then dropped. They slit her stomach open 
wide, then coiled in and drew forth the baby, as ichorous goo slopped everywhere. 
Illyana gasped shallowly with the unbearable pain. The baby dangled by one ankle, 
suspended, then it coughed and wailed. 

 It was a skinny gray runty thing, long and lean. The tendrils of living steel coiled 
and looped down, laying the baby on Illyana‟s heaving breast. She clutched it to herself, 
unable to even open her eyes, reflexive in her love for it already. So light, after being so 
heavy. The witchblade prodded her wound shut, twitched and hissed at it, sealing the 
flesh as the green-tinted amniotic ichor sizzled on the bare earth and blistered her skin. 

 “Now,” Essex said, rising from his throne and quieting the riotous crowd of the 
Court, “I will pronounce sentence. The baby will grow up here, and the breeder will be 
destroyed.” He seated himself, smug, his razor plumes pert. The Court whistled and 
cheered approval. 

 Darkholme looked down into Illyana‟s half-open eyes. 

 Unbidden, images of pictures from happier days rose in her mind. 

 Logan. Damn him. 

 Damn it all. 

 She still felt the chill of the wasteland. 

 Darkholme spun, and threw herself down at the foot of the Shadow King‟s throne. 

 Utter silence shocked across the Court. 
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 For a long moment, the Shadow King did not react. Darkholme was ready for her 
potential destruction, for her presumption. But she waited nonetheless. 

 Child, murmured the Shadow King, you belong to Essex. 

 “I serve you through my service to him,” she said quickly, in her own language. 
“When I traveled in Rasputin‟s cloak, I saw his vision for the future, the vision we are 
helping to put within his grasp. He is insane, he will destroy everything. I was 
frightened. I do not think even our court can stand before the darkness he will bring. 
Please, use her to make the Sorcerer Supreme stop him, before it is too late. Then we 
can destroy the defenders of the Web of Light.” Her voice quivered, and she waited for 
the inevitable consequences of her defiance. 

 A silence so complete had not touched the Court for centuries. 

 The Shadow King chuckled, a sensation that moved the entire Court and Essex 
too. Essex stared at him, his face motionless, and Darkholme quivered. 

 I like your pet, Essex, crooned the Shadow King. I may keep it. In the meantime, they both 
live. 

 Essex said nothing. 

 Don’t be grumpy, the Shadow King soothed, patronizing. You have bigger problems. You 
must leave, for you are being tracked as we speak. By the Sorcerer Supreme himself, outside the Web of 
Light. There was a sense of curling satisfaction behind the shadow veils. 

 Essex drew himself up. “I will bring you his head.” The Unseelie Court howled 
laughter and vile encouragement, and the invisible dimensional gates opened a crack, 
enough for Essex to slip away. 

 Darkholme was startled that she was still alive when they snapped shut again. 

 Care for the child and the mother, the Shadow King murmured, for there is much yet to 
unfold this day. 

* 

 “Rest here,” Strange murmured, as the rescuers materialized. They stood on a 
chunk of stone, a weird ethereal glimmer on everything, somersaulting rocks playing 
around a floating water droplet that oozed and twitched, reflective. 

 “Where the hell are we?” demanded Logan. 

 “Prime spins off fragments,” Strange explained as they looked around the surreal 
scene. “Like a body sheds hair, fingernail clippings, dead skin. They are short-lived, 
generally, and underpopulated, mostly creatures of aether. They are real enough in their 
own contexts.” 

 “Are we closing in?” Forge asked, panting in the strange air. 

 “We close,” Blade muttered, taking a few steps away and looking around. “Real 
close. He‟s getting closer right now.” 

 “Must have sensed our approach,” Strange said. “That might be good for us. We‟re 
not getting into the Unseelie Court without him.” 

 “Great,” Forge muttered. “Brilliant.” 

 From the shadows, four dark figures rose. 
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 “Sentinels!” Forge shouted, raising his gun-like device. “I got it!” He triggered it, 
and a swell rolled out that knocked all four to dust. 

 “Very nice,” Strange observed. 

 Razor ribbon exploded up from the stone, neatly slicing Forge‟s gun in half. He 
scrambled back, swearing, and Blade spun with his sword, shearing off one that shot up 
for him. They pulled back, and Strange whipped up a mystic defense sphere. 

 “There,” Strange murmured, and a silhouette in the shadows was picked out by a 
weird dancing glow over its outline. 

 “This time you die,” Essex breathed, striding from the shadows, his razor ribbon 
cape retracting its strands. “I can leave any time I like, but the idea of slaughtering the 
Sorcerer Supreme outside the Web of Light appeals to me.” He smiled, showing his 
translucent, smoky black teeth. His face was dead white, his nostrils and lips rimed black 
as though sooty. His eyes were a dull red, as was the gem set in his forehead. He was 
clad in banded steel, and he stood before them unafraid. “You stole some of my finest 
warriors, Strange. Now I will take some of yours.” 

 “Talk talk talk,” Blade muttered. “Why they always gotta talk so much?” 

 “Let‟s make him stop,” Stone growled. The two of them charged out of Strange‟s 
defenses, with Spear sidling to one side and Logan darting off to the other. Forge 
dropped to his knees, checking the damage on his weapon. Strange focused, closing the 
porous dimensional barrier tighter around Essex. 

 Essex darted forward with shocking speed, backhanding Stone away. Blade 
dropped and rolled, coming up with a vicious swipe that severed two of the razor 
ribbons. 

 “No!” Essex shouted, spinning and darting a punch at him that was almost parried 
by the sword, knocking him back. 

 “Right,” Logan muttered, charging, slashing at the ribbons. As Essex whirled to 
deal with him, Spear dashed in, tugging his hood and mask away, his dead flesh 
withering back to reveal the baleful skull beneath.  

 Three ribbons punched through Logan, tossing him aside, and as Essex turned, 
Spear sprang, snatching his shoulders and staring at him. 

 Punish the Guilty, Spear roared in Silent Speech. As his burning sockets 
connected with Essex‟s eyes, for just a moment they were locked, hovering on the edge 
of pouring all the suffering Essex had caused into one moment. 

 “Back!” Essex snarled, batting Spear away. He was blindsided by Stone, who 
charged into his flank with his shoulder, knocking him back. Then the stone gauntlet 
came around, and Essex barely squirmed aside. Blade plunged his sword in Essex‟s 
exposed torso, and Logan chopped and chopped at the whipping razors, disconnecting 
Essex from the ground. 

 “You wanna cheat?” Essex gasped, surprised by the enthusiasm of the onslaught. 
“Fine—” 

 Stone‟s fist, the size of Essex‟s head, crashed into his face. Spinning with a 
backwards slice, Blade cut halfway through the back of his knee. 
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 “This isn‟t your pocket dimension,” Strange called out. “Different rules.” 

 “Smug—” Essex began, but he was interrupted by the harpoon laced with hellfire 
that managed to slice through the armor of his neck, digging deep. Cut up by his efforts, 
Logan was undeterred chopping his way closer to Essex‟s back. Essex slung a lethal 
clawed strike into Stone‟s chest, surprised to find it as solid as it was. The demon flew 
back, trailing blood, and Blade dropped back to one knee and fired a volley of needles 
from a wrist greave. They sprayed Essex‟s face, then the white phosphorous beads on 
the end popped open. Exposed to air, they flared impossibly bright, melting metal and 
dribbling intense fire all down his front. 

 “Vampires love those,” Blade grinned. His sword rose in a cutting arc that drew 
sparks up Essex‟s torso, nearly slitting his armor. 

 Essex swung at him, but he rolled again, this time popping up with a canister. He 
triggered it, spraying flame all over Essex. Essex leaped to the side with a shout. 

 “No web of shadows here,” Strange said sharply. “Better fall back. The Shadow 
King will kill us for you.” 

 Essex savagely kicked Blade away. “Found me twice in one lifetime, Strange,” he 
growled as he drove Logan back in a hail of razor strikes. “I‟m slipping. You‟ve got to 
die.” 

 Spear reared up before him, harpoon in one hand and flaring sword in the other. 
Snarling, Essex punched into his chest to tear his heart out— 

 With a cry, he jerked his hand back from the smoking crater, live embers tumbling 
from Spear‟s ever-dead, ever-burning corpse. The undead ninja drove the sword into 
one shoulder, the harpoon into the other, and once again stared into his eyes. 

 You will feel suffering, he shouted in the Silent Speech. 

 Just a taste. 

 Screaming in genuine agony, Essex dug deep into himself and sent out a pulse that 
nearly tore Spear apart, flinging him a dozen meters away. Staggering, limping, sobbing 
with dry alien pain, he twisted out of the dimension. 

 “Now!” Strange shouted, snatching his defenders and straining his dimensional 
savvy to give chase. 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

 By the barest fraction, Strange pulled them through the swiftly sealing dimensional 
gate, right behind Essex. They rose up out of the shadow of a hedge of thorns, 
surrounded by throngs of the Court. 

 “Crap,” Forge whispered. 

 “Didja fix it?” Logan growled to Forge as fifteen Sentinels moved through the 
crowd, circling them. 

 “Sort of,” Forge shrugged. “It‟s got one area of effect pop now.” 

 “Well do it,” Stone muttered. 
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 The Sentinels prepared to fight, morphing into the weird shapes of the fey in the 
court. Forge flicked a couple settings, cranked one dial, then tossed it. The device burst 
in a spray of metal, but a shock rolled across the Sentinels, and they flew apart into dust. 

 Squeals of surprise, dismay, and delight rippled through the court, and they pulled 
back to leave room. Twenty tall creatures ringed the invaders. They were tall, chitinous, 
pale, and vicious. Heavily muscled limbs ended in claws, they were balanced with whip-
like tails. 

 “Sons of Mars,” Strange said, terse. “Don‟t like fire. Shapeshifters.” 

 “I know,” Stone growled. He pulled out the warpstone, ignoring the blood seeping 
out of his chest wound. He bit a chunk out of the warpstone as though it was an apple. 
The interior of the warpstone was smooth, glassy green. 

 A throne drifted above those assembled to do battle, a throne veiled in shadow. 
Strange, we meet again. 

 “Yes,” Strange replied shortly. 

 I thought we had an agreement. 

 “I have honored all agreements we had,” Strange said, “including the understanding 
that for the Reckoning, we do what we must. And this is the crisis of the Darkchylde 
and the Stone. Give me Illyana. And her child.” 

 I do not think I will do that, mused the Shadow King. No, I am sure of it. I will not. 

 Stone finished the warpstone in two bites, hardly chewing. 

 “You can‟t win this Reckoning, one way or another,” Strange said. “There are too 
many contenders, and you have grown too weak to take the dimension over. All you can 
do is hurt me, and that strengthens the others. You do not have understandings with 
them. Not ones that mean anything.” 

 The world is changing, the Shadow King purred. This is our last chance to win a Reckoning. 
Or we must fade and perish. 

 “That became inevitable when the Web of Light was created,” Strange said quietly, 
nothing of mercy in his tone. “Your denial changes nothing, Shadow King.” 

 It changes everything! In an electric moment, the Shadow King crossed space with his 
essence, and crushed into the Sorcerer Supreme‟s psychic defenses— 

 And rebounded, squalling and burned. 

 “Something of the Web of Light is bound up in me, you should know that,” 
Strange said mildly. “Don‟t do that again. You know you cannot bear the light. And that 
is what I command. Do you want me to show you?” 

 “You did your thing, Strange,” Stone rumbled. “Let me take a shot.” He rose up, 
taller, his chest deeper and fully healed. He was almost three meters, solid with power 
and bulk. His horns hissed as they grew out, sleek, curving and recurving over his head. 
He clenched his fists as a hellish light gleamed at the bottom of the runes carved in his 
skin. A ball of flame hovered between his horns as his eyes smoked, flaring with unholy 
fire in their depths. Light curved and curled through the carvings on his stone fist, and it 
croaked as it expanded, splitting apart into plates, growing spines and spikes. 
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 Strange stepped back, motioning to the others. “Let him do this,” he murmured. 
“It‟s what the Shadow King will understand.” There was something almost hungry in 
his eyes as he threw up mystic defenses, to protect them. All but Stone. 

 “Here‟s the deal, Smoky,” he said, the growl under his voice resonating in the 
chests of the others. “Give me Illyana and the baby. Or I dedicate my long, long life to 
destroying you. All of you. No negotiation. That‟s the deal.” The stone rasped and 
rubbed as the spikes lengthened and deepened; his stone hand was not much use as a 
hand. It had become a weapon. The rest of him steamed as the heat of hell radiated 
from him; he shimmered with power. 

 Ah, the Shadow King murmured. A threat. I know what to do with threats. 

 As one, the Unseelie Court rushed in to do battle. A dozen witchblade-armed 
courtiers whipped their weapons around and blasted razors and mystic bolts at him. The 
blades drew sparks from his crisping, curing armor skin, and the heat wilted them back. 
The bolts dissipated or rebounded. 

 “Stings,” Stone growled, his grin showing off massive fangs that were deepening 
and growing out. “Let‟s get this started. 

 A few witchblades dug into the cracks in his armor, into the heat, but if it hurt him 
he did not show it. He sprang at the Sons of Mars, who hesitated. Then he flexed hard, 
and a gush of greenish red flame shot from his maw, roaring across them and sending 
them writhing and screaming back. They leaped at him from behind, and several clawed 
at him before he spun, snatching with his war gauntlet, impaling one on his flaming 
horns, crushing and striking carelessly, leaving shattered shapeshifters in his wake. 

 “Come on, dammit!” he roared. “Make me earn it!” He was lost to fury, he 
charged at the shocked court, driving them back as they struggled with the shift in the 
battle‟s momentum. He sprang at the Shadow King‟s pavilion, and the Shadow King 
swarmed around him, insubstantial and lethal, then drove to possess his magnificent 
power— 

 “What?!” Stone bellowed. “Don‟t like fire?!” The Shadow King recoiled. With 
one swipe of his fist, Stone shattered the throne, spraying shards into the Court. The fey 
screamed dismay at the destruction, and he plunged his hand into the base, rising up 
with a crown fused to an alien skull. 

 “This is your power,” he growled. “The head you lost to Kull, right?” 

 One more move! squealed the Shadow King. One more, and she dies! 

 Courtiers perched on the wall of thorns, witchblades cradling Illyana‟s half-
conscious body, and the squalling gray baby. 

 “Let‟s make this easy,” Stone shouted, his voice causing physical pain to those 
near it. He raised the crowned skull in his stone war gauntlet. “Do what you gotta 
do.” His eyes held no mercy and no threat. He stood in the center of the court‟s power, 
unmoved. 

 The Shadow King hesitated. 

 “Master!” Essex said, shocked. 

 Give the woman and her child to Strange, the Shadow King whispered, profoundly 
reluctant. 
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 Stone stared across the distance at Essex, who did not close to challenge him. His 
eyes were cruel. “Tell you what, Snow White. You put together some kind of 
wacky plan and come at me with your seven dwarves in a few decades, when 
you‟ve got all the crap scraped out of your tin pants. Till then? You open your 
mouth and I will crush you. And your boss‟s hat.” His grip flexed on the skull and 
crown, and it creaked. 

 Connected to the seething welter of the Unseelie Court‟s seat of power, Essex‟s 
eyes flared with stung pride, and he rose up—only to be pulled back by half a dozen 
courtiers more connected to the will of their Shadow King. 

 “Up to you,” Stone said, generally regarding the Shadow King‟s echoes in the 
thorn wall, Essex, and all the courtiers. A few surviving Sons of Mars hung back, wary 
and singed. 

 “Logan,” Strange murmured as he took Illyana and the child. He leaned Illyana 
onto Logan‟s shoulders and she gripped him hard. Strange handed the baby to Forge. 
“Stone will need some time to come to grips with himself again. I need you to look after 
the family.” 

 “I‟ll do it,” Logan growled. “Oh, baby, c‟mere.” He held Illyana in his arms. 

 “Gimme outa here,” Illyana snuffled. 

 “Guess it‟s my job ta keep pullin you out a hell,” Logan murmured. “Ssh.” He 
stroked her hair. 

 Strange looked up at Stone, who looked down from the crushed throne hovering 
over the battle. He tossed the crowned skull over his shoulder, and a dozen courtiers 
sprang to catch it. They cradled it, careful. Stone hopped down off the broken throne, 
and stared at Essex. Then shrugged and headed for the group that brought him. 

 “Good call, I figure,” he muttered. “Prancy bunch a pansies.” 

 Strange stepped forward, hair and coat blown by the heat rolling off Stone as the 
demon clopped past. “Shadow King,” he said. “Unless you want to rebuild your army 
before the Reckoning is over, I think we had best agree that you give up your claim to 
this round.” 

 The Shadow King shifted around in the hedge of thorns, restless with fury. Essex 
trembled with shame and rage. 

 You! the Shadow King called to Darkholme, by her true name. She slunk out of 
hiding, before him. You are banished forever because of this. The ground opened, and she 
twirled away, lost to the Unseelie Court. 

 “Stop stalling,” Strange said quietly. “The decision is made.” 

 I give up my claim. 

 Furious, Essex wheeled, and stalked out of the dimension on one of the old roads. 

 Strange just smiled, a peculiar, sad smile. Then they were gone. 

* 

 They dropped back into Prime in a back alley. Logan sniffed once. “Manhattan, 
New York, New York,” he sighed.  
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 “Hey, listen,” Blade said to Illyana. “I brought that bastard back. I wish it had not 
happened.” 

 “Forget it,” she said, bleary. “I brought Rasputin back. We all screw up 
sometimes.” She tried to breathed deep, and couldn‟t. “I need my baby.” Forge handed 
the child to her, and something in her face softened. 

 “How about that,” Logan said, mystified by the lean, gray, wrinkled baby girl. Her 
eyes were very dark, almost purple, and a few wisps of black hair were glued to her 
head. He poked his finger at it, and the baby grabbed the finger, squeezing. “Quick 
learner.” He blinked, shrugged. “Won‟t be the first demon brat I‟ve loved.” He offered 
a shy smile to Illyana. “What‟s her name?” 

 “Gotta ask the father before I answer that,” Illyana managed, unsteady on her feet. 

 “Alright,” Strange said curtly. “To limbo. Both of you.” Ignoring the heat, he 
touched Stone‟s arm, and Illyana. 

“Take me home,” Stone said, breathing hard, locked in tension, roiling with 
power. 

She nodded, and stepped over to lean on him. A stepping disk struggled with 
his energy, but managed to crawl up over them both. 

 There was a moment of quiet, except for shouts and engines and horns and squeals 
from the street by the alley. The building next door was thumping music. A slit of sky 
was visible overhead. 

 “Well,” Forge said, wiping his hands against each other. “It has been a hell of a 
weird day. I‟m going home.” 

 “I need a drink,” Logan muttered. 

 “On second thought, that sounds better,” Forge agreed. “Mind if I come along?” 

 “Sure. I‟m buyin. I‟m a grandpa!” he grinned. They headed for the mouth of the 
alley. 

 Strange turned to Spear and Blade. “Thank you,” he said simply. 

 Blade managed half a smile, then he turned and ran down the alley, a fully 
regenerated Spear at his heels. 

 Strange stood alone. “That could have gone a lot worse.” He sighed slightly, 
glancing around. “I could use a nap,” he mused, and he left the alley and vanished into 
the city. 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

 For a long, tense moment nothing moved. Illyana drew strength from her realm, 
cradling her baby in her arms, watching Stone‟s back. He stood stock still, except for his 
heaving breath, shimmering and smoking. 

 He twitched violently. “Cut these damn things off, I can‟t think with all the 
noise,” he growled as he gripped his horns. He focused, withdrawing his energy into 
his core, so the carved sigils glowed bright as roused embers. The ball of flame between 
his horns winked out. Illyana flexed, her witchblade slipping down her arm into blades. 



 

    503 

She focused for a moment, sharpening the eldritch weapon impossibly, then she 
whipped it down at the base of his horns. The horns were cleanly sheared off, clattering 
to the paving as gouts of flame burst from the stumps for a solid ten seconds, flaring 
high into the sky. 

 Slightly staggered, Stone stared at the witchblade, saying nothing. 

 “I‟m still going to use it,” Illyana said, looking at the gleaming organic energy 
weapon. “It is a risk, but it is worth the price.” 

 “Like me?” Stone growled, his jaw jutting out. 

 Illyana sighed, dropped to her knees. A cradle formed itself out of the stone, and 
she lay her baby in it. The baby smiled and cooed, kicking. Illyana‟s face warmed with 
tenderness as she looked down at the scrawny child. Then she closed her eyes, focusing 
harder. Most of the burns on her torso faded, the cut sealed and the ugliness of the 
wound paled, though it was still a ragged scar. 

 “Can‟t fix that?” Stone gestured. 

 “There was too much mystic charge, and warpstone, in the birth fluids,” Illyana 
said quietly. “Maybe in time. Not right now.” She contemplated the ragged scar down 
her torso. “I‟m not sure I want to.” 

 Demons crept from the brush and the corners of the throne room, gathering in a 
circle around the cradle, transfixed with wonder. They paid homage, largely ignored by 
the parents. 

 “Where is Sym?” Illyana wondered, looking around. She snapped her fingers, and 
he pulled together, recorporating. 

 “Sym thanks you,” he said, wincing and clutching his gut. 

 “No harm comes to this child here,” Illyana said sternly. 

 “No harm, Swordbearer. No harm ever.” Sym bowed so low he had to kneel and 
touch the floor with his face. Then he scrambled up. “Congratulations, dad,” he said, 
offering a cigar to Stone. 

 Stone ignored him. 

 Sym stepped backward, retreated. 

 Illyana looked at the tense, unmoving bulk of Stone. “I‟m sorry,” she whispered. “I 
was a coward. I was afraid to admit to you that—” She tightened her jaw. “That I was 
carrying our baby,” she said firmly. “Especially since I had morning sickness, just didn‟t 
know it, before the warpstone overload in Kansas. Before the cultists hit me with 
warpstone attacks. I didn‟t know what to expect, and I didn‟t want to hurt you.” Tears 
spilled down her cheeks, and still Stone faced away, unable to move. “The baby 
survived, Stone, and that means she is going to have one hell of a talent for magic. Our 
little demon sorceress.” She sniffled, pinched between fear and pride. 

 “You shouldn‟t have risked yourself,” growled Stone. “You shouldn‟t have hidden 
this from me. You should have told me what was going on. Not ditched me for a few 
months. I should have faced this with you.” His voice was hard, to keep it from 
trembling. 
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 Illyana rose, stooped, picked up the child. She circled Stone, faced him. Her eyes 
were deep and sincere. “My love,” she whispered, “I wanted something to give you.” 
He held the child up to him. 

 Something in Stone melted, and he looked Illyana in the eye, then looked at the 
baby as though he had not seen her before. Kneeling, he banged his fist against the 
rock; some things retracted, some broke off, but the stone fist was much like it had 
been before the warpstone. “Got a blanket?” he asked out of the side of his mouth, 
almost smiling. He cupped his stone hand. Illyana snapped, plucked one from 
somewhere, and draped it over his cupped hand. Then she lay the small newborn in that 
massive cradle. 

 “My daughter,” Stone said over the lump in his throat. Tears carved down his face, 
sizzling with warpstone. He offered the baby his flesh finger, which she could not quite 
grasp, but she gurgled happily and looked at him with her odd, purplish eyes, kicking. 
His tears fell to the stone and hissed. 

 “Weedy little runt,” Stone said, his voice tender, roughened with tears. “Most 
beautiful thing I‟ve ever seen.” He looked at Illyana, all the fire gone from his eyes. 
“What should we name her?” 

 Illyana shrugged. “I don‟t fully understand why, but Raven Darkholme saved my 
life. She defied Essex and the whole Court to do it. She may have saved Prime.” Illyana 
looked at the baby. “I want our child to have that kind of courage. No matter what her 
background is, or what her heritage is.” She looked up at Stone. 

 “I think Raven is a perfect name,” he agreed. 

 They embraced, and all was forgiven. 

* 

 The metal door to the roof access slammed, and two sets of boots clattered down 
the stairs. Cain looked over at Whistler, and they both held their breath, wondering who 
would come in. 

 Blade and Spear strolled into the loft. 

 “Well, how did it go?” Whistler asked casually. 

 Blade shrugged. “We beat Essex, but he‟s still out there,” he said. 

 “How do you feel?” Whistler pressed. 

 Blade thought it over for a minute, then grinned. “Better,” he said. He sauntered 
towards his corner of the loft, pretending not to see Cain‟s wide smile. 

 “Hey,” Whistler called after him. “Yer still gonna hunt vampires, right?” 

 “Yes,” Blade called over his shoulder. 

 “Good,” Whistler said with an almost boyish grin of relief. Spear pulled on another 
hood. 

* 

 “Xavier,” Bently said quietly. He looked up, unsurprised. “It‟s time. Will you come 
with me? I have a plan. You can look at it if you want.” She tapped her temple. 

 Xavier leaned back in his chair. “I thought you meant a few days from now.” 
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 “I‟ve succeeded already. We need to move on to the next phase.” She watched him, 
guarded. 

 “Alright,” he shrugged. “Let‟s see this plan.” His mind touched at hers, taking what 
it offered. A slow smile spread across his face. 

 “It seems I have a stake in this after all,” he murmured. He rose, the braces on his 
legs whining. “Let‟s go.” 

* 

 Logan took another sip from his beer, then he squinted around. The juke box was 
cranking out country hits from twenty years ago, and there was the pleasantly full 
chatter of a bar on Saturday night. Something else, though. 

 Strange settled on the bar stool next to him, and Logan let a grin show half his 
teeth. “Hey, Doc.” 

 “I thought Forge was going with you,” Strange observed, glancing around the bar. 

 “I never would have expected to see you here,” Logan said, blinking. “Takes a 
minute to get use ta it. Anyhow, Forge, he had a beer and left. Turns out we didn‟t have 
much to talk about after all.” He shrugged. 

 “I came here to thank you, Logan,” Strange said. He nodded to the barkeep, got a 
beer. He looked down at it. “You did a hell of a job raising Illyana.” 

 “I think that sums it up,” Logan shrugged. “She was a hellion when she left me.” 

 “No no, not what I meant,” Strange said quickly. 

 “I know what ya meant,” Logan growled playfully. “Just funnun ya. Sorcerer 
Supreme hangin out talkin ta me. Hah.” He swigged his beer. 

 “You taught her well,” Strange said, his beer still untouched. “Because of you, she 
had the foundation, the ideals that she reconnected with when she came to her senses. 
You gave her a moral guide when she needed it, whether she liked it or not. You may 
have saved the world by doing that.” 

 “Yer gonna make me blush,” Logan said, finishing his beer. Strange slid his over, 
and Logan chuckled. “Never thought of it quite that way.” 

 The door to the bar swung open, and a desperate young man barged in, looking 
around dramatically, pushing his way to Logan. “Logan!” he said in his outside voice. 
“What of Illyana? I just got your voice mail, that she could be in peril!” Sweat was 
beaded on his face, he was distraught. 

 “It‟s all fine now, ya big galoot. And you are an uncle.” Logan grinned at him. 

 “Me—an uncle!? Really? You mean my sister Illyana has had a child?” His eyes 
were round with shock. 

 Logan‟s grin was now pained. “Unless you can dream up another way you could be 
an uncle, yeah.” 

 “A boy?!” Piotr‟s face almost glowed with enthusiasm, his worry forgotten. 

 “Fifty fifty chance, figures you‟d guess wrong,” Logan sighed. 

 “A girl?!” 
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 “Yes,” Logan said, at a loss for anything else to say. 

 “Ha ha!” Piotr said, and he swept Logan off his bar stool and into a bear hug. Then 
he dropped him. “I must call her at once!” He raced out of the bar. 

 Logan shook his head. “Wonder if he knows what it means, that she‟s in another 
dimension,” he mused. He shook his head. “Dork.” 

 “I should let you get back to it,” Strange said with a small smile, rising. 

 “I‟m glad it‟s over,” Logan sighed. 

 “It‟s not, you know,” Strange shrugged. “Rasputin and Essex are still out there.” 

 “You‟ll figger it out,” Logan nodded. “And if you want help, it‟s yours.” 

 “Thanks,” Strange said. He tossed some cash on the bar, turned, and left, strolling 
down the sidewalk. He pulled out his phone, called Bently. There was no answer. He 
called Xavier‟s number. No answer. 

 His steps turned towards the Sanctum. 

 “Time I was getting back,” he murmured. 

* 

 Xavier and Bently stepped out of the shadow of a standing stone, climbing up into 
Limbo. “My magic will mask our presence from Illyana if she is distracted,” Bently 
murmured, “but let‟s not make any unnecessary noise.” Xavier nodded. He looked at 
the carpet of dead leaves, and at the freshly unfurled greenery. 

 “What happened here?” he murmured. “This is Illyana‟s interior space, right?” 

 “Yes,” Bently nodded. “When she inherited it, the whole place was stone, lava 
flows, blood, flaming sky, the whole hellish bit. She made it a garden,” Bently said, 
touching her fingertip to a blooming flower. 

 “The dead leaves?” 

 “She must have abandoned it, then returned with a happy ending. My plan is on 
track,” Bently whispered. “This is Limbo. She is sorceress supreme here, like Strange is 
on Prime. This dimension is fairly self-contained. I had to pick the lock to get in. Let‟s 
move, see if we can find them.” 

 Xavier nodded. “That way,” he said, pointing. “She left a serious mental trail.” He 
glanced at Bently. “Does Strange know you are here?” 

 “No,” she said, shaking her head as she followed Xavier‟s lead through the garden. 
“I‟d rather show him success, instead of a plan. I know what is about to happen. Evil 
is… predictable, in its way.” She set her jaw. 

 “I‟m taking a bigger risk than I normally would,” Xavier admitted. “However, your 
plan appeals to me. I think it is worth the risk.” 

 “Good, because we‟re close,” Bently whispered. She crouched behind the bush, 
and watched Stone and Illyana sitting on a bench, looking down at the precious bundle 
Illyana held. 

 As if on cue, the shadows trembled, and a robed figure rose from them. “Well well 
well,” Rasputin crooned. “How is „happily ever after‟ working out?” 
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 Illyana and Stone shot to their feet, Illyana cradling the baby close. “Get out of 
here,” she said through her teeth. 

 “Hello, daughter,” Rasputin replied. “My two favorite children, making me a most 
favorite grandchild. It is touching.” 

 “Over our dead bodies,” Stone growled, some of the warpstone still in his system 
and bulking him up. 

 “I‟m strong enough to take what I want and leave you alive,” Rasputin corrected. 
“Perhaps you will make me another child.” His smile reeked of madness. 

 “Not today. You have taken enough children.” Xavier crossed his arms over his 
chest, and Bently stood at his side. Rasputin let a smile touch his face. Then his smile 
dropped, and his eyes bulged. 

 “What?” he gasped. Then, with a small cry, he was forced back into his Shroud— 

 

 Execution. Centuries ago, his first or second lifetime. Rasputin, in a tattered robe, forced to his 
knees before the headsman’s block. The headsman loomed over him, axe in both hands; Rasputin 
recognized Xavier. 

 “What is this?” he demanded. 

 “You’ve been insane all along,” Xavier replied solemnly. “Take another look around.” 

 Rasputin glanced around, then shook his head. “No! No, it’s not possible!” The 
hyperdimensional coordinates that flickered in every shadow faded, leaving only blocked light and 
dimness. The aether no longer rubbed against the back of the sky with nightmarish faces pressing on 
reality. Rasputin’s perceptions scaled back to consensual reality. He grimaced. 

 “Your magic will not work on me!” he cried. 

 “There is no magic,” Xavier said relentlessly. “There were never any great old ones to serve. You 
have been insane this whole time, your life a deluded fantasy as you awaited execution.” Xavier 
concentrated, his will intensifying, driving into the formidable power of Rasputin’s conviction. “There is 
nothing beyond the confines of this atmosphere, nothing sleeping at the bottom of the ocean, there is no 
dream city of C’thon, no such thing as magic. You are insane.” Xavier was freely sweating as 
Rasputin gasped against the truth forced upon him. 

 “No!” he cried. “No! I will rise again!” 

 “Not this time,” Xavier said. “You are mortal, and mortals die once.” 

 “No!” Rasputin wailed. This time, it was a wail of despair. He was shoved down, Xavier raised 
the axe, and dropped it— 

 

 Gasping, choking, Xavier stumbled back as an unearthly, piercing wail shrilled out 
of the Shroud. It was an utterly despairing, insane scream that penetrated their souls. 
The shroud briefly thrashed as it consumed its host, feeding on despair. The cloth 
twirled down, laying inert on the flagstones of Illyana‟s throne room. 

 “It‟s done,” Xavier panted. “I managed it. It was damn close.” 

 “Thank you,” Bently said, hugging him. 
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 “The Shroud,” Illyana said, her voice full of wonder. “You made him despair, and 
it ate him!” Her face lit up. “That means he‟s not coming back!” 

 “I don‟t think so,” Xavier agreed with a smile. 

 “I knew we could not simply kill him,” Bently said, “so I put a lot of time into 
thinking about what we could do. What weapons we could use. Then I realized he was 
wearing it.” She smiled, satisfied. “Welcome home, Illyana.” 

 “Hell of a house warming gift,” Stone mugged, his grin self-conscious. 

 “More of a baby shower,” Illyana said. “Look! Raven Rasputin.” She offered the 
baby to Bently and Xavier, for inspection. 

 “I got a baby girl,” Stone said, goofy. 

 “I don‟t think we‟ll ever let her date,” Illyana said, almost giggling. 

 “Sounds good to me,” Stone shrugged. “We‟ll just keep her.” 

 “It‟s good to plan ahead,” Bently said with a wry smile. 

 Xavier stepped to the side, stooped, and picked up the fabric. “The world is safer 
for your child, that‟s certain,” he said, and he folded the cloth, smoothing it against his 
chest. 

 “What did Rasputin do to you?” Stone asked, subdued. 

 “Threw my brother to a shoggoth,” Xavier replied, contemplating the fabric. He 
looked up at Stone, and smiled faintly. “I was repaying a favor Victoria did for me this 
week. She saved my brother.” 

 “Same one?” Stone said, surprised. “He must be a tough dude.” 

 “He was,” Xavier shrugged. 

 “Stone, this is Xavier. Xavier, Stone. See, last time Xavier saved me, he saved all of 
Prime, too. I gotta get you on my speed dial,” Illyana said thoughtfully. 

“That won‟t be necessary,” Xavier shrugged, “but it was a pleasure working 
with you again.” 

“Looks like we kept the balance for another day,” Bently said, cocking her 
head to the side with a charming smile. 

 “It‟s what we do,” Illyana agreed. “How did you know Rasputin would come 
here?” 

 “I knew that if my plan with Xavier was to work, we would only get to strike once, 
and we must strike true,” Bently said. She hesitated. “And, well, Strange confided in me 
about your condition. I knew that Rasputin would come to claim the child when our 
guard dropped. I had to carry out the plan before Rasputin learned what Xavier could 
do, or we were doomed.” 

 “There‟s a fine Sorceress Supreme in there, I can see that now,” Illyana said with a 
fond smile. “Good work, Victoria.” 
 “Why thank you,” Bently replied with a shallow curtsey.  
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 “Do be a dear,” Illyana continued, “and take that to Enitharmon the Weaver, have 
it unmade. It‟s caused enough sorrow on Prime. Don‟t consult with the Sorcerer 
Supreme, either, just, you know,” she grinned, “expedite.” 

 “I‟ll take your counsel under advisement,” Bently replied, arch. She took the heavy 
pile of fabric from Xavier. “And now we will take our leave.” She smiled at them, took 
Xavier‟s hand, and enjoyed Illyana‟s stepping disk home. It was far less effort. 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

 Strange was sitting in the study on the third floor, unmoving, when the door 
creaked open and Bently stepped in. “Am I interrupting?” 

 “I‟ve been waiting for you,” he said. He gestured at a chair, and she sat. Then he 
focused on the Shroud. “Is that—” 

 “I got him,” Bently said proudly. “Xavier drove him to despair. The Shroud 
devoured him.” She could not contain her grin. 

 “I am very proud of you,” Strange said with a smile. “That was a clever scheme. 
Dangerous, but clever.” 

 “A sorcerer must take risks,” she replied. “Even sorcerers who are not supreme.” 

 “It has been a week for unexpected gifts. Illyana‟s child, now Rasputin is gone. In 
the same day,” Strange mused. 

 “Balance?” Bently inquired, mock serious, eyebrow arched. “We regulate our 
Rasputin population closely.” 

 Strange chuckled. “You may be on to something,” he sighed. “Cutting the Unseelie 
Court out of the balance, and Rasputin both, helps us a great deal. But we have not 
made it through the Reckoning yet.” 

 “You got Essex?” Bently said. “Then we are home free!” 

 “No,” Strange corrected. “The Unseelie Court is out. But Essex has usually 
operated outside their approval anyway, and he will continue to do so. We‟ll see what 
else takes shape.” 

 “In the meantime, Illyana suggested I take this to Enitharmon and get it unwoven,” 
Bently said. “She suggested I would be well served by not consulting with you first.” 

 “Shows what she knows,” Strange said with a faint smile. “Are you not tempted to 
try to use it for good?” 

 Bently thought for a moment. “Not in the least.” 

 Strange nodded. “You dispatched Rasputin, against all odds. I‟ll bow to your 
judgment on this.” 

 “That‟s a fine note for the end of the day,” she said. 

 “I‟ll even take you to Enitharmon, if you like.” 

 “Would you?” Her eyes lit up. 

* 
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 Uncounted time had passed, between trailing the astral currents of interstellar, 
interdimensional travel and the laborious picking of a path through the maze 
surrounding Enitharmon‟s nerve center. Finally, Strange and Bently were fully material, 
standing at the edge of a vast loom. 

 “This is Oa,” Strange said. “Be respectful. Best if you don‟t say anything.” 

 Bently nodded, wide-eyed. 

 They were surrounded by a vast, perfectly ordered tangle of reality. It drew from 
some strands, sent others out, and sometimes it seemed to do both at once. The mortal 
mind could not grasp it. Enmeshed in the center of the loom was a short, purple 
creature with six limbs and a fleshy beak. 

 “Strange!” Enitharmon chirped. “Good to see you again. What have you got for 
me?” 

 Strange held out the fabric. “This keeps threatening Prime. I don‟t know if you 
want to unweave it or keep it, but it has a predator inside. Shadow dimensions, 
hallucination, despair. That kind of thing.” 

 “Ooh, great flexibility. I sent this to Prime because it was causing such trouble 
elsewhere, and Nightmare seemed to want Prime more than most of my real estate,” 
Enitharmon croaked. “Still, some treasures are more dangerous than others. I‟ll take 
care of this one for you.” 

 “Thanks,” Strange said. “This is my apprentice, Victoria Bently.” 

 “Pleased to meet you,” Victoria said as Enitharmon stumped up to them. She was 
taller than he was, and she could not help but smile at his grandfatherly benign grin, his 
peculiar beak. 

 “The pleasure is mine. Your teacher does a great job of covering my east flank, you 
know that? He‟s masterful with this current Reckoning, on Prime.” 

 “Oh, it‟s just Prime?” she said, surprised. 

 “Everybody is on a different schedule, it is a headache,” Enitharmon agreed with a 
twinkle in his eye. “Strange is doing a good job with you, too, dearie. Pay lots of 
attention. You know he won‟t be around forever.” 

 “I do my best to learn from him,” Bently said. “He has taught me a great deal 
about what it means to be a wizard.” 

 “And that‟ll do,” Strange said. “Enjoyed the maze getting in, as always, and having 
dropped this off I think I have a Reckoning to tend to.” 

 “Always a pleasure, Strange,” Enitharmon said, still genial, though there was 
something else behind his eyes. “Be careful.” 

 “I‟ll be back,” Strange said with half a smile. “See you on the other side.” 

 Enitharmon waved, then they vanished back into the aether. 

 “See you on the other side,” Enitharmon echoed. 

 Then he climbed back into his loom, and the universe continued unfolding. 

* 
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 “Hell,” Stone muttered when they were alone again, “let‟s lock the door and take 
the phone off the hook. I‟ve missed you, a lot.” He pressed her hand to his chest, 
looked into her eyes. 

 “Sounds good, you big red monkey,” Illyana murmured. “Let‟s keep the baby 
handy too, huh?” 

 “Perfect,” Stone said. He relaxed back on the bench as it became a roomy bed, and 
Illyana snuggled with him, the baby on her chest. 

 “Eventually,” Stone said, his voice relaxed enough to be slurred, “we should put 
some diapers on the kid.” 

 “Yeah,” Illyana said dreamily. “Eventually. I‟ll whip something up.” She grinned, 
and tugged at his short beard. He growled playfully, and then they sighed deeply, 
looking up at the clear blue sky above. 

Epilogue 

 The chains rattled in the dungeon as the prisoner shifted position. “Hello?” he said, 
his voice rough with suffering and disuse. 

 “It is me,” Essex growled, able to see clearly in the dark. “Rise, Primus. Rise, Scott 
Summers. The time has come for us to dedicate ourselves to the destruction of the 
Sorcerer Supreme, and his defenders. You have been sidelined long enough.” 

 “Please,” Scott begged. “Please, kill me. I can‟t go on. I can‟t see, I—let it end. I 
can‟t be Primus again.” He could not weep, his eyes were burst and destroyed. 

 “I will only destroy Scott Summers,” Essex said coldly. “I need Primus, now more 
than ever.” He jerked the chain from where it was bolted in the wall, dropping it to the 
floor. “Let me remind you of what you had.” 

 Primus felt his sight return, he felt the cosmic power he had once commanded flow 
through his nerves again. He was energized, and he saw with a vision that needed no 
eyes. “Please, no,” he said faintly. 

 “The Illuminati that betrayed you? Unpunished,” Essex murmured. “Strange, who 
prolonged your life out of pity and remorse? Still free. Kira, who swore to protect you 
then forgot you existed? She has not remembered you in all this time.” Essex leaned 
close. “It is not too late to take part in ruling the world, Primus.” 

 The slim man unsteadily rose. “You are right,” he said, his voice rough. “We will 
need an army.” 

 “We will need far more than that,” Essex purred. “But you leave that to me.” His 
eyes narrowed, glowing in the darkness. 

 “Leave everything to me.” 
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Points of Decision 
 

CHAPTER ONE 

Saturday, February 5, 2006 

 The universe flexed and swayed, tiny points of connection sparkling across it as 
other connections flared and went dead. In the soul of the universe, one of its deepest 
dimensions of reality, everything tied back to a vast ball of creation and destruction that 
regulated its unimaginable energy. 

 Nearly any rational creature in the universe would recoil from this machine that 
was not a machine, mind reeling back from what the senses tried to report. From the 
center, a small creature uncoiled a path out for a moment, and strolled down to a more 
understandable reality. 

 This creature did not look like a god. Almost a meter and a half tall, he was purple, 
with a beak-like dinosaur face and a twisted walking cane, his tail stiff behind him. He 
wore small round spectacles, and croaked, stretching his neck, his tongue small and 
black like that of a parrot. 

 “Greetings, Enitharmon the Weaver,” intoned the creature that was waiting for 
him. His head was double the size of his body, his eyes almost senseless with wisdom. 
He seemed unable to focus. He wore a sort of toga, its excesses draped over one stubby 
arm. It was impossible to tell how tall he was, as his dimensions shifted like the 
distorted image viewed through the thick wall of a big water tank. 

 Enitharmon stopped, and his fleshy beak seemed to twitch up into a smile. “Uuatu. 
I hope you are bringing me good news.” 

 “The Order of the Ring has succeeded in restoring balance between New Genesis 
and Darkseid‟s forces. Where Darkseid hoped to cripple the defenses of the galactic 
network in that whole sector, instead he has retreated to his war world of Apokalypse, 
where he will nurse his wounds for a time as he rebuilds his strength. That decision 
point is secure in this Reckoning. The balance has survived.” 

 “I take it your star player, Katya, was again able to manage victory against what 
looked like insurmountable odds?” Enitharmon‟s beady black eyes glittered. 

 “She did indeed,” Uuatu murmured. “She has been invaluable in this Reckoning. 
Without her efforts, the balance would have shifted irrevocably, and the next thousand 
years would have been… darker.”  

 “I don‟t suppose you have a few warriors of the Order of the Ring laying about 
bored, do you?” Enitharmon asked almost wistfully. “This galactic Reckoning only has 
one key decision point left to determine whether it is won or lost.” He gestured with his 
cane, and the magnificent light show behind him effortlessly projected a starmap, 
showing the systems and how ribbons of light stretched across the vastness of space 
and dimensions, connecting points of energy. For a quiet moment, the two powerful 
beings considered the map, and its implications; threats, defenses, balance. 

 “I did not fully realize Prime was an unobtrusive access point to so many 
dimensional vulnerabilities,” Uuatu growled, his placid features seemingly unable to 
frown.  
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 “You didn‟t realize it because it never came up,” Enitharmon shrugged. “That is 
the domain of Dr. Stephen Strange, Sorcerer Supreme of Prime. When Prime built its 
own web of light in its prehistoric time, it connected to the wider network. Since then, 
they‟ve had some great defenders, but I am delighted with Strange. He came in from the 
outside, but he has kept Prime safe, therefore our back doors.” 

 “But that kind of success draws opposition and attention,” Uuatu noted, observing 
the stain of some powerful dimensions rotating into alignment with the bright star of 
Prime‟s energy defenses. 

 “That‟s the trouble with dimensional defense,” Enitharmon agreed. “We deal in 
potentials, in balances, you must understand the background or it will rise up and 
repulse you.” He peered at Prime. “We play a subtle and terrible game,” he murmured, 
“and we‟ve played it well to this point. But if Prime falls, then Attilan is vulnerable, and 
New Genesis, and the Negari Spheres, and so on. Here,” he pointed with his stick, 
lighting up a dimension sliding through the ether towards Prime, roiling in eldritch 
power. “That‟s the Dark Dimension, Dormammu is getting bold in his bid for control. 
And here,” he pointed, “Outworld has stayed out of these other confrontations, so it is 
still powerful while we are dispersed and weak. Both are closing with Prime.” 

 “Should Prime fall, the cascade of consequences would be disaster,” Uuatu 
intoned. “Shall I pull the Order of the Ring from their other duties and concentrate 
here?” 

 “That would be equally disastrous,” Enitharmon shrugged. “We may have 
protected the balance so far this Reckoning… but you above all others know how 
fragile it is, and you must regulate the work of the Order of the Ring to keep things on 
an even keel. No, Strange will have to play this one out with whatever defenses he has 
managed to gather.” 

 They were silent for a time, watching the star map, absorbing the gravity of the 
situation, tempering the savor of victory with a bitter element of chance.  

 “This is the sally port in our mighty wall,” Enitharmon said at last. “Katya is the 
best. We‟ll send her to support Strange. When can she be ready?” 

 “She was wounded in a battle with the demons of Apocalypse,” Uuatu resonated. 
“She needs some time to heal. Then she will be free to assist the Sorcerer Supreme of 
Prime. Can he hold until then?” 

 “He must,” Enitharmon replied simply. 

* 

 “Let‟s kill the wizard and go home,” the man-shaped monster croaked in the vile 
speech of Outworld, his jaws slick with drool and gore, ragged meat hanging in his 
razored teeth. His wrinkled face seemed incapable of expression; his yellow eyes were 
lidless, and no lips covered his protruding fangs. He crouched on the flagstones, a dead 
monk gripped in his fists. The corpse was missing its throat and half its chest, and still 
the warrior had not finished his meal. 

 The throne room was airy and spacious, but it was at the same time uncomfortably 
stuffy and chilly. A massive throne was on the dais, and behind the throne a column of 
green energy twisted and writhed, painful to the eye, washing the room in sickly light. 
Several monks stood by doorways leading out of the throne room, seemingly unmoved 
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by the fate of their chewed-upon brother. A huge figure lay on a low couch. He was 
over two meters tall, hairless except for a black topknot. He was a mass of muscle, no 
fat anywhere on his form. His yellow hide had brown spots, and looked leprous in the 
wavering light. He had two powerful arms, and his hands and feet had digits like two 
fingers and a thumb or dewclaw. He wore a bronze belt with a loincloth. He had no 
other weapons or armor, but he was clearly a warrior. His head was round, his features 
humanoid in their way; a slit of a mouth, flat nose with small nostril holes, soulless black 
eyes. He laced his fingers behind his head, and gestured with one of his other arms. 

 “You know better, Baraka. I know you only pretend to be stupid,” he said with a 
patronizing sneer. “His Majesty Shao Khan was sent to conquer Prime. But he was 
assigned a stupid little Primeling wizard to help. And Primelings are good for two 
things. Come on, we‟ve had this conversation.” 

 Baraka‟s feral eyes lit up, and he made a vile slurping sound. “Good for crushing, 
and good for defending Prime. That‟s all!” 

 “Right, that‟s all,” the huge four-armed monster sighed. 

 “And one more!” Baraka continued, caught up in the fun. “One more, Prince 
Goro! Eating!” 

 Goro stared at him blankly for a moment. “Eating, sure. So when we expected the 
Primeling Shang Tsung to help, he failed. We were almost destroyed. How do you get 
through the Web of Light that protects Prime from being invaded?” Boredom seeped 
from the mighty prince. 

 Baraka paused, a long string of bloody drool stretching to the floor. “A soul,” he 
muttered. “When they die, their souls go into the Web of Light and make it stronger. A 
Primeling soul can get you through the Web of Light.” 

 “You are doing well today,” Goro nodded. “So the wizard tore another little piece 
of his Primeling soul, and got us back to this dimension that is near Prime but not 
connected to it.” He gestured around. “Shimura. And here we are trapped until we can 
get our hands on a Primeling to kill, and ritualistically ride its soul to the Web of Light 
so we can sneak past it back down to Prime.” He paused. “Or go home to Outworld 
and crush the Web with our armies.” He shrugged. “Either or.” 

 “Why can‟t we use one of these?” Baraka asked, gesturing at one of the silent 
monks. 

 “Shang Tsung already took their souls to bolster his own,” Goro replied. “They are 
shells. Just meat. No soul left.” 

 “Taste the same,” Baraka shrugged, and he nuzzled into the still-warm corpse and 
crunched his powerful teeth through something that buckled and squelched. 

 Powerful boot-falls rang through the shadowed throne room, and Goro rose to his 
feet. Baraka looked up, eyes glinting, and then shoved the corpse to slide across the 
floor. He rose, wiping at his face, pushing the ooze away. From the shadows of an 
archway, Shao Khan strode into the presence of his servants. 

 “My lord,” they said, bowing. He did not acknowledge them. Instead, he crossed to 
the throne. Its arms lay in crumpled pieces next to the throne; at two meters tall and 
hugely muscled, the warlord would not fit in the seat with them in place. He was half-
naked, all rippling muscle and armor and leather. His helmet swept up and back like a 
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samurai mask, a steel skull face mask was in place over his own. In one hand he gripped 
a mighty hammer, almost as long as he was tall, with a massive crushing head. 

 He paused before the throne, looking his warriors over. “I‟ve been across every 
patch of this cursed island,” he said in the speech of Outworld. “It is a pocket 
dimension, nothing more, designed to host the tournaments. But we are through with 
ritual combat, and it is time to invade in force. Show me the wizard.” 

 The monks dutifully pulled back a heavy shadowed drape, showing a painfully 
gaunt man floating in a bubble of green energy. He was weightless, his long hair floating 
around him, his eyes staring and empty. Shao Khan sighed audibly. 

 “The Tournament of Veils should be started by now. These monks should be 
preparing it. Lord Rayden should be issuing invitations to his fighters. We should be 
meeting them to see if we can conquer Prime at last in this generation.” He shook his 
head. “Instead, the long dance is over, and we will smash their forces and take what we 
want.” 

 “When we get free of Shimura,” Goro added, almost sly. 

 “When we get free of Shimura,” Shao Khan repeated tonelessly. His knuckles 
whitened on the haft of his hammer. “Something is shifting, I can feel it all over this 
island. My master Dread Dormammu will have Prime added to his holdings. In the 
meantime, sooner or later he will notice we did not return from our mission, and he will 
investigate.” 

 “So you come to the throne room, because of the summoning circle,” Goro 
observed. 

 “Surely by now even you can feel it. The pressure. Something is coming.” Shao 
Khan seated himself, regal. “Prepare yourselves.” 

 The circle on the floor was three meters across, some odd metal laid into the 
stonework. The circle began to hiss, steam rose, then the dimension parted, torn open, 
and a visage hung in the circle, facing the throne. An elfin face, upswept features, hair 
swirling into the vapors surrounding it. One thin eyebrow on the painfully beautiful face 
arched. 

 “Well well,” she said. “There you are.” 

 Goro and Baraka lay face-down on the stone, revering the image, and even the 
mighty Shao Khan knelt before her. “Majesty, Dread Umar,” he murmured. “You have 
found us at last.” 

 “Don‟t be pleased,” she sneered. “My brother, the Dread Dormammu, noticed that 
a little civil war broke out in his war dimension of Outworld. The Tarkatans” (she 
nodded at Baraka) “and the Shokan” (she nodded at Goro) “tearing each other apart. 
He wondered how that happened, as Shao Khan is a king who is skilled at keeping 
order in his armies. Then, Dormammu remembered a trifling errand he sent Shao Khan 
to complete.” She paused. “The Tournament of Veils is not being prepared. The 
invading dimension of Outworld is a complete mess. And here you sit.” Her visage 
darkened. “I‟m in a killing mood, little king. Make me happy.” 

 “Indeed, your Dread Majesty,” Shao Khan agreed sourly. “Relying on mortals is 
always disappointing. Look at that mess.” He gestured at Shang Tsung, the wasted 
sorcerer hanging in green energy. “He lost about all the soul he had left just getting us 
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out of a run-in with some of Prime‟s defenders. So here we are, trapped. Dread 
Dormammu graciously transported us here, and this runt transported us to Prime; we 
are unable to move on our own, or that dimension would be smoking rubble by now.” 

 “As it is, Outworld is a mess instead.” She scowled. “Dread Dormammu likes the 
way you run his war dimension, or I would leave you here to rot for a thousand years 
before giving you another chance. One of the down sides of immortality, I suppose,” 
she sneered. “I‟m here to take you back to Outworld. First, I‟ll give this worm some 
soul back. So, you know,” she added, “he‟ll suffer when I kill him for failing.” A shock 
of green twisted out of her image and snapped into Shang Tsung; for a moment, he 
clenched and screamed soundlessly, then the green winked out and he collapsed on the 
stone, gasping desperately. 

 “Wait!” Shang Tsung all but vomited the word out, holding up a shaky hand. 
“Wait, Dread Majesty! I will get you Prime!” 

 “What, you have a new scheme that will work better than the last five?” Her voice 
was wicked and sweet. As she looked at Shang Tsung, his skin blistered with the energy 
of so powerful a being, even projected through so many layers. 

 “If you attack directly,” he shuddered in the language of Outworld, “the Web of 
Light may destroy your dimension as you push across its boundaries.” 

 “Not destroy, both the Dark Dimension and Outworld are too powerful for that,” 
she scoffed. She hesitated. “But Dread Dormammu would rather have his shiny bauble 
without losing so much energy.” She narrowed her eyes. “You have a month to hold the 
Tournament of Veils and win. No more. If you have failed at that time, Outworld will 
be released through Prime‟s defenses. Shao Khan, you will have to take control as you 
once did—with your own strength and cunning, not by Dormammu‟s order. I have 
spoken.” She frowned. “But I have not yet killed.” Lightning shot out and burst one of 
the silent monks. All but Shao Khan flinched from the explosion and sizzling gobbets 
that sprayed out like little comets. 

 “Unsatisfying,” Dread Umar growled. “I‟ll be back for you.” The connection 
winked out, and the exhausted air seemed to settle. Shao Khan strode forward and knelt 
in the circle, picking up an intricate box that fit neatly in his palm. 

 “What is that?” Shang Tsung asked. 

 “I can solve this, and speak to Dread Dormammu himself,” Shao Khan growled. 
“Our mission may be more important than Umar let on.” 

 For a moment, those in the room considered the implications. 

 “We eat the wizard now?” Baraka said hopefully. 

 “Shut up,” Goro grunted. 

 “Wizard,” Shao Khan said to Shang Tsung. “We need to get down to Prime and 
you need to show me what forces you have waiting for you there.” 

 “Yes, master,” Shang Tsung fawned. 

 “And it was clever to keep from me that you understood the tongue of Outworld. I 
spoke in Chinese so you would understand me.” The warlord stepped up to the wasted 
sorcerer, towering over him. “Understand that if you try to manipulate me, I will find 
out, and you will be weeks dying.” The threat was simple, almost dismissive. 
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 “My only thought is to serve you,” Shang Tsung lied earnestly. “Now, I have 
contacts with the Lin Quei ninja clan, each generation brings new leadership 
opportunities. They are our primary tool on Prime. With their help, we can set up the 
Tournament of Veils in a week, so we can get through this in time. I‟ve never done it so 
quickly bef—urk—” 

 Shao Khan lifted him by a fistful of his robe, then tossed him aside. “You disgust 
me, Primeling,” he growled. “Games be damned. I rankle at this failure. I will offer 
Dread Dormammu nothing less than Prime itself. We will find those who maintain 
Prime‟s defenses, and we will destroy them. I have slain gods in their throne rooms, and 
I will have this dimension to add to my Lord‟s holdings.” 

 “As you wish,” Shang Tsung said with a deep bow. “Now, at last, to Prime,” he 
murmured, his eyes lighting up. He felt the fading energy Umar had pumped into him, 
and he touched on it to activate the portal. The metal again sizzled.  

 “Step onto the platform, my Lord,” Shang Tsung grinned. “Your conquest awaits.” 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 The door to the small apartment opened, a slim nondescript woman stepped in and 
closed the door behind her. She heaved a small sigh, tossing her purse on the end table, 
and she padded into the living room. 

 A massive hand clamped on her head, flung her carelessly; she bounced off the wall 
and thrust down her hand, turning the fall into a graceful cartwheel. Without even 
looking, she dropped to her knees and pressed her face against the floor. 

 “My Lord,” she breathed in a language older than humanity. “You have found me.” 

 “You betrayed me,” growled a voice that was barely audible but rumbled through 
her bones with its power. “Why should I not kill you slowly?” The figure in the 
shadows seemed too big to fit in the corner of the room, the shadows were too dark to 
be real. Ribbons of steel unfurled from the shadow, snaking along the wall, the floor. 
They were razor sharp. 

 “I am yours, and loyal, my Lord,” she said reverently. “If you want my death, you 
have but to ask me for it and I offer myself to you to do as you see fit. Before I am 
destroyed, I dearly wish to tell you what I have been doing on your behalf, so you may 
benefit from it.” 

 The shadow paused, considering. “Go on.” 

 “I have been working with Lex Luthor,” she said, rocking up to her knees and 
facing the shadow. Her skin and hair rippled, changed; she was blue-skinned, with pale 
eyes, and straight crimson hair. She did not look fully human, but instead a shape-
shifting eldritch creature. “I still believe he can seal the Web of Light, hindering our 
enemies.” 

 The shadow grunted. “No, the web crawlers will not be so easily fooled again. He 
may have come close but he failed.” 

 “He laid the groundwork,” the woman said patiently. “He has obelisks of 
warpstone gathered from „meteor rock‟ fragments in Smallville. The dimensional 
crawlers were to drag those obelisks to the points where the Web of Light connects to 
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the intergalactic network. By sealing it, energy could not flow to or from this dimension, 
and reinforcements could not travel in.” 

 “I do recall,” the shadow rumbled. “But the Sorcerer Supreme sent his lackeys and 
they defeated Luthor, releasing the dimensional crawlers.” 

 “Luthor still has the warpstone obelisks,” the woman continued. “Part of my deal 
with Rasputin, when he was still alive, was that should the Perfection Valley effort be 
compromised, the obelisks would be salvaged and returned to Luthor‟s warehouse. 
Rasputin upheld his end of the deal. Now, the reason we needed the crawlers was 
because we do not know where the wider Web connects to the Web of Light on 
Prime.” 

 “Don‟t toy with me, Darkholme,” the shadow murmured, and the steel ribbons 
were restless once more. 

 “The Sorcerer Supreme has an artifact, the Crystal of Agamotto, that maps out the 
Web of Light and its connection points. Using that, we could chart the intersections 
between the wider Web and this dimension‟s defenses. This artifact was stolen from the 
Sorcerer Supreme by Rasputin, before his death. I know who has it now.” 

 “This is pointless if we cannot travel interdimensionally with the obelisks. You are 
in no position to waste my time,” the shadow growled.  

 Darkholme raced on. “The warpstone can be built into satellites as a power source, 
if you have the technology, infrastructure, and funding. Luthor has all three. He has 
crafted satellites with warpstone in them, and as they travel in orbit that is disruptive in 
multiple dimensions. We can position satellites to interrupt the connections between the 
webs, isolating Prime.” 

 “Why is Luthor working with you?” the shadow muttered, thinking it through. 
“After your suggestion with the crawlers fell through, why would he trust you again?” 

 “It wasn‟t easy,” she admitted, “but I offered him something he could not resist. 
Lex Luthor spent time as a young man in Smallville, Kansas, where Clark Kent also 
grew up. He knew Kent wasn‟t like other people. I filled in some gaps; told him Kent 
was an alien from another world, and some of his capabilities. That helped with trust, 
and then I promised him a breeding pair of aliens so he could take advantage of them 
scientifically to further his own ends.” 

 “You‟ve been working on this for some time,” the shadow observed. 

 “I am tireless in your service, Lord,” she replied humbly. “One of the aliens works 
for the Sorcerer Supreme. She could fly up and simply destroy the satellites. But Lex 
Luthor has a defense grid, and with my help, he upgraded it so all the weapons are 
fueled by warpstone. Warpstone is lethal to the aliens. So we should be able to protect 
the satellites from interference.” 

 “How do you plan to get the aliens?” the shadow asked, amused. 

 “I will find a way,” she replied. “They crossed the Shadow Court, back in 
Smallville, trespassing in our business. I will repay them for that insult, and accomplish 
your ends, in one act.” 

 “Excellent. But without coordinates, the satellites will not be able to seal the 
dimension.” 
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 “That‟s why we need the Crystal of Agamotto,” she agreed. “With it, we can make 
corrections to the orbits of the satellites as needed so they retain their effectiveness, at 
least until after the Reckoning is over and you have won, plunging the world into a 
thousand years of darkness.” 

 “Indeed. How do you plan to get the Crystal?” Indulgence warmed his tone. 

 “When Rasputin robbed the Sanctum Sanctorum of the Sorcerer Supreme, he stole 
a number of artifacts and the Crystal of Agamotto was among them. He hid them in 
one of his safehouse pocket dimensions. His apprentice, Smythe, explored one of these 
safehouses and recovered the Crystal for his own use. He will trade with me, giving me 
the Crystal.” 

 “Why would he trade with you?” the shadow asked. “Last time you had a working 
arrangement, you stabbed him and shot him and stole his prize.” 

 Darkholme shrugged. “He‟s not the type to let a grudge stand in the way of 
tangible advantage. I will offer him the one who killed his master, Rasputin. That will 
get his attention. He longs for revenge. I know Charles Xavier was the one to kill 
Rasputin, and I‟ve tracked him down.” 

 “He must have crossed you once,” the shadow observed. 

 “No one gets away with it forever,” Darkholme murmured, “for I serve the 
Unseelie Court and my Dark Lord.” 

 “That‟s a good girl,” the shadow purred. “You may serve me awhile longer; I will 
put your betrayal from my mind for the time being. Now that I plan to let you live, you 
may assist me in some other work I have laid out. It is time to strip the Sorcerer 
Supreme of his allies and servants, so he will stand alone when the Reckoning is at its 
height, and he will be shattered.” 

 “I live only to serve you,” Darkholme breathed, pressing her forehead to the floor 
again. Her Dark Lord laughed, and reality itself shivered for a moment. 

* 

 Dusk, and snow swirled along the street tracing along building faces as though 
looking for a familiar feature. A man hunched in his bulky coat, standing on the front 
stoop of a brownstone mansion wedged in with other brownstone mansions along the 
Greenwich Village street. He rang the doorbell. 

 A shadow grew on the other side of the door, then it opened. A short, bald man in 
gray clothes like pajamas smiled at the guest. “Please, come in Dr. Banner.” 

 “Thanks,” grinned the man on the stoop. He stepped into the hall, shrugging off 
his coat. He was lean, but well muscled. His mousy hair was disheveled, and he had not 
shaved in a week or so. He squinted like a man used to glasses. “Is Dr. Strange in?” 

 “He is not at the moment, but I am your humble servant until he returns. I am 
Wong. Please join me in the study.” The Asian man noiselessly crossed to the study, and 
gestured to a couch. “May I bring you some tea and refreshments?” 

 “I‟d love that,” Banner said. “I‟ve come a long way.” 

 “Please be comfortable. I will return.” Wong bowed and stepped out. Banner 
relaxed on the couch, and felt a moment of dislocation. The study was done in 
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burgundy and dark paneling, with massive and old furniture; it had the feel of a seldom-
used room, even though no dust settled anywhere. Banner shifted his damp shoes on 
the thick pad of area carpeting, and glanced out the bay window. The room seemed so 
immoveable and motionless, and outside, snow swirled down weightlessly. In the 
moment of silence, Banner heard the faint clack of seconds ticking out of a clock 
somewhere in the house. He had arrived. It hardly seemed real. 

 Wong returned, with a tray, bringing fresh life into the room. Banner reflexively 
smiled at him as the bald servant put a teapot, tea cup, plate of sandwiches, and fresh 
cookies on the table at his elbow. Banner hesitated as Wong poured the tea, then started 
on the sandwiches as steam wisped up from his cup. As he ate, Wong moved from lamp 
to candlestand, lighting wicks in the dim room. The study glowed with indirect light, 
and as Wong finished, he collected all but the teacup and pot. The food was gone. 

 “Would you like some muffins?” Wong asked. “I baked them this afternoon.” 

 “That was all delicious, thank you,” Banner said. “Muffins sound great.” 

 Banner heard someone come down the stairs into the hall. “Wong, I‟ve got these—
oh, we have company.” She smiled, off balance. Her rich auburn hair was in a careless 
bun, her business casual blouse and skirt were no-nonsense but flattering. There was a 
striking intelligence in her eyes, and her face still held a lovely breath of youth, even as 
she was clearly an adult. Her accent carried the crisp accents of a British aristocrat. 

 “Doctor Bruce Banner,” Wong said, “this is Doctor Strange‟s apprentice, Victoria 
Bently.” 

 “Pleased to meet you,” Banner said as he ducked into a nod. “I‟m here to see the 
doctor.” He tried on a smile. 

 “He‟s out at the moment,” Bently said apologetically. 

 “Yes, I know,” Banner replied. “I‟ll wait. I‟ve traveled a long way to get here.” 

 “He gets that a lot,” she said, amused and rueful. They hardly noticed Wong 
slipping into the kitchen. Bently stepped into the parlor with Banner. “Bruce Banner… 
Strange has spoken of you. You once had the Shard of Cttrock.” 

 “Had?” Banner said, a distant look in his eye. He reached into his pocket, and 
pulled out a ruby-red crystal, the length of his hand, faceted and lovely. He hefted it, 
and offered her a smile. “I‟ve come to give it to Strange for safekeeping.” 

 “That will certainly interest him,” Bently agreed, eyebrows rising with the 
understatement. 

 “Strange has consistently tried to help me get my head together over the last few 
years, while I was dealing with some… some trouble that comes from a 
compartmentalized life.” Banner shrugged. “Eventually his help paid off, and I want to 
thank him. I don‟t have a lot of commitments at this point in my life, and I thought 
maybe…” He looked out the window. “Maybe he could use my help for a change.” 

 “I think he gets everyone he helps to help him in return,” Bently said with a wry 
smile. “You wrote an article for his magazine, the Planetary. On mass displacement, 
wormholes; it was too technical for me,” she apologized. “Looked very interesting.” 

 He slipped the shard back in his pocket. “Well, more interesting to live than read. I 
imagine most articles in the Planetery magazine share that trait.” 
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 She nodded. “Most.” She looked at the floor. 

 He watched her for a moment. “Do I make you uncomfortable?” he asked quietly. 

 “What?” She looked him in the eye, shocked. “Of course not! We have only just 
met.” 

 “I will,” he shrugged. “Eventually I make everyone uncomfortable. You are 
Strange‟s apprentice, so you‟ll get a taste of real power. Then you will know what I 
mean.” He shook his head. “Power is lonely. Even other misfits are uncomfortable 
around you, eventually.” He sipped his tea. 

 For a moment, awkward quiet hung heavy in the air. 

 “If you don‟t mind,” Banner said, “I‟ve been traveling, and I‟d like to get some 
sleep before Strange gets back.” 

 “Of course,” Bently said warmly. “I‟ll tell Wong you‟re not to be disturbed.” She 
smiled at him, stood, and left, pulling the parlor door closed behind her. 

 “Wong?” she murmured, glancing into the kitchen where he puttered. 

 “I heard,” Wong replied without looking up. 

 She took a deep breath, released it, and headed up three flights of stairs and down 
the hall. She paused outside the double doors, rich with engravings and mystic 
protections. The doors creaked open, and she stepped through them. 

 “I was beginning to think you‟d be meditating through the whole rest of the 
Reckoning,” she said wryly. 

 A lean man stood by the coat rack in the corner of a room with too many corners. 
He had just shrugged his shirt on over his toned and defined torso, and he glanced over 
at her with half a smile. His tousled black hair was shot through with gray, and 
positively pale along the temples. He was a weapon. 

 “I would love to report it did me some good,” he sighed. “I chased leads. And they 
were faster than I, this time.” 

 “We tell people you are out while you meditate,” Bently observed as she looked 
around the room. “That‟s true, to a point.” Shelves built into the wall were filled with 
tomes and books, odd items, jars, spheres, bits of fur and bone. The floor had inlaid 
patterns, and a throne sat on a circle of metal in the floor. A bed sprawled on one side, 
almost shapeless. Most of the light in the room came from a round skylight, laced with 
wood that formed a symbol cast on the floor in sunlight. The air moved differently 
here, just slightly out of step with the rest of the world. 

 “What do you need?” Strange asked as he tucked his shirt in his slacks. 

 “A visitor downstairs, Dr. Banner,” Bently reported. “He‟s brought you the Shard 
for safekeeping.” 

 Strange froze, his mind whirling, then he grinned broadly. “That is most excellent 
news!” He paused, and his expression darkened. “Which means the balance has finally 
shifted far enough we are headed directly into the endgame of the Reckoning.” There 
was little of delight in his eyes as he looked to Bently again. “Send Banner up. We have 
a lot to talk about.” 



 

 522 

 Bently quietly left, and by the time she returned with Banner, Strange was fully 
dressed in a pale shirt, dark slacks, pointed shoes, a red coat that looked comfortable 
even inside. His hair was smoothed back, he was shaved, he looked rested. 

 “Greetings, welcome,” Strange said as he shook Banner‟s hand. “I am delighted to 
see you.” 

 Bently backed out and closed the door as Banner rubbed the back of his neck, 
echoing Strange‟s smile. “I‟m glad to be here, Strange. Really glad.” 

 “You look good,” Strange nodded, glancing over the doctor. 

 “I have a wormhole in me, as you know. I got used to either being Banner, or—
chimera, wormhole, that thing. I followed your lead, going to Xavier, who sent me to 
Tibet, and I found the giant; this guy who had a certain shard.” He lifted the Shard of 
Cttrock out of his pocket. “I learned that if the Shard is given to you voluntarily, it will 
grant your wish. Then it will give you another. Then… then it is time to let the Shard 
move on.” He looked Strange in the eye. “I wished to have balance, Strange, control of 
this thing that shares me. And I got it. So I want more muscle?” He shrugged, and his 
clothes strained as his arms and legs thickened. He relaxed, shrinking back down to 
normal size. “I finally have the control I needed to live a good life. I have you to thank.” 
He glanced at the shard he held. “This thing… it‟s too much for me to keep it. Too 
much power. Too much danger, if the wrong person got it.” 

 “True,” Strange agreed, “but I don‟t think you‟re ready to let it go yet. You will 
know, when the time is right.” 

 “And I don‟t have my second wish yet,” Banner shrugged, “the one the Shard will 
give me. I thought maybe we could work together for a while, I might find it.” He 
paused. “You really think I should hang on to this for a while longer?” 

 “I can give it to some people for protection,” Strange said, “so it will be safe. All 
you must do is show up and ask for it, and they will return it to you.” 

 “That sounds good,” Banner said quietly. “Where is this place?” 

 “China,” Strange replied. “And we‟ll need a safe place for you, too. We are in the 
middle of a kind of crisis. If you were captured or killed, that could shift the balance for 
the next thousand years. So we‟ll want to keep you safe. I appreciate you coming to 
me,” Strange said, sincere. 

 “Glad to be here,” Banner smiled. “It‟s good to be on the right side for once.” 

 “Speaking of being on the right side,” Strange said, “do you know what happened 
to the previous owner of the shard?” 

 Banner looked down at his hands. “I really don‟t,” he said. “We were together in 
the mountains, then he slipped off, headed for some dangerous mission he did not 
expect to survive. I don‟t know what he went to do, or how it turned out.” 

 “I can fill in the blanks,” Strange said, and Banner looked up with a new energy and 
attention. “Cain Marko. He confronted Rasputin, who nearly killed him. He was almost 
devoured, but we rescued him. He has been back just over a week, he is recovering 
under Xavier‟s care.” 

 “I would like to see him,” Banner said, “very much.” 
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 “We can do that, no problem,” Strange said. “Did he tell you what his wishes 
were?” 

 Banner‟s face hitched into a peculiar half-smile. “First, to be unstoppable, destroy 
anything in his path. Then, later… he wanted to be strong enough to do the right thing, 
no matter the cost.” 

 For a time, they were quiet together. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

Sunday, February 6, 2006 

 Strange leaned over the heavy book, eyes lost in the page. He sighed, leaned back, 
and pressed his hands against his face. “Damn,” he murmured. Then he rubbed his eyes 
once, blinked hard, then a few rapid blinks more, and he leaned back over the book. 

 The library was washed in a pale, dark light for a moment as fire swept down out of 
nowhere. Then it was gone, and an attractive blonde leaned against the table. Her hair 
was back in a pony tail, an eyepatch made her heart-shaped face oddly sinister, and her 
smile shamed that of the cat that ate the canary. “I got your message, Strange,” she said. 
“Here I am.” 

 “Illyana,” Strange said, leaning back in his chair, not even startled. “Thank you for 
coming. I need your help.” 

 “Just ask,” she said seriously. 

 “I need to move some assets around,” Strange said, “and I don‟t want them 
targeted in transit. I need to supervise this personally, and I do not want to move 
through the ley lines to do it.” 

 “You are finally getting Tandy back?” Illyana asked, trying to sound casual. 

 “Yes. I did not tell you where I hid her, because I didn‟t want you to be… 
questioned to get that information. And I know you could not locate her by scrying.” 
Strange looked her in the eye. “It‟s time you knew about Prime‟s other defender.” 

 “Other defender?” Illyana echoed. “I thought the Sorcerer Supreme was in charge 
of regulating the energy flow and protecting Prime from outside interference.” 

 “That‟s true of the western hemisphere,” Strange nodded. “The eastern half of the 
world is protected by an ancient and primal force, one that was birthed out of the 
beginning of the Web of Light, Agamotto‟s first effort.” 

 “Why am I just now finding out about this?” Illyana asked lightly. “I was your 
apprentice for years, we‟ve been working together for quite a while now. And this? This 
is not a detail.” 

 “The two Prime Defenders move in separate circles, we have different 
responsibilities. I‟m telling you now,” Strange said in a matter-of-fact tone that did not 
invite further questions. “Possibly the safest place in the planet is the Temple of Light, a 
monastery in China. There, the White Lotus Society is based. They are a group of 
monks who hone their bodies, their minds, their spirits to engage and destroy threats to 
Prime. I have responded to the individualism of the West in attracting agents to assist in 
the work, and the Society respond to the collective good in gathering those of like 
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mindset to create an army of agents working together against threats. They are not as 
individually powerful, but they are very well networked and trained.” 

 “So this monastery was created in prehistoric times?” Illyana asked, skeptical. 

 “No, I‟m getting ahead of myself.” Strange heaved the big book shut. “They are 
dedicated to serving Rayden, the God of Thunder. He actually prefers lightning,” 
Strange shrugged, “but his public relations are his lookout.” 

 “So do you ever, you know, hang out and compare notes?” Illyana asked. 

 “Being a god, or powerful god-like being, he doesn‟t spend all his time in a body,” 
Strange replied. “He is an energy being, and sometimes his consciousness expands 
beyond bodies and he is lost in the Web of Light. Then, he concentrates down into one 
mortal, replacing that mortal‟s mind with his own, taking on a new shape. He does this 
about once every ten to twenty years. One of his responsibilities is the Tournament of 
Veils, and that is where the Society comes in.” 

 Illyana dragged a chair back from the table and seated herself. “White Lotus 
Society. Thunder God. Tournament of Veils. Okay.” 

 “Every twenty two years, roughly, Prime participates in a tournament. See, the 
Dread Dormammu is a massively powerful other-dimensional intellect that conquers 
and collects dimensions. He is opposed to the work of Enitharmon the Weaver. If he 
could, Dormammu would displace Enitharmon, respinning the galaxy to suit his tastes 
for a thousand years.” Strange paused. “We wouldn‟t like it,” he clarified. “Now, many 
dimensions are protected, as Prime is. So Dormammu would lay siege to these 
dimensions and eventually tear them down and absorb them, but that was an expensive 
and difficult, not to mention boring, process. A coalition of dimensions he sought to 
conquer banded together, and offered the Tournament of Veils. In this tournament, 
each dimension submits four or six of their very best fighters. They duel with 
representatives from Outworld. If they win, Outworld cannot attack until the next 
tournament. A dimension must lose ten tournaments in a row before Outworld can 
conquer them without the other dimensions in the tournament counterattacking. If 
Outworld or Dormammu cheats outrageously then all the participants will band together 
and attack them. It systematizes the violence.” 

 “So are we on the edge or what?” Illyana asked, concerned. 

 “We won a tournament, six back, it was Kung Lao of the Temple of Light, leader 
of the Society of the White Lotus. He fought and defeated everyone in the tournament. 
It was a good year, from what I‟m told,” Strange shrugged. “That‟s not our problem. 
Our problem is that the Tournament of Veils is not being prepared, and we are due to 
participate in it.” 

 “Not being prepared?” 

 “Shimura is an island, or so it seems. It is a half-step off Prime, and a sorcerer 
named Shang Tsung runs it. He invites half the fighters from Prime, Rayden invites the 
other half. Because, see, Shang Tsung is from Prime. As host, he demands the right to 
choose some of the participants. It is a way to weaken us.” Strange sighed. “Also, 
Rayden tends to incarnate to prepare fighters, then to watch over them and check for 
cheating. He has not incarnated in this cycle, and he‟s behind.” Strange paused. 
“Dangerously behind. But I don‟t want to pick up the slack, because he is devious and has 
plans within plans. Besides, I have my own business to mind.” 
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 “Can we look for Rayden?” Illyana asked. 

 “He tends to crop up in the most unexpected places,” Strange said vaguely. “We 
don‟t tie him to our plans. We just hope he will back us up in the most opportune 
moments.” 

 “Right. But you think it might not hurt to check in with his home base.” 

 Strange smiled. “You are correct. While we‟re sharing, I have another fun fact. 
Doctor Bruce Banner came to me and offered his help.” 

 “Really?” Illyana blinked. “That—is so cool,” she grinned. “Is he here? I‟d like to talk 
to him.” 

 “In a minute,” Strange said. “Remember, he‟s one of the decision points in the 
Reckoning. We must do everything we can to protect him.” 

 “Sounds good to me,” Illyana grinned. “Anything else?” 

 “Yes,” Strange said. He looked at her sheepishly. “Yes indeed. Forgive me. I‟m 
being greedy. I… how is your daughter Raven?” He paused. “How is life going, 
Illyana?” He leaned back in his chair, his defenses lowered, a teacher to his former 
student; a friend. 

 Illyana chuckled. “Don‟t worry about it. You have a lot on your mind. My baby girl 
is doing great. I have a demon looking after her day and night, I can mystically replenish 
my energy instead of sleeping, and so I get to really focus on the good parts instead of 
the hard and messy work. I‟m a mother, which is still damned hard to grasp. I‟m living 
the good life.” She paused. “And I‟d like to hang on to it, so let‟s please win this 
Reckoning.” 

 “Right.” Strange rose. “That‟s a big part of why we do what we do. Protect the 
world so our children have a chance to leave it better than they found it.” 

 They left the library, headed down the stairs, and found Wong and Banner in the 
kitchen. 

 “These are delicious,” Banner was saying as they came in. “Care to give me a 
recipe?” 

 “It is one of many ancient secrets in this house,” Wong said with a bit of a grin, 
obviously flattered. “I will make them for you any time you want.” 

 “Doctor Banner!” Illyana said, striding into the kitchen. “Seems like it‟s been 
forever!” 

 “Well, hello there,” Banner replied, rising to give her a hug. He let her go, and they 
regarded each other for a moment. “Good to see you in the house of heroes,” Banner 
said. 

 “You too, big guy,” Illyana replied. “You don‟t look like a geek at all.” 

 “I‟ve been, well, working out,” he said with a wry smile. “It‟s good to have some 
kind of hope for the future. Makes a big difference.”  

 “Damn straight,” Illyana nodded. “Hey, I‟ve got this guy in my life now, we have a 
kid. I probably wouldn‟t even still be alive now if we hadn‟t talked, back when we first 
met in Canada. So… it‟s great to see you again, all in one piece.” 
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 “And thriving,” Banner nodded. “I like what I see in the mirror.” He frowned. 
“You lost an eye?” 

 Illyana touched at the eyepatch. “It‟s a great life, but it isn‟t free,” she said with a 
shrug. Banner nodded, looking away. 

 “We are headed to a safehouse for you,” Strange said. “Did you want to make a 
stop first?” 

 “Yes, if that‟s alright,” Banner nodded.  

 “Let‟s go,” Illyana said. She looked to Strange, who put a hand over Banner‟s chest, 
suppressing his interdimensional link for a moment. Then pale dark flame swirled up 
around them, leaving Wong in the kitchen alone. He smiled to himself, picked up the 
empty plates, and put them by the sink. 

 The flame whisked away, leaving Strange, Illyana, and Banner standing on a deep 
carpet of moss. To one side, a clear pool, and a much bigger pool some distance to the 
other side. A dais rose up to a throne, which had an elaborate back hung with more 
moss. Flowerbeds surrounded the great stone throne room and audience chamber. 
Illyana squatted by one pool, peering in. 

 “Imagine where you want to go,” she said to Banner. He nodded, and a castle came 
into view in the clear water of the pool. Illyana smiled, flame rushed over them again, 
and when it vanished, they stood on the moor before a lonely castle. 

 “Here we are,” she said, and they approached the front gate. 

 “What is that you did there?” Banner asked, a bit breathless. 

 “My stepping disks allow me to move between Prime and Limbo, a dimension 
where I am Sorceress Supreme. I can see out of Limbo to Prime. That‟s how we steered 
here.” She shrugged. “It is how I escaped from the Project base in Canada, how I came 
back and rescued my friends.” 

 “Neat trick,” he said, shaking his head. “Saves on frequent flyer miles.” 

 “Illyana is a great help to me,” Strange said, “and teleportation is only one reason.” 

 The massive gate creaked open, pushed by a single teenager. He grinned as he 
trotted out to meet them. “Hey, Banner!” he called out. “And you have friends! We just 
had you out here, it‟s good to see you back so soon. Are you staying?” He was rangy, 
with the enthusiasm of youth, his features strong and defined under a mop of fine 
chestnut hair.  

 “Hello, Rich,” Banner said. “No, not staying. Dr. Strange, tells me that Cain Marko 
is here.” 

 “Oh, he is, we have him in our kind of medical bay thing,” Rich said quickly. 
“Come on in.” He led them through the castle gate, across a courtyard and into a 
structure that had once been a chapel. Inside, there were a number of beds, and several 
ranks of medical equipment. On one bed, a man lay wrapped entirely in bandages, only 
bloody slits in the gauze for his eyes, mouth, and nose. Here and there, ugly rust colored 
patches rose up almost to the surface of the bandages. 

 “What happened to him?” Banner said, breathless. 
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 “He was an irresistible force,” murmured a cultured voice from the doorway 
behind them. “He met an immoveable object.” 

 They turned to see a bald man in a wheelchair, his features fine and delicate. “He 
was sent to another world, and he battled a monster that cannot be killed. It drained all 
his supernatural might.” He paused. “It is good to see you again so soon, Bruce.” 

 Banner nodded. “Good to see you too, Xavier. I‟m glad to see Cain is in good 
hands.” 

 Xavier looked to Strange. “Why don‟t we catch up on things over some tea,” he 
suggested. He backed his chair, turned, and hummed down the hall on the electric 
powered wheelchair. Strange and Illyana followed. 

 Banner sat on a chair by the bed. “How are you doing, Cain?” he asked. 

 “I hurt. Everywhere.” Marko shifted slightly. “But I‟m alive and I‟ll heal.” A little 
more blood soaked into the corner of his mouth bandage as he talked. Banner 
wondered if his skin was torn inside his mouth, too. Marko struggled to breathe. “Who 
are you?” 

 Banner chuckled. “You asked me that every day, up in the mountains.” 

 “I asked…myself…the same question…twice a day.” Marko‟s bandaged features 
were unreadable. 

 Banner let out a small sigh, struggling. “I hope you like the answer,” he said, lightly 
touching one of Marko‟s bandaged arms. “You did a very brave thing, going up against 
whatever you faced, expecting to die. I am so glad you lived.” 

 “Still working…on that gratitude,” Marko wheezed, more blood oozing. “I will 
heal.” 

 “I got my first wish,” Banner said. “I can control my transformations. Now, I am 
wondering what the second will be.” 

 “Mine brought me… peace,” Marko managed. “Free of the burden…of power…of 
fury…of desire. I am at peace.” 

 “Rest,” Banner said, patting his arm gently. “I‟ll come back to see you when this 
big crisis is over.” He smiled at the bandaged man. 

 As he left, Marko was strangely quiet. 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 The flames curled to nothing in an instant, leaving Illyana, Strange, and Banner 
standing on a broad porch. The solid house rose up on one side, and all around several 
feet of snow covered the ground. The door banged open, and a lithe man sprang out—
his skin seemed blue, it was covered in close velvety fur. His yellow eyes were narrowed, 
his tail lashed. With the skill and poise of an expert swordsman, he pointed a rapier at 
the trio for a moment before his eyes widened. 

 “I hope I did not startle you as much as you startled me,” he said apologetically in a 
smooth Germanic accent. “Please, come inside where it is warm.” 
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 “Sorry to come in so close, Kurt,” Illyana said, “but my friends are not as Russian 
as I am, and they might not like the depth of snow you have out there tonight.” 

 Kurt chuckled, then led them into the house, speaking to a communicator built 
into his thumbnail: “All clear, it is Strange and his friends.” 

 By the time Strange, Illyana, and Banner were seated on the comfortable couch 
before the fireplace, in the spacious living room that looked like a resort hotel‟s lobby, 
the other residents had gathered. 

 Strange rose to shake a lean man‟s hand. “Reed, thank you for your hospitality,” 
Strange said. “We have need of the Illuminati.” 

 “We stand ready to serve the Sorcerer Supreme in Agamotto‟s legacy, defending 
Prime from whatever threats rise against it,” Reed said. His auburn hair was streaked 
pale at the temples, his eyes were magnetically commanding, he was strong and slim. At 
his side was a curvaceous and ageless blonde. At his other side, a tall athletic man with 
pale hair who had a dangerous look to him. In the shadows, a massive stone statue of a 
man—with blue eyes and mobile features. 

 “Where are the rest of the Illuminati?” Strange asked. 

 “They are working on a few projects in the basement,” Reed replied. “I assumed 
your business would be with me.” 

 “So it is,” Strange nodded. “You know this is the Reckoning.” 

 “I do,” Reed nodded.  

 Strange turned to regard Banner. “This is Doctor Bruce Banner. He is critical to 
our plans. I need you to keep him safe from anyone who would try to capture or harm 
him.” 

 “A fellow scientist,” Reed said with a radiant smile. “I must say, your article in the 
Planetary piqued my interest in planchette layered dimensional harmonics, and their 
response to neuralkinetic fields.” 

 “Of course, that was for a magazine, so I couldn‟t show the math, but I think there 
could be some interesting applications,” Banner agreed. “Strange has told me some 
about your technology—forget what I bring to the table, I want to play with your toys. 
Do you really have a working personal stealth field?” 

 Reed thought a moment. “Why, yes we do,” he smiled. “I think you might be more 
interested in a zero-resistance generative battery. It‟s this big,” he said with a grin, 
pinching his fingers so he could put a marble between them. Banner‟s eyes lit up. 

 “Why don‟t we go on and let you two catch up on,” Illyana gestured vaguely, “all 
the science. Thanks for protecting Banner for us.” 

 “Our pleasure,” Reed said. “Good hunting.” 

 With that, fire swirled up again, Strange and Illyana vanished. Fire skirled away, 
leaving them in Limbo. 

 “I remember when your teleportation was like stepping disks,” Strange said. “Now, 
it‟s almost a ball of fire.” 

 “I‟m more powerful than I was,” Illyana shrugged, “and my magic more flexible. 
You have a lot to do with that. So where are we headed now?” 
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 “To China, to the monastery of the Society of the White Lotus. Like my Sanctum 
Sanctorum, it is a quarter step off Prime. They have taken pains to conceal the Light 
they gather from the overall geomantic pattern; it does not appear on the Crystal of 
Agamotto, or to geomantic investigation. Unless you know just where to look.” 

 Strange adjusted her scry. “Now, through that passage between the stones. How 
close can you teleport us in?” 

 She guided the scry, and Light gushed up out of it, spraying into Limbo. “Not 
close,” she muttered. “How far do you think we‟ll have to walk?” 

 “Maybe a kilometer,” Strange said. “Go ahead and drop us at the door.” 

 A moment later they stood in the scene they had watched through the mystic pool. 
A lone man in a pajama-like gi stepped out of a small hut just past the stones. 

 “No one passes,” he said in Chinese. 

 “I need to speak with Kung Lao,” Strange replied in Chinese, bowing deeply. Off 
balance, Illyana bowed too. 

 “Who shall I say has come?” 

 “Doctor Stephen Strange. He will know me.” Strange offered the sentry an 
enigmatic smile. 

 The sentry nodded and headed back into the hut. 

 “This looks like lousy security to me,” Illyana said. “I don‟t even see any glyphs or 
wards or defenses.” 

 “Yes, it is tempting to ignore him and simply go do what we want, isn‟t it,” Strange 
said with a peculiar smile. “It is supposed to be tempting. This sentry is not just to handle 
violence, you know. It is about respect as well. It is all too easy for those who have real 
power, good or evil, to brush aside those who do not. That is one of the deepest 
advantages the Society has.” 

 “So if you charge in you get bushwhacked, is that it?” 

 “You scried,” Strange said. “This place is the safest in the world.” He shrugged to 
settle his coat as the sentry returned. 

 “Please follow me,” the sentry said, bowing low. 

 They passed the standing stones and the hut, then a thick stand of trees, a bridge 
over a stream, around a corner to a meadow. Atop the meadow‟s hill, a massive 
Buddhist monastery compound dominated the skyline, oddly dreamy. It did not take 
long to reach it. 

 The monk that waited for them was lithe, toned, his body a weapon. “Welcome!” 
Illyana reflexively smiled to hear him speak English. He smiled broadly, a look that 
flattered his round face and feathered black hair. “I am Liu Kang,” he continued. “How 
may I help the Sorcerer Supreme?” 

 “Please take Illyana to Tandy, we have come to collect her,” Strange said. “I need 
to speak to Kung Lao, if he is available.” 

 “For you, he is available,” Liu Kang said. He smiled at Illyana. “Come with me, 
please.” 
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 Another monk escorted Strange through the monastery to an inner garden, leaving 
him at the door. Strange stepped through, and sparrows flitted past. The garden was 
cool and dim, a stream gurgling to itself behind a screen of plants, sending clear water 
rilling across black stone. A path of stones led to a porch, where a table and two chairs 
were set. Tea was laid out and ready, and a man sat waiting, eyes nearly closed, hands 
clasped in his sleeves. He rose to face Strange. He wore the simple gi the other monks 
wore, but there was a resonance in his eyes and a fluidity to his grace, a gravity of 
presence that suggested he was something more. 

 Strange bowed deeply. “Kung Lao,” he said, “I am honored to be once again in 
your presence, and I am grateful for the sanctuary you have offered Tandy Bowen.” 

 Kung Lao bowed to Strange. “You honor me with your presence,” he said, “and 
any service to the Sorcerer Supreme is a gift we receive as we give it.” 

 They sat together, and shared tea for a quiet time. 

 “I tried to keep the Eye apart from myself,” Strange said after the silence had 
grown comfortable. “I wanted to protect her, protect myself. Our most… mobile 
opponent has been dealt with.” He sipped his tea. 

 “Yet it is not the danger that has changed,” Kung Lao observed, almost to himself. 
“The Reckoning still unfolds around us, and she is still one of the decision points.” 

 “I…need her,” Strange murmured, looking down. “She has been too long away. I 
cannot do this on my own.” 

 The quietness stretched on, clarifying, like a reflection after the disturbance fades 
away. 

 “Has your master, Lord Rayden, incarnated yet?” Strange asked. 

 “Not yet,” replied Kung Lao. “The signs are right, though, the time is close. We 
should have seen him by now, the Tournament of Veils will begin soon.” 

 “That is troubling. He is overdue,” Strange frowned. He sighed. “I have another 
favor to ask, another priceless treasure that I want you to defend for me.” 

 “You have but to ask.” 

 Strange pulled the red shard from his pocket, regarding it. Kung Lao‟s eyebrows 
raised as he saw more than a simple material crystal. Strange pulled out a picture as well, 
and handed it to Kung Lao. 

 “This man is Dr. Bruce Banner, he has some shapeshifting powers and a bit of 
darkness to him. This crystal is his. Should he ask for it, please give it to him. But do 
not give it to anyone else.” 

 “The fate of Prime hangs in the balance, as usual,” Kung Lao said with half a smile. 

 “If it was less critical, I‟d keep it myself,” Strange agreed. 

 “We will defend it with our lives,” Kung Lao promised. 

 “That‟s what it may come down to.” Strange shook his head. “I guarantee I am not 
the only one interested in that shard.” 

 “This is the Reckoning, the time my people have trained for their whole lives,” 
Kung Lao replied. “If this is where we fail, then the rest serves no purpose.” 
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 “Yes,” Strange said. “Yes.” He looked out over the peaceful garden, quieting his 
thoughts. 

 Kung Lao regarded him, smiled to himself, and returned his attention to his tea. 

* 

 Illyana followed the stone corridor with Liu Kang. “I am really glad you speak 
English,” she said. “For all the dimension hopping I do, I don‟t really spend a lot of 
time with Asia.” 

 “That‟s because Lord Rayden has entrusted defense of the East to the Society, and 
some other allies,” Liu Kang replied. “I was educated in America, and that is very 
helpful sometimes when it comes to dealing with outsiders.” He grinned at her. “The 
mighty Illyana Rasputin. I‟ve heard all kinds of stories about your adventures.” 

 “And I haven‟t heard one about your people,” she said, annoyed. “I really should 
have, before we faced the end of the world, you know?” 

 Liu Kang chuckled. “We prefer the secrecy, actually. It makes our work easier. 
Those who need to know of us, who have reason to fear us, find out the hard way. 
Otherwise, invisibility solves many problems. We have hundreds of agents all over the 
place. Strange is right to keep quiet about us.” 

 They walked along a balcony overlooking a courtyard where over two hundred 
monks stood in rows, following the kata led by the leader on the stage. As they barked 
out Chinese words and shifted stances, Illyana watched. 

 “You guys train hard,” she said. 

 “Oh yes,” Liu Kang agreed. “Weapons, unarmed combat, espionage, 
marksmanship, languages… history, calligraphy, meditation…” He grinned. “We hone 
the whole, instead of focusing on a few elements. The tragedy is even greater when we 
lose an agent, but our agents can handle many things that might surprise you.” 

 “I‟m harder to surprise every day,” Illyana said with a grin. “I hope your people are 
up to it, this Reckoning may take everything we‟ve got. And Strange has put you right in 
the middle of it.” 

 “More worrisome than that is the continuing absence of Lord Rayden.” Liu Kang 
glanced at her, and shrugged. “Anyway, up ahead is Tandy Bowen‟s bodyguard, 
L‟Avenir. She‟s quite a swordswoman.” 

 “That‟s why she‟s still alive,” Illyana agreed. They paused as they reached the 
balcony overlooking a self-contained stone courtyard below. 

  A lovely woman with blonde hair done up in a bun stood, focused. She wore a gi, 
as did her sparring partners, and it flattered her. She gripped a straight tai chi sword, 
upright before her, her free hand pressed against the flat of the blade, her eyes closed. 
Five men surrounded her, armed with similar swords.  

 “This will be good,” Liu Kang grinned. 

 One moved to attack the woman, and she spun, the sharp impact of her blade 
tossing his aside as her swing effortlessly flowed into a kick that shoved the man back in 
a rapid stumble. Two others darted in from opposite sides, and she formed a bridge of 
her weapon in a tight arc that rebounded one assailant‟s blade as she twirled towards 
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him, the other blade hissing in her wake. Her pommel darted sideways to crack off one 
attacker‟s head, sending him staggering, and she faced the other three with a level and 
unwavering sword, no longer surrounded. 

 As they padded quickly to the sides, again surrounding her, she darted at one on 
her flank, offering a thrust he easily parried before spinning to slap the flat of her blade 
against his exposed ribs. He yelped, then backpedaled and bowed out. The two she 
already hit were back, so she faced four eager foes, their swords ready. 

 She smiled, almost a snarl, and she charged. 

 One lunged at her, she spun out of the way and beside his strike, immediately in his 
face. She snatched the surprised man and tossed him over her leg, knocking him off 
balance to thud into another attacker. They both went down in a heap, she ducked away 
from a wild swing from one of the others and poked her sword down twice. Both men 
on the ground yelped, then rolled out of the way and trotted towards the wall, out of 
the fight. 

 The remaining two swordsmen settled their grips on their blades, flicking the tips, 
holding the swordswoman at bay. It was clear they were no longer the attackers. She 
sidled around, and pounced on one. She thrust, he deflected the thrust, and she twisted 
her blade so they were fist to fist, swords pointed up. He flung a head butt at her, and 
she shifted her stance so he staggered; a moment later she had plucked his sword from 
his grip, and she swatted him with the flat of the blade. He yelped, then jogged out of 
the way. The swordswoman spun the two swords, settling her grip, and the remaining 
man charged with a howl. The swordswoman dropped into a leg sweep that caught his 
running foot as it landed, flinging him forward to thud down. She rose over him, and 
thrust a blade into the ground on either side of his head. He awkwardly rose to his feet, 
joined by the others, and they bowed to her as she bowed back. 

 “L‟Avenir! You have a guest!” Liu Kang called down. She looked up, and a broad 
smile stretched her face. She headed for the stairs up to the balcony as Liu turned back 
to Illyana. 

 “She has a very different style, but she‟s one of the best swordsmen in the 
compound, and that‟s saying something. We‟ve been teaching her some of our martial 
arts techniques. I‟ve never seen such a student; she soaked it up.” He turned as L‟Avenir 
approached. “We were just talking about you,” he said. 

 “That was some fine work,” Illyana said. “I need you to be one of the teachers in 
my martial arts dojo. You‟ve got serious moves, girlfriend. We are lucky to have you as 
Tandy‟s bodyguard.” 

 “You are too kind, as always,” L‟Avenir replied, a French accent flavoring her 
words. “In this place, Tandy needs little guarding. I‟ve been making the most of my 
time. I still cannot beat this one,” she said with a nod to Liu Kang. “Maybe before I go 
you will give me one more chance to put you on the mat.” Her eyes held equal parts 
challenge and playfulness. 

 “Unarmed, I do much better,” Liu Kang clarified modestly. “My swordwork does 
not approach hers. Maybe when we‟ve saved the world, you can come back for another 
round.” He grinned at L‟Avenir. 

 “I assume you are back to collect us,” L‟Avenir said to Illyana. 
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 “Right,” Illyana nodded. “Time to go back to New York.” 

 “I will miss this place,” L‟Avenir said, looking around as they continued walking. 
“It is very peaceful. And there is so much to learn.” 

 “I am truly amazed at what Tandy has learned,” Liu Kang said as they approached 
a doorway with four guards. “We taught her the basics of self-defense, building on the 
foundation your class gave her,” he said with a nod to Illyana. “She also studied our 
meditation techniques. With the Light within her…” He shook his head. “She can do 
amazing things,” he said, his tone subdued. They passed the guards, headed down 
several flights of stairs, and came out into a gallery that overlooked the valley behind the 
monastery. They had to shield their eyes, and they were not yet in the room. 

 “Others come here to meditate,” Liu Kang murmured. “To bask in the clarity of 
the Light.” He said nothing further. 

 

CHAPTER FIVE 

 In the center of the room, a beautiful woman sat in lotus position, a meter above 
the floor, serene and weightless. Her shoulder-length hair drifted around her, as though 
she was underwater, and its spun gold shimmered in her glow. An oval of light circled 
one eye. Light radiated from her, filled the room, a silent deep shine. Twenty monks sat 
on the floor pointed towards her, meditating. Many of them had tears trickling down 
from closed eyes. The room was soundless, a deep and gentle quiet. Illyana looked 
down at her hands; she could sense bones, blood vessels, her pulse, the life in her body 
as it did its work. She was aware of those who flanked her. She sensed them differently 
as they stepped into the Light. There was a soft moment of loss as the Light faded back, 
and Tandy drifted down to a seated position on the flagstones. The monks stirred, some 
of them opening their eyes. Illyana made eye contact with one monk, and saw 
something like grief as the Light waned. 

 Tandy rose, a bit unsteady, and picked up her meditation mat. She soundlessly 
crossed the room to join them. Even the monks who were no longer meditating could 
not yet move, not yet break the spell and rouse themselves to leave. 

 As Tandy, Liu Kang, Illyana, and L‟Avenir reached the top of the stairs, Illyana 
threw a hug around Tandy. “Oh, we‟ve missed you!” she said. “All of us.” She hugged 
her again. 

 Tandy laughed. “I‟ve missed all of you too,” she said, “but it will not be easy to 
leave this place. Even the air here… there is a deep wisdom, joy, and sadness all built 
into this place. These people are so—so real.” She turned to L‟Avenir. “Are you ready to 
go?” 

 “My backpack is packed,” L‟Avenir shrugged. 

 “Then please, I would very much like to see Stephen,” Tandy said to Illyana and 
Liu Kang. 

 “I‟ll meet you at the front gate,” L‟Avenir said with a discreet smile, and she jogged 
off. 

 As they headed down the corridors towards Kung Lao‟s garden, Tandy shook her 
head. “When I leave here, this will all seem like a dream,” she murmured. “I‟ve never 
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had anything like this.” She looked at Liu Kang. “I will be back,” she said simply. She 
was not asking for an invitation; she knew how welcome she was. 

 “So what else can you do with the Light now?” Illyana asked. 

 “Barriers, solid light, I can change my own physical composition.” She hesitated. “I 
think… I think I can cure cancer.” That sober moment stood between them, then they 
were at a massive double door flanked by guards. The door opened, and Kung Lao and 
Strange joined them. 

 Illyana and Liu Kang didn‟t say anything. As Strange and Tandy looked into each 
other‟s eyes, there was a hesitation with Strange, almost pain; a tenderness. A 
vulnerability. An intense desire at every level of his being. He pulled her into an 
embrace, and the others struggled not to feel like intruders. Then Strange released her, 
his eyes oddly resonant. “Excellent,” he said unsteadily. “Kung Lao, thank you as always 
for your generosity. We must be leaving.” 

 “You are welcome back anytime,” Kung Lao said to the group. He nodded to Liu 
Kang. 

 “This way,” Liu Kang said, and he headed down the corridors leading the group 
towards the front gate. 

 Without fanfare, Strange clasped Tandy‟s hand in his own as they walked, wordless. 

 “I knew you would come, somehow,” Tandy murmured. She looked over at 
Strange. “I‟ve made arrangements for an „Eyes Open‟ concert this weekend. I have 
some… new material to share with the band‟s fanbase.” 

 He looked straight ahead. “That‟s dangerous,” he said simply.  

 “True,” she agreed. “The Reckoning. The fate of the world hangs on our actions.” 
She paused. “I must,” she shrugged. 

 “Well then,” Strange sighed quietly, “you must.” 

 Then, the front gate. They quickly exchanged goodbyes with Liu Kang, who 
hugged L‟Avenir and Tandy. Flame carried them from Prime, and they reappeared in 
the upper hallway in the Sanctum in New York. 

 “I never will get used to that,” L‟Avenir said unsteadily. 

 “Well,” Illyana said brightly, “L‟Avenir and me have lots to do. Elsewhere. Lots.” 
She arched her eyebrow at Strange significantly, then linked elbows with L‟Avenir and 
headed for the stairs, madly grinning. 

 They heard the Sanctum Sanctorum doors click shut behind them before they 
made it to the stairs. 

 As Illyana and L‟Avenir reached the kitchen, they heard laughter. They leaned in, 
and saw Wong finishing up a stir-fry, with a lean, olive-skinned teenager and a narrow-
faced young man at the table. 

 “Well hello there,” Illyana said, stepping into the kitchen. “Doug and Dani. You 
two are so alliterative. We just got Tandy back from China.” 

 “And me,” L‟Avenir added. “What? I‟m chopped liver?” 
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 “They can see you,” Illyana said, testy. “You itching for a swordfight or what?” she 
grinned. 

 “Hello ladies,” Doug said. “Wong, do we have enough food for these people too? 
Or do we need to wrap this up and get rid of them before lunch is ready?” 

 “L‟Avenir is fine,” Wong said, serene, “but the other one eats like a horse.” 

 “Watch it, buster,” Illyana said, deliberately seating herself at the table. “I know 
where you live.” 

 “We can always make more rice, I suppose,” Wong deadpanned. 

 “Master Wong, I finally know where you got your moves,” L‟Avenir said. “Perhaps 
we can spar later, and you can point out what your friends at the Society of the White 
Lotus missed in my instruction.” 

 “You were not there long enough to become more than a novice,” Wong said, “but 
that makes you a better fighter than most.” A small smile shaped his face. 

 “What?” Illyana said. “I didn‟t know you trained with those guys! Man!” 

 “Until Strange took you to the temple, you didn‟t know „those guys‟ existed,” Wong 
pointed out. 

 “Every day,” Illyana grumbled, “I learn more that I didn‟t know I didn‟t know.” 

 “I feel your pain,” Dani agreed. 

 “This will continue,” Wong said as he pulled the stir fry off the burner, “as long as 
you serve the Sorcerer Supreme.” 

 “What, you get surprised every day?” Illyana said with a cocked eyebrow. 

 “Of course,” Wong replied. “But I do not wear my every thought on my face and 
tongue.” He started pushing lunch into bowls. 

 “Why is Wong picking on me?” Illyana asked Doug. 

 “The answer,” Doug said sagely, “may surprise you.” He paused. “Like everything 
else.” A small grin. 

 “When Doug gets in on the act,” Illyana said, cocking an eyebrow, “you know 
everyone is picking on you.” She sniffed the aroma of stir fry. “Feed me and I‟ll forgive 
you all,” she said imperiously. 

 “I thought you might,” Wong said with a smile as he put extra noodles in her bowl. 

* 

 “Rasputin is dead,” Strange said quietly as he shrugged out of his coat and hung it 
on the rack. “For good, this time. The Shadow King has conceded his part in the 
Reckoning. Only Essex is left—Essex, and other forces I can feel in the background, 
though I cannot yet name them.” He turned to face her. For a moment, he paused, 
absorbed in her unconscious beauty. She blushed slightly, smiling, then moved to sit in 
his throne. He paced to the shelf, looked at some of the bookspines, reading nothing. 

 “They are working against me, though I cannot yet name them,” he murmured. 
“I‟m racing through the dark, as fast as I can. It is only a matter of time… until disaster 
strikes.” He turned to face her. “My whole world,” he said with a tremor in his voice, 
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“has been dark without you.” He looked her in the eye, drank in her presence. “I risked 
everything bringing you out in the open during this crisis,” he said softly, “but I could 
not go to you, and… and…” 

 She rose, stepped over to him, touched his lips with a finger. Her flesh was cool, 
her eyes bright. “I missed you too,” she said, “but I never really felt you were gone. You 
are with me now, always.” She touched his chest. “Your heart beats with mine.” 

 “I don‟t want to be the one,” Strange mouthed, almost inaudible. “I don‟t want to 
be the Sorcerer Supreme who loses Prime.” For a moment, he was weary, fearful, thin, 
spent. “Not after all these centuries.” 

 “I know,” she whispered. She kissed him. They kissed. 

 They were lost, for a time, in Light. 

* 

 The stone giant was arranged, seated, eyes closed, meditating. His mind soared into 
the astral plane, pulling time strangely, so he could see the past and the future and the 
present with an attentiveness that shattered against the stimuli of concrete reality alone. 

 He focused as a presence swirled up to him; an odd presence, dark, strange. Finally, 
it thought at him. Finally found you. 

 What are you? the stone giant wondered. 

 I am the last of my kind, the last untamed primal spirit that does not bow to the Sorcerer 
Supreme. The spirit blurred and sharpened a few times, as though unused to 
communication. 

 What do you want? 

 The spirit trembled with excitement. I have waited for you, it thought. For one that could 
use the secret. The secret of how to become a god. 

 Why would you share that with me? the giant asked, narrowing its focus on the spirit. 

 You bear the capacity for Light, and the world needs you more than ever. Will you come to my 
sage? The one who can share with you the secret, for a modest price? 

 Yes. 

 Knowledge passed between the astral form of the giant, and the spirit. Then the 
giant‟s eyes snapped open. 

 “We must see this,” he breathed. 

* 

 Banner perched on the steel table, his shirt in a wad beside him. A slim man stood 
next to him, his long black hair in a braid down his back, his complexion olive and his 
features hawkish. Banner relaxed as the other man tagged small sensors on him. 

 “Those things are chilly, Forge,” Banner said. 

 “You‟ll be used to it in no time,” Forge grinned. He flexed his cybernetic arm, and 
reached for more sensors. One of his legs was cybernetic also. “Besides, think of all the 
cool data streams this will let us collect.” 
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 “It will take weeks just sorting through it,” Banner agreed. “I can‟t believe this 
facility. This technology makes next generation stuff look like a kid‟s microscope.” 

 “I read your file, you know,” Forge said. “With the Project, I mean. How you are 
Chimera, or Wormhole. The accident, where you got your unique powers. The drug 
Bryant devised to keep you contained in your nerdy scientist form.” He shook his head. 
“Based on all that, I never figured you‟d get full control of your shape changing.” 

 “I didn‟t know you worked for the Project,” Banner said, his voice neutral. 

 “I worked for the Parapsychological Studies Institute, too,” Forge said. “It‟s… 
complicated. I tend to leave smoking ruins behind me. We have two others that dealt 
with the Project, too. Hank McCoy, he was a German scientist who protested their 
ethics and became an experiment. And Kurt Wagner, I think you knew him as 
Trespasser.” 

 “Really!” Banner said. “So all that time, Trespasser was spying on the Project, 
working for—for you guys?” 

 “For the Illuminati, yeah,” Forge said with a wry grin. “Funny how these things 
come full circle. Here we are, a bunch of Project malcontents, and we‟ve finally found a 
place to call home.” 

 “So that‟s you, and Kurt, and Hank,” Banner said. “What about the other four?” 

 “They were working an archeological dig,” Forge said, distracted as he sorted 
sensors. “Found some kind of cloak. It gave them—light, I guess. Each one got a 
different aspect of that light, of that power, and they use it to defend the world. Reed 
figures that they got this power for a reason, that someday they‟ll figure out how to 
make the most of it, that he‟ll be—well, enlightened, I guess.” 

 Footfalls clattered down the steps. John Storm paused, spotting Forge. “No 
experiment today,” he said quickly. “Reed is assembling the Illuminati. Ben got a lead 
on a source of tremendous power.” 

 “Great,” Forge said. “Where are we going?” 

 “China. Get it in gear.” John moved to go. 

 “Wait, what about Banner?” 

 “Bring him!” 

 John was gone, and Forge and Banner exchanged a long look. 

 “I figure I can pull these off as we go,” Banner said, picking up his shirt in one 
hand and prodding a sensor with the other. 

 A moment later, they were up the stairs, racing to the aircraft. 

 

CHAPTER SIX 

 The unbearable flash of light winked out, leaving the thin sorcerer spent and 
gasping in the alley. Shao Khan, Goro, and Baraka looked around dispassionately as 
Shang Tsung lowered to one knee, wheezing and clutching his chest. Close brick walls, 
barred doors, garbage, a dead homeless man. 

 “This is a wasteland,” Shao Khan observed. “Where is the army you spoke of?” 
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 “You know how Prime‟s defenses work,” Shang Tsung managed. “Any big display 
would fall apart. No, we must be stealthy and subtle in our work.” 

 “Well, time‟s up for that,” Shao Khan rumbled.  

 “The last time we came, when we moved to the island, we fought the Illuminati,” 
Shang Tsung said in a tone that sounded almost mocking. “We attacked directly, and we 
were defeated directly. If you want to win, you must play by the rules.” 

 “I hope that felt good,” Shao Khan reflected. “If I hear disrespect from you once 
more, I will break you.” 

 “My Lord, I am sorry—it was the shock of travel that unhinged me,” Shang Tsung 
said in an oily tone as he bowed deeply. “We are here because inside is the headquarters 
of the Lin Quei ninja clan, a secret army that has served me for hundreds of years. They 
serve me still.” He stepped over to the door, put his palm flat on it, and it soundlessly 
opened as magic flared around its edges. 

 He stepped in, and several men rose from a card table, spinning, bringing up Uzis. 
Shang Tsung frowned, flinging his hand towards them; a sizzling orange beam sprang 
from his palm, curling through the air and thrusting across the three men. They flipped 
back, agile ninja warriors, but did not fire their guns. The beam vanished. “I am Shang 
Tsung,” the wizard intoned. “Who is your leader now?” 

 “By what sign are you known?” one ninja demanded. 

 Shang Tsung reached into his robe and pulled out a medallion, holding it up to the 
light. A black dragon silhouette on a gold background. The three ninja bowed deeply. 

 “Master,” one said, “please follow me.” His eyes widened as Goro and Baraka and 
Shao Khan pushed through the door, standing with Shang Tsung. “All of you.” 

 Shang Tsung tucked the amulet away, and followed the ninja. They crossed the 
floor of the loft, and headed up stairs. A large open space, a woman kneeling on a 
cushion, her back to the stairs. 

 “I said I was not to be disturbed,” she said softly in a voice that sent chills racing 
across the skin of those who heard. 

 “Mistress Karai, it is Shang Tsung. He has returned.” 

 The slender woman was immediately on her feet, facing the newcomers. She was 
shapely, toned, every inch a warrior and a woman. She wore a simple black bodysuit. 
She held a brush in her hand, its tip black with ink. Her eyes were wide, giving her 
lovely smooth features an almost comical appearance. 

 “You are the otherworldly sorcerer himself, eh,” she said. “Please show your most 
humble servant the proof we require, the symbol that is ageless as the dark itself.” 

 He once again produced the amulet. She stepped over to him and took the amulet 
in her hand, studying it over; close up, the black behind the dragon silhouette was a 
thousand runes, interlaced over each other to create a shifting shadow. She handed the 
amulet back, and knelt before Shang Tsung. 

 “The Lin Quei are yours to command, Master,” she said. “We are ready to prepare 
the Tournament of Veils.” 
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 “No time for that now,” Shao Khan said in rusty Chinese. He passed her, and 
looked with interest at the calligraphy she had been drawing. “We will have no 
tournament. It is time to conquer the world.” 

 She rose, looking from Shang Tsung to Shao Khan. Shang Tsung nodded at the 
giant warrior, and Karai addressed him. “We are designed for stealth, espionage, 
assassination. We are poorly prepared to take geopolitical control of the world.” 

 “But you thought about it,” Shao Khan said, his smile audible. 

 “We try to serve in every way we can,” Karai said warily. “We were at the peak of 
our power, but in New York, we tried more than once to tear down the Web of Light 
forever. We lost all of our ninja masters, except only myself and a few others who have 
duties already. We lost many warriors. Our efforts to destroy the Web of Light have 
cost us. Again and again, the Illuminati have risen in our path.” 

 “They have it coming, don‟t they,” Shao Khan mused. “I grow to dislike that name, 
a great deal.” He turned to Karai. “Pretty scribbles you have there. Now it is time to go 
to work. I don‟t think much of your pajama party. I think your group is of very limited 
use to me in conquering this world.” 

 Shang Tsung, looking ahead at where this conversation would go, interrupted. 
“Karai may not command legions, but she does have all kinds of plans, schemes, useful 
distractions, vulnerable prizes. Don‟t you, Karai,” he said as his eyebrows drew together. 

 “Yes, of course, we have cultivated many alliances,” Karai said. “For example, one 
man has a great wealthy empire, and guns in the sky, all manner of weapons, and he too 
wishes to rule the world. We are prepared to manipulate Lex Luthor to accomplish our 
goals.” 

 “You are not prepared to wield authority and political power,” Shao Khan noted. 

 “We could do a serviceable job with your leadership,” Karai said. 

 “No no, I don‟t want to rule this world,” Shao Khan growled. “I want to crush it. I 
want it to grovel in the gory mud at my feet, and then slowly crumple beneath my 
boot.” He met Karai‟s eyes. “I want your ninja to be agents of chaos, not a new order. 
Chaos will be the new order.” 

 “So,” Shang Tsung asserted himself, “set up a meeting with this Luthor person to 
see what you can then offer us. In the meantime, I need souls, at least a dozen. They 
don‟t have to be in perfect shape, just get me some people I can drain.” 

 “Yes master,” Karai said, bowing to Shang Tsung then bowing to Shao Khan. She 
turned and headed down the stairs, barking orders; ninja swiftly and efficiently prepared 
for action. 

 “I have a good feeling about all this,” Shang Tsung said with a fake smile. 

 Shao Khan ignored him. 

* 

 The engines sent a dull thrum through the cockpit. The cockpit itself had eight 
seats in its long, wide space, an interior space bigger than seemed possible looking at the 
outside of the sleek craft. Running in stealth mode, the craft covered incredible 
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distances in impossibly short time; occasionally a burst of light would flash over the 
ship, and they would be hundreds of kilometers further towards their destination. 

 Banner sat in the very back, wide-eyed and quiet. The craft was like something 
from space, to his eyes; indeed, it probably was space-worthy. Beside him sat Kurt. 

 The blue-skinned man leaned over. “It hardly seems possible so much time has 
passed since we first met in Canada,” he murmured, his words marked by a Germanic 
Romany cadence. “And the entire Project, destroyed, except for some leftovers in the 
American West. Its power is broken, the dark intellect that steered it has abandoned the 
ruins.” 

 “Good riddance,” Banner muttered. “It gives me hope. Something so—so 
dangerous and powerful can be defeated. You know who did it? A bunch of kids. A 
Project experiment that got out of their control and came crashing back.” He shook his 
head. “All the assassins and spies they churned out, and in the end, a bunch of kids took 
them down.” 

 “You really never can tell,” Kurt said. “When we first met, you volunteered to be 
hostage. Sort of passive aggressive with your employers.” 

 “I paid for it,” Banner shrugged, “when their killers tracked me down and did their 
best to end me.” He paused. “I‟m tough to kill,” he said. “They learned that 
lesson…slowly. Just kept sending assassins after me.” 

 “You are safe now, my friend,” Kurt said with a bright white smile. 

 Forge was in the seat ahead of Kurt, and Hank was in the seat ahead of Banner. 
Hank was huge, almost square in silhouette, with massive strong arms. He was covered 
in black fur with blue highlights, his fangs were intimidating, his eyes pale. He looked 
monstrous—but then he spoke, and assumptions collided. 

 “Forge, my esteemed colleague,” Hank said in rapid German-accented English, 
“When we get back, I will be free to assist you in some of the dimensional cross-
referencing that is made possible by an accessible source of trans-dimensional flexibility. 
I am excited about what this could mean for our research of gate technology.” 

 “Indeed,” Forge nodded. “We could have a real breakthrough in making bigger 
gate openings, and working on better steering mechanisms. I think we might really be 
on to something.” 

 “Hey kids, settle down,” John Storm said in a flinty voice, mostly kidding. “We‟re 
getting close.” He sat in the front, piloting the craft, next to Reed. Behind them, Sue 
was quiet with her own thoughts, and the stone man, Ben, stared out the window. 

 The ship heeled around and lowered to a meadow. At the edge of the meadow was 
a stone shrine, and the grass was tall all around it. The ship flattened the grass with a 
strange force field as it lowered, then its weight was noiselessly settled. The first four in 
the craft released restraints and stood. 

 “Kurt, Forge, Beast, stay here and protect Banner at all costs. We will return soon.” 
Reed led the other founding members of the Illuminati off the ship. 

 “Good luck,” Kurt said softly as he watched them go. 

 The four strode across the field, and the ship faded from view behind them, 
wrapped in a cloaking field. Reed led the way into the shrine; it was lit only by a feeble 
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fire. An elderly man sat on a pile of skins, absently tossing handfuls of twigs on the 
flame. He looked up as they came in. He smiled, revealing a few yellowed teeth jutting 
out of his jaw. 

 “Welcome,” he said in English. “I have been waiting for the Enlightened all my 
life,” he creaked, his aged voice brittle. “I have no time left for small talk or banter.” 
With a wheezing grunt, he leaned forward. “My spirit companion found you, at last, and 
it is time for you to save the world.” 

 “Go on,” Reed said with a nod. 

 “The Sorcerer Supreme is a coward,” the sage said, shaking his head. “He hides 
behind the Balance, and lets the world smolder and decay. But I know of the key to 
attune those with Light, such as yourselves,” he gestured, “to the Web of Light. That is 
the final step to becoming the Gods that will rule and protect Prime.” 

 “What is this key?” Reed asked, struggling to keep the demand out of his voice. 

 “The key is the Shard of Cttrock,” the sage replied, “a shard that manipulates the 
chance and coincidence of the Web of Light so its bearer is changed. With that, you 
could attune to the Web of Light and claim its power for your own.” 

 “What about the Sorcerer Supreme?” Reed asked. “Does he know of this shard?” 

 “Know of it?” the old sage wheezed. “He hides it from you, even now. He fears 
your godhood, so he has worked to keep you humbled with a mere taste of your 
destiny. He fears you. He could have made you gods any time he wanted to, but he 
withheld your birthright from Agamotto.” The sage paused, unsteady, and caught his 
breath. “When you get the shard, you will know what to do. But if the Sorcerer 
Supreme is loose, he can stop you; it is his gift. He is the steward, rendered impotent 
with the return of the Lord who takes rightful possession as in Agamotto‟s time.” 

 “Does this shard have a price? How can we get it?” Reed asked. 

 “I can get it for you,” the sage shrugged, “three days hence. But I need a trade. 
Surrender Banner to the ancient forces of this world, and you will get the key to Prime. 
Off the fence, into the Reckoning. Win it, and shape the world for the next thousand 
years…” the sage‟s cat-like eyes almost glowed in the feeble firelight. “You are Prime‟s 
only hope against the forces now arrayed against it.” 

 Reed nodded. “I need to discuss this with my people,” he murmured. “Three 
days?”  

 “I will meet you here,” the sage agreed. 

 Reed turned, striding back towards his craft, and the others followed. Sue glanced 
back at the sage, who watched them, expressionless. 

 “Well?” Reed asked under his breath. 

 “We do it,” John said, not hesitating. 

 Ben nodded. “Strange is not as we are, he cannot understand or defend the world 
so well as those who are part of Agamotto‟s living Light. Even if he clutches a woman 
full of Light to himself, he struggles to own her. And we are not to be owned.” 

 Sue said nothing. 
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 “Then we are agreed,” Reed growled after a moment. “Sue, arrange a meeting with 
Strange.” Sue nodded. 

 They climbed up into the ship after it faded into view. As they resumed their seats, 
Reed chuckled. 

 “A solid lead!” he said. “We may win the Reckoning in three days to a week. This is 
almost over.” 

 Banner smiled. “That‟s a relief,” he said. 

 Forge shifted uncomfortably in his seat as his instincts hummed with discontent. 

 Below, as the craft lifted into the sky and shimmered out of sight, the sage smiled. 
His eyes turned catlike and yellow. He picked up a phone from under the skirt of the 
pile of furs. “My Dark Lord,” the sage said in a feminine voice, “they took the bait as 
you knew they would.” The sage‟s features blurred, then they were blue, her hair red, a 
beautiful and poisonous eldritch spy. She nodded. “Yes, it is indeed time to steal the 
Shard of Cttrock…” 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN 

Monday, February 6, 2006 

 “Doug,” Strange called, “could you join me in my office for a minute?” Strange 
returned to his tidy desk and seated himself with a small sigh. The door opened, the 
light caught on the nameplate: “Stephen Strange, Planetary Editor in Chief.” Doug 
closed the door behind himself, and they were alone. Outside, the early morning was 
just beginning to warm the sky over a dark horizon. 

 “I need your help with something,” Strange said slowly. Only then did he raise his 
eyes from the desk blotter to consider his employee. “I didn‟t want to bring you in,” he 
explained. “I am running out of options. I know you haven‟t been back long.” Strange 
looked back down at the desk blotter as Doug waited, uncomfortable. 

 “I have my head together again,” Doug said quickly. “I‟m careful not to get over 
stimulated, and things are really working out well.” 

 “That‟s not the problem,” Strange said, “I knew you‟d do fine. No, I‟m afraid I 
need to ask you to take a real risk.” He paused. “There is an artifact, the Scrolls of 
Skelos. Every thousand years, there is a Reckoning, where coincidence gathers all the 
threats against Prime and gives them every opportunity to smash its defenses and 
remake this place in their image. And every thousand years, the Sorcerer Supreme 
marshals Prime‟s defenders and counters those threats. Defending the title.” 

 “I know all that,” Doug said, waiting for it. 

 “The Scrolls are enchanted,” Strange continued. “They tend to disappear between 
Reckonings, to be found shortly before they are needed. For a thousand years, 
they…they soak up Prime‟s energy, then they shape their text to describe the points of 
decision, the core conflicts that each Reckoning shapes, that establish who will win. 
Which battles will carry the war, one way or the other. Plus, signs, so those participating 
can keep an eye out for the events leading to the Reckoning.” 

 “Sounds like a handy document,” Doug observed. 
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 “Unfortunately, it‟s protected. Encoded.” 

 “No problem,” Doug said with half a grin. “You should have brought me on 
earlier. I can solve any code, just by looking at it.” He sighed. “So tell me about the 
defenses.” 

 “The scrolls show the viewer what the viewer wants, or expects, to see,” Strange 
said. “Only a few madmen have ever been able to read it, and most of the scholarship 
interprets their ranting and raving. Worse, the scrolls get more accurate the closer to the 
Reckoning you get, and as the possibilities settle into probabilities, then history, the text 
itself shifts.” Strange looked Doug in the eye. “This is dangerous for you. The scroll 
reads you, and you read the scroll. At this point, the runes shift daily.” 

 “Dani‟s abilities show you what you most fear, or what you most desire,” Doug 
observed, “and when I look at her it pushes my sanity to the limits. So you think this 
would surely put me over the top.” 

 “I didn‟t want to involve you,” Strange said, more forcefully than he meant to. 
“But… you can crack code, anything from algorithms to body language. And I‟m 
getting desperate. A group works with me, the Watchers, and their best minds are 
studying the scrolls. I just need to boost the progress. I am hoping that Tandy‟s light 
can protect your mind as you look at these. I‟m bringing Dani along too.” 

 “But the Watchers don‟t know you are the Sorcerer Supreme,” Doug clarified. “I 
mean, they think they work for some guy in Tibet, right?” 

 “One of them, Giles, knows who and what I am,” Strange said. “He‟s been leading 
the research on the scrolls. The rest of them think I am a wizard of the ancient order, 
the Arcanum.” He paused. “Will you try?” 

 “I will,” Doug said. 

 “We are going tonight. I‟ll let you know. And Doug.” Strange paused. “I admire 
your courage.” 

 Doug flashed him a smile, and left the office. As he left, Tandy stepped in. 

 “Hello there,” Strange said with a genuine smile. Tandy was dressed for business, 
with an attractive skirt, blouse, and jacket, wire frame glasses, lace, her hair in a bun. She 
arched an eyebrow at him. 

 “Strictly business, Dr. Strange,” she said in a warm voice. “Dani agreed to go with 
us tonight. I take it Doug did too.” 

 “Right,” Strange sighed, “and Victoria will meet us there.” 

 “How is your apprentice doing?” Tandy asked. “I haven‟t seen her since I got 
back.” 

 “Maybe I didn‟t want to share,” Strange said thoughtfully. “Anyway, she‟s been 
doing very well. Got some field work on her resume, and now she‟s working with the 
Watchers on cracking the wild image patterns in the scrolls.” 

 “It‟s not easy to concentrate on doing work for the Planetary with all this in the 
background,” Tandy observed. 

 “Well, Parker is a good editor, he keeps it all running pretty smoothly. I‟m trying to 
keep him out of this… so we have reserves, for one, and because his talents…” Strange 
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gazed out the window, at something no one else could see, for a long moment. “Just 
once,” he murmured, “I want someone to get to hang on to a happy ending. A happily-
ever-after.” 

 “We‟re in line for something like that too,” Tandy pointed out. 

 Strange glanced at her. “Of course,” he said, almost too quickly. “All of us are.” 

* 

 Two men squared off, brandishing katanas at each other. Neither was fully human, 
nor fully inhuman. One was pale, gaunt, weedy, his lank hair hanging about his face as 
an unnatural strength turned his thin muscles to steel cables, his clumsy pose to a 
graceful crouch. He was pale almost to the point of translucence. 

 The other was strong, taut, his skin a deep brown that was almost red, with a 
peculiar gray undertone that gave his chiseled musculature a sense of obsidian. His hair 
was a carefully groomed sculpture, close to his head; his face was a mask of 
concentration and contempt, his lips thrust out and hiding the painfully white teeth, the 
pointed incisors. 

 They were both half-vampires. 

 “Come on then,” the black man said through his scowl. The pale man lunged, 
swiping with the sweeping curve of the blade. With casual skill and strength, his target 
deflected the sweep and flicked the tip of his sword up, ready. “Morbius. I‟m not your 
grandmother. Fight like you mean it.” 

 Morbius frowned, then lunged with a thrust. Again, the sword was effortlessly 
deflected. “Come on, Blade,” Morbius sighed. “Are you going to actually teach me how 
to use the sword, or just let me embarrass myself?” 

 “I don‟t even have to let you,” Blade shrugged. “You always embarrass youself.” 

 “So you were going to teach me something,” Morbius said pointedly. “I don‟t think 
what I‟m learning is going to help me in a fight; I already know you are a self-conscious 
arrogant poser with self-esteem issues who would rather kill than have a decent 
conversation.” 

 “Oh no you didn‟t,” Blade said, looking off to the side. His sword shot out, 
disarming Morbius with a ringing strike, and Blade twitched the sword so it pressed into 
the side of his throat as Morbius‟s supernatural reflexes twitched his already-empty 
fingers. “I‟m the arrogant poser gonna pull yo ass out of whatever mess you slung it 
into.” 

 “You do have a thing for violence, you‟re like some autistic genius there,” Morbius 
agreed, tired. “Look, we both know you are not going to scare me by cutting my neck.” 

 “Now you wanna be a tough guy?” Blade growled, whites of his rolling eyes visible 
through his sunglasses. 

 “I‟d rather you be a tough guy,” Morbius retorted. He glanced over to the side. 

 The two half-vampires were sparring in a large open space, deeply chilled as a 
couple broken windows high up on the warehouse wall let in the occasional gust of 
snow. To one side, stairs led up to an office area. Tall piles of boxes walled off the 
opposite side. Across the room, a pair of meditation mats were unrolled. A pale ninja 
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knelt on one, a slim Asian woman on the other, and sticks of incense curled and wisped 
off a thin haze of flavored air between them.  

 “What,” Blade said, looking over at the pair that Morbius watched. 

 “Everybody knows you like her,” Morbius muttered, nodding to the meditating 
young woman. “Everybody, man.” He looked at the smooth beauty of her face, the 
iridescent shine of her dark hair. “She‟s a weapon. She might be the only person I know 
who can kick your butt. She likes you too—” 

 “Save it, man,” Blade growled, shoving Morbius and flicking his sword around so 
the back of the blade lined up past his shoulder. “You imagine things.” 

 “What, you worried about cooties?” Morbius asked with a wry twist. 

 “Wake up,” Blade snapped, rounding on the other half-vampire. “We hunt, and we 
kill, and we protect the world by killing off the blood-suckers. Don‟t make this more 
than it is. She is a good fighter. The best. She is fluent in the only language that makes 
sense to me. And that‟s all.” 

 “Yeah; what‟s the point of love if the world is about to end, right?” Morbius asked 
quietly. 

 “Damn straight.” Blade glowered. 

 Morbius looked up into the shadows of the ceiling, seeing everything in the 
darkness. “I thought the same thing when I was dying of a rare blood disease. Then one 
day… I realized the world wasn‟t going to end after all. When I got my… miracle cure.” 
He spread his hands, looking down at his half-dead body. “You can‟t see the future. 
Better to love and lose, my friend, than never to love at all.” 

 “You love somebody?” 

 “Marie Saint,” Morbius said with a half smile, half wince. “Beautiful.” 

 “So much for your happy ending, lone wolf,” Blade said with a too-white grin. 

 “The story isn‟t over yet,” Morbius shrugged, “and that‟s the point. The Watchers 
have been studying the Scrolls for months. They‟ll get this thing figured out, we‟ll get 
through it… and life will go on.” 

 “You must a growed up in the suburbs,” Blade sneered. 

 “Actually, I did,” Morbius said reflectively. “I know you like to see the world as 
some kind of war zone where your army already lost. I lived with a terminal disease, and 
it taught me what is helpful and what is not when you look at the future.” He cocked his 
head to the side. “Really, Blade. What would you do differently if you assumed that the 
Watchers would fail and the whole world would slide into destruction?” 

 “Not a goddamn thing,” Blade growled. 

 “Same here,” Morbius nodded. “Because I want to live like there is a future. And 
you want to live like there isn‟t. So I guess neither one of us is going to change his 
mind.” There was something sad in his tone. 

 “You are complacent,” Blade said, disapproving. “Gonna make you sloppy.” 

 Morbius looked over to where the pale ninja and the young woman rose without 
speaking, squared off, and started to spar. Both moved like experienced and lethal 
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warriors, even as they warmed up. Strike and counterstrike, grip and twist, duck and tug. 
“Tell me, Blade,” Morbius murmured. “Do you think hope is more numbing than 
despair?” He looked Blade in the eye. “Living life is better than preparing to die.” 

 Blade said nothing in reply, shaking his head and turning away. He stalked into the 
shadows between the wall and the mound of boxes. Morbius watched him go, then 
glanced up at the office. “Make me right,” he whispered. Then he paused, his 
supernatural senses prickling. 

 Five intruders strode out of the shadows, from between rows of shelving, into the 
light. Strange led them, with Tandy on one side and Doug on the other, Dani and 
L‟Avenir behind them. Morbius nodded respectfully to Strange, who nodded back. The 
five mounted the stairs to the office. 

 Four muscled men with submachine guns stood at the top of the stairs, wordlessly 
blocking the way. 

 “I am here for Rupert Giles,” Strange said quietly. “Doctor Strange, of the 
Arcanum. He expects me.” 

 One of the guards glanced at another, who stepped inside the office with the 
frosted windows. “Who are these?” another guard growled. 

 “My personal assistants,” Strange replied. “The Watchers are awfully tense these 
days.” 

 “Comes with the Reckoning,” the leader said. The other Watcher guard stepped 
out and nodded. “In you go.” He stepped out of the way. 

 Strange led the others into a room stuffed with books. The walls were lined with 
shelves made of concrete blocks and planks, on all sides. Two desks overflowed with 
books and papers and odd paperweights, and another desk was bare except for an 
ancient scroll and a pair of gloves. Several lights had been strung up with extension 
cords. Only a few bare drafts managed to push past the paper into the room to caress 
chills across flesh, but they carried the smell of ancient parchment into the air so it was 
hard to breathe with the close stuffy concentration of knowledge and age. Strange 
smiled as he saw his apprentice and another scholar. 

 “I‟m delighted to see you both,” Strange said. He pulled the woman into a hug. 
“Victoria Bently, you look positively worn out.” He released her, looking into her 
shadowed eyes. Her aristocratic British beauty was marred with exhaustion and bad 
lighting, but she tried on a smile. He turned to the scholar. 

 “Giles. It‟s been too long.” 

 “You‟ve been busy,” Giles replied, his voice oddly muted, like a self-conscious 
mutter of a man as used to speaking to himself as others. “As have I. The phased 
morphing of the glyphs is quantifiable, photographs do record it, though they don‟t 
seem as useful as…as they might.” He squinted at some pictures he lifted from a desk, 
then he tossed them back. They slid down into a sinkhole towards the middle of the 
clutter, but he did not seem to notice. “We are close to a breakthrough. I‟ve teased out 
the signs that will alert us that the Reckoning is upon us, but that‟s hardly news.” He 
handed a legal pad covered with crabbed scribble to Strange, who squinted at it. 
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 “Signs,” Strange read, bemused. “Let‟s see. „The Daywalker, the Turncoat, and the 
Slayer unite with the Flaming Dead to slay the Master.‟ And here. „The sky folded, and 
the Great Sleeper stirred.‟ „The Desert Trap broke.‟” 

 “That was Perfection Valley,” Bently clarified. 

 “Ah. „Sea Children Drink Deep.‟ „The Door Unsealed.‟” He skimmed. “Here, „The 
Alien Slave Allied with the Ancient Prince.‟” 

 “That was a mess,” Tandy muttered. 

 Dani looked over his shoulder. “‟Sun Gods Ended the Maimed King.‟ Huh.” 

 “There‟s more,” Giles said, handing Strange another pad. “Some of… well, I think 
this describes some of the crisis points we‟ve already seen and dealt with. I think there 
are maybe three or four left.” 

 “We‟re so close to the end?” Strange asked, almost wistful. 

 “This seems straightforward enough,” Doug said dubiously. 

 “Right,” Strange nodded, “but before they happened they were vague. They were 
missing parts. They began to form a question we did not yet know to ask. The Scrolls 
do not lightly give up their secrets.” 

 Tandy peered at the pad, and Strange handed it to her as he listened thoughtfully. 

 “The Stone found the Darkchylde,” Tandy read. “The Mad Darkness fell through 
Shadow. The Empty Ship of Souls never sailed.” She looked up quizzically. 

 “That was the Illuminati,” Strange murmured. He looked at the list. “The Howling 
Giant found peace. Looks like we‟ve won them all so far.” 

 “Not a good time to get cocky,” Giles sighed. “These are left, and whatever I do, I 
can‟t get into them.” 

 They gathered around the scroll, looking down at the almost desperate scritch of 
text that covered the unrolled section. “This scroll is about nine thousand years old,” 
Strange said, “and its magics keep it intact through the relentless crush of time. This is 
the ninth Reckoning they have interpreted.” 

 “So, this Reckoning?” L‟Avenir said. “We win to rule the world?” 

 “No,” Strange replied, “all of Prime‟s attackers coincidentally line up for their shot 
at taking over Prime, and we try to stop them. Whoever wins gets to set the tone for the 
next thousand years. Some want to enslave humanity, or destroy life here… we want to 
maintain the balance, so humanity can decide who they want to be, instead of having 
that decision made for them by alien overlords.” 

 “Ah.” 

 Doug settled himself before the scroll, taking a deep breath, his eyes closed. “Are 
we ready to do this?” he asked. 

 “Go ahead,” Strange replied. 

 Doug opened his eyes, looked down at the scroll, then flinched back, his eyes 
snapping shut. “Oh,” he muttered. 
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 Strange looked to Giles. “Doug instinctively solves codes, languages, encryption, 
equations. I was hoping he could see the pattern in the scrolls.” 

 “It is reactive,” Doug said, rubbing at his eyes. “I look at it, and it shifts under me, 
it adapts as fast as I begin to understand.” 

 “I had my hopes, but this is what I expected,” Strange said. “Dani, care to try?” 

 “Why might Dani be able to read it?” Giles asked. 

 “She spent…some time in the border between the nightmare realm and this one,” 
Strange replied as Doug rose and stepped away, still touching at his eyes, and the slim 
Native American teenager seated herself before the scrolls. “She can pull out a vision of 
what people most desire, or what they most fear.” 

 “I see,” Giles nodded. 

 “Creepy!” Dani almost barked. “It—it moves.” She shuddered, and looked away. 
“Wow. I‟ve never seen anything like that.” 

 “So what do you do?” Giles asked L‟Avenir. 

 “I‟m the bodyguard,” she replied with a sweet smile. Giles felt his face shift into a 
wry grin; it had been a while since he smiled. 

 “Doug,” Strange said, “I want you to try again, under the Light this time.” He 
nodded to Tandy. 

 She stepped up to the document, and extended her hand over it. Her palm began 
to glow, and a haze of Light that was more than energy in the visible spectrum, but 
energy across multiple dimensions, grew and swelled in the air. The room was clarified, 
and a peculiar beauty infused everything the Light touched. Doug leaned over, looking 
down at the scroll. Then he blinked and looked away. “I don‟t dare,” he said simply. 
“Not for more than a few seconds.” 

 The light faded, leaving the room feeling cold, grimy, empty, dim. 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT 

 “A word, sir?” Giles said to Strange. The Watcher crossed to the other side of the 
room, and Strange followed him. “The text on the scrolls has been fading,” Giles 
murmured earnestly. “As the variables solve, as the portents of the Reckoning are 
fulfilled, they fade after a time. This small block of text is all that is left on the scrolls, 
only about a third of a meter of writing. We are literally in the end times, and I have 
nothing left to offer. Unless…” he paused, nervously licking his lips. 

 “Yes?” 

 “You are the Sorcerer Supreme, guardian of the Web of Light,” Giles continued 
earnestly, keeping his voice down. “The scrolls organize what is in the reader‟s mind, 
pulling out the patterns of the Reckoning. I did not mention it before because of the 
danger, but… well, no one lives out the patterns of Prime better than you. The Sorcerer 
Supreme does not normally study these, but… but you could be the breakthrough.” His 
blood-shot eyes were earnest, his mouth a thin line. 

 “All I risk is going mad and leaving the defenders leaderless,” Strange observed. 
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 “There is that,” Giles agreed ruefully. “We cannot lose you. Forget I mentioned it.” 

 Strange squinted at a row of book spines, thoughtful, not seeing the books at all. 
“Prime deals in potentials,” he said slowly. “Balancing potentials. Maybe the 
information we would gain would balance my incapacitation.” He thought about it for a 
long moment. 

 “Sir,” Giles said, “maybe…” 

 “Relax, Giles,” Strange said firmly. “However this Reckoning ends up, I don‟t want 
to leave anything at the table when I walk away.” His smile turned crafty. “I haven‟t 
made it this far by taking stupid chances. I work with my team. We‟ll be alright.” He 
returned to the table. 

 “I brought each of you here for a reason,” Strange said as he looked at his 
assistants. Doug. Dani. Bently. L‟Avenir. Tandy. Giles. “Working together, we can get a 
sense of what lies before us in the Reckoning. But we must work together, and this is 
not…without risks. So we will take care of some business before we begin.” He cleared 
his throat. “Giles and L‟Avenir, you are both witnesses. I choose Victoria Bently to be 
the next Sorceress Supreme, should something happen to me.” He did not glance over 
to see the shock on Bently‟s face. “You need to be able to verify each others‟ word, 
should something happen to the rest of us.” He looked to Giles. “Take notes, please.” 

 Giles fumbled at his pad, his pen, then he was ready. Pale, worn, 
apprehensive…but ready. 

 Strange turned to the others. “Doug,” he said, “I will be in my astral form, I will 
hover some into you, so I can get a sense of things from your eyes, however 
incompletely.” He turned to Dani. “Pour your energy at the scroll, to disrupt its defense, 
which is showing me what it thinks I want to see. Drag the dream patterns away from it 
so I can see what lies beneath.” He looked to Tandy. “You know what to do,” he said 
softly. 

 “Strange, please,” Bently pleaded, “be careful, for God‟s sake.” 

 He offered her a slight smile. “I‟ll be back,” he said. Then he seated himself at the 
table, and immediately slipped into an unnatural calm.  

 Doug struggled, sipping at the air, fear clutching his chest as he kept his eyes tight 
shut. “Oh,” he breathed, feeling Dani lean over the scroll, feeling her reach deep, press 
out an energy that swarmed around her down, out, onto the symbols. He did not need 
to open his eyes to feel the Light, it warmed through his eyelids, it filled the room and 
all dimensions that touched that room with a clear and steady clarity and beauty, and 
shadows could not survive contact with it. Then he felt the cool, light, unreal pressure 
of another mind gentling over his own. 

 Doug knew that if he looked into that mass of thrashing power, it may be the last 
thing he ever saw, as the person he now was. His sanity could be utterly shattered, and 
perhaps Strange would be lost too. Perhaps the whole world would end. His eyelids 
fluttered, unable to open in the face of the pressure, and blood streaked down from the 
corner of his eye. 

 His jaw gritted, but he felt no pain as he clutched the table, unable to breathe, 
unable to keep his eyes closed, unable to open them. He reached deep inside. 

 “Better me than the world,” he breathed. 
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 His eyes opened, and he was lost. 

 Strange focused through Doug‟s refractive aura, in a peculiar way experiencing a bit 
of the way Doug saw the world. The code squirmed, defiant and ferocious, and Strange 
tightened Doug‟s focus on it—he could skim the first few. The Darkchylde, Mad 
Darkness, Empty Ship, Howling Giant; those symbols twitched and slid away, and he 
knew them already. His eyes slowed as he grappled with the last set, the endgame. 

 “The Drifting Light,” Doug murmured, his voice not his own, blood sliding past 
the corner of his lips. Giles scribbled. “The Drifting Light—something about a river. 
A—a dam. Next, the Dark Ferryman… the Dark Ferryman…” Doug‟s brow creased as 
Strange clamped down on the squirming symbols. “A thousand roads. I don‟t know. 
Next. The Keys of Light. Three… one… Living, Crystal, Keeper.” Doug coughed, a 
choke. Dani let out a whining breath as the pressure mounted, and she focused hard. 

 “The Mighty Grail—” Doug flew back out of his chair as every muscle flexed hard 
at once. He toppled to the floor, and Strange slid down to the floor. Dani stumbled 
back. 

 “Oh no,” Giles muttered. “Doug? Strange?” 

 Bently was at Doug‟s side, propping him up as his eyes wildly danced and twitched 
independent of each other, and drool foamed at the corner of his mouth. Dani dropped 
to her knees, and Tandy swelled the Light up still more as she cradled Strange in her 
arms. 

 Strange‟s eyes snapped open, he looked up at Tandy, then he struggled to rise. 
Once on his feet, he turned to Doug. 

 “He‟ll need your beacon to find his way back,” he said to Tandy. “He got pushed 
pretty far back in the darkness.” Blood rolled from the corner of Strange‟s eye; one eye‟s 
white filled red with blood, the other was still normal. “That… that was intense.” He 
turned to Giles as Tandy beamed light into Doug‟s senseless form. “What did we get?” 

 “All the decision points, now,” Giles said, “Unless you didn‟t make it to the end of 
the list?” 

 “The last point of decision was the Mighty Grail,” Strange said grimly. 

 “Right then. Here is the list.” He regarded the pad. 

 

1. The Edgeless Blade balanced. 
2. The Stone found the Darkchylde. 
3. The Mad Darkness fell through Shadow. 
4. The Empty Ship of Souls never sailed. 
5. The Howling Giant found peace. 
6. The Drifting Light [a river, a dam] 
7. The Dark Ferryman [a thousand roads] 
8. The Keys of Light [Three, one, living, crystal, keeper] 
9. The Mighty Grail 

 

 After a moment of quiet, Giles cleared his throat. “So… what can this mean?” 
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 “The most important elements of what‟s left,” Strange murmured, “the Grail and 
the Keys. That‟s the heart of it.” 

 “The Grail?” 

 Strange unsteadily lowered himself to a chair, regarding Giles. “Nightmare tried to 
use vampires to clear the way for him to conquer Prime, some years back,” Strange said. 
“His prophecies referred to a Mighty Grail, a source of energy vampires could use 
forever that would never wear out or degrade. He was talking about Bruce Banner; the 
otherworldly connection he has means you can pull energy out of him forever. He made 
some extraordinary vampires who battened on that otherworldly energy.” Strange‟s 
brow creased with concern. “They will try to capture Banner and turn him into a giant 
battery again. That‟s why I left him with the Illuminati, they should be able to protect 
him. As well as anyone can.” 

 “Living, crystal, keeper,” Giles reflected. “Tandy is the Living Light, the key to the 
Web of Light, since she absorbed an Immortal‟s Quickening.” 

 “Right,” Strange nodded, “and the Shard of Cttrock is tuned to the Web of Light, 
so that is a key to our defenses.” 

 “What is the keeper?” Giles asked. 

 Strange said nothing, lost in thought. “There are a number of possibilities,” he said, 
“but it is too soon to be certain, or to speculate responsibly.” 

 “Wizards,” Giles said with half a smile. 

 “That‟s right,” Strange nodded, “we‟re enigmatic and difficult. Listen, Giles, I need 
you to scatter the Watchers. Until this is over. It has gotten too dangerous for me to 
continue to use you. And what we got from the scroll? That‟s all we‟re likely to get.” His 
pupils wavered, and more blood came from his eye. “That was closer than I want 
anyone to know,” he murmured under his breath. 

 “Will Doug be alright?” 

 “I hope so,” Strange said as he rose. “We must make the most of this. I‟m not sure 
who the Ferryman is, or the Drifting Light, but we‟ve got enough to go on for now.” 

 “The Dark Ferryman,” Bently said, a tint of bitterness in her voice. “That‟s clear 
enough. It‟s Essex. He travels the roads of the Unseelie Court, the dark paths within 
Prime. He‟s like a ferryman. He travels a thousand roads, in any case.” 

 “That may well be,” Strange agreed.  

 Giles rolled up the scroll. “Once this text fades,” he said, “we are not likely to have 
more for at least a hundred years.” 

 “Take care of that, and the Sorcerer Supreme a thousand years from now will thank 
you,” Strange said. “We need to get along our way, and let you take care of your 
business on this end. Bently, help Giles communicate with the Watchers, then meet up 
with us at the Sanctum later.” 

 “Yes, of course,” she nodded. 

 He looked her in the eye. “I don‟t plan to be a martyr,” he said. “See you tonight.” 
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 She smiled at him, watched him trace a sigil in the air. A few seconds later, dark 
and pale flame roiled around them. Strange, Doug, Tandy, L‟Avenir, and Dani vanished. 
Bently looked over at Giles, and sighed. 

 “Seems like a rather odd ending to this research project,” she said, bemused. 

 “If you don‟t mind me asking a personal question,” Giles said, polishing his glasses. 

 “After the days and nights we‟ve been going from bunker to bunker, poring 
through old documents?” Victoria said wryly. “Feel free to ask me anything. I may not 
answer, of course,” she added with a charming smile. 

 “How do you bear up under it?” Giles asked, not yet putting his glasses back on. 
“The shadow? Knowing… knowing you‟re next?” 

 “I vaguely remember a time when I wanted to be Sorceress Supreme,” Victoria 
mused. “I look after my supporters, do my best, and trust the Web of Light.” She 
paused. “That‟s really all we can do.” 

 “Lucky for me,” said a cultured voice from the corner. Bently and Giles whirled to 
see the corner of the room flex as a man stepped through it from somewhere else. He 
was dapper, in an expensive suit, and he wore an overcoat and top hat, a silver-headed 
cane gripped in his gloved hand. His eyes were cruel. “I thought Strange would never 
leave.” 

 Victoria slashed out a gesture, snarling an invocation to Cttrock, but the newcomer 
batted it aside impatiently and swore a mighty oath at the only door leading in; instead 
of opening to the balcony, it stretched into an endless corridor. “Now we‟re alone,” he 
said mildly. 

 “You keep dying, Smythe,” Bently said through her teeth. “For once, could you 
stay dead?” 

 “Not my style, sweet,” he replied with a smile that showed all his gleaming teeth. 
“The Watchers must not be disbanded, I will have that scroll, I will enjoy reading 
through your research, I will use hostages when I confront Strange—” 

 He may have had more to say, but a stinging blast of sorcery arced from Bently to 
Smythe and scattered against his mystic defenses; he shifted back to reinforce them. 
Giles swept up a peculiar hatchet from the cluttered desk and lashed at Smythe; the 
wizard chuckled as he twitched a gesture at the Watcher, knocking him back against the 
wall; the sheetrock warped, sprouted dozens of hands and fangs, and snatched at the 
unfortunate man. Giles screamed as the wall‟s fangs poked into him, flexing, drawing 
blood. 

 “Lest we forget,” Smythe added as he blared twisted Cthonian magic into Bently‟s 
waning defenses, “I‟m here to kill you. Those that find your remains will never be the 
same.” 

 “You‟ll have to try harder,” Bently said crisply, focusing and gesturing, pulling 
geomantic energies to defend her mortal frame. 

 “I cannot believe that somehow you managed to destroy Rasputin,” Smythe said 
with a shake of his head, “but all the evidence points in that direction. That insult will 
not go unanswered.” 
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 “I have not yet begun to insult you,” Bently said, and she pivoted and blasted the 
wall to flinders, shredded books scattering in a wash of ashes. Too late, Smythe realized 
what she was doing. 

 The door was blocked. So she made another one. And what was on the other side? 

 Blade, Morbius, and the other two vampire hunters darted into the room. Smythe 
stepped back and flexed his hands, and from the shadows came a throaty, throbbing 
growl. Two monsters sprang into the room. 

 “Alright, let‟s escalate this properly,” Smythe said, madness dancing in his eyes. 
“Cthuga—slay them!” 

 The monsters were three meters long, with six stubby clawed legs. Their backs rose 
to a ridge, almost two meters tall; lashing tails flexed behind them, and their tiny mad 
eyes gleamed hate. They sucked at the air, as though it was too thin to support them. 
Long curving mandibles flanked their ruthless, hideous faces. They slunk to the sides, 
choosing victims, coiled to spring. 

 “Kroenen is close too!” Blade said sharply as he twirled his katana once to settle it 
in his grip. “Cain! Morbius! Keep the monsters busy—Spear, protect Bently!” 

 “Let‟s finish this,” Smythe said, contemptuous. He flung a sizzling, twisting bolt at 
Blade, who dove out of the way, then another handful of sorcery blasted Bently‟s 
defenses. As she staggered back, timespace twitched behind her, and a figure clad in 
black leather with a faceless goggled mask slashed supernaturally sharp bladed tonfa 
across the backside of her defenses, flinging colorless sparks into the air and the aether. 
She cried out with pain as her forces buckled. 

 Kroenen, the figure in black leather, leaned back with superhuman reflexes as Spear 
flung a harpoon on a cable at his head. The harpoon slammed into the opposite wall, 
but Spear flicked the line, and it looped up and neatly dropped over Kroenen‟s head. 
Spear tugged, snapping Kroenen‟s neck, and followed up with a devastating kick that 
pounded Kroenen back into the wall. Kroenen shrugged, and with a dull crunch his 
spine re-seated; his blades whickered and sang, ringing from the katana that Spear 
whipped at him. The two darted and twitched their best attacks at each other.  

 Flaring pages from destroyed books gushed around the room along with a heady 
swirl of ashes. The noise of the violence numbed those fighting, and surreal energies 
clashed in desperate battle. 

 Cain sprang at a cthuga, flinging a dart into one of its eyes. It roared, pouncing, and 
she ran up its face and leaped from its hump; startled, it backpedaled, but its head 
lodged in the timespace trap Smythe set on the door. With an unholy squeal, it was 
dragged into an infinite space by suction. 

 Morbius leaped on the other, sinking his teeth into its tough hide, thrusting hard to 
try to get through it to actual blood; he had no idea what its blood would do to or for 
him, but this was the time to find out. Blade slashed and chopped at its head, clattering 
parries off its mandibles, cutting its snout open so bone gleamed through the glop of 
iridescent green and black blood. 

 Cain flung a number of throwing irons into Smythe‟s defenses, watching them paff 
into mist upon contacting his nets of sorcery. Smythe ignored her, tearing at Bently‟s 
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defenses as she cried out with pain. Bently bolstered her protections with her mind, 
then her heart, then her blood, then her bones as Smythe ripped her defenses apart. 

 “I‟ve been more powerful than you are now for at least a century,” he growled as 
he burst her invocational defenses and tore into her geomantic shielding. “I transcend 
death.” He loomed over her, only a meter away. “You do not.” 

 Kroenen flung Spear back with a blur of strikes that knocked his katana to the side 
and punched a blade through his sword arm. As Spear staggered, Kroenen realized too 
late—Blade spun with a backswing that lopped his head clean off. For a riposte, Blade 
transfixed Kroenen‟s metal undead heart. Ripping his sword free, he squinted at the 
heavy puff of dust that sprayed up from the severed neck stump. Then his sword shot 
down through the body, cutting Kroenen‟s torso in half. Three pieces of the undead 
monster fell to the ground, and Blade felt a strange relief that the world was finally free 
of Smythe‟s lacky. “Come back from that,” he growled to the swirl of dust that gushed 
out of the corpse. 

 “Help,” Morbius said shortly as the cthuga leaned against the wall, pinning him. 
Cain ducked the lashing tail, sidled up beside the cthuga, and let her eyes drift half-
focused for a moment. Then she plunged her fist forward, punching through hide, 
between ribs, sinking her fist to the heel of her hand in the throbbing heart-meat of the 
monster. Vile blood sprayed around the wound as her arm bunched and pain screamed 
up her whole arm, but she gripped the heart, her fingers sinking into the meat in the 
middle of the monster‟s chest. The whole cthuga convulsed, shuddering its whole 
length; it seemed unable to do more. 

 As Spear yanked Giles off the wall, leaving a bloody silhouette behind, Smythe tore 
at the last of Bently‟s defenses. 

 “You are powerful,” she said, a whine of pain embedded in her breath. “Deep 
magic.” Her face was a mask of blood, from thin cuts across her skin, magic that had 
actually penetrated the last level of her defenses. 

 “I will have you in every way that matters,” Smythe growled, unnatural lust burning 
in him. 

 “No,” she whispered, then in a single smooth flicker of motion she drew a boot 
knife and lunged forward, thrusting it into his guts. 

 Smythe gasped, his eyes round with shock. For a moment, his defenses flickered. 

 A harpoon, blade tinged with magic, shot through the vulnerable moment and sank 
deep into his shoulder. Inhumanly powerful muscles yanked the cable connecting the 
harpoon to the ninja that threw it. The ninja clamped a grip on Smythe‟s throat, staring 
deep into his eyes—Smythe tried to look away, but it was already too late. 

 Punish the Guilty. The thought was a tangible force, rippling with the unnatural 
heat that rolled from the dead ninja who clutched the Cthonian sorcerer. The dark pits 
of the ninja‟s eyes flared, and Smythe was flooded with the pain he had inflicted on 
others. 

 It was too much to bear. 

 Smythe screamed, high and terrible, and he released a desperate burst of wicked 
magics across Spear. The ninja was flung to the side, on fire, and Smythe staggered back 
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into the corner. Reality twitched and folded, and he was gone, only the stink of his 
magics and his burning flesh left behind. 

 “That was very nice,” Morbius said in the moment of stunned shock. He nodded 
to Bently. “The knife. Not very ladylike,” he admitted, “but satisfying to watch.” 

 “I love your—your thing,” Blade said with a grimace of a smile, nodding to Spear. 
“That whole—burn the face off thing.” 

 “Very impressive indeed,” Giles winced as he pulled himself off the ground in the 
corner, his back freely bleeding, a piece of one ear missing. “I suspect our research may 
have suffered some,” he added dryly, looking at the shredded books, torn spines, the 
small fires that provided the room‟s only light. He cleared his throat. “We are running 
out of time.” 

 Bently wiped her knife and sheathed it in her boot again. “Strange will come up 
with something,” she said with an attempt at conviction. “I just hope it won‟t be too 
late.” 

 

CHAPTER NINE 

 The dim corner of the ancient mansion flexed, and Smythe tumbled out, catching 
himself on the corner of a desk. His clothes and flesh still smoked, he clutched his face, 
and swore mightily. The desk cracked under the force of his oath. 

 A slender figure seated behind his desk cleared her throat, her feet up on the 
blotter. “That‟s unpleasant,” she observed as he glanced up, exposed bone cracked and 
singed in some of the deep burns on his face. 

 “Raven Darkholme, as I live and breathe,” he growled. “Just in time to die.” 
Sorcery tugged out of the aether and flared around his fists in crackling bands of death. 

 “Wait,” she said mildly. “I want the Crystal of Agamotto and I‟m willing to trade 
for it.” 

 He was stunned speechless. But only for a moment. “So much for a quick death, 
you bitch.” 

 “Oh, what,” she said, irritable. “You‟re fine. Calm down. This is business.” 

 “Business?” he said in a somewhat strangled voice. “Last time we worked together, 
you stabbed me and shot me. This lovely meat wrapper, and you mussed it up in a 
somewhat lethal way!” 

 “Yet here you are, none the worse for wear. At least,” she added, cocking her head 
to the side, “I had nothing to do with this batch of damage. Maybe this time it‟s your 
turn to betray me.” 

 “If you want the Crystal of Agamotto, and you know I‟ve got it, why didn‟t you just 
steal it?” he demanded. 

 “Technology I can circumvent,” she shrugged. “You probably wrapped timespace 
around this and marked it so any thief would be devoured by monsters. I‟d rather deal. 
Besides, I have something you want.” 

 “Just a minute,” he said, and he massaged at his face. The meat blurred and ran 
together, and when he lowered his hands, his face was intact. Only his brows and 
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hairline still showed singing. “I‟ll fix the rest of that later. Damned inconvenient, having 
your face burned off.” 

 “I‟d think you would try to make yourself more intimidating with half a face,” 
Darkholme mused. 

 “Only works on innocents, my sweet,” Smythe muttered. “What are you offering 
me? The Crystal is a choice prize.” 

 “I offer you the man who killed Rasputin, your teacher,” Darkholme said, meeting 
his eyes with a level gaze. 

 “You are sure?” he asked, an eyebrow arched. “My sources tell me Bently did it.” 

 “She paved the way, it was her plan, and she deserves whatever she gets,” 
Darkholme clarified. “But the one who did the deed… I can give him to you gift-
wrapped.” 

 “Let me guess. He crossed you once,” Smythe replied, sardonic. 

 “In point of fact he did,” Darkholme replied, emotionless. She sipped from the 
tumbler of Smythe‟s brandy she held. 

 “That clarifies the picture some,” Smythe admitted. “Maybe we can do business. 
But one person, no matter how formidable, is not enough for a prize like the Crystal. I 
don‟t rate my revenge as highly as you do, buttercup.”  

 “I‟ll throw in ten pounds of refined warpstone,” Darkholme said, flat. 

 “Done and done,” Smythe grinned. “You know you have to shake on it.” 

 She paused, then slowly nodded. “I will.” 

 “Then here is the Crystal,” Smythe said, crossing the room to a large painting. He 
took the edge of the framed painting, concentrated, then swung it outward. In the niche 
behind the painting, a stand held a domed cylinder. He hefted it out, put it on the floor. 
The dome was waist high. “All yours,” he said. “I‟m not as interested in destroying the 
world as Rasputin was. This has… more limited use for me.” His hand touched the 
dome. 

 Darkholme rose and approached him. “I may need a few days.”  

 “Up to you, really, how long you take,” he said with a predatory smile. She offered 
her hand, and he slapped his against it, gripping her. Something shifted in his hand, then 
he released her. She looked down at the dark warty stain on the flesh of her palm. 

 “You know about the Mark,” Smythe said. “You know what it means if I send 
monsters to find you.” 

 “I know,” she replied, her voice surprisingly level. “I‟m easy to find. No matter 
what or where.” 

 “Or even when,” he agreed, his teeth sharp in his smile. 

 “Then I had best return in a timely fashion,” she said, looking him in the eye. 

 “Don‟t you want to open the case, look at the Crystal?” He was neutral, curious. 

 “You know who I serve,” she replied quietly. “You know better than to cheat me 
so blatantly, up front. Save your treachery for when you can get away with it.” 
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 He chuckled, she hefted the Crystal case, and their business was concluded. 

* 

 The pale, dark flame whisked away, leaving Strange, Tandy, Doug, Dani, and 
L‟Avenir standing in Illyana‟s throne room. Illyana lounged on the throne. Her slender 
body was relaxed on the stone of the massive chair, her legs over the arm. Instead of 
ending in feet, her ankles shifted to fetlocks, her feet replaced by dainty cloven hooves. 
Graceful horns swept up out of her forehead, her eyes were chips of baleful red, her 
teeth sharpened to fangs. 

 “Well hello there,” she said. “I responded to your summons. Here we are.” 

 “Here we are indeed,” Strange said. “Thank you for the lift.” 

 “Still can‟t get used to that,” L‟Avenir said, looking at her hands, flexing. 

 “Illyana,” Strange said, “Can you help Doug?” 

 “Sure,” Illyana said. “Sensory overload again?” 

 “Yes. Can your healing pool…help him organize things?” 

 “Let‟s find out. Shouldn‟t be a problem.” Illyana hefted Doug and slid him into a 
hot-tub sized pool. It bubbled, and he seemed to rest easier. “I‟ll look after him. Maybe 
a day or two.” 

 “He did his part, and we‟ve got the rest of the crisis points. Clues, anyway,” Strange 
muttered. “So it‟s time to pursue investigating those clues. Tandy, time to go back to the 
Temple of Light.” 

 “Friday, Eyes Open concert,” she reminded him. She regarded him, serious. “We 
can‟t hide forever. We‟ll be fairly secure.” 

 “Alright,” Strange said without enthusiasm. “Illyana, send Dani, Tandy, and 
L‟Avenir back to the Sanctum.” 

 Flame whirled up, and they were gone. 

 “So fill me in already,” Illyana said. “What did we learn?” 

 “Three keys,” Strange said. “Tandy is the Living Key, the Shard of Cttrock the 
Crystal Key, and the Keeper Key… I suspect we may need that one. Two out of three 
are in hand. The other decisive point is the Mighty Grail.” 

 “And the Illuminati are keeping him safe,” Illyana finished. “So have we won?” 

 “Too many pieces still on the board,” Strange replied, eyes narrowing. “Still too 
much that can go wrong.” 

 “So are you going to keep me in suspense, for what else was on the scroll?” 

 “No,” Strange said. He glanced around, then Illyana gestured, and a chair rose up 
out of the stone floor. He sank into it, then shook his head. “I disbanded the Watchers, 
until this craziness is over,” he said. “The Sorcerer Supreme needs them. To keep track 
of immortals, and their dangerous Game. To look after vampire hunters. For a hundred 
other things. But it‟s simply too dangerous to keep them in play. We risk losing what 
has taken centuries to build.” He was quiet, Illyana said nothing. 
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 In the background, a baby began to wail. Strange and Illyana looked over to see a 
big red demon, almost two meters tall, hefting the baby and walking along, murmuring 
to the child. Illyana raised up stone walls, isolating herself with the Sorcerer Supreme. 

 Strange watched the ground between his feet. “I took a risk, to read the scroll, so 
before I did it I told Giles that Victoria Bently is the next Sorceress Supreme.” 

 “Wow,” Illyana said. 

 “I think the Dread Dormammu is closing in on us,” Strange continued. “He has an 
ancient and implacable hate of Prime, because he has not been able to push through our 
Web of Light. The energy it would cost to burst it would make him vulnerable to his 
enemies. Sooner or later, either our defenses will drop or he‟ll be willing to take the risk 
of an all-out attack.” 

 They were quiet together for a time. Strange sighed, oddly soft. 

 “This isn‟t what you want to tell me,” Illyana observed. “I‟m here, Strange.” 

 “I know,” he replied. “You are. And you may be the only one that understands… I 
mean, Prime deals in potentials, and we face Dormammu, Smythe, Essex, and others 
who I am sure wait in the wings. We are facing significant power. The only way to be 
safe from that power is to drop some of them from the equation. And to balance, then, 
we‟ll drop some from our side.” He looked her in the eye. “So to strike the balance, 
we‟re going to take losses.” For a moment, that admission was profoundly personal. 
“Before this is over,” he whispered over the lump in his throat, “Prime is going to need 
a new Sorcerer Supreme.” 

 Illyana did not encourage him to think positive, she did not deny the possibility, she 
did not urge him to be careful, or to hide. There were a hundred things Illyana did not 
do. “Oh, Strange,” she murmured. She rose, taking his hands and pulling him to his 
feet, and she embraced him, holding his oddly warm body, her arms tight around him. 

 She could think of nothing to say. 

 Strange released her, nodded. Wiped at his face, cleared his throat. “Send me 
home,” he said, looking her in the eye. “I‟m proud of you, Illyana.” 

 She smiled, and fire washed up, and he was gone. 

 Illyana let the wall drop, heard the crying baby once again. Stone wandered over as 
the baby stopped crying. 

 “How about that,” he said with a grin. “Some peace and quiet. Good timing.” He 
squinted at Illyana. “Is everything okay?” 

 She thought about that, and no answer came to her. She thought about it some 
more. Then she leaned against Stone. 

 “I wish I knew,” she sighed. “Every now and then, I wish we were heroes, instead 
of what we are.” 

 “What are we?” Stone asked. 

 “Stewards of the Balance,” she murmured. 

 “So… what‟s going on?” Stone asked, his brow furrowing. 
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 She leaned against him and said nothing, a peculiar grief already stealing through 
her blood. After a moment, he put his arm around her, and they were quiet together. 

 

Tuesday, February 7, 2006 

 The young man at the computer had short curly hair, almost orange. He was 
enthusiastically clicking with the mouse, working on photos, cropping and adjusting 
them. He glanced over at the other young man in the apartment. 

 “These are some great shots I got,” he said. “Hey, Kyle. What are you doing, 
anyway?” 

 The other young man didn‟t even look up. His cell phone blathered away, his 
friend‟s voice tinny on the other side. His other ear was occupied by an earbud hooked 
up to his MP3 player. In the background, anime roared and fired away on the television. 
On his lap, he idly leafed through the pages of the latest issue of the Planetary magazine. 
He was lanky, athletic, trim, and relaxed as he sprawled on the couch. 

 “Nice to hear your shots worked out,” Kyle said as he put a hand over the cell 
phone receiver. “Do you mind? I‟m reading.” He grinned to himself as he glanced at the 
television, then back down to the magazine. 

 “Does that mean I can shut off the tv?” the young man at the computer asked with 
a smirk. 

 “Only if you like it when I slap you, Jimmy,” came the reply.  

 “You really should pick something and do it,” Jimmy said, shaking his head. “Prolly 
gonna get brain cancer or something.” 

 “Catch you later, man,” Kyle said into the phone, and he snapped it shut. He 
tossed the phone off to the side, and started channel surfing, glancing at the magazine 
as he flicked between commercials. “I focus on what‟s important, Jimster,” he said. 
“Don‟t you worry about me.” 

 “Speaking of what‟s important,” Jimmy said, “There‟s an Eyes Open special 
engagement concert Friday. You hear about it?” 

 “I hear about everything,” Kyle replied, “and I‟ve got tickets. I wish Eyes Open 
would go into a recording studio.” He sighed, the television flicking in the background. 

 “Have you ever missed one of their concerts?” Jimmy was half serious. 

 “Not one I knew about,” Kyle shrugged. “They have this awesome—this awesome 
energy, you know?” He sighed. 

 “I know,” Jimmy nodded. “I got to meet Ms. Bowen, working at the Planetary. 
That‟s pretty cool. She is this incredible smokin-hot fox.” 

 “Oh, like I‟m some kind of troll?” Kyle retorted. 

 “Wha—you think you?” Jimmy chortled. “Wow. She‟s like a celebrity, like 
somebody that paparazzi will be chasing someday. She‟s not like somebody who would, 
you know, date you.” 
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 “I‟m just saying, it‟s Ms. Bowen, and she lives here in New York, not up on 
Olympus,” Kyle said. He turned the page in his magazine. “I have a lot to offer a classy 
woman.” 

 “So you ever send her fan mail or anything?” Jimmy asked, trying to restrain his 
grin. “Or does all this work better in your head? Like with that total hottie French girl 
who lives next door—you work up the nerve to ask her to dinner, or are you saving 
yourself for Tandy?” He let a chuckle slip. 

 “That‟s the thing, a photographer should understand this,” Kyle sighed. “Timing. 
Timing is everything.” 

 “Well, both of them are knockouts, way out of your league,” Jimmy decided. 

 “Yeah,” Kyle mused, “and some people let that stop them.” 

 

CHAPTER TEN 

 Banner shrugged, settling his backpack. He approached the upright stone doorway. 
A guard stepped out to stop him. “I‟m Bruce Banner,” he explained. “I‟m here to see 
Kung Lao.” The guard gestured for him to wait, then disappeared. A few minutes later, 
the guard reappeared, and beckoned Banner to follow. 

 They headed through the trees, and came to the foot of the rise leading to the 
Temple of Light. A few minutes later, they were before Kung Lao and a contingent of 
monks. 

 “I‟m Bruce Banner,” he repeated. “You must be Kung Lao.” 

 “There is something about you,” Kung Lao said in English, “that is most 
unsettling.” 

 Banner nodded. “You know who I am,” he said. “There is a portal in me. I can… 
change.” He raised his hand, it shifted to twice its size, and back again. “You have my 
Shard. I know what I need to do with it now.” 

 Kung Lao nodded. He pulled the Shard of Cttrock from his sleeve. “Strange said 
you might be by to pick this up. Do you need an escort? Strange felt your safety, and the 
safety of the Shard, were critical.” 

 “I‟ll be fine,” Banner nodded. “We have other arrangements. Time is short.” 

 “I understand,” Kung Lao said. He bowed. “Good luck.” 

 Banner nodded, pocketed the Shard, turned, and strode down the path, through the 
trees, out the gate, down the road. He paused in the deep shadow of a tree. 

 “All too easy,” Darkholme said, still wearing Banner‟s face. She lit up an expensive, 
slim cigarette. “Let‟s go.” 

 A massive figure stirred in the shadows, then the elder paths swallowed them into 
darkness, and they were gone. A wicked chuckle rolled into the emptiness in their wake. 

 

Wednesday, February 8, 2006 
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 Doug raised the coffee cup to his lips, sipped, closed his eyes, smoothed the world 
around him, and then opened his eyes again. Back to normal. Nearly. 

 Before him, half a dozen computer monitors flicked through a deep pile of 
continually updating sources, based on an algorithm he wrote himself. Meanwhile, two 
other screens held his work as he handled project management, scheduling, and 
finances. He hadn‟t started yet, but he had already done more than some people did in a 
full workday. 

 “Doug, good to have you back with us,” said a dapper young man, strolling 
towards his station. He had sleek brown hair, an athletic build, he was wiry and quick, 
his eyes were bright. “Have we figured out what Luthor is up to yet?” 

 “Not yet, Peter Parker, Mild-Mannered Editor in Chief,” Doug muttered. “But 
you‟ve gotten everyone‟s attention.” He did not turn around, nor did he need to. Other 
staffers approached, ears perked up at the possibility of working on the Luthor story. 

 “I‟ve got some background,” said a perky teenage blonde girl, bringing a portfolio 
over. “Here is the brochure, the pitch, some news articles.” 

 “Thank you, Chloe,” Parker said, plucking the file and glancing through it. 

 “Been through all that,” Doug said absently, “and most of it doesn‟t make sense.” 

 A rangy young man with dark, tousled hair and a square frame approached, 
accompanied by a classically beautiful woman with strawberry-blonde hair cut chin 
length. “Hey, is this the Luthor story?” he asked. 

 Parker glanced up. “Kent, Kira, good. I want you two to take a closer look at this. 
Especially you, Kent; you used to know Luthor, right?” 

 “Yeah, in high school,” Kent shrugged. 

 “Ooh, big gap, like two years ago,” Chloe muttered under her breath. 

 Kira glanced around. “We got some new photos that Olson kid was working on,” 
she said. “Jimmy!” 

 The young man with almost orange hair jogged over, grinning madly. “I got some 
killer shots,” he said. “Check this out.”  

 The small staff meeting around Doug‟s station began animatedly comparing 
evidence. 

 “Ho!” Parker said. “Now let‟s get this organized and get a sense of what‟s going on. 
Overall—Lex Luthor has a satellite program that is supposed to gather solar energy 
from the light side of the planet any time day or night, and beam it to a solar collector in 
Africa to provide free sub-Saharan power. So what‟s the deal?” 

 “Mini-nuke batteries,” Kira said, pointing in the brochure. “No science has made 
mini-nuke batteries that can run unattended this long, and for solar collectors it doesn‟t 
make sense.” 

 “Forty two,” Chloe said. “I found a couple online posts from scientists who work 
with geosynchronous orbits, and there‟s no way that number of satellites makes sense, 
unless you have a serious itch for redundancy.” 

 “Luthor has arms deals with almost every warlord in Africa,” Doug pointed out, 
“and it is impossible to miss the implications of the collector‟s destructive power should 
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it miss the dish target. Free power, and it‟s not the common people who will get rich. 
Seems there are all kinds of power.” 

 “Luthor converted his Perfection Valley facility to a launch site, and he uses it to 
put these satellites in orbit,” Jimmy chimed in. “I got some pictures of the satellites, 
with the biggest honkin zoom lens you‟ve ever seen.” 

 Kira paged through the enlarged photos, shook her head. “These are all wrong. 
Look at the payload spaces in these unmanned space launch tugs. The payload is big, 
but is it big enough to be moving these high-tech satellites?” She passed the grainy 
photos to Chloe, who peered at them with interest. 

 “I hacked the weather satellite system,” Doug said, pointing at a screen, “and built 
a relative composite model of the orbits of Luthor‟s satellites. Whatever they are doing, 
they are not focused on collecting sunlight. I‟ve never seen such odd orbits. No idea 
what they‟re up to.” 

 “That‟s good work, Doug, keep on it,” Kira said as she put her hand on his 
shoulder. 

 “I think we need to sneak over and see what Luthor is launching from Perfection 
Valley,” Chloe said as she tapped the photos into a neat stack. She shook her head. “I 
can‟t believe I‟m a journalist in the business of preventing good stories.” 

 “That‟s too dangerous,” Peter said, shaking his head. “You keep up the pressure of 
phoning Lexcorp‟s employees and asking questions. Don‟t go putting yourself in illegal 
physical danger. We have many other employees I like far less.” He looked to Doug. 
“Do you remember when Stone‟s paternity time is up?” he asked. 

 The elevator dinged, and the impromptu meeting paused as everyone looked over. 
The doors rolled open. Strange strode in, looking dapper, and offered them all a cheery 
smile. “Good morning,” he said, and he was whistling as he headed into his office. 

 A moment of silence spread in his wake. 

 “What,” Chloe said. “What‟s the big deal? That‟s Strange—you know, our boss?” 

 “Yeah,” Parker said, “but for the last couple of months he‟s walked around like 
he‟s trying to calculate coefficients in his head. He‟s been kind of distracted. I don‟t 
think I‟ve ever heard him whistle.” 

 “Oh,” Doug said mildly, “did I neglect to mention that Tandy is back in town?” 

 “Heh.” Peter stood straight, grinning. “Looks like the Eyes Open concert is a go. I 
know she set it up, but I didn‟t figure Strange would let her go through with it, times 
being what they are. Right then. Friday night we‟ll be playing a gig. Tandy called from 
China to arrange for a modest venue so we could do a jam session with people allowed 
to watch, I got us a warehouse nightclub, with the understanding we might have to 
cancel. Looks like it‟s gonna happen!” His grin almost stretched past the limits of what 
his face could manage. 

 “Strange is happy about the band?” Kira asked, lost. 

 “Not so much,” Peter replied. “Strange and Tandy—they are an item.” 

 “A couple,” Doug clarified. 
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 “Oh!” Kira said, recoiling slightly with a grimace. “Really? But—but he‟s twice her 
age. And her boss. I mean, the girl just graduated from college.” 

 Peter shrugged. “Nobody knows how old Strange is, and it barely matters. Tandy, 
she‟s not like other girls.” He looked her in the eye, sincere. “This is a good thing. I‟d 
leave it alone.” He shrugged. “Anyway, I‟m going to go give Tandy a call. Kira, keep all 
this excitement rolling,” he said, gesturing at the Luthor investigation think-tank. He 
trotted off to his office. 

 Jimmy leaned over to Doug. “My roomie knew about this concert before Parker 
did, and Parker is in the band,” he said. 

 “No, your roommate knew the concert was a possibility—a possibility Parker 
himself arranged,” Doug replied calmly as his eyes flicked from monitor to monitor.  

 “Think they will take me on as band photographer?” 

 “Stranger things have happened,” Doug murmured. 

 Peter just hung up the phone in his office as Kent knocked on the doorframe. 
“Hey there, chief,” Kent said hesitantly. “Got a minute?” 

 “Sure,” Parker said, dropping into his chair. 

 “I, uh, heard about the band. It sounds really great,” he said, trying not to be too 
eager. “Can I try out or something?” 

 “It‟s a pretty tight-knit group,” Parker said, on the edge of apologetic. 

 “I totally get it,” Kent said quickly. “I mean you guys are all out of college and 
everything, you‟ve been together way longer. No, it‟s totally cool.” 

 “Why don‟t you come to the practice tonight?” Parker said with a small smile that 
covered the sigh. “We‟ll be going through some songs to get ready for Friday. If you 
want, maybe you can sit in. We are short a guitar player,” he added, something distant in 
his eyes. 

 Kent grinned. “I‟m totally looking forward to it,” he said. “You know, whatever 
happens. Cool.” He turned, and jogged off. 

 “Cool,” Parker echoed, watching him go. Feeling the world change under him. 

* 

 The sorcerer‟s hand flexed, and the homeless man gurgled, unable to scream. His 
chest quivered, and a thin silver energy twisted out of him and coiled into the sorcerer‟s 
palm. The man fell dead, and Shang Tsung clenched his fist, sealing to himself his 
victim‟s life energy. A smile crossed his face. He looked slender instead of skinny, now, 
and he looked to be in his late forties instead of his late sixties. He turned, a new energy 
in his step, a new gloss to his hair. 

 “Put him with the others,” he said to one of the ninja who was attending him. The 
ninja dutifully hefted the corpse and headed for the door. 

 “Master,” Karai said, bowing to him. “I‟ve been checking into how we can use 
Luthor.” 

 “Keep your voice down when you are being pathetic,” Shang Tsung replied mildly 
without turning, “Or Shao Khan will hear and kill us both.” 
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 “Pathetic?” Karai echoed. 

 “Yes,” Shang Tsung nodded. “Shao Khan thinks we have some kind of ninja army 
to assassinate world leaders and unbalance the world so he can conquer it. In a month, 
no less. We‟ve lost days already, and if the best we can do is a little research, we are 
neither of us long for this world.” 

 “I have acquired Luthor‟s schedule, and done some espionage to discover where 
his resources are focused right now,” Karai said, muted. “Not many on this planet could 
have accomplished that in this time frame. I will get him to help us, and his help will be 
influential. He can move with far more freedom and with far fewer scruples than a 
government. He‟s working on a satellite network with a beam cannon. We can use that.” 

 “A what?” 

 “Satellites are machines launched up to float over the sky, and he‟s got a network 
of them that can fire energy down to destroy or fuel something on the planet surface,” 
Karai clarified, remembering that Shang Tsung had last updated himself on culture over 
twenty years ago, trying to picture what he might remember from the eighties. “He is 
also stockpiling Ingredient 279, whatever that is, and sending blocks of it into orbit. 

 “You have some kind of documentation, pictures?” Shang Tsung asked, finally 
turning. Karai pleased his eyes; she wore black jeans, a red t-shirt, slippers. Her hair was 
back, exposing the curve of her neck down to shoulders. Her almond eyes held 
something of wisdom and danger. He let his lips tighten in a wicked smirk. 

 Karai crossed the room to a laptop on a table, she sat and tapped at it. Moments 
later, a stolen file was recalled. There, the earth, and forty two geosynchronous orbits. 

 Shang Tsung regarded the model, then his eyes widened. “I may know what 
Ingredient 279 is,” he murmured, “and those orbits—there is only one possibility. 
Somehow, Luthor knows enough to try to seal the Web of Light, disrupting its contact 
with the wider universe. The question now, is he the Sorcerer Supreme‟s lackey, or is he 
competing for the honor of destroying Prime‟s defenses?” He thought a long moment. 
“If we take him out, that could be a flank attack against the Sorcerer Supreme. If he is a 
villain, we can use him. Prove you‟re worth something besides decoration,” he growled 
at Karai. “Arrange a meeting. If we can neutralize the Sorcerer Supreme, the rest of this 
is practically easy.” 

 “Say the word, tell me who he is, and I will kill him,” Karai said easily. 

 “Foolish sow,” Shang Tsung snapped. “We dare not attract his attention before we 
know who he is, what he is planning. Coincidence protects him. You just do as you are 
told.” 

 “It will be done,” Karai said without meeting his eyes. 

* 

 Forks clinked against plates in the quiet kitchen. Wong put some more chicken 
dumplings out, then sat at the table with the others. Tandy and Strange sat opposite 
each other, and Illyana sat across from Bently. Steam rose from the rice, the vegetables, 
the dumplings; outside, snow glittered in the streetlights as it drifted past the house. 

 “I am most impressed with your coordination of the Watchers and their warriors,” 
Strange said to Bently. The cuts on her face were mostly healed already. 
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 “Thank you,” she nodded. “It was a nasty surprise, but I think Smythe will think 
twice before coming at us again.” 

 “I wouldn‟t be so sure,” Strange said mildly. “Smythe can be persistent, and a little 
stabbing and burning won‟t slow him down for long. I wonder what his overall role in 
this Reckoning is to be.” 

 “If he shows up again, do you have any advice for handling him?” Bently asked. 

 “Nothing you don‟t know,” Strange shrugged. “He is most vulnerable when he 
thinks he‟s won. And your boot knife demonstrated your masterful grasp of that 
notion.” He smiled. 

 “Are you coming to the concert on Friday?” Tandy asked Strange. 

 “I hope to,” Strange replied. “I have not seen your band play, except at the 
Christmas party.” He looked her in the eye. “I have to make time for the important 
things. If this concert is important enough to keep you out in the open, then I need to 
be there.” 

 “Speaking of important things,” Tandy said, “have you noticed something odd 
about the Web of Light?” 

 “I have,” Bently replied, “It‟s off balance somehow. Floats things up off their 
moorings.” She shook her head. “I can‟t figure out what‟s going on.” 

 “I will meditate on it after supper,” Strange said. “With so much going on, it‟s easy 
to lose track of the simple things, like food. And when the moments come, we want to 
be as well-fortified as possible to overcome the challenge.” He took another deliberate 
bite of his supper. “I have no idea what incantation could be powerful enough to affect 
the whole flow of the Web of Light.” 

 “What else could it be?” Bently asked. 

 Strange chuckled, looking down at his food. 

 “Every day,” Illyana said quietly, “I find out something new about the Balance in 
the Web. It could be just about anything.” 

 “Of course,” Bently said, her tone chilly. “But we can guess.” 

 “I am reluctant to cloud my thinking by trying to justify a guess,” Strange said, 
looking at Bently, “and it is often harmful to suggest the threat is one thing, when it is 
not, because those who trust your judgment develop doubts about trusting you to know 
what‟s going on.” He shrugged. “That‟s a big part of why we are so mysterious. 
Unknown quantities, both in wisdom and in power, encourage more respect from 
challengers and supporters alike.” 

 “Have it your way,” Bently said, reserved. 

 The phone rang, and Wong crossed the kitchen to answer it. “Strange residence, 
this is Wong. Yes, he‟s here.” He brought the cordless phone to Strange. “It is Reed 
Richards,” he said. 

 Strange took the phone with a nod. “Yes, Reed, good to hear from you. A meeting? 
You‟ve found something…yes, I‟ll be there shortly. Goodbye.” He handed the phone 
back to Wong. “Ladies, I‟m afraid I must go. Illyana?” 
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 “Right,” Illyana said, rising, still holding her bowl of food. “I‟ll bring the dishes 
back,” she grinned at Wong, “but I‟m going to finish this absolutely wonderful meal.” 
Flame rushed up around her and around Strange, and as it twirled away they were in 
Limbo. Illyana mounted her throne, putting the bowl down on its broad arm. “I rule 
here, so nobody is going to get into my food while I‟m gone,” she explained. “Okay, 
Iceland it is. You want backup?” 

 “No, the Illuminati is there. I can call you in if I need you. You‟ve got me marked, 
right?” 

 “I can find you anywhere on Prime,” Illyana nodded. “I hate to let you go alone. 
I‟m a little paranoid, this is the Reckoning after all.” 

 “True,” Strange nodded, “but you can‟t scry for me in the Illuminati base, it is too 
well shielded. I‟ll check in if we decide to go after something.” 

 “Good enough,” Illyana said, and flame roared around him, leaving him on the 
porch of the shielded house. 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN 

 The door opened, and Kurt bowed to Strange. “Please come in,” he said, stepping 
aside. Strange followed the trim acrobat, and they headed through the plush entry and 
living room, to the parlor. A fireplace was built into the center of a box of couches, 
creating a very cozy area. To the side, a holographic projector beamed up a picture of 
Prime, the Web of Light, some objects. 

 “Hello,” Reed said, coming in from the kitchen. “You make good time.” Sue 
followed, with a tray of drinks. 

 “Naturally,” Strange nodded. “Is Banner alright?” 

 “Doing fine,” Reed smiled. “Let me show you the anomaly I have uncovered.” He 
turned to the hologram as Strange took the tea Sue offered. “I have found a weakness in 
the Web of Light, one that can be exploited.” 

 “Oh?” Strange sipped his tea; the warmth spread through him quickly and 
pleasantly. 

 “Indeed,” Reed said. “The geomantic energies around the earth are not being used 
to their full potential.” 

 Strange paused, arched an eyebrow, suddenly wary. “What do you mean?” 

 The drug in the tea flashed through his nervous system, and Sue caught his falling 
body, lowering him to the floor. The teacup smashed on the hardwood, tea and sharp 
china shards glinting, sharp and hot. 

 “He looks dead,” John observed from the doorway. 

 “I had to angle the medication to put him in a coma, not just knock him out,” Reed 
shrugged. “He is far too dangerous to be given the slightest opportunity to 
communicate or protect himself. John, go put him in the life support crèche and turn 
on the dimensional destabilizer. We don‟t want him waking up enough to send his astral 
form for help, and we don‟t want anyone searching Prime for him and finding that 
we‟ve got him.” He turned to Sue. “Go get Banner.” 
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 As Sue rose and left the parlor, John hefted Strange over his shoulder, easily carried 
the slender man to the stairs and down to the lab. Forge and Hank looked up, surprised, 
and John kicked the control to open the crèche, slinging the unconscious Sorcerer 
Supreme into its padded interior. It closed and locked, and he smoothed his hair as he 
looked at the scientists. 

 “Is that Dr. Strange?” Forge asked, uncomfortable. 

 “All part of the plan, boys, don‟t you worry about it. He‟ll be fine,” John said. 
“Meantime, don‟t tell anybody. Especially not Banner. Got it?” 

 “Got it,” Hank echoed impassively. John flashed a smile at them and jogged up the 
stairs. 

 As he came out into the hall, he met Sue and Banner headed to the parlor. 

 “Where are we going this time?” Banner asked, almost eager. 

 “Reed will handle that,” Sue assured him. “Here we are.” 

 All in the parlor, they turned to Reed. “We will take the jet, now,” Reed said. He 
put his hand on Banner‟s shoulder. “All this crazy mess that has you on the run is 
almost over,” he assured him, his forceful intellect giving his eyes an almost hypnotic 
power. “The end of the Reckoning is at hand.” 

 Madness lurked at the edges of his smile. 

* 

 Enitharmon regarded the light map, silent and still. Then he heard the arrival of 
another, and he turned to see Uuatu deliberately pacing towards him, a slender crimson-
skinned beauty at his side. Her hair was black, trimmed close to her head, and she wore 
a single piece black bodysuit. On her middle finger, she wore a green ring. 

 “Ah, Katya, I do not see you often enough,” Enitharmon said, flexing his grip on 
his walking stick. “I hope you are feeling better.” 

 “Some, but certainly not fully healed,” Katya said in a lilting murmur. “Uuatu said 
we have an emergency.” 

 “So we do,” Enitharmon agreed. “See here. The Web of Light around Prime, at 
this point the linchpin of our defenses. We are coming up on the end of the Reckoning, 
and things are moving fast now. If we lose Prime, we may lose everything.” 

 “I thought we almost won,” Katya said, cocking her head to the side. 

 “True,” Enitharmon nodded. “Almost. But this is worrisome. And,” he added, 
“some force on Prime is blocking its connections to the wider Web, so as power cannot 
be regulated in there, it will swell some, and we can‟t communicate with Strange at all.” 
He paused. “Strange may not be able to escape. He may not be able to call for help. I 
hope this mission does not involve combat,” Enitharmon shrugged, “but we need you 
to go, regardless.” 

 “More than one mission, I am afraid,” Uuatu said tonelessly. “You are one of our 
best, a true Master of the Order of the Ring. We must put our fates in your hands.” 

 “That‟s enough melodrama,” Katya said dryly. “Is it Attilan again?” 
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 “Indeed,” Uuatu intoned. “King Bolt must be reassured that the Order is still 
capable of assisting his negotiations with his mad brother. Attilan is on the way to 
Prime, and you‟ve worked with Bolt before. He likes you. Check in on him on your way 
to Prime.” 

 “But don‟t linger,” Enitharmon said, concerned. “Send a communication as you see 
what is going on in Prime‟s Web of Light.” 

 “Alright,” Katya nodded. “I‟m ready for whatever background you‟ve got. I have 
not dealt with Prime before.” 

 Enitharmon cleared his throat. “Prime joined voluntarily, connected to the galactic 
Web by Agamotto, their first Defender, their Liberator. Here is a taste of the local 
Light.” Enitharmon beamed a light out of the map and into Katya‟s ring, which glowed 
for a moment then went dim again. “Follow that Light, the strongest concentrations will 
take you to Prime‟s defenders, probably the Sorcerer Supreme. His name is Stephen 
Strange.” Images and files were loading to the Ring from the web hologram as 
Enitharmon talked. Top ten languages, updated as of five years ago. Basic geography, 
maps, political history. 

 “I‟m ready,” Katya said simply. “This place has a functional Guardian, right? I‟ll 
find him,” she said as his image flashed through her mind, her ring pulsing with new 
information, “and we‟ll work together to sort this out. I‟ve done it a hundred times.” 

 Enitharmon‟s fleshy beak curved in an odd smile. “Good luck.” He gestured, and a 
whip of energy touched her, she was pulled into the Web and propelled on her way. 

 “We take a terrible risk,” Uuatu observed. “Her wounds from Apokalypse. If she 
dies and Strange is out of commission, we will be terribly exposed.” 

 “We must know why Prime is sealed,” Enitharmon countered, “and Katya is skilled 
and brave.” He paused. “We can‟t wait,” he said simply. 

 Silent, the two powerful beings considered the spinning glory of the light map, lost 
in thought. 

* 

 The jet landed softly in the clearing, and the old sage stood with his robes whipping 
in the displaced wind. Reed saw him through the cloaked jet‟s cockpit, turned, nodded 
to Sue. 

 “Here,” Sue said to Banner, pulling out a helmet from a locker. “This will protect 
you from psychic attacks,” she said. 

 Banner ducked into the helmet, and strapped it on. “How does it—” he began, 
then he slumped over as the helmet activated and knocked him out. 

 “Excellent,” Reed said, rising from his seat. “Ben, bring our guest.” 

 The four founding members of the Illuminati, the enlightened ones, strode to meet 
the sage. Ben carried Banner‟s body as though it was nothing. 

 “He will remain unconscious as long as he wears the helmet,” Reed said without 
preamble. The sage nodded, solemn. 

 “The crystal awaits you at home,” he said, and he took the limp body from Ben. 

 “That‟s not nearly good enough,” Reed frowned. “Sue.” 
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 She pulled out a slim phone, placed a call. “Kurt. Look for a red crystal.” She 
looked to the sage. 

 “On the fireplace mantle,” the sage said. 

 “Fireplace. Right.” She looked into Reed‟s eyes. “It‟s there.” 

 “Excellent,” Reed said, turning to where the sage had been a moment ago. Chilled, 
they realized they were alone. 

 “A neat trick,” Reed observed. “Back to the jet.”  

 As they once again settled into their seats, Reed squinted at the instruments. “Now 
we will go home, and meditate with the crystal, tuning to it, so we can be in tune with 
the Web of Light. We will drain it into ourselves, and become gods. Finally, we have 
won.” 

 The jet lifted into the darkness that endured between lights on the surface of the 
planet, and the far away stars. Then it was gone. 

* 

 A huge man stepped out of the impenetrable shadow. He was tall, a pallor beyond 
bloodlessness to his face. His eyes were red, baleful, his features sensual but classically 
handsome. Passionless. His black hair was combed back flat. He wore a suit of banded 
steel, with gloves and odd slippers. A cloak of razor-edged steel streamers sprayed up 
from his shoulders, bowed by gravity and possibly other forces to dangle around his 
back. 

 He pulled the sage with him by the elbow; the old man ran together and shifted, 
becoming Darkholme. Banner was draped over her shoulder. She dumped him on the 
ground. 

 “We win again, my Dark Lord,” Darkholme said with a smirk. 

 “Indeed,” he growled, his voice like a crawling darkness. “We have manipulated the 
Illuminati into eliminating the Sorcerer Supreme, draining the Web of Light, and giving 
us the weapon that will make us invincible,” he said as he nudged Banner with his foot. 

 They were surrounded by the uneven gloom of shadow and stone, a place a half-
step off Prime, a place where the Dark Lord‟s power outstripped that of any mere 
mortals, a place mortals could not find. 

 “Let me sample his power,” the Dark Lord murmured. One of his razor streamers 
twitched down and slit into Banner‟s torso, between his ribcage and hip. Banner shifted 
and groaned softly, but the Dark Lord‟s face shifted to an expression savoring delight. 
“Magnificent,” the Dark Lord murmured. “Limitless power to pour into my shadowed 
network. He will regenerate his energy faster than I can use it. At last, nothing can stop 
me; the Web of Light will protect a new ruler, a new Shadow King. This Reckoning is 
where the line of the Sorcerer Supreme ends at last.” 

 “I wonder if you might be willing to use that power to collect Xavier,” Darkholme 
said humbly as she rubbed at the dark stain on her hand. 

 He indulged her with a smile. “It will serve me well to take down a powerful 
mentalist and his lackeys. That will be good practice.” 
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 “Thank you very much,” she said earnestly. “I will continue to work with Luthor, 
keeping the Order of the Ring out of this until even they cannot stand before your 
power.” 

 He flexed, his body swelling a bit as his power deepened. “This is good,” he 
murmured. He gestured, and Banner was tugged from the ground and slammed into the 
wall, the wall growing shackles of ridiculous dimensions to swathe over him several 
times, chaining him so he could not so much as shift position. In the helmet, Banner 
still slept. 

 His dreams were dark and relentless, for he could not escape them. 
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PART TWO 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE 

 The drum thumped, strutted, and stung as Parker‟s sticks slammed and teased the 
striking surfaces. The very air danced to his beat. Illyana strolled up to him, and he 
wrapped up his impromptu solo. 

 “That‟s a great sound,” Illyana admitted. “Just when I think you are a hopeless 
dweeb, you do something cool. The man can play.” 

 “Must you put every compliment in the context of my overall dweebdom?” Parker 
asked, squinting at Illyana. “It sort of takes all the satisfaction out of you admitting you 
are wrong to think of me as a nerd.” 

 “I‟d hate to contribute to an overall excess of ego,” Illyana said, eye wide with 
artificial concern. 

 The door into the spacious loft slammed, and a curvy red-head confidently crossed 
the space to where amps, microphones, and music stands were already basically 
arranged. “Hey there, Illyana!” she said with a grin. 

 “Mary Jane Parker, as I live and breathe,” Illyana said wryly. “And here I was 
waiting for you to call and tell me you were running late and needed some kind of 
emergency magical teleportation.” 

 “I wouldn‟t dare abuse our friendship that way,” Mary Jane said, furrowing her 
brow, “unless I also offered you ice cream.” 

 “That‟s true,” Illyana reflected. “I do like ice cream.” 

 Tandy came out of the loft‟s office. “Thanks for letting us practice at the dojo,” she 
said. 

 “No problem, most of you spend plenty of time here anyway,” Illyana replied with 
a smile. “Besides, it‟s easy to keep an eye on you here, and Strange would be impossible 
to live with if anything happened to, you know, the band.” Illyana cleared her throat. 
“Or anybody in it. So, I‟ve got some scry work to do for Strange, and I‟ll catch up to 
you all later!” Fire carried her off. 

 Tandy double-checked her cords, arranged her setup, Mary Jane pulled her bass 
guitar out of the case and plugged it in, tuned it. Peter made a triangle out of his 
thumbs, forefingers, and drumsticks using his adhesive fingertips. 

 The dojo door opened again, and all three looked over to see Clark Kent come 
through, brushing snow off his jacket and hefting a guitar case. 

 “Oh, right,” Parker said, “I invited Kent here.” He did a brief drumroll, followed 
by a sting; blushing, Kent bowed like a ringleader at a circus. “Can‟t believe I forgot to 
mention it. He‟s a cool guy.” He glanced at Tandy as though this was no big thing, their 
eyes met for a moment. 

 “Cool guitar,” Mary Jane said. “What do you have there?” 

 Red, white, blue, electric guitar. “Stratocaster, you know, the guy at the music store 
recommended it. I like the colors.” He plugged it into the amp. 
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 “What can you do with it?” Mary Jane asked. 

 Kent tuned it briefly, then played a simple syncopated verse of “Mary Had a Little 
Lamb.” He grinned at them, goofy and vulnerable. 

 “That‟s an interesting tune to pick,” Tandy said, neutral. 

 “I checked around,” Kent confessed. He cleared his throat, shifting his weight, 
nervous. 

 “Do you think you can replace Tyrone?” Tandy asked him directly. “He played the 
guitar.” 

 “Replace?” Kent shook his head. “No.” Something distant was beginning to settle 
in him, overextended. He hesitated, moments away from unplugging the guitar and 
walking away. 

 “Plus you‟re not all that good,” Parker noted. 

 “Hey now,” Kent retorted, “I picked this thing up for the first time this afternoon. 
Give me a week, and see how good I am. Kira gave me some pointers on how to pick 
up an instrument fast. I may be able to show you something you‟ve never seen before.” 
Serious, he held up his hand. “No calluses.” 

 “We are in the middle of the Reckoning,” Tandy said. “The world may come 
crashing down any minute now. You are surrounded by better things to do. Why do you 
even want to be part of this?” 

 Kent looked her in the eye, felt the glow of Light that breathed from her even 
when it wasn‟t visible. “For the same reason I came from Smallville to New York. Same 
reason I‟m with the Planetary. I want to be part of something important.” He shrugged. 

 Tandy considered him, and sensed the loneliness of an alien among mortals. She 
nodded to herself. “Maybe you can belong with us,” she said. “We‟ll have to see. Tyrone 
would not want us to lose him and the band too, and we do need somebody on guitar. 
We have a concert on Friday night. So let‟s go over the playlist so you can learn what‟s 
what. I didn‟t bring you any music, though.” 

 “Here‟s a copy,” Parker said, handing over a sheaf of paper. “What, you give me 
music, I just ignore the stuff on the page.” He smiled at Tandy. 

 Kent took the sheet music. He turned to Tandy. “I‟ll never be Tyrone,” he said. 

 “I know,” Tandy nodded. “That‟s true. But I need this concert, to remember him 
right. To…to grieve him,” she said quietly. “So let‟s have fun with this. But also be 
reverent. This is really kind of a memorial service, so I can put Tyrone where he belongs 
in my life, and move on.” 

 “More like a wake, actually,” Parker mused. “People will be drinking and 
hollering.” 

 “That‟s what Tyrone would have enjoyed,” Mary Jane agreed. “He loved being in 
this band.” 

 A moment of quiet. 

 “Spyhunter,” Tandy said, sitting at the keyboard. They readied their instruments 
and followed her lead through the slinky rendition of a classic. 
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 Mary Jane shook her head, disgusted, as they finished the second time through. 
“You‟re already better than me,” she scowled at Kent. “It‟s just—wrong.” 

 “I‟d rather watch you play any time, pretty lady,” Parker grinned wolfishly. 

 “Settle down,” Mary Jane said, arching an eyebrow to match the curve of her grin. 

 Tandy pulled a set of music out of her bag. “Here we go,” she said. “Chiaroscuro in 
D.” She handed the music out.  

 “What‟s that mean?” Kent asked. 

 Peter shifted on his stool. “Chiaroscuro is how painters use light and shadow in a 
picture.” Kent and Mary Jane looked at him blankly. He shrugged. “Photographer,” he 
explained. 

 “Let‟s hear it,” Tandy said. “Take your time, feel it out.” 

 They experimented with the first page, and Kent shook his head. “This is some 
crazy stuff, man,” he said with half a smile. 

 “Tandy is the brains,” Mary Jane explained, “Peter here is the wild genius, and you 
and me? We try to keep up.” 

 “This is my song about Tyrone,” Tandy explained. “So… it‟s really the point of this 
concert. I need to perform this. I need your help to do it right. I need to—to make this 
contribution to the world, I guess. To get it out there. To connect with all these people, 
and to the memory of Tyrone, to maybe share with them a little of what he meant to 
me.” 

 “Seems like a pretty damn important thing to do,” Parker said, looking her in the 
eye. 

 “Even in the middle of a Reckoning?” He heard the first hint of self-doubt in 
Tandy‟s voice. 

 “Especially in a Reckoning,” Parker shrugged. “If we lose, then this song never gets 
out.” He looked at Mary Jane‟s music. “One of a hundred million consequential 
tragedies.” His voice was oddly soft. 

 “You guys thought of a name for your first album?” Kent asked with the first hint 
of a grin. “I kind of like „consequential tragedies.‟” 

 “Let‟s just play this thing,” Mary Jane said as she rolled her eyes. 

* 

 The yacht was big enough to minimize the pitch and roll of cruising in the harbor. 
Strains of the string quartet‟s masterful treatment of Hayden drifted across the deck, 
where men and women in all their finery were mingling, dancing, or relaxing. The 
evening was chilly, but quite a few were up on the deck, as well as inside, where 
meshed-in fireplaces roared with flame and laughter glittered over the party. 

 The young woman leaning on the rail was stunning in her beauty; she wore a black 
dress that fit her closely, with a slit up the side and a deep scoop in the back as the front 
sheathed her all the way to the neck. Her upper arms were bare, but she wore silk gloves 
that came up to her biceps. Her hair was short, iridescent dark, delicately styled 
simplicity. She was Asian and breathtaking. A slight smile adjusted her lips as she heard 
two people approach from behind as she gazed at the New York lights. 
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 “Perhaps I should introduce myself,” said the trim young man in a tuxedo, the 
lights glimmering on his smooth scalp. 

 “Everyone knows Lex Luthor,” the woman at the rail said without turning. 

 A smile tugged at Luthor‟s narrow face. “Especially at my own party, where I made 
up the guest list. So introductions are especially awkward.” His eyes narrowed slightly, 
and a young blonde beauty was at his side in a moment. It was clear by her stance that 
she was not his date, but perhaps she served in a more official and violent capacity. 

 “Hm,” the Asian chuckled. She turned to face him, languid. “I planned to speak to 
you tonight.” 

 “Did you have difficulty finding me?” Luthor asked, a tightness creeping into his 
smile. 

 “No, not especially,” she shrugged, “but I knew you‟d come to me. You are a man 
who doesn‟t like loose ends and mysteries, not so close to your person.” Her voice was 
gentle and soft and warm, handling words carefully, muting her accent. 

 “This banter is charming,” Luthor said through his teeth, “but I really do need to 
know what you want, so I can decide if you get to swim home, or if what‟s left of you 
floats to shore.” He took a sip from his champagne flute, and the woman at his side 
relaxed, ready for anything, reflexes in high gear. 

 “I do love Hayden,” the Asian woman replied, nodding at the glassed-in string 
quartet. “I think I‟ll stay.” Moving with shocking speed, she was next to the blonde 
bodyguard, and she thrust out her hand, her thumb hitting something in the woman‟s 
lower back before she could react. The woman stiffened, her cheek shivering, her eyes 
wide. She froze, and the Asian woman languorously draped an arm over her shoulders, 
looking casual. 

 “You worked with my colleague, Gauntlet,” the Asian woman said. “My name is 
Karai. I have come to you because I am looking for a supply of Ingredient 279, and you 
collect it in Smallville, Kansas.” 

 “I‟m not a supplier,” Luthor replied, eyeing his bodyguard as she shivered and 
twitched. “I clean up hazardous waste.” 

 “Then I want to partner with you in handling it,” Karai shrugged. “I represent an 
interest that has resources and scope of more interest to you than the Ingredient alone. 
My employer wants to meet you as soon as possible.” 

 “Interesting,” Luthor admitted. “Tomorrow, ten o‟clock in the morning, my office 
downtown. And Mercy had better be undamaged.” 

 Karai smiled at that, then rubbed three spots on Mercy‟s back. Released, the 
bodyguard snatched at the rail and hunched over, shaking, breathing hard. 

 “She‟ll be fine,” Karai said. 

 Luthor arched an eyebrow. “Before you go, care for a dance?” 

 “That sounds lovely,” she nodded.  

 Then they had the dance floor on the aft deck of the yacht almost entirely to 
themselves. Luthor swept her into a waltz, and they moved gracefully, fluidly together. 

 “I‟ve had trouble with ninja before,” he murmured, his mouth by her ear.  
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 “It is never as clear as it seems,” she agreed. 

 “Am I in danger from your boss?” he asked. 

 “Not yet. A lot depends…on tomorrow.” 

 “This is about more than the ingredient,” Luthor flatly stated.  

 “The ingredient is like money, no?” Karai mouthed by his ear. “Only useful as 
currency, as a symbol. For what it can get you, that you can get no other way.” 

 His eyes narrowed, he leaned back and looked her in the eye. “Who is your 
employer?” he demanded. “How much does he know?” 

 She kissed him on the cheek and slipped away from him, through the glass doors to 
the yacht interior in a moment. She vanished in the crowd. Luthor did not pursue, 
instead moving to the sparsely crowded bar inside. 

 Mercy was by his side in a moment. “Want to find and, you know, kill her?” Mercy 
said, trying to keep her tone light. 

 “Let her go. She‟ll bring her boss by the office in the morning,” Luthor said. “Then 
we‟ll find out what all this is about.” 

 

Thursday, February 9, 2006 

 Tandy paced, gripping a stone and rubbing the glyph on it with her thumb. Fire 
embraced her and roared away, and she came out in Limbo before Illyana‟s throne. 

 “What‟s up?” Illyana asked, serious. “You called?” 

 “Yes, sorry about that, but Strange didn‟t come home last night,” Tandy said. “He 
didn‟t call, no message. He just didn‟t turn up.” 

 “Yeah, that‟s not like him,” Illyana frowned. “He went to see the Illuminati 
yesterday.” A small teleportation portal twitched open, and she pulled out her cell 
phone. It got signal in the other dimension, transmitting through the portal. She 
punched in a number, and maneuvered her scry. The scry could not penetrate the dense 
shield of Light over the Illuminati headquarters. Forge answered her call. 

 “This is Forge,” he said, “how can I help you?” 

 “This is Illyana, I‟m looking for Strange.” 

 “Oh, right, he dropped in briefly yesterday. Then he talked to Reed about 
something, and headed off to Germany. I don‟t know the details. Some kind of 
disruption in the aether or something.” 

 “Who might know more?” Illyana pressed. 

 “The Enlightened Founders are in meditation to try to help out, and they are the 
only ones who were part of that conversation,” Forge apologized. “I‟ll have them call 
you as soon as possible.” 

 “Thanks,” Illyana said, and she snapped the phone shut. “Damn. Germany? He 
would have called somebody.” 

 “Is he on Prime?” Tandy asked. 
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 Illyana settled before her scry and shaped a rune in the air. It shimmered, and the 
scrying pool flickered with scenes from all over the world. 

 “That tag I put on him should bring him up no matter where he is,” Illyana said. 
“So. He‟s probably in some pocket dimension just off Prime, or pulled into a wild 
adventure.” She did not mention the possibility he might be dead. She didn‟t have to. 
“Look, Tandy, I know you have your concert tomorrow. But you have to be careful 
today. Keep your head down. Until we figure out what happened with Strange.” 

 “Right,” Tandy nodded. 

 Illyana teleported her back to the Sanctum. “Look after her, Wong,” she 
murmured, “or we might lose this whole shooting match.” Her scry flickered again, 
following another tag, and settled on Bently. “Right,” Illyana muttered, and flame raced 
up over her, pale and dark and eldritch. 

 When the flame slid into nothingness, she stood in the dojo, facing Bently. Bently 
knelt, comfortable, meditating. Illyana cleared her throat. 

 “No need for that,” Bently said, her accent crisp. “Your entrance was sufficiently 
dramatic to break my concentration.” Her eyes remained closed. 

 “I‟m surprised to find you here, of all places,” Illyana said gesturing around the 
dojo. “Not your favorite spot.” 

 “True,” Bently murmured, “but you taught me much here, Illyana, and don‟t think 
I‟m not grateful. Besides, the Sanctum is getting a little—crowded, with Tandy back.” 
She failed to hide the sour note that struck in her tone. 

 “Strange has gone missing,” Illyana said, blunt. 

 “It‟s worse than that, even,” Bently said as she opened her eyes. “The whole 
Web—have you ever felt it fade like this? It‟s nearly a quarter less than it was yesterday.” 

 “I‟ve never even heard of anything like this,” Illyana frowned. “Some huge drain, 
but I can‟t find it. I mean, all this energy has to be going somewhere.” 

 “That‟s what I‟m looking for,” Bently said. “This would be easy, if we had the 
Crystal of Agamotto. A map of the Web would show the currents clearly, as it were.” 

 “Well you keep that up, and I‟ll keep looking for Strange.” Illyana ran her hands 
through her hair. “We are in some serious trouble, with a quarter of the power down 
and no sign of the Sorcerer Supreme. Be ready for anything.” 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

 Banner hung on the wall, profoundly shackled, unconscious with his helmet still 
humming. He had grown in size, and his chains clinked slightly as he shifted position, 
like a dreamer having a bad dream. Three razor strips were in him, draining him. Only 
one pale witch light drifted in the other-dimensional darkness, offering enough light to 
define the scope and scale of the darkness that pressed in. 

 A skinny man stumbled out of the darkness, a rag tied over his eyes, his wrists and 
ankles healing from shackle friction. He coughed, a ragged thin sound. Behind him, the 
Dark Lord loomed. 
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 “Here, Primus,” the Dark Lord said. “Here is our ultimate victory.” He touched 
Primus‟s shoulder, and the skinny man dropped to his knees with a gasp as power 
flowed into him. “Store up as much as you can hold, and more,” the Dark Lord 
murmured. “The Illuminati have disabled the Sorcerer Supreme for us, in their mad lust 
for power. Even now, they are drawing down the defenses of Prime into themselves, 
greedily sucking it in, thinking power alone will make them gods.” He chuckled, a 
deeply unsettling sound. “But you can be a Godslayer, for you will channel limitless 
power, pour it into them. And I will be behind you.” 

 The Dark Lord looked down at his slave fondly as steam rose from the man 
absorbing the power of the Grail. “They draw from the life of Prime, and we draw from 
a dimension beyond. Who will find their limits first?” he mused. “Remember this: the 
Illuminati betrayed you, forgot you, just as they betrayed and forgot Banner here.” 

 Primus frowned as his empty eye sockets filled with Light. “It is time I reminded 
them,” he growled with a voice hoarse from alternating disuse and screaming. 

 The Dark Lord smiled. “Stay here and feed. I have another errand to attend to.” As 
he faded back into shadow, Primus concentrated, his shoulders hitching as he panted, 
the power rushing in, in, deeper into his bones. 

* 

 “Well, sorcerer, whatever you are doing is working very well!” Shao Khan boomed, 
smiling. “To think I was considering how best to order your death.” 

 “In a day, maybe two, Dormammu can burst the last remnants and walk onto 
Prime itself,” Shang Tsung nodded. “It is indeed all going according to plan, now that I 
have found their weakness.” He turned to Karai. “Let‟s go talk to Luthor.” 

 She fell in step with him, leaving the concrete bunker that had been hastily outfitted 
to be a throne room. Shang Tsung gestured, and tugged the ninja master with him, out 
of time and space, and back in a block down from Lexcorp‟s headquarters. 

 “You have no idea what‟s causing the drain,” Karai said flatly. 

 “So much as whisper that idea again and I‟ll slaughter you,” Shang Tsung growled. 
His features blurred and shifted; his hawk-like narrow sneering face became a round, 
bland Chinese stereotype. His lank black hair shifted back to a well-coiffed mat. His 
body filled out some. “Ah. This is the form of a Chinese farmer I killed four hundred 
years ago,” Shang Tsung mused. “No one should recognize it.” A dangerous smile 
looked out of place on the benign face. Shang Tsung followed Karai towards the 
headquarters.  

 They crossed the plaza, not bothering to crane their necks to look up the 
monolithic face of the building. In the lobby, they were met by Mercy. She was dressed 
professionally, and she was not alone; a broad-shouldered man in an ill-fitting suit, 
topped with an ugly face and a bad shelf of hair, waited with her. “Mr. Luthor is 
expecting you,” Mercy said to Karai. She turned and led the way to the elevator. She put 
in a special key and a nine digit code, then the elevator shot up the shaft all the way to 
the top floor of the building. 

 The door slid open, and they stepped out into a spacious office with a massive desk 
at the far end. The windows along three sides of the room were floor-to-ceiling, 
overlooking New York from a dizzying height. Luthor stood at his desk, waiting for 
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them. They approached, Mercy to one side, the big ugly man to the other. Karai glanced 
around, as did Shang Tsung, but any threats were well concealed. 

 “Good morning,” Luthor said mildly, his face deceptively amused. “You‟ve met my 
associates, Mercy and Garrett. What can I help you with?” 

 “Tell me,” Shang Tsung said, his eyes narrowing, “why are you trying to isolate the 
Web of Light?” 

 Luthor blinked. “Come again?” 

 “Satellites full of warpstone,” Shang Tsung frowned. 

 “Ah, now that‟s interesting,” Luthor murmured. “Tell me about this „web of light.‟” 

 Shang Tsung thought it over for a moment, then he scowled. “I don‟t have time to 
play around,” he muttered.  

 Mercy whipped out a gun from the small of her back, and Garrett pulled a hand 
cannon out of his coat as Shang Tsung darted forward with superhuman speed. His 
hand flicked out, and a blast of mystic energy flattened Mercy.  

 Karai pounced on Garrett, her fingers slamming into a pressure point that would 
neutralize him. Instead, she hit metal; shocked, she ducked as he lined up and squeezed 
off a booming round that knocked the corner off the desk. 

 Luthor leaped behind Garrett as Shang Tsung angled for him. Snarling impatiently, 
Shang Tsung fired a bolt into Garrett‟s torso, and Garrett did not even flinch; his 
cannon bucked again, again, but Shang Tsung twirled out of the way, a consummate 
martial artist, knocking Garrett‟s wrist aside and pounding a superhumanly strong blow 
into his chest. 

 Luthor sprang out of the way as Garrett shot backward and slammed into the 
armored glass, cracking it. Shang Tsung cocked an eyebrow, then leaped up and blasted 
a mighty kick into him, knocking him clear through the glass to awkwardly tumble end 
for end through the air. He would reach escape velocity long before he hit the concrete. 

 “Give him to me!” Shang Tsung hissed at Karai with a wild gesture at Luthor. She 
was on him, snatching his wrist and cranking it around, tossing him at the sorcerer. 
Shang Tsung took up a shoulder grip and dropped Luthor below the sight line of the 
desk as security slung the doors open, five armed men rushing in. 

 “Back to your stations, and don‟t disturb me again! Everything is fine!” Shang 
Tsung roared at them, copying Luthor‟s voice and appearance. The security hesitated, 
then withdrew. The door closed behind them. 

 Karai moved over to stand in the shadow by the door. Mercy twitched and 
groaned. Shang Tsung hefted Luthor up to look into his own face. 

 “I am a sorcerer,” Shang Tsung said conversationally. “I can hurt you in ways you 
cannot imagine, and will not believe. Be honest and tell me what I want to know, or you 
will die, skinned by insects. This may take weeks.” 

 “Relax,” Luthor gritted out through the pain. “Let‟s start over.” 

 “No, I like it this way,” Shang Tsung growled through his grin, tightening his grip. 
“Talk.” 
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 “A woman, Raven Darkholme, contacted me,” Luthor managed. “She was 
interested in Ingredient 279.” 

 “What is that?” Shang Tsung demanded. 

 “Green meteor rock! Ow!” Luthor protested as his arm cranked ever close to 
breaking. Shang Tsung relaxed his grip a little. 

 “Ah. Warpstone. Continue.” 

 “Warpstone, whatever,” Luthor panted. “She told me how to refine it. She wanted 
me to launch this satellite network, and put them in certain orbits, in exchange for 
information and assistance. I don‟t know why.” 

 “This is tiresome,” Shang Tsung sighed. Then a bullet slammed through his 
forearm, the force of the hit yanking him off his feet and slamming him against the 
glass. 

 Karai spun to see a woman standing by the door, a .50 caliber Desert Eagle in each 
hand, both pointed unswervingly at those threatening Luthor.  

 “Find out what you wanted to know?” the shapely brunette asked, batting her 
green eyes as she adjusted her aim at Karai. 

 “More or less,” Luthor said, rising, straightening his tie. He brushed himself off as 
Mercy groaned, propping herself up, struggling to muster the strength to stand. Luthor 
turned to Shang Tsung as the sorcerer rose to his feet, warily eyeing the brunette with 
the hand cannons, gauging her speed. 

 “I let this go as far as it did,” Luthor said to Shang Tsung, “because I wanted to 
know what you were after. I thought it would be best if you could be honest.” He 
nodded to Shang Tsung‟s shattered arm, as the sorcerer cradled it to his chest. “Know 
that this is my office, and I can have all of you killed any time it serves me to do so.” 

 “Master?” Karai said, edgy. 

 “Wait,” Shang Tsung growled. “Alright. Let‟s talk. What do you know about the 
Web of Light?” he said to Luthor. 

 The brunette cocked her head to the side. “For that you talk to me,” she purred. 

 Shang Tsung studied her face for a long moment, then shook his head. “I 
suspected the work was defensive,” he said, “helping the Sorcerer Supreme. I‟m not 
sure what you are, but I can sense whose you are, so you could not be working for the 
Sorcerer Supreme. All is well.” 

 Her eyes narrowed. “Who are you?” 

 “Shang Tsung,” he said with a shallow bow. 

 “Ah,” she nodded, holstering her weapons. “For the moment, anyway, we are on 
the same side.” 

 Almost unnoticed, Karai blinked and staggered a bit, then rubbed at her eyes. 

 “I‟m delighted we are all getting on so well,” Luthor said with a sharp grin, “but 
even with the broken window we are quickly reaching the point where this conversation 
is going to move.” 

 “What?” Shang Tsung scowled quizzically at the bald billionaire. 
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 “I did mention this is my office,” Luthor clarified. He shrugged apologetically as 
Karai fell face-first on the floor. Darkholme realized too late what was going on, as she 
sagged down. Shang Tsung managed a wild-eyed snarl as he toppled, the sleeping gas 
doing its work. 

 Mercy rose awkwardly. “Took long enough,” she grumbled. 

 “The broken window didn‟t help,” Luthor sighed, “letting in all that fresh air. But I 
could feel the gas pushing on my resistance, so I knew they had to be close to falling 
over. Anyway. Fit them with collars and get them to the safehouse in Queens. I want to 
continue this conversation somewhere less conspicuous. Also, get Garrett back up 
here.” He paused. “And do something about that burn.” 

 “Yes sir,” Mercy said, and she set his plans in motion. 

* 

 “I just wanted to check in,” Xavier said into the phone, the sunlight gleaming off 
his bald scalp. “You know how it is, Emma. I can sense a massive threat to the world, 
but I am not really in a position to identify or deal with it. So I wanted to make sure 
everything was going alright at the California school.” He paused to listen. “The psychic 
levels of the world are shifting somehow, be on alert. I have Rich and Kitty and Saint 
here, so I should be fine at the castle, they are very capable bodyguards. Do check in, 
will you? Even if nothing is going on?” He shook his head. “My foreboding is 
increasing by the hour, and not knowing why has left me… unsettled. Yes, take care. 
See you soon.” He hung up. 

 As if on cue, the door opened, and Rich strolled in along with a young woman. 
Rich looked especially windblown, his curly chestnut hair wild over his bright eyes and 
square jaw. The chill outside seemed to tighten his muscles so he looked even more 
ripped in his t-shirt and jeans. The woman at his side was confident to the point of sass, 
her muscle tone in fine form to accent her womanly curves. Her face was more 
rounded, and her chin-length auburn hair had a thick white streak in front.  

 “Moira says everything is normal in town, and we just checked the grounds again,” 
Rich said. “We‟re good. Kitty is taking it easy, still recovering from that nasty burn last 
month. So, could you remind me,” he said as he scratched his neck, “why we came all 
the way to Muir Island?” 

 “He already told us, sugah,” Saint said with her breathy Southern accent, arching an 
eyebrow at him. “World‟s in peril.” 

 “Rasputin‟s death was not the end of this,” Xavier murmured. “Something else is 
going on. The whole flavor of the astral plane is shifting, and not for the better. 
Something…something is coming.” He shivered slightly. “I did not want to concentrate 
the whole school in one place, nor did I want too many people interfering. I don‟t 
want…if it comes down to it, I don‟t want to repeat the battle that left us leaderless last 
time.” 

 “You make this sound pretty serious,” Saint said, uncertain. 

 “Glad to know I am communicating,” Xavier replied solemnly, “because this is 
serious. I hope to get to the bottom of it before it is too late.” 

 Xavier froze. “Something,” he breathed. “Something is here. In the main hall. Not 
human. Flush with power.” 
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 Saint looked to Rich. “May I?” 

 He nodded. She grabbed his arm, and her unique power connected with him; Rich 
grunted, frowning, as his abundance of strength, his toughness, and his power of flight 
drained through the connection, empowering Saint. She let go before his formidable 
reserves were used up; now both of them had his powers. 

 Rich turned to Xavier. “Can I take you to the main hall?” he asked. 

 “Please,” Xavier nodded. Rich easily hefted the wheelchair and zoomed through 
the corridors, coming to the balcony overlooking the main hall, with Saint right behind 
him. 

 “I have alerted Kitty,” Xavier muttered, “to serve as backup. Even with her 
injuries, she may be able to help.” 

 “You think we might need it?” Rich asked, worried. 

 Xavier did not reply. He stared at the man standing alone in the middle of the main 
hall. 

 “What do you want?” Xavier demanded, his hands shaking as his psychic powers 
skirted the edges of the creature‟s psyche. He found only darkness, a malicious bog of 
agony and death. 

 The Dark Lord laughed. “I don‟t care about the others,” he said, his voice seeming 
to slither to them. “I am not leaving here without you, Xavier. The Web of Light wanes. 
It is unlikely your luck will hold.” His red eyes flared, then he dropped through his own 
shadow, vanishing. 

 “Go!” Xavier yelled, pointing out over the hall; Rich snatched his chair and hurled 
out over space, Saint at his heels, as razored ribbons shot out of the shadows behind 
them and narrowly missed puncturing them. Rich hovered over the main hall, Saint 
watching his back. The Dark Lord laughed, the sound squirming around them where 
they kept a close eye out for the next attack, glancing up and down frequently. 

 “He is like a vampire, but different,” Xavier murmured. 

 “How do we get away?” Saint demanded, her voice brittle. 

 “Maybe Kitty can phase him into the floor,” Rich suggested. 

 “Kitty is in position, and I‟ve psychically instructed Moira to make a run for it,” 
Xavier said under his breath. “Now we need to lure him into the open.” 

 “Can you break his brain?” Rich asked hopefully. 

 “He is connected to a deep network, and he‟s not human,” Xavier replied. “I can 
try.” 

 Xavier concentrated on the oily presence of the monster that stalked them; he 
sensed its edges, and feinted. The monster swelled at his psyche, he slid around to the 
side and pushed as hard as he dared. 

 The Dark Lord stumbled out of a shadow, then stared up at Xavier and his 
students where they hovered. “Impressive,” he sneered. “Care to try that again?” 



 

 582 

 A hand slipped up out of the floor, grabbing his ankle, and pulling him out of 
phase so he would drop into the floor. He chuckled, stooping to snatch the wrist and 
pull the young woman out of the floor. 

 “Child, I exist in many dimensions, and this is but one of my forms,” he said as he 
stared into her terrified face. She was in her early twenties, hastily dressed, bandaged 
from burns. He flung her at the wall, and she phased to go through it instead of hitting 
with bone shattering force. 

 Then the monster was moving; razor ribbons shot out at Rich and Saint, and they 
scattered. The Dark Lord dropped into shadow and leaped out, smashing into Rich and 
snatching Xavier out of his chair. Rich recovered, snapping a powerful hit across the 
Dark Lord‟s face. Unfazed, the Dark Lord pounded a blow into Rich that sent him 
through the stone wall with a resounding bang. 

 The Dark Lord landed with the grace of a cat, squaring off with Saint. Xavier 
shouted, driving a powerful psychic assault into the monster that held him.  

 The Dark Lord chuckled. He turned, his empty red eyes glowing at Xavier. “I may 
just let you probe the depths of my mind,” he murmured, “so I can watch you go mad 
with the secret knowledge I bear.” Xavier stopped struggling, staring into those mad 
eyes. 

 “Is this about me?” Xavier asked directly. 

 “Yes.” 

 “Please,” Xavier said, “leave them out of it. I will go with you if you leave them 
alone.” 

 “I don‟t care about them,” the Dark Lord said. 

 Xavier glanced over at where Saint was working out a flank attack. “It‟s alright,” he 
said softly. He touched their minds; Saint, Rich, Kitty. In a moment, he stilled their 
confusion, fear, pain, and anger. They paused, unable to do more. 

 “I am so proud of you,” he whispered, and he let them feel it. Then he looked the 
Dark Lord in the eye. 

 “Let‟s go.” 

 The Dark Lord gestured, and Xavier was asleep. Together, they dropped through 
the shadows, leaving Muir Island far behind. 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

 The Dark Lord came out of shadows in one of his many hidden dimensions. He 
tossed Xavier aside, careless, and twitched a scry open. “Come now, Darkholme,” he 
murmured, “let‟s get that mark off you so we can finish this game up.” He found her, 
seeing her seated at a table with her face down on it, a collar around her neck. 
“Interesting.” He watched as she stirred, then woke. 

 Luthor sat at the head of the table, Garrett on one side and Mercy on the other. 
Karai and Shang Tsung sat on one side of the table, Darkholme on the other. Luthor 
pushed a button on his remote, and all three of his prisoners stirred, then sat up. All 
three wore slim collars. 
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 “Let me begin the conversation,” Luthor said mildly. “Anyone who misbehaves has 
a head that turns into red mist. Anyone who mouths off does an electricity dance. This 
is behavior modification assisted by technology. Now, if we are indeed all on the same 
side, let‟s have a little less flexing and growling, and a little more of „what‟s in it for Lex 
Luthor.‟” He sat back. “Go ahead.” 

 “I thought we had a deal,” Darkholme said, grim. “Your loose interpretation of our 
partnership may come back to haunt you.” 

 “Possible,” Luthor agreed, “but any more veiled threats get a little zap.” His smile 
was thin. 

 “Enough!” Shang Tsung snapped, rising to his feet. “I am amazed that one such as 
you dares to touch, much less—” His tirade was cut short by a choking scream as 
electricity coursed through him; the others felt the hum in their skin as he crackled then 
sagged back in his chair, panting. 

 “That‟s how it works,” Luthor said, calm. 

 Shang Tsung‟s eyes were wild with rage, and he sprang at Luthor. The shock 
convulsed him midair, and Garrett rose, clotheslining him; the sorcerer slammed down 
on the table on his back, and Garrett shoved him to slide down the table and off it. 
Steaming, the panting sorcerer pulled himself up into his chair, unsteady with pain. He 
clutched at the cast set on his arm as the gunshot wound began to bleed again. 

 Karai said nothing, watchful. 

 “With the pleasantries out of the way,” Luthor said, “I am intrigued by this web of 
light. And also that you all seem to know each other. Darkholme?” 

 “The Web of Light is a barrier that protects Earth from being invaded by monsters 
from beyond our space.” She nodded at the steaming sorcerer. “Shang Tsung is a 
wizard who serves some of those monsters. He tries to bring down Prime‟s defenses, 
he‟s been at it for hundreds of years, trying to help those monsters conquer his home 
planet.” 

 “Is that what I‟ve been doing?” Luthor asked, still calm, but with steel in his voice. 
“Have I been endangering this planet? Risking invasion?” 

 “No,” Darkholme said, shaking her head. “Your satellite system has been 
preventing any of those allied to Earth‟s defenders from providing backup. Limiting the 
playing field. But the defense network won‟t be a problem much longer—” 

 Shang Tsung teleported out of the collar, instantly next to Luthor, snatching his 
throat. Garrett‟s reflexes were uncanny as he gripped the sorcerer by the scruff of the 
neck and flung him headfirst into the wall, catching him on the rebound and pinning 
him to the wall hard enough to crack the concrete. 

 “I will end you,” he growled in Shang Tsung‟s ear, and he leaned his impressive 
might on the thin man. 

 No one else moved. 

 “I like you people,” Luthor admitted. “You are really resourceful. To continue—
what lies beyond this world?” he asked Darkholme. 

 “I have little interest beyond this world,” Darkholme replied. “Mind if I smoke?”  
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 “Go ahead,” Luthor nodded, and Darkholme produced a thin cigarette, lit it, 
inhaled. 

 “I can tell you what lies beyond,” Shang Tsung managed, his face mashed against 
the wall. Luthor nodded at Garrett, who released the sorcerer and took a small step 
back. The thin man sagged out of the wall, his face a bloody mess. 

 Shang Tsung pressed at his face, resuming his natural features, wiping the blood 
away. He looked almost normal. “My master rules countless worlds, and he is always on 
the lookout for those who can be vassals in his mighty empire. You have a firm hand, 
and you are open to new possibilities. My master likes those qualities in one of his 
captains.” 

 Luthor crossed his arms. “Tell me more.” 

 “Earth will not be destroyed,” Shang Tsung said as he wiped at his eye with the 
back of one hand, ginger and careful. “It will be ruled as a tributary to the empire. 
Those with ambition and ability rise quickly through the ranks. If you assist in the defeat 
of this mudball, that would catch the attention of its conquerors, especially with me at 
your side.” 

 “What stops your masters from ruling now?” Luthor asked. 

 “The rapidly failing Web of Light does, and this is the time to show yourself as 
helpful. If you wait until the defenses are gone, then it will be too late to assist the 
invaders and cooperate.” 

 “Well, you make it sound so tempting, I‟m ready to cooperate now,” Luthor said, 
unreadable. “You have ninja,” he added, nodding at Karai. “Could I borrow some to 
assist in carrying out a mission?” 

 “Possibly,” Shang Tsung shrugged, enjoying his new-found power in the situation.  

 “Two aliens are hiding on Earth,” Luthor said, “they are powerful enough to do 
significant damage to an army of invaders. They are from a planet long-since destroyed, 
their might is unbelievable. I know their weakness, and I can minimize the risk your 
ninja take. But we must do this quickly, and it must be done right the first time, or they 
will fly out of reach and figure out who is behind it. That‟s bad,” he clarified. “If you get 
them to me, I have medical teams I‟ve been preparing for months to get samples and to 
study them. Learning to create more of these superbeings as soldiers could be worth a 
lot more to your master and to me than ruling this planet.” He shrugged. “I was about 
to conquer this world anyway,” he added, offhand. 

 “Intriguing,” Shang Tsung said, narrowing his eyes at the billionaire. “I will loan 
you a contingent of ninja to accomplish this capture, and you will keep me informed on 
how it goes.” 

 “Agreed,” Luthor said. “Mercy will see you out. And do not think to make any 
dramatic gesture to teach me a lesson about capturing you,” he added seriously. “If you 
do, I will see to it that you regret it. Let‟s keep this professional.” 

 He pushed a button on his remote, and Karai‟s collar unclipped. She took it off, 
put it on the table, and left with Shang Tsung and Mercy. The door closed behind them. 

 For a long moment, Darkholme and Luthor regarded each other. 
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 “What,” Luthor shrugged, “you were going to get me the Kryptonians, now they are. 
One less job for you to look after.” 

 “Take this damn collar off,” she said, flat. 

 He pushed a button, the collar popped open. She shrugged out of it and flung it 
away. Garrett put her weapons on the table and slid them down to her; she wasted no 
time re-arming herself. 

 “I do not easily forgive those who pretend to control me,” she snarled. 

 “Please forgive me,” Luthor replied with a thin smile, “as you take your ten pounds 
of refined Ingredient 279.” Garrett slid the case down the table to her, and Darkholme 
hefted it and nodded at him. 

 “You are a woman after my own heart,” Luthor said. “I don‟t like being threatened 
either. Bear that in mind. Especially since my satellite network is carrying your payload, 
as per your instructions. I‟ve found you to be a valuable source for unusual leads, I 
don‟t want that to dry up over a little flexing and growling,” he said soothingly. 

 “Fair enough,” Darkholme shrugged, a dangerous smile lurking in the corners of 
her features. “I‟m walking out now.” 

 Luthor nodded, and she walked out. She dropped into shadow before Garrett 
opened the door to look after her. 

 “Nice,” Luthor nodded. “Alright, it‟s time we were headed back.” 

 The scry closed, and the Dark Lord regarded Darkholme. “You have the 
warpstone,” he murmured. 

 “And you have Xavier,” she agreed, nodding at the man on the floor. “Shang 
Tsung did not recognize me from the two times I entered the Tournament of Veils, as 
far as I can tell.” 

 “Excellent,” the Dark Lord murmured. “Let‟s visit Smythe.” He hefted Xavier, and 
handed him to his surprisingly strong servant. Then he traveled the shadows, and 
released Darkholme into a small wooden room. 

 She opened the door leading out of the closet, and Smythe spun to face her. “Well 
hello there,” he said. “I was wondering when you were planning to come. I was also 
deciding what to send after you first.” His smile was too bright, his teeth too sharp. The 
room was grimy, she could not see out the windows, and the cloying odor of fish slime 
permeated the air and lay against her skin. 

 Darkholme tossed the case of warpstone on the desk, and flopped the unconscious 
psycher over the desk too. “There is my end,” she said, passionless. 

 Smythe popped the latches and opened the case, bathed in a green glow. He closed 
the case again. “Superb,” he said. “You are a joy to work with.” 

 She offered him her hand, the black mark an ugly stain on her palm. 

 “A deal is a deal,” Smythe agreed. He clapped his hand to hers, and shook once. 
Then he grimaced slightly, and let go. The stain was gone. He opened a drawer, and 
pulled out a mesh helmet covered with gleaming wires and runes. “This should keep our 
dear Professor subdued,” he said as he fitted the helmet to Xavier‟s bald scalp. “He‟ll 
have a few twists and turns to solveif he wants out of his own skull.” 
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 “This place stinks of fish,” Darkholme said. She turned to go. “Enjoy.” 

 “Before you go,” Smythe said, “How did you get past my defenses?” 

 Darkholme paused, turned, and offered him an eerie smile. “Against me,” she said 
quietly, “you have no defenses.” She vanished into the shadowed corner. 

 Expressionless, Smythe watched her go. “That‟s what you think,” he murmured. 

 Not far away, something bellowed in the night. 

 

Friday, February 10, 2006 

 Pale eldritch flame vanished, leaving Illyana in their wake. “Did you find anything?” 
Illyana asked. 

 Bently sighed, rubbing at her eyes, the afternoon sun slanted in the kitchen of the 
Sanctum. “Close enough,” she said grimly. “A few strongholds are staying bright. The 
Temple of Light, the Illuminati, maybe a few others resisting the drain. Overall, the 
Web of Light is fading with dangerous speed.” 

 Heavy knocking at the door, and Wong drifted out of the parlor to answer it. Blade 
stepped in, looking oddly out of place in sunlight. He did not have his body armor on, 
but his leather coat and black sunglasses were intimidating enough. Wong escorted him 
into the kitchen. 

 “You called,” he reminded Bently. “What‟s going on?” 

 Bently regarded both Illyana and Blade. “I can no longer afford to be passive in this 
search, hoping something will turn up,” she said. “We need to find Strange. He‟s 
missing,” she clarified for Blade. “If he is dead, we need to know. If not, we need to 
rescue him, or at least find him. This time tomorrow the Web of Light will be drained 
to virtually nothing. I have identified two places we can search.” 

 “I didn‟t know Strange was out of action,” Blade said, troubled. “We gotta get him 
back.” 

 “That‟s where you come in,” Bently said. “I have identified two probable sources 
for the drain and the disappearance of the Sorcerer Supreme, maybe related and maybe 
not. Both are incredibly dangerous. I‟ll check one, and I want you to check the other,” 
she said to Illyana. She looked to Blade. “We will need backup, your hunters.” 

 “You have it,” Blade said without hesitating. 

 Wong answered the front door again, this time letting Kira in.  

 “Glad you could make it,” Bently said to Kira. “We were just starting. I‟ve 
discovered that Smythe, Rasputin‟s apprentice, is massing a force to assault and kill 
those who try to defend Prime. With the Web of Light fading, the normal checks and 
balances are fading too; soon, the Old Ones may begin to wake. As I was searching the 
Web of Light, I felt the first tremors of the Sleeper Beneath the Ocean beginning to 
stir.” 

 “That‟s really, tremendously not good,” Kira frowned. 

 “A strike force can target Smythe,” Bently continued. “Wipe him out if possible, 
disrupt the attack, knock apart the beacon they are erecting to summon their unholy 
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masters. I would not put it past Smythe to have snatched Strange before beginning this; 
they have a history, and Smythe has his reasons to want Strange dead. Strange has 
crossed his path a number of times.” 

 “Where is Smythe hiding out?” Illyana asked, grim. 

 “A small town on the eastern seaboard, name of Innsmouth,” Bently replied. 
“Looks to me like they‟ve run the last of the decent people out, and it‟s swarming with 
monsters now.” 

 “I‟ve been to Innsmouth,” Kira said distastefully, “after Logan and Stone went 
there. I helped to clean up some of those monsters last time.” She shook her head. 
“Should have burned it to the ground. It is a disgusting place.” 

 “I sure don‟t care much for the first target you‟ve picked for us,” Illyana said. 
“What is the other?” 

 “As I have studied the Web of Light over the last few months, I have done a lot of 
reading. I‟ve discovered something called the Tournament of Veils. That‟s where 
Outworld has a tournament, and if Prime sends fighters that lose, eventually Outworld 
can get through the Web of Light unscathed to conquer the place.” She paused for 
breath. “The Thunder God Rayden normally supervises getting some fighters ready to 
go do this, but he has not yet incarnated into physical form. No preparations have been 
made for the Tournament. That implies to me that Shang Tsung and his dark masters 
are preparing for an all-out assault instead of fooling with the Tournament, and that 
seems to connect nicely with the timing of the Web of Light draining somehow.” 

 “This one isn‟t sounding much better,” Illyana sighed. 

 “We need a team to go to Outworld,” Bently continued, “to see if they‟ve dealt 
with Strange. To try to stop the drain of the Web of Light. See what‟s going on. It is an 
armored dimension, so it is impossible to scry there. Someone will have to go there 
directly.” 

 “I‟ll take Stone and go deal with Outworld,” Illyana said. “I have the most 
flexibility, and the Sorceress Supreme Elect really should stay with Prime. Baby Raven‟s 
grandpa can look after her until we get back.” 

 “Done,” Bently nodded. “I will take the hunters to Innsmouth. Do you think you 
all will be up for some monster hunting?” she asked Blade, wry. 

 “We owe Smythe one for attacking our research site anyway,” Blade scowled. 
“We‟ve settled his monsters before. We can do it again.” 

 Bently looked at Kira. “Which effort do you want to support?” she asked. “You are 
incredibly powerful, and you can fly; you‟d be a great help to either effort. But both 
involve magic, so there are risks even for you.” 

 “With all due respect,” Kira said, “you are hardly Strange. You are casting your net 
too narrowly, you are not taking in the big picture. All you can think of is two places to 
investigate?” 

 “Whether Strange is in either place or not, it is my judgment that they are great 
threats to Prime that must be held in check,” Bently said coolly. “I don‟t dare spread 
our forces too thin, considering our greatest weapon is waning fast. Let‟s hear your 
better idea, then.” 
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 “I‟m not sure, but I know I haven‟t heard it yet,” Kira shrugged. “I can find 
Strange faster by scanning for him, I mean to keep up my own search.” 

 “I‟ve been scrying,” Illyana said. “Strange is not on Prime.” 

 “Not that you could find,” Kira corrected her. “I will see if the Temple of Light has 
any suggestions. They‟ve been at this „defending Prime‟ business for a long time. Good 
luck with your little missions.” She turned, and strode out. The door closed behind her. 

 Bently shrugged. “Stay in touch if you can,” she said to Illyana. “If you are out of 
contact for three days, I will assume you cannot return voluntarily.” She turned to 
Blade. “We can leave at dawn tomorrow. Get everything prepared. We cannot lapse in 
our vigilance. I have some more preparation to do.” 

 He nodded, and left. As he reached the door and opened it, he took a step back. 

 “Hey there,” Stone said, hidden in a human form. The big demon shouldered in, 
grinned briefly at Blade, and walked into the kitchen. “You rang?” he said to Bently. 

 Illyana slugged him on the shoulder. “Hey there, big guy,” she said with a grin. 
“You and me are going to Outworld to do some sneaking around, and probably some 
violence.” 

 “That doesn‟t sound really great to me,” Stone said, slightly alarmed.  

 “Before that, I need your help,” Bently said. “The most up-to-date map I have of 
Innsmouth is from the 20s. You were there a bit more recently.” 

 “Yeah, Logan and me knocked down one of their fish gods last March,” Stone 
agreed. He looked over at Illyana. “Outworld is sounding better all the time. I don‟t 
want to go back to that stinking pile. It‟s creepy as hell.” 

 Bently spread a crackling map of Innsmouth on the table. “How about it.” 

 Stone leaned over the map, considering. “Let‟s see,” he muttered. “Okay. The 
refinery is still here, the temple of the Esoteric Order of Dagon used to be the Masonic 
Lodge—there it is. That‟s a big spot to hit. They‟ve got a pit in the main room that leads 
down to tunnels with the shoggoth. And when Kira went back to clean up the town, 
she didn‟t find the shoggoth, so it‟s probably still around there somewhere. Out here, 
the reef, with its steps down to the underwater city.” 

 “Great,” Bently sighed. She consulted some notes. “Strange kept fairly close track 
of defense activities and missions he sent you all on, and Illyana and Kira did close 
some entrances and knock some monsters down. But they didn‟t deal with the 
shoggoth, and there could be other nasty things summoned from the deep.” 

 “The shoggoth is an army all by itself,” Stone said darkly.  

 “Take care of yourself tomorrow,” Bently said to him. “I got something that might 
help you.” She offered him a small rock, the size of a silver dollar. “It‟s warpstone,” she 
said as he examined the blackened surface of the rough rock. 

 “Yeah, I know that,” he replied, his voice tight. “Thanks, this might come in handy. 
Does Strange stockpile the stuff?” 

 “Actually, yes,” Bently sighed. “Mostly confiscated from naughty wizards. Good 
luck tomorrow,” she said.  



 

    589 

 “We‟ll need it,” Illyana replied, and she threaded her arm through the crook of 
Stone‟s arm as flame rushed up around them, leaving Bently alone with Wong. 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

 Bently took a deep breath, then let it out. She steeled herself, then rolled up the 
map. She rose, just as the phone rang. Wong answered. 

 “Strange residence, this is Wong,” he said politely. He frowned. “Please, slow 
down,” he said, raising his voice a bit. “No, Strange is not here. No, he—just a 
moment,” Wong said, and he wordlessly offered the phone to Bently. 

 She took it. “Hello, what‟s all this then?” she said, her accent crisp. 

 “Victoria, thank God,” Rich said. “Xavier was grabbed. Some monster guy with a 
white face who could teleport all over the place and shrug off my punches, and Xavier 
couldn‟t even get into his head, he was everywhere at once and Kitty couldn‟t phase him 
into the floor, and Xavier surrendered to him and we gotta get him back!” 

 “Right, right,” Bently said. “We‟ll do what we can. Right now we‟re looking for 
Strange, he‟s been captured too.” A thought struck her. “Perhaps you could help. We‟re 
raiding a site tomorrow that may give us some answers. I suspect that what you‟re 
dealing with might turn out to be related to our disappearance, and it doesn‟t sound like 
we have many clues for either one.” 

 “Xavier worked with Strange all the time, and that usually turned out pretty good,” 
Rich said as he thought it over. 

 Bently nodded. “Right then. Whoever is willing to help us with our difficulty, get 
them ready in a couple of centralized locations. I‟ll have Illyana pick you up and bring 
you here, we will all go together. I do hope Xavier is alright,” Bently said, her forehead 
creasing with concern. “You know, the site I want your help with, that we are attacking 
tomorrow… that‟s Smythe‟s outfit, and Smythe was Rasputin‟s apprentice. He‟s been 
trying to get me, to punish me for killing Rasputin. If he‟s figured out Xavier was 
involved too,” she said grimly, “we might both get what we‟re after in one fell swoop. I 
hope I‟m wrong about that, actually,” she admitted, “but Rasputin worked with Essex, 
the Dark Lord you fought, before Rasputin was forcibly removed from the picture. 
Smythe could be cooperating with him now.” 

 “If we do run into this Essex guy we‟ll need your help,” Rich growled, “because he 
tossed Saint, Kitty, and me around like we were toys.” 

 “We‟ll get him,” Bently said. “Alright, get your people together and call me.” 

 “Will do,” Rich said, and he hung up. 

 Bently hung up slowly, then drew the knife concealed at her side. It was bigger than 
the boot knife, and stitched with glittering runes, runes giving off light that stung if the 
eye lingered on them. “The Web of Light isn‟t gone yet,” she murmured. She regarded 
the blade thoughtfully. “We still have a chance.” She shivered slightly, then sheathed the 
blade. 

* 
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 “Thanks, Illyana. And good luck,” Tandy said, troubled. She hung up the backstage 
phone, and turned to Parker. He stood almost at her elbow. 

 “Well?” 

 “People are going on missions, trying to rescue Strange,” Tandy said distantly.  

 “I feel like we should be in on it,” Parker muttered. 

 “I understand, believe me,” Tandy sighed. “But Illyana and Bently are right. We do 
need to have some reserve, in case someone gets in trouble and we‟ve got to handle it 
from New York. And me, I‟m a decision point in all of this, they can‟t just put me out 
there to get snapped up by some monster. That‟s a more or less direct quote,” she 
sighed. 

 “Strange always did want people to keep the Planetary running in case something 
happened to him and his people, to keep the home fires burning. I guess that‟s us,” 
Parker said. “Doug and Dani, too. We don‟t do a whole lot of field work. And we‟ve 
got a pretty important job—keeping you safe.” He flashed her a smile. 

 L‟Avenir stepped up, dressed in a leather outfit. “That‟s why I‟ll be backstage, so if 
there is any trouble you just let me know and I‟ll be there in a second.” Her lovely green 
eyes were serious. 

 “Thank you,” Tandy said to L‟Avenir. “You really do put my mind at ease.” 

 “It is my pleasure, Mademoiselle,” L‟Avenir said with a playful mock curtsey. “Now 
go and make the beautiful music.” 

 Mary Jane and Kent found them by the phone. “Hey there, guys, you ready to do 
this thing?” Mary Jane asked with a fierce kind of grin. 

 “Totally,” Tandy nodded. “Need to get my mind off things anyway. They are 
splitting up for a lot of missions to go look for Strange.” 

 “Damn,” Kent muttered, almost wistful. “I thought they‟d invite me along for 
some of that.” 

 “You are helping protect me,” Tandy said, “and that‟s pretty important. Besides, 
you wanted to be in the band. And what we do tonight…tonight we respond to the 
draining of Light from the world by putting some back. We remember the fallen, and 
we remember the hope for the future, past all this.” 

 “Sounds good to me,” Parker said. 

 Light blinked at them, leaving a black shadow on their eyes with its intensity. “Hey, 
guys,” the enthusiastic redhead said. “Cool candid shot. I‟m your band photographer, 
remember?” He grinned. 

 “Hey there, Olson,” Parker said with half a chuckle. “This is probably not the best 
moment to startle us.” 

 “Thanks for the two free tickets and backstage passes, guys. My roomie won‟t shut 
up about how awesome you guys are, he‟s got up to the front already. He‟s nuts. A man 
could get crushed in the crowd out there tonight. He even gave me his wallet for 
safekeeping! I don‟t know if he thinks he‟s going to be crowd surfing or what. Anyway, 
looking forward to a great show. Group shot? First one without Tyrone?” He lifted his 
camera as the band dutifully bunched up. “Looking forward to hearing your stuff, 
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Kent!” Olson said as he snapped off half a dozen pictures. “Okay, I‟m out. I‟ll get some 
shots of the show. Break a leg!” He displayed one last grin, and he turned and 
shouldered through the busy backstage crew. 

 “The warmup band is done,” Parker said, “they are leaving the stage.” 

 The stage manager came over. “On in five,” he said, terse, then he nodded and 
chased other details. 

 They looked to Tandy. 

 “What we are doing tonight is important,” she said. “In a different way, but not in 
a lesser way. This is part of who I am, what I offer. I need to say goodbye to Tyrone. I 
need to somehow deal with my—my fear of losing Strange. My worry for him. And I 
need to deal with being one of the keys that could destroy the whole dimension. And,” 
she said with half a smile, “to welcome Kent to the band. This is it,” she said simply. “I 
could not do it without you guys. I really appreciate it.” 

 “The pleasure is ours,” Mary Jane said, equally serious. 

 “Yeah, thanks,” Kent agreed. 

 Parker nodded. 

 Another nervous minute or two drifted past, but time had lost its normal flow in 
the face of what they were about to do. Then they were on stage, setting into their 
positions, preparing their instruments. The curtain swept back on the nightclub stage, 
revealing a floor and balcony packed to standing room only, the people a swarm of 
dimness behind the glaring stage lights. The crowd roared, a wall of sound the band 
could feel in their bones. Tandy flashed a brilliant smile. 

 They kicked it off with “Mary Had a Little Lamb, three times through. At that 
moment, all was right with the world. They lost themselves in the music, the first 
nimbus of light picked up the highlights and shadows. Parker looked over at Tandy, and 
Mary Jane, and Clark. His heart was full. 

 “Let‟s do this properly,” he said, knowing no one could hear him over the drum 
set. But he was not speaking to them. A darkness in him relaxed, unfurled into the 
drums, into the sound, into the hearts of the listeners. And Parker had a quiet moment 
in the middle of everything. A quiet moment to think, and to feel. 

 The crowd went wild. 

* 

 Katya slid out of the Web of Light and gracefully halted, hanging in the hard 
vacuum of deep space, protected by a filmy green bubble. Her eyes widened with shock 
as she stared at the dim glimmering of what had once been a robust energy shell. She 
could see large patches where no protection armored the dimension between the land 
and space, except the skin of atmosphere that clung to the planet. Frowning, she readied 
her ring. It projected a light, and she spoke into the light. 

 “This is Katya,” she said. “King Bolt is greatly reassured, and he still has his throne; 
he survived a coup with my assistance, but I think he is safe now, the situation is mostly 
stable. I am continuing to my second mission, Prime‟s defense. The Web of Light has 
been blocked, and something is draining it inside. The ring has no record of its defenses 
ever being this depleted. I do not yet know what is going on, but I will find out what is 
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obstructing connection to the wider Web, then I will find the Defender. End.” She 
focused, and the ring concentrated a packet of green energy and flicked it off into the 
Web of Light, speeding to Enitharmon and Uuatu. 

 Katya whipped through space, hovering over where the health of the Galactic Web 
was decaying as it failed to connect to Prime‟s Web of Light. There, where invisible arcs 
of energy should meet, she saw a pulsing green field. She approached warily. 

 In the center of the roiling disruption of energy, a satellite hung in orbit. It 
generated a warp field through multiple dimensions. 

 “That should not be an intentional effect,” Katya murmured. “Have they 
accidentally sealed themselves?” She dismissed the thought as soon as it came. She 
drifted in for a closer look. 

 Katya raised her ring, and it hummed for a moment as she worked to match 
frequencies with the warp field to learn more. A red light flashed rapidly on the side of 
the cylinder, and it released its solar wings to drift away. Katya frowned at it. Then it 
burst. 

 Warpstone fragments sprayed out in a cloud, shooting out with the force of 
shrapnel. The wave of energy hit Katya just as she bolstered her defenses, and 
warpstone scored the sphere of protective force; it flinched and wibbled a bit, struggling 
against the chips and waves of warpstone energy. 

 Too soon for this; she felt the strain on her injured body, as a little blood warmed 
the back of her mouth. She scowled. Her ring cycled through all the transmissions and 
fields in the area that might have connected to the satellite, and she found a signal from 
a central processor. Something was giving that satellite orders. She traced the signal, and 
drifted through the unfriendly sky. “The Order of the Ring does not teach its warriors 
to give up so easily,” she murmured. She saw a larger satellite, almost ten meters long, 
with multiple solar sails and numerous instruments housed on its shell. 

 As she approached, a light winked on the big satellite. Other satellites nearby began 
to shift. She squinted at it, uncertain. 

 A lance of warpstone-fueled energy thrust into her defenses from behind. She 
spun, lining up, and a green jet of energy returned fire, focused through the ring. As the 
satellite disintegrated, too late she realized it had distracted it from the mother 
satellite—the satellite with the big cannon. 

 The beam walloped her energy shield, smashing it, sending her tumbling as she 
reflexively threw up life support before space killed her. Dizzy, she dropped down 
towards the planet as half a dozen drone satellites fired after her. She felt blood in her 
eyes, in her nose; for a panicked moment she could not breathe, reeling from the hit and 
clogged with blood as her injuries re-opened. 

 She aimed for the North American eastern seaboard, unsteady over the Atlantic 
when another beam shot through her defenses and plunged her down, down, to crash 
into and through the surface of the ocean. She struggled to breathe as the warpstone 
energies flared through her, corrupting her, and her wounded chest and torso bled 
freely. She spat blood, squinted out of her good eye, and struggled with the injuries 
from the satellite defenses. 
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 Her ring murmured to her always, and she began to realize that she was running 
out of time, as the poison sank deeper. 

 Hoping the satellites would leave her for dead, she drifted up out of the sea, then 
pointed herself towards the mighty city of lights. Consciousness hovered at the edges of 
her vision as she struggled against the last, greatest darkness. 

* 

 “So tonight,” Tandy said into the microphone, “we dedicate this concert to Tyrone 
Johnson. He was a guitar player, a member of the band, he died in a car accident. And 
this song… this was written for him.” 

 She leaned back. Even in the chilly converted warehouse, those on stage were 
sweating under the lights, under the wash of crowd response. Tandy started to play, her 
keyboard sounding like a harpsichord, dropping from simplicity to a dizzying 
complexity as the others joined in one at a time. 

 Parker waited for it; for the first complete arc of the music, for the first exploration 
of the harpsichord and the electric guitar. Then he came in, he gave a fresh shape and 
form and energy to the music as it continued on, turning inside out and outside in, 
introspective and expressive. Hints of metal, of piano, scales up and down of learning 
the music and how to play together, to trade off the lead and the support. Tears flowed 
down Tandy‟s face as she hit the refrain of the instrumental song. The light that had 
bloomed in the open spaces on the stage began to intensify, the shadows contributing 
their darkness and giving it up so the light could be ever more solid and real.  

 Parker did not have to look out at the crowd to know what was happening. He 
could feel the intense connection Tandy felt, he could feel the Light touching them and 
bringing them together with each other and with the music, and he could feel the 
thousands of racing hearts all sensing the patter of the hearts around them, all realizing 
their heartbeats were a choir and not a one voice. The joy and the sorrow of the world 
flowed together, bitter and delicious, an irresistible draught of real feeling. 

 Then the hope, the gratitude. The band realized that they had not yet reached down 
to everything they were offering. The complexity of the music swept away the 
musicians, leaving an outpour of heart, of Light. Then the performance reached the end 
of the song, and concluded. 

 Applause was too tame a word for the response of the audience. As those who 
could howled and shouted for more, others stood transfixed and reeling with the 
resonance of the experience. 

 A startling flare of green flashed down on the stage, leaving in its wake a woman 
with crimson skin in a black bodysuit. Kent and Parker were at her side in a moment, 
supporting her; Parker looked down at the blood on his hands. 

 “What?” she managed, oddly beautiful even as she slipped into death. “Where is—
Sorcerer Su—the Light…” She reached up a wavering hand to touch at Parker‟s face, 
then her pupils went slack, her hand gracefully fell to the side. Something slipped off 
with a ping, bouncing into the crowd.  

 Kent and Parker recoiled as the body condensed to an ultra-fine green beam that 
winked up into the sky, leaving only a little blood on the stage. 

 The crowd loved the special effect. 
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 Parker and Tandy exchanged a look. Finish the set? 

 Hell yes. 

 Moments later, with the musicians settled, the first strains of a “Ghostbusters” 
cover rolled out over the crowd. 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

 He could feel the contact high of breathing the cloudy air—that must be it. Eyes 
Open kicked a jazzy metallic rendition of “Goodnight Sweetheart,” and Kyle felt 
everything. He knew things. His mind knew things with a certainty he could not 
possibly possess about things he never heard about. 

 As he sang along, he knew that the light on the stage matched the signature of the 
Agamotto strain developed for connection with the intergalactic web. He knew that the 
defender matched the profile as being a designate inheritor of an artifact incarnating the 
Light of Agamotto into a living form. He knew one member was an alien, another 
infected with the dark energy of the dimension‟s original sentients, that the ambient 
energy level was dangerously low compared to what it should be. He screamed for an 
encore, like those around him, and a distant part of his mind wondered if he was going 
mad. 

 Something stubbornly resisted dismissal. Stephen Strange was the primary 
Defender, designate Sorcerer Supreme in this tradition. Kyle sensed knowledge of ten 
primary languages and their idiosyncrasies as of five standard cycles ago, contextualized 
time interpretation in different cultures, inconspicuous models of dress to project. 

 As his wild applause blended with that of those around him, he caught a flash of 
light reflected from his hand. He was wearing a ring. He stopped to look; the ring was 
on his middle finger, he did not remember putting it on. It had etching, or hairline 
cracks, that glimmered with light. The ring was green, unadorned. It fit perfectly. 
Overall, as he looked at the ring, he found it to be strange, disorienting. He tried to tug 
it off, but the ring seemed firmly fixed on his finger. He was jostled by fans on all sides, 
and suddenly he could not tolerate the close quarters. He began to push his way out. As 
he reached the edge of the crowd, Eyes Open started to play “Swing Low, Sweet 
Chariot.” 

 He stumbled out of the club, and walked down the street, a crisp wind etching his 
edges more clearly in his own mind. Better. But a powerful thought, like remembering, 
pressed at him; it is imperative to find Stephen Strange. He could picture the man in 
detail. He must know him from somewhere. 

 Kyle struggled to focus, feeling sluggish, pushing against a stream of data. “Too 
much pot in there,” Kyle muttered—yet, the ring. He pulled at it again. It was warm, 
and he sensed it did not want to leave his finger—whatever that meant. As he walked, 
lazy numbers rolled around in his mind; windspeed, temperature, whispers of thoughts 
in his surroundings. He shook his head. 

 “This is not too much noise for Kyle Raynor,” he growled to himself. “Until I 
figure this thing out, the ring is just—just a radio that‟s playing in the background,” he 
muttered, “playing while I do my thing. Yeah.” He focused. “Yeah.” He started across 
the street. 
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 A blaring horn jarred him, he whirled to see the flat incoming front of a bus. He 
threw up his hands, a pathetic reflexive gesture, and green flashed. A moment later, 
nothing had happened. He opened his eyes. 

 The bus was stopped less than a meter from him, and he was centered before its 
grill. The bus was not wrecked or damaged. But it stopped moving. He made eye 
contact with the wide-eyed bus driver, then turned and darted to the edge of the front 
of the bus, looked both ways, and sprinted across the street and away. 

 “Okay,” he admitted, slowing to catch his breath in the shadow of the bridge. “A 
really bad-ass radio.” He squinted down at the ring again. “Or I‟m hallucinating.” 

 No. This is real. The thoughts were as insistent and natural as his own, and he 
shivered. “Whatever,” he muttered. He thought briefly about flagging down a taxi to get 
home, but he wasn‟t ready for another hallucination. He started down the sidewalk, 
noting that the street lights on this stretch had all been broken. He hesitated, not 
wanting to trip or fall prey to any of the city‟s very real dangers when his head was in 
such an unreal place. On instinct, he lifted his hand towards the dark street, and the ring 
glowed, projecting light in a green cone. He thought it over for a minute, then jogged 
down the two dark blocks, and the light winked out as he got back to lit territory. 

 Kyle jammed his hand in his pocket, more worried than ever, striding towards his 
apartment. 

 

 The stairs creaked under his tread as he climbed them fast, reaching his hallway and 
heading for his room. He saw his neighbor, the gorgeous French student, fumbling with 
her lock next door as he approached his door. 

 “Good evening,” Kyle heard himself say in French. “You look like you‟ve had a 
long day.” He smiled at her. 

 She turned, shocked, and grinned at him, radiant. “Why Mister Raynor, you have 
been fooling your poor neighbor,” she said in rapid French. “You led me to believe you 
did not speak French! And now I must think back through everything I have said to see 
if I embarrassed myself.” She offered him a shy smile, a stain of blush on her cheeks. 
“Already I am less homesick.” 

 “Maybe things have changed since yesterday,” Kyle said, suave. “Would you like to 
go out for lunch sometime?” 

 “Silly boy, we live next door to one another,” she said with a pursed smile. 
“Perhaps we could compare our cooking some night next week.” 

 “I would like that very much,” Kyle grinned, then he swiftly unlocked his 
apartment and stepped in closing the door behind himself. His hands were shaking. He 
kissed the ring, then looked at it. “Sure didn‟t take long for that power to get to my 
head,” he muttered. “I wonder what it costs?” 

 Unnerved, he turned on all the lights as he heard his neighbor manage her door 
and go into her rooms, humming to herself. He turned on the television, flopped on the 
couch, arranged his mp3 player, and started sketching, looking for space to think this 
through in his own mind. Sleep was not an option as his wired brain raced through new 
knowledge. A face took shape as he sketched; a man with thin, haunting, dark features, 
almost disturbing. 
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 Later. 

 The door opened, and Jimmy Olson strolled in. “Hey, Kyle,” he said, cocking his 
head to the side. “Missed you backstage. I figured you were worn out, but I should have 
known better. Even after that concert you are looking for some more stimulation.” His 
grin was bemused. 

 “I got distracted,” Kyle said. Then he slapped his forehead. “Dammit! I missed the 
chance to meet Eyes Open!” 

 “And Tandy,” Jimmy agreed. He looked down at Kyle‟s pad. “Hey, that‟s a great 
sketch of Dr. Strange,” he said. “I didn‟t realize you had met.” 

 Kyle looked down at his pad. “What?” 

 “You know,” Jimmy said, picking up Kyle‟s copy of the Planetary and flipping to 
the back, showing the picture of the Editor in Chief. “Doctor Stephen Strange. Same 
guy. Cool angle, though,” Jimmy said as he regarded the sketch. “You got the eyes just 
right.” 

 “Hey, maybe you could take me to meet the Planetary staff tomorrow,” Kyle said, 
his mind racing with possibilities as he thought of the Planetary‟s articles, and of his 
strange new ring. 

 “Yeah, except tomorrow is Saturday.” 

 “Right. Monday maybe?” Kyle said hopefully. He paused. “You think this Strange 
guy would still be up tonight?” 

 “I don‟t know what you are thinking, but I don‟t like it,” Jimmy said as he shrugged 
his coat off and hung it in the closet. “I don‟t want to mess up a good thing by bringing 
sightseers through the workplace. Besides, I got you backstage passes! And that wasn‟t 
easy, my friend.” Jimmy shook his head. “I can‟t believe you passed up the chance to 
meet them in person, now you‟re bugging me about going to the office.” 

 “Things change,” Kyle murmured, looking down at the ring. “Since yesterday, 
even.” 

 Jimmy paused, looking at Kyle. “You okay, man?” 

 “I will be tomorrow. I‟m beat,” Kyle said, rising and turning the electronics off. 
“I‟m headed to bed. Thanks for the tickets, that was a mind-blowingly awesome 
concert.” 

 “It‟s true,” Jimmy reflected. “See you tomorrow.” He headed for the bathroom. 

 Skipping his night-time rituals, Kyle crossed the room and pushed a curtain aside, 
crawling into the tiny space with cushions that served as his bed in the two-man 
apartment. He tugged the curtain in place behind himself, then looked at the glittering 
ring in the dimness. 

 “Alright,” he said, “How many channels do you have?” 

 Find Stephen Strange. “Right, I got that message,” Kyle sighed. “Anything else? 
Are you a recording, or are you interactive? Can you hear me? Who are you?” 

 A tool and a weapon, forged on Oa, at the center of all that is, of the Light. You 
are now a member of the Order of the Ring. 
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 “What can you do?” Kyle breathed, struggling with the surreal feeling that 
unmoored him. 

 What do you want me to do? I am powered by imagination and will. Flight, 
strength, defense, attack, illusion, knowledge. Kyle felt his mind unfold under the 
strangely too-familiar touch of the Ring. “I need more space between us when we‟re not 
working together,” he said, shivering. 

 I can be more separate, the ring sent.  

 “Better,” Kyle nodded. “Do you have a name?” 

 Kyle Raynor, it replied. You have been chosen and I am now part of you. 

 “Who chose me?” 

 My last bearer perished upon the stage and sent me to find one who would save the world. You 
will save the world. 

 “Save the world from what?” Kyle demanded in a hiss, sweating. 

 That is what you must discover, and why you must speak to Stephen Strange. 

 Kyle lay back. “Right…brain overload now,” he said, feeling an expansion of his 
mental capacity as the ring‟s energy and persona touched at his mind‟s corners and 
center. “Wake me in the morning.” 

 You will grow accustomed to this, the ring promised. I will train you tonight as you sleep… 

 

Saturday, February 11, 2006 

 “We have drawn enough energy from the Web of Light to erase the Sorcerer 
Supreme‟s claim,” Reed intoned, anchored to the crystal shard in a sea of energy. “We 
defend Prime. We are the new Supreme Protectors. We have transcended human forms 
and limitations.” 

 Each word sent a ripple through the three energy beings that were melded with the 
ocean of Light they had siphoned off the Web of Light into their own energy patterns. 

 Reed continued. “We are gods, in a dimension we created, ready to return to Prime 
now that it is too late for anyone to stop us. We are the four aspects of Agamotto‟s 
teaching. I am rational and enlightened thought.” He looked to his wife Sue, beautiful in 
shades of rippling color. “The invisible application of force.” He looked to his wife‟s 
brother John, wreathed in flame that was not mere fire. “The cleansing flame of wrath.” 
He looked to his old friend, the stone giant Ben. “Unshakeable calm and meditation. 
Together, we will rule all.” 

 “But, my love,” Sue said, “what will we do next? We have drained the Web of 
Light, leaving it severely weakened. We must tend to the threats that will now rise up.” 

 “First we must replenish the Web of Light,” Reed murmured. “Replace the 
energies we are now using. The Temple of Light, in China, holds a vast reserve of Light. 
Destroying the Temple will release that Light back into the Web of Light, significantly 
increasing our defenses.” He smiled, satisfied. “It should be easy enough for the Gods 
of Prime to dismantle the core where the energy is held. The services of the White 
Lotus Society will be revised to assist in intelligence operations, relaying information 
back to us so we can personally deal with any threats. If Rayden himself opposed us 
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now, we could dismantle him once more. I have learned so much from the earth spirits 
we assimilated in our ascension,” he said clearly. 

 “The old systems are obsolete,” John agreed. “It is time we swept them away. 
Without Strange, his network will fall apart with little persuasion.” 

 “Indeed,” Reed nodded. “Still, we must seek a way to siphon all this power into a 
single rarified form, to truly incarnate into godhood like nothing this dimension has 
seen before. Let us return to physical form.” 

 Reality began to coalesce around them as they soaked all the ambient energy into 
themselves, glowing brighter and brighter as things like walls, floor, and ceiling became 
tangible. Once again, they were in the chamber of meditation in their headquarters. 

 “Be gentle,” Reed cautioned the others. “Those who see us in our full radiance may 
well be destroyed, so conceal your new natures lest we do unwitting harm.” 

 “We have absorbed all but a third or so of the Web of Light,” Ben said. “We are 
truly mighty.” 

 “Sue,” Reed said, “go tell the other members of the Illuminati that we have 
achieved most of our goal, and we will be back when we have defended Prime from 
some of the threats it faces. I want them to continue work on our bionanotech, creating 
a way for pure energy to carry the psychic signature of intellect and spirit. We will not 
be limited by our flesh forms forever.” 

 “Your command is my desire,” she replied, and she vanished; matter had no more 
meaning for her than the meaning she gave it, so she easily slid through the floor and 
walls, homing in on the life-light of her companions. 

 She moved through the corner of the ceiling and wall, hovering in the air before 
Hank and Forge and Kurt. They recoiled, exclaiming, covering their eyes, and she toned 
down still further, suppressing a sea of power in her slender, half-remembered physical 
form. 

 “My friends,” she said warmly, lowering herself to stand on the floor, reviving 
vague memories of being in a body, using air and meat to shape ideas into sounds 
instead of the much easier mental communication. “We have succeeded in gathering 
god-like power to ourselves. We will release some reserves into the Web of Light, then 
we will deal with some threats. Meanwhile, Forge, work with Hank on refining the 
biotech. There is yet a greater level of godhood to reach, and we must not be 
imprisoned by flesh for all time.” She smiled at them, and moved up and out and away, 
to rejoin the others.  

 Forge watched as the hauntingly beautiful woman once again turned to light, and 
the walls still held a fading glow as she moved away. 

 “Gott in Himmel,” Kurt managed. 

 “Indeed, that is a most impressive parlor trick, even for jaded veterans like 
ourselves,” Hank agreed. “It looks like they got what they‟ve been after all along,” he 
observed without enthusiasm. 

 “I wonder what this means,” Forge said with a slight squint as he thought it over. 

 “Apparently,” Hank replied carefully, “we will be favored henchmen working for 
gods.” 
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 The three of them looked at each other, working through how that felt. 

 A warning alarm pinged, and field projectors mounted on flexible arms halfway 
across the lab swiveled and oriented, then activated. The cross-section of field they 
illuminated held a strange three-dimensional hologram of Strange‟s ghostly image. 

 Hank slapped at some controls, adjusting them, then turned to regard the ghost 
trapped in the projectors. “Spellcasting is futile,” he pointed out, “the beam has 
countermeasures. Should you somehow escape it, these walls are laced with something 
Reed is sure will contain you.” There was a smug confidence in his German accented 
tone. 

 Forge looked to Hank. “How did he get out of the crèche?” he asked, pointing at 
the suspension capsule where his body was sedated. 

 Strange spoke, his lips and his words out of synch. “The crèche is a quarter step off 
Prime,” he said, his voice an eerie mist of tones not pushed by air. “I was trapped, but I 
followed a beacon—I followed Light.” 

 “Ah,” Hank said, confident. “The way back to Prime is confusing, from this little 
out of synch dimension, but Sue‟s Light drew him. Showed the way.” Hank adjusted a 
few more settings, sharpening up the astral projection of the Sorcerer Supreme. 

 “Even trapped, I can feel it,” Strange said. “I am no longer Sorcerer Supreme, 
exactly, and the Web of Light is badly damaged. What has happened?” He tried to keep 
his tone level. 

 “The Illuminati defend Prime now,” Forge said. “They sure do have the power.” 

 “What about the balance?” Strange asked, arching a spectral eyebrow. “Do they 
know what a „cthulu‟ is, or how to deal with a super-intelligent malignant multi-
dimensional intellect?” 

 “Reed is prepared for anything,” Hank assured the ghost.  

 “Time is short,” Strange replied, serious. 

 “You know we can‟t let you out,” Forge explained, “not even your astral form. We 
don‟t want to fight off the army you‟d bring back with you, and we don‟t want to kill 
you, while you are helpless or otherwise.” Forge tried to hide how sour the words tasted 
in his mouth. Hank began making further adjustments to another control panel as the 
conversation continued. 

 Strange‟s image looked him in the eye. “Forge,” he said quietly, “it is time to think 
over your history. Why would this chapter end differently?” 

 Forge stared at him, anger swelling in his eyes. “What do you think you—” Forge 
began, indignant. 

 “HA!” Hank said, pushing a button. The projectors wavered, then tilted, and 
Strange‟s image went into a glass container. Mist swirled around it as the machine hissed 
and hummed, then he was well and truly trapped. “I got him in the etheric bottle,” 
Hank said, confident. “Now his body is in one place, his mind in another. He is twice as 
secure.” He looked to Forge. “What was he going on about?” 

 “Don‟t you worry about that,” Forge gritted out, pale and furious. “Don‟t you 
worry about that at all.” He glared at Strange, but worry began to infect the corners of 
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his expression. He opened a computer panel, and pulled out some half-finished gadgets. 
“Come on, Hank. We have work to do.” 
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PART THREE 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

 “I love the wee hours of the morning,” Illyana muttered, “because I can get all 
sorts of things done.” She was clasped in etched, chased silver armor studded with alien 
gems and runes. Her horns and hooves were worked into the armor, and her red eyes 
and sharp teeth completed the picture of a demon sorceress. Her eyepatch was buried in 
a slick plate of armor, adding a peculiar asymmetrical menace to her demeanor. 

 “Almost makes a guy want to go back to sleep,” muttered a rough voice in one of 
the archways of her throne room. “Just to wake up and see that.” The big red demon 
grinned. In one arm, the arm with the stone forearm and fist, he cradled the lanky gray 
baby. The baby shifted and snitted slightly, mostly asleep. 

 “Let‟s drop Baby Raven off with dad,” Illyana said. “You big smoothie.” She 
offered her demon a grin, then gestured at the scry. It revealed a bed, warm and mussed 
with sleep, a lovely woman sleeping on her side and a short hairy man gently snoring on 
his back. Illyana gestured, and the teleporting flame flared around the baby, briefly 
lighting the bedroom. The hairy man snorted, blinked, noticed the baby now at his side. 
The baby settled down at once, cozying up to him. He put his arm around the child, 
then looked at the ceiling. 

 “Good luck, kid,” he murmured. Then he sighed, and adjusted himself, pretending 
to drift back to sleep. 

 “What, no goodbyes?” Stone said. 

 “He knows everything I‟m thinking,” Illyana said after a moment. “I can‟t bear 
what would have to be said.” 

 Stone nodded. “You get all Xavier‟s people to Bently?” 

 “Some from California, some from Scotland,” she nodded. She swirled a gray cloak 
on, a cloak that defied the eye‟s attempt to define its shape. At her throat, she clasped an 
amulet. “Okay. I‟m as ready as I‟ll get.” She looked the demon in the eye. “How about 
it, lover? Ready to kick down the door to Outworld and take on its armies?” 

 “I thought the plan was to sneak in,” he growled diplomatically. 

 “Oh, that‟s how it usually starts,” she agreed. “The end? Usually running top speed 
and diving to safety after killing a whole lot of stuff.” 

 “I think you had a rough childhood,” Stone reflected. 

 “You don‟t know the half of it,” Illyana nodded. “Did anybody explain how 
Outworld works to you?” 

 “Not that I remember,” Stone shrugged. 

 “Okay,” Illyana said. “Some interdimensional conquerors take a single dimension, 
then conquer other dimensions and anchor them to a central hub using gates, or rites, 
or technology. Then the central dimension siphons off these other dimensions‟ energies 
and pours them into battering rams and defensive shielding. So you have one dimension 
with lots of conquered battery dimensions trailing in its wake. Outworld and 
Apokalypse are two we‟ve tangled with in the past; and by „we‟ I mean Prime, not me, 
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because this was before my time. Anyway,” she continued, “I can‟t scry past the 
defenses, and armies can‟t move in past the defenses, but we can find a crack big enough 
for two of us to slip in and wreak untold havoc.” 

 “I have questions about this plan,” Roger growled. 

 “But it‟s all so obvious,” Illyana retorted wryly. 

 “Huh. So, human souls feed into the Web of Light when they die. It‟s like 
necromantic energy, forged out of the spent life-force of humanity, to protect 
humanity‟s future. Right?” 

 “Right,” Illyana nodded. 

 “So for a war dimension?” 

 “Instead of pulling from its inhabitants, who are mostly imported armies, the 
weaponry pulls from the life force of conquered dimensions,” Illyana explained. 

 “So people like rulers of Outworld want to conquer Prime so they can hook the 
Web of Light up to their weapon and shield system.” 

 “You‟re so good at this,” Illyana said, scrunching up her nose. “They also want to 
turn humans into another expendable slave army for conquest. Places like Outworld 
specialize in massive armies that swarm the ground and take over that way, where some 
war dimensions like Apokalypse strip tech and defenses like the Web of Light, so their 
smaller and more focused army can do a more systematic job.” 

 “Tell me more about these imported armies.” 

 “The Shokan are half dragon, half human, blended long ago to form a warrior race. 
They have four arms, not much hair, ugly as hell. You could take one or two of them.” 

 “You don‟t have much faith in me,” Stone reflected. 

 “Tough guys,” Illyana shrugged, “I‟m telling it like it is. Also Tarkatans, who have 
these fanged faces and these bone blades that shoot out of their forearms. Much bigger 
than dad‟s little blades. Not as sharp, though. Let‟s see, there are some Centaurans, half 
horse lizard thing, half sort of human thing. All bad temper. Without fear of a greater 
violence, or offer of plunder, they spend a lot of time fighting each other. And there are 
more armies in tow, but those are the most fierce and the ones that get sent in when the 
fighting gets serious.” 

 “You sure know a lot about this.” 

 “Strange never has been shy about giving me homework,” Illyana sighed. “So. Now 
I need to pick the lock to Outworld, and get the two of us in. Then we can get started. 
Who knows? We may get back before Bently takes her crew to Innsmouth, so you could 
go to that too.” She offered Stone her sweetest smile. 

 “I‟d rather go to some war dimension and face more or less certain death because 
we have no real plan,” Stone admitted. 

 “I thought you wanted to go to protect me,” Illyana mock-protested. 

 “When it comes to dimension hopping,” Stone shrugged, “I kind of need you to 
protect me.” 
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 “Smoothie,” Illyana said with a hopelessly romantic sigh. “Okay. On to 
dimensional lock-picking.” 

* 

 “I know it is early,” Bently said, “but I want us to get there first thing. The only 
reason we‟ve waited is because I did not feel it wise to engage in darkness.” She looked 
around the room. “Thank you for coming, really,” she said seriously. 

 The Sanctum basement had standing room only. On one side, Xavier‟s students 
and colleagues were grim and anxious. Emma Frost, a pale woman dressed in white 
leather for the day‟s activities. Marie Saint and Rich Rider stood to one side, recovered 
from the beating Essex handed them. Reinforcements from the school in California had 
joined them; Skids, an attractive young blonde; Robert Drake, a tall and broad-
shouldered man dressed as a ninja; Arrow, another ninja dressed in green sporting a 
longbow, his golden hair and goatee giving him a dashing look. And in the back, looking 
sulky, a mop-haired Cajun in a leather trench coat, Remy LeBeau. All of them were 
ready to do what was necessary to rescue Charles Xavier. 

 On the other side of the room, Blade stood with his arms crossed. Behind him, 
Morbius, Cain, and Spear waited, along with a teenage woman with a recurve bow and 
leather sleeves, named Anna Whistler. If they could hunt vampires, they could hunt 
monsters. 

 Bently spread out a map of the town. She looked sharp in her leather coat, her 
wrist greaves, and her blades hanging in the coat. Her hair was braided, then curled into 
a bun. She looked capable of taking care of herself. 

 “You need to have a basic understanding of what we face,” Bently said. “We will 
confront Cthonian sorcery. This magic allows wizards and their servants to move 
through angles, adjusting timespace to suit them. Watch your back, and be careful of 
doorways, as they can enchant portals to be timespace traps. Killing them is effective 
for getting them out of the way, but they have life beyond physical bodies, so don‟t be 
surprised when they pop up again later.” 

 She looked around the room. “We will also face an ancient threat indeed. A Great 
Old One sleeps beneath the ocean, and over the countless aeons, its dreams have 
shaped our world. Certain prehistoric islanders connected mystically to those dreams, 
and were changed; they were made immortal, but they turned into fish-people, stinking, 
strong, with tough hides and sensitive eyes. These fish people we call Deep Ones, and 
they build cities on the ocean floor. Because they are immortal, their women are 
possessed of an instinct to kill babies, to control the population.” 

 She paused, frowned, and continued. “To get around this, some communities make 
pacts with human settlements by the ocean, near an underwater city. In exchange for 
tainted undersea gold, eventually they want sexual access to humans, so their hybrids 
can be raised to adults who are safe from being murdered by their mothers. Later in life, 
most of these hybrids change into Deep Ones and are lost to the sea. This increases 
their numbers in a way they otherwise could not. The town of Innsmouth has honored 
a pact of this sort, several times in their history. As outsiders become aware of it, they 
attack the town and drive the monsters out of it. But then greed sets in, and the 
unnatural pact resumes.” 
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 “That‟s pretty gross,” Arrow said. “Still, if the fish people are like, you know, tough 
humans… we sure do have a lot of firepower assembled to tackle them.” 

 “Even if the Deep Ones and Cthonian sorcerers were our only considerations, it 
does not do to be hasty or cocky,” Bently replied. “And we do have worse that we will 
face. You see, for those tainted by blood that traces back to the Sleeper, Cthulu, when 
Cthulu dreams, they are… they are changed. They live into those dreams. There are 
spawn, huge as a house, monstrously deadly. But there are smaller monstrosities as well, 
mutants of hybrids, that have been caressed and shaped by the Great Old One‟s 
dreams. And Smythe has been known to recruit monsters from still other dimensions.” 

 “It‟s true,” Blade nodded. “And they are a handful.” He grimaced a smile. 

 “Bearing all that in mind,” Bently said, “I would remind Xavier‟s students that I 
convinced him to help me dispose of Rasputin not long ago, and Rasputin was Smythe‟s 
teacher, and Smythe is the one who is gathering this carnival of monsters in ruined 
Innsmouth and preparing to unleash them on the world. So, there is a chance that our 
man Smythe knows more about Xavier than he otherwise might were they strangers to 
one another.” 

 “What‟s our plan?” Drake asked. 

 “We will split into three teams, to discover where focusing our efforts serves us 
best,” Bently said, her accent crisp. “Rider and Saint will fly over the reef, because it 
connects to the undersea city. See if there is anything going on there we need to know 
about. In any case, then meet the team that needs backup the most.” She looked over at 
Blade. “You will take a team and check the Masonic Hall, named the Esoteric Order of 
Dagon. There are tunnels under that building that lead all the way to the water.” She 
looked at the others. “I will lead a team to the refinery, which is the economic center of 
town. I‟ll take Whistler, Arrow, Remy, Drake, Skids, and Frost. Whistler?” 

 The young woman cleared her throat. “I have a tactical network set for everybody. 
Get your tac net, get oriented, and we‟ll stay in touch during the raid. We will have to be 
disciplined about chatter.” 

 “Remember we have three primary missions,” Bently said as Whistler handed out 
the tac nets. “First, find Stephen Strange.” She handed Morbius a stack of paper, and he 
started handing copies out. “There is a picture of him on that sheet. We need him back 
alive. He is a wizard with the Arcanum, and he has some valuable clues and expertise we 
need to win this Reckoning. The second picture on the sheet is Smythe. He‟s bad news. 
Kill him if you can.” 

 “Excuse me?” Rich said, startled. 

 “He won‟t die,” Bently said patiently. “He‟s a powerful Cthonian wizard. We need 
him out of the way, and restraining him is something only a few wizards are powerful 
enough to do. I am not one of them. So we need him dealt with. He will be back. The 
third picture is Charles Xavier. We suspect that a vengeful Smythe may have been 
involved in an alliance to kidnap him. So don‟t get confused; two out of the three 
pictures are of people we want intact, that will not come back if killed. Any questions?” 

 Bently looked over her strike force. Lucky thirteen. She sighed. “Remember. Do 
not hesitate today, for the things we hunt will not hesitate to kill you. Everything we 
fight today will either be alien, collaborating with aliens to destroy our world, or 
corrupted by aliens. Allow that to shape your decision making. As the Mighty Cthulu 
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dreams, those dreams wake up in flesh, and that flesh will try to kill us.” She looked 
around once more. “Let‟s head for the ley line in the park,” she said simply, and they 
started up the stairs, still fiddling with paper and tac nets. 

* 

 “Easy enough, finding a gap big enough to squeeze two in,” Illyana murmured. 
Flame swirled, and she stood next to Stone on a blasted shelf of rock. 

 “Yeah, this already sucks,” Stone said as he looked out over the landscape. The sky 
was darkened by endless firepits burning corpses and settlements, dust from battles and 
marching armies mingling to seal the dreariness of the sky. Whole fields of crucifixes 
and other methods of deadly torture stretched on and on, from cages with skeletons in 
them to staked-out bones, chewed to fragments. Here and there, massive statutes to 
some big man in a skull mask reared against the dark earth. Some of the statutes were 
toppled and broken. Mangled siege engines decorated the landscape, presumably having 
been used against a vast fortress that stretched up into the low clouds, its top hidden. 
Additional smoke came up from far-flung camp cities full of armies. 

 “The ley lines are used to section out the terrain, you see the roads?” Illyana 
murmured. “All the ley lines converge in the fortress. So he must slice the pie to give 
each army its home territory.” 

 “Great, so now what?” Stone growled. “We go into that fort?” 

 Illyana signaled him to be quiet, and she crouched down, her cloak shifting to 
perfectly blend. Stone dropped too, looking over the edge of the rock shelf. 

 Below, a battle had been fought not long before. A few fanged Tarkatans hunched 
over bodies, feasting. There were dozens of dead Tarkatans, and maybe ten Shokan 
corpses, their yellow bodies maimed and splayed on the ground, senseless in death. 

 “Looks like civil unrest,” Illyana observed. “Think we could question one of the 
scavengers?” 

 “Who knows?” Stone shrugged. “We could at least see what languages they speak.” 

 They were halfway down the slope, picking their way quietly, when one of the 
Tarkatans stopped, raising its face all slick with blood, sniffing. Its forehead bunched 
up, and it growled. Then it looked to the side, scrambled to its feet, and dashed off. 

 All the Tarkatan scavengers did. A minute later, a warband marched into view. 

 “Probably take a dim view of desertion,” Illyana murmured. 

 The warband of twenty marched by. They wore lacquered armor, helmets, a few 
other weapons. Their bony and pitted forearms seemed to have the main weapon they 
would need—long retractable spines of bone for slashing and impaling. 

 Illyana and Stone ghosted them for a couple dozen meters before realizing those in 
the back were sniffing and glancing around. They headed for higher ground, still trying 
to keep them in sight. After a couple kilometers, Stone put his hand out to stop Illyana.  

 “There,” he said, pointing down into a curve in the road, flanked by hills and 
stunted shrubbery.  

 Illyana looked, spotting an argument in progress. A woman dressed in flowing 
white silk, with purple hair that fell almost to her ankles, spoke animatedly, with big 
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gestures. She was shapely, possibly early middle age, curvaceous. The woman she was 
talking to had black hair, but could be her daughter, they shared such similarities. She 
scowled, her arms crossed over her chest. A man standing to the side wore a triangular 
purple poncho, and his face was covered. He and several others garbed in purple 
seemed impatient to continue. 

 They paused, listening, then scattered to the stunted briars and rocks on the side of 
the road, with obviously limited success. They continued scrambling for cover, but there 
wasn‟t much to be had.  

 The warband rounded the corner, marching past the spot. Illyana found herself 
holding her breath. 

 When they were level with where the meeting had occurred, the warband split in 
two, half rushing one side of the road and half the other, without a visible command 
from their leader. In moments, pitched combat disadvantaged those who had tried to 
hide, and several were immediately killed. 

 “What do you think?” Stone asked, terse, eyes on the fight. 

 “They look human, they seem the underdog,” Illyana replied. “Let‟s go.” 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

 Meanwhile, blades three times longer than should be possible had shot out of the 
Tarkatan forearms, and three of the group wearing purple were downed, probably with 
mortal wounds. Illyana sprang at five of them that had the woman in silk cornered with 
the black-haired woman. Stone charged the leader and his two guards. 

 A beam of light shot from the amulet at Illyana‟s neck, holing one monster; as the 
Tarkatan fell, the other four whirled. The black-haired woman decapitated one, and 
Illyana‟s forearm armor grew razored whips that shot out and slashed another one, 
sending him staggering and clutching his face. Blades shot out over the backs of her 
hands, and she was whirling, kicking, dancing the fight as the victims of the attack 
rallied and counterattacked in turn. 

 Stone slugged one, sending him crashing into a rock four meters away. He caught a 
bone blade on his stone forearm, and slammed a head-butt into the Tarkatan, smashing 
his head in. Another lunged at him; he caught the blade with his hand, jerking his leg up 
and holding on to the arm as he crushed a kick into the Tarkatan‟s chest, breaking a 
number of bones. 

 The Tarkatan attackers that could escape staggered and ran; it was clear which side 
would win this skirmish. Illyana and Stone faced off with the purple-clothed group, 
both sides wary.  

 “Do you speak English?” Illyana asked carefully. They looked puzzled or shook 
their heads. One of them spoke, and Illyana shook her head. She tried out Latin: no 
luck. They tried another language. 

 “Are you okay?” Stone grumbled in Cthonian. 

 “Hai!” the purple-haired leader said immediately. “We speak language of evil 
masters.” 
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 “Right,” Illyana muttered. “Who are you?” she managed, a bit halting. 

 “I am Sindell, king of Edenia, a dimension enslaved by Outworld. Shao Khan make 
me not-wife, put me in palace. I hear a legend older than Outworld, maybe we be free.” 

 “Again, slower please,” Illyana said. The queen nodded, patient, and repeated her 
message. 

 “We should get moving,” Stone muttered. Apparently some others had the same 
idea. Illyana nodded, and the small band headed up into the rocks, one of their number 
confusing the trail behind them. 

 After twenty minutes of walking, they ended by a brackish stream. 

 “What is all this about?” Illyana asked. 

 Sindell replied, struggling with basic Cthonian. “I hear story that might make us 
free. Kitana, my daughter. She makes fight in Edenia. These are friends—trust. We fight 
for be free.” 

 “Sounds good,” Stone muttered in Cthonian. “But they figured you out.” 

 Sindell nodded. “Shao Khan gone, but palace guards are smart and hard. Send 
warband to kill me, and all of us,” she solemnly reflected. “Which dimension sent you?” 
She asked Illyana and Stone. 

 “I‟m from Limbo,” Illyana said after a moment‟s hesitation. 

 “I come from C‟thon itself,” Stone grimaced. “It‟s not much to look at either. 
We‟re looking for captured Primelings.” Illyana looked over at him, impressed with his 
fluency. 

 “I do not know,” Sindell admitted, “No one is taking prisoners right now,” she 
said, something distant in her eyes as she regarded the smoking plain of war. 

 “Tell me more about what you discovered, how you might free Edenia,” Illyana 
said. 

 Sindell took a deep breath, shifted her regal pose, and began to tell the story slowly, 
in the simplest words she could. “Shao Khan was not always ruler here. He serves the 
Dark Dimension, and Dormammu wears the Flames of Rulership. He has ruled for the 
last ten thousand years. In a lost age, another ruled. This other was the first to blend the 
blood of dragons with humanity. He was Onaga, the Dragon King. He was mighty, he 
could slay cosmic rulers, in the Dominion War, far before humanity began. He 
assassinated gods. He could kill anything.” 

 She paused, and Illyana nodded, so she continued. The speech sounded like it 
reflected well-worn story, repeating phrases easier for Sindell than making conversation. 
“After centuries, he retired to his own dimension. He made it a healthy jungle. He ruled 
his subjects with an undead army he created, because he did not trust the Shokan, his 
half-dragon army, to be faithful. This was wise. 

 “Shao Khan also slew gods. He and the Shokan army were sent to avenge those 
Onaga had destroyed. They tricked him and killed him, but he rose again and sought his 
revenge. Hard pressed, Shao Khan and his Shokan army hired a Cthonian sorcerer. 
Legend says the sorcerer was weak, but he had a great black sword that killed anything it 
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touched, giving strength to its bearer. The sword was put through Onaga‟s chest, killing 
him and keeping him from regenerating.” 

 “Bummer,” Illyana muttered, not bothering to translate the sentiment to Cthonian. 

 “Once he had the sorcerer‟s blade, he no longer needed the sorcerer. Shao Khan 
killed him. Then he turned Onaga‟s dimension into Outworld, conquering and 
connecting other dimensions. The energy drain turned the jungle into this,” Sindell said, 
gesturing over the blasted waste. “Armies fight to prove themselves, so they will be 
favored in the next invasion and get a greater share of the spoils. Edenia was one 
conquest.” She shook her head. “The point—that fortress is built over Onaga‟s 
ziggurat. Onaga‟s tomb is below the fortress. And I found a way to reach it,” she said, 
beaming with pride. “If we can remove the sword from Onaga‟s chest, he will revive, 
and call forth his undead army, and retake Outworld. I doubt he will want to keep all 
the conquered dimensions. He will release them, and Onaga will be more than powerful 
enough to push invaders back and rebuild his home.” 

 “Sounds thin,” Stone growled in English. 

 “But if it works,” Illyana replied, “we could seriously dent Dormammu‟s threat to 
Prime.” 

 “I know about these ancient godslayers,” Stone said darkly. “Releasing this Onaga 
guy is something we might live to regret, if he is the conqueror he sounds like.” 

 “But he and Shao Khan might get in a grudge match and sort each other out.” 

 Stone rolled his eyes. “You know better,” he said, almost scolding. 

 “True,” she reflected. She looked him in the eye. “It‟s a risk I‟m willing to take. If 
Outworld breaches the Web of Light, I don‟t think Prime can repel these alien armies. 
If Onaga can buy us some time…if we can have leverage with him because we released 
him…it‟s worth the risk.” 

 “You‟re the brains of this outfit,” Stone shrugged. 

 “If you can lead the way,” Illyana said in Cthonian, “we will free Onaga.” 

 The Edenians had their own conversation, with glances at Illyana and Stone, and 
hot feelings on several points of view. 

 “I will go with you, and the others will meet me at an escape point,” Sindell said 
calmly. “Are you ready to go?” 
 “Wait,” Illyana said, “how will you meet up with your people? You should not 
travel alone in this dangerous territory.” 

 “Don‟t worry about me, I am not as helpless as I look,” Sindell replied. “Numbers 
bring more danger than safety where we are going.” 

 “Then let‟s get moving,” Stone growled. 

* 

 A faint mist hung around the thirteen as they walked towards the park. Bently had 
conjured it to deflect attention from them while they headed for the nearest ley line to 
travel to their destination. 

 Towards the front of the group, Morbius walked beside Saint. “Seems like a strange 
road to bring us to this point,” Morbius reflected. 
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 “Ah‟m just glad ta see you in such good shape,” Saint replied. “Out in sunlight and 
all. Blade must have showed you a few things about how to handle your condition.” 

 “I‟ve stabilized,” Morbius agreed. “And in the meantime, I‟ve seen things—done 
things—I never would have dreamed could happen in this world.” He shook his head. 
“A few of them were good. But Blade, he‟s a consistently mean son of a bitch day or 
night. It inspires me with a real role model to look up to,” he said, deadpan. “The good 
news is, if we do any tunnel tracking in Innsmouth, that‟s become my specialty.” He 
squinted at Saint. “How are the One Worlder‟s doing?” 

 “Doin good,” Saint nodded. “Mah power stabilized, and Ah do like teachin better 
than conquerin th world.” She looked at him sideways. “Any luck towards curin what‟s 
wrong with you? For good?” 

 Morbius sighed. “I‟d be dead now without this half-vampire curse,” he said. “Let‟s 
not look at it too closely for the down side. The point is, I‟m here now.” 

 “About that,” Saint murmured. “Ah‟m through with Remy, for good and for 
always. Ah‟ve had enough of him for a life time.” 

 “Then the up side of my condition is better than I hoped,” Morbius said with half a 
smile, looking ahead. 

 Saint took his hand in her gloved hand, and he let her. For a while, they walked 
without speaking. Morbius glanced back at Blade. Hope, indeed. 

 

 Further back down the line, Arrow fell in step next to Whistler, glancing her over. 
“Hey,” he said. “That‟s a pretty tough bow you have there. Did you string it all by 
yourself?” 

 “Yes,” she said shortly. His eyes lingered on the curve of her neck, the rounded 
muscle of her shoulder, pert breasts, her sleek torso with bared midriff, the taut lines of 
her thighs and legs. He smiled to himself.  

 “Pretty impressive. That compound bow has some real power to it. Now, my 
longbow here, it‟s not compound. But it does take real strength to use it. I don‟t have 
the wheels and pullies there to add that extra kick.” He smiled widely. “I‟m all natural. 
And you should see the penetration I can get with this weapon.” 

 “Nice,” she sighed, barely believing what she was hearing. “Don‟t you have 
somebody else you can talk to?” 

 “Hey, we are both archers,” Arrow pointed out. “Whistler, right? Do you have 
distraction arrows? That whistle? I mean, you‟ve got some pretty great gear. I‟d love to 
handle it sometime, see how it sings.” 

 She slowed, looking him in the eyes, eyebrows drawn. “You may not want to 
handle anything I‟ve got. It‟s all custom. Anybody who puts his paws on it may be in for 
an unpleasant surprise.” The threat was not veiled. 

 Behind Arrow, Blade chuckled. 

 “I imagine,” Arrow continued, undaunted, “all your equipment is willing enough in 
your hands, or with your consent.” 

 “Let it go,” Blade advised. 
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 “What, are you trying to protect her?” Arrow said, incredulous. “She‟s doing fine.” 

 “No no,” Blade clarified, “I know the fate of the world may hang on your shooting, 
and I don‟t want you to break an arm over something stupid. Right, Whistler?” 

 “Bullseye,” she agreed with a wicked grin, and she slapped Blade a high-five with a 
little chuckle. 

  “Okay, okay,” Arrow shrugged. “I‟m a friend of Blade, and I‟ve been out with that 
school in California, so I came here with Frost. I‟m not one of your little monster 
hunting squad. But the more I see of it, the more interested I get,” he said. 

 “All the women at the school learn your moves?” Blade asked with academic 
interest. 

 “All the ones that interest me,” Arrow shrugged. “I have a new interest.” 

 “So, if I do have to kill this asshole,” Whistler said directly to Blade. 

 “No jury will convict you,” Blade assured her, finishing the thought. 

 “Excellent.” 

 “You haven‟t seen me in action yet,” Arrow said. “It‟s like poetry. When I move, it 
is art.” 

 “Let‟s hope it‟s not Pollack,” Whistler said, baited to respond. “Right now, you‟re 
all Picasso.” 

 “Yeah,” Arrow grinned. “This is gonna be fun.” His eyes were already wandering 
up the backside of Skids, who walked in front of him ignoring the whole conversation. 

 

 Further back in the line, bringing up the rear, Drake walked next to Remy. Remy 
glanced over the group. “I was sort of hoping we would have more ninja,” he admitted, 
his Cajun accent flavoring the words. 

 “Well, Silent and Shadow had their own horizons to find,” Drake said with a shrug. 
“My boy Tim is a great fighter, but I want him to grow up all the way before getting 
killed. He can just stay at the school.” Drake looked Remy over. “You really should 
finish your ninja training sometime so you don‟t look so pathetic when we get into it.” 

 “Ver funny, ha ha,” Remy said without laughing. “I take care of myself.” 

 “Oh, sure, for things like using toilets and buying booze,” Drake quickly agreed. 
“Though you do buy foul cheap booze, and dress like a homeless man. The point is, 
when I watch you fight, I wonder how you survived all this time without a bodyguard.” 
He shook his head. “My boy could flatten you, LeBeau, and that‟s kind of embarrassing 
for a man with your background.” 

 “What‟s your problem, Drake?” Remy demanded. “What you want me to say?” 

 “He‟s just blowing off steam,” Frost said over her shoulder. “He‟s nervous about 
this fight. So he‟s picking on you. He thinks he is funny. But really, he‟s a bully. It 
worked in the Lin Quei, and now that he‟s disavowed, he thinks it will work here.” She 
shrugged. “You are the weakest, most obnoxious target. Ignore him. We‟ll be in 
Innsmouth soon.” 
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 “Pretty much all true there,” Drake agreed. “Let‟s not forget, though, LeBeau really 
is kind of pathetic.” 

 “Well, yes,” Frost conceded, “but rubbing his face in it? That shows poor 
upbringing.” 

 “That‟s like the very smoothest way I‟ve ever had my mother insulted,” Drake said 
reflectively, and Frost chuckled. 

 Remy frowned. “I might have to find my own horizon before long,” he grumbled 
to himself. 

 Up ahead, Bently turned to face them. “Here we are,” she said. They stood on the 
sidewalk up against a wall between the park and the street. “Take hands.” They all held 
hands. Then, for a moment, the world twisted intolerably. They became one with Light. 

* 

 Their backtrail was a gulch between armies, piled with corpses. They added a few as 
they stealthily worked past pickets and sentries. After a few kilometers, they had reached 
the grating separating the bowels of the castle from the battlefield. 

 They crouched, resting. Sindell gestured at the fortress. 

 “The Centaurians hold the lower levels of the fortress. Shokan and Tarkatans fight 
out here,” she said. “Down here? This is where deserters and prisoners are locked in the 
tunnels, to kill each other. Darker things.” They did not have enough shared vocabulary 
for her to give them more warning. 

 “You can get us to the tomb?” Illyana said, her mind already reeling at the tunnels 
and corridors that must underlie the fortress. 

 “I marked it with magic,” Sindell nodded, “and it calls to me. I can go to it, 
straight.” 

 Stone eyed the grate. “They made this sturdy. Looks like bone blades and big four-
armed guys have tried to open it, and really meant it, but failed.” He eyed the lock that 
held the clasp shut. “We‟re better off going after the bars than the lock.” 

 “Yep,” Illyana agreed, and she focused. Her armor slid out a sturdy blade, and as 
she concentrated it became impossibly sharp. Then it sizzled with peculiar magic. She 
swiped, cutting one bar through, then she cut another. She stepped back, and Stone 
grabbed the cut ends and hefted up with all his strength; with a groan, the bars bent up 
enough for them to crawl in. They promptly did, and Stone bent the bars back more or 
less in place. 

 “Now we‟re under it,” Illyana growled. The tunnel was three meters across, a rough 
tube. They headed into the darkness, stepping through and over squelching piles of 
waste and the dead. Illyana tossed a witch light in the air, and it glowed as it paced them 
down the tunnel. 

 Sindell led confidently, and after a few minutes they came to a lit area. Echoes of 
fighting and screaming echoed in the tunnels, but the tunnels were spread out enough 
that they did not encounter anyone or anything. 

 As they came out on a balcony, they looked down to see massive pits of acid. The 
stench was incredible, fumes stung their eyes. 
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 “Part of the weapon foundries and refineries,” Sindell explained. They kept to the 
high walkways, and then they were in darkness once more. 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN 

 Illyana lost all track of time; it seemed like hours, cautiously following the winding 
tunnels, choosing one after the other, Sindell pausing for her bearings but never 
confused. Eventually, they reached a wall of green stone, different than the surrounding 
material. 

 “This is where it gets hard,” Sindell apologized, her limited grasp of Cthonian 
making conversation difficult. “This leads to the ziggurat. Onaga built from the world‟s 
bones, Shao Khan from the world‟s skin.” She pointed at the greenish stone, and the 
black, volcanic rock the rest of the fortress was hewn from. “If we can get past that, we 
will be close.” 

 “It could take days to find a way around,” Illyana said, dismayed. 

 “If there even is one,” Stone agreed. “Well, maybe this is a door, not a wall.” 

 “What?” Illyana said, confused. 

 “Only one way to be sure,” Stone shrugged. “Let‟s knock.” He settled himself, then 
drove his stone fist into the wall with all the might at his command. The shock of stone 
on stone was palpable in the bones of those looking on, such was the impact.  

 One tiny crack stretched up the rock. Stone grinned. 

 “Here we go.” Four, six, ten hits. A spiderweb of cracks grew in the wall, but the 
magic of the stone fist protected it from shattering. Stone yanked a broken block out, 
and a gust of foul wind poured over them, trying to equalize the airtight chambers 
below with the surface world. Stone smashed his shoulder into the wall, then dragged 
out some of the fragments, making a hole just barely big enough for him to squeeze 
through. 

 Illyana turned to Sindell. “Did you mark the location even within this?” she asked. 
“Anything else we need to know?” 

 “Only two traps,” Sindell said. “There is a maze leading to the tomb, a maze no 
mortal may solve. And there is a guardian, a terrible demon from before time. It will 
slay anyone who gets close to the Dragon King. An Oni.” She shook her head. “My 
people would not be able to slay it, nor will you. Our only hope was to get the sword 
out of Onaga‟s chest.” She paused. “I did not plan to return.” 

 “Can we handle this?” Illyana asked Stone. 

 He shrugged. “I‟ve navigated my share of Cthonian mazes,” he said. “And this 
demon guy? Well, I wouldn‟t ask her to take him on.” 

 “Fair enough,” Illyana nodded. She turned to Sindell. “Go. You have helped us.”  

 Sindell hesitated, but only for a moment. She bowed deeply. “You will always have 
friends in Edenia,” she said seriously. Then she turned to go, and Illyana blew on the 
witch light, sending it along until its magic faded. 
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 There was no need for further discussion. Stone crawled through the hole, and 
Illyana was right behind him. Illyana conjured a new witch light, and the pair looked 
around. 

 Sand lay thick on the ground, and a steady wind still blew. The walls were greenish 
stone, reminiscent of C‟thon itself, and runes glittered, set high in the wall. 

 “Any of that make sense to you?” Illyana asked as she squinted at them. 

 “Sure,” he rumbled. “It‟s an old dialect, really old, even in Cthonian terms. Talks 
about conquests. This hall dedicated to a campaign in the place they will name R‟Lyeh.” 
He blinked, squinted again. “Holy crap,” he muttered. 

 “Uh, Stone?” Illyana said uncomfortably. “I figured out why we had to break the 
wall.” 

 “Yeah?” 

 “This air current. Anything that comes looking for us will know where and when 
we entered.” 

 “Then we better get moving.” 

 They followed the corridor, half choked on the must of the ages. Runes were set in 
the walls at each intersection, and Stone paused to ponder each. After what could have 
been hours, eventually Illyana began to sense that they had been in this maze forever, 
that they would be here forever. She felt no need for rest, for sleep, for food or water; 
there was only the maze, the next turn. She felt a force pushing on her will, and she held 
tight to Stone‟s arm as he relentlessly continued, engaged, solving the maze. 

 Eventually, Stone stopped. He frowned at the arch before them, an arch stitched in 
runes, gleaming in the witch light. “It sure as hell isn‟t where we came in, and I don‟t 
like the smell of it. I think we found the tomb.” 

 Illyana took one hesitant step, then another. “Okay then,” she said. “Let‟s see 
what‟s inside.” 

 Stone walked at her side as they crossed under the rune-crusted arch, but nothing 
seemed to happen. They looked around, and Illyana added more energy to the light, so 
its glow intensified and pushed at darkness that was thousands of years old. 

 They entered a vast chamber, its borders stretching beyond the meager capability of 
the witch light to find them. They followed a walkway lined with corpses in lacquered 
armor, all kneeling facing the center of the room. Rank upon rank were still and silent, 
as though waiting. Illyana and Stone cautiously approached, and twenty meters down 
they found the central dais.  

 A stone wall had been built in the middle of the dais, and the Dragon King‟s dead 
body was nailed to it with a black sword. Other swords were through the limbs and 
wings, to spread him out like a bug in a collection; his wings spanned almost four 
meters, he was two meters tall. His recurve legs and hooves hung limp and withered, his 
scaly torso was empty of its strength, his horned head with its too-human scaled face 
lolled to the side. Massive hands had two clawed fingers and a thumb. A limp tail hung 
to the ground. Even being dead for thousands of years had not fully robbed the 
magnificent corpse of its majesty. He looked mummified. 
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 The sword was a two-handed blade, jet black, with remarkable clean lines and grace 
and no visible runes or ornamentation. It was a weapon, clean and plain and simple; not 
decoration, not a trophy, not a tool for intimidation. It was made to kill, and every 
choice that went into its creation reinforced that simple and singular purpose. Its 
pommel, grip, and crosspiece were less than a third of a meter out from the chest of the 
body, the blade had been thrust in so deeply, sinking into stone after coming out his 
back. 

 “I think we found the Dragon King,” Illyana murmured. 

 “We do not want to mess with that,” Stone said fiercely, pointing at the sword. “I‟ve 
seen those before. It is not really a sword. It is alive. It‟s a demon in a sword shape; not a 
friendly demon like me, but one of the guys that is out to drink the stars and swallow 
the blackness of space so they are all that remain. You don‟t understand what this thing 
can do,” Stone said, nervous. 

 “What am I missing?” Illyana asked, looking him in the eye. 

 “This thing sucks life out of the victim and gives it to the bearer. It‟s intoxicating,” 
Stone said, his voice a growl. “A thousand were made, to make war on the gods of 
C‟thon. That war has been over for a long, long time. The blades that survived were 
hidden in temples in C‟thon, with boobytraps and guardians and warnings. Because 
when they get out, a lot of things die. They killed the gods, then the blades turned on 
the other warriors, and the killing didn‟t stop when all the monsters, gods, and armies 
were destroyed. They need more. They always needed more.” He stopped, then 
shrugged, looking at Illyana. “C‟thon is a dead city that dreams of more death. It is a 
nightmarish place. And here is one of the blades that made it that way.” He nodded at 
the sword in the Dragon King‟s chest. 

 “At least we know where to put it when we‟re done with it,” Illyana said. “Let‟s get 
this over with.” 

 Stone yelped as a massive metal ball slammed into his side, sending him off the 
path to plow through ranks of dead warriors; they sprayed everywhere in his wake. The 
ball sang back to slam home in the powerful paw of a huge monster. 

 Hunched over, it was two meters tall, with grayish blue skin and three eyes. It was 
gangly and awkward, with huge hands and feet, and a wide drooling mouth full of flat 
yellow teeth. It roared, shaking its mane. Its wrecking ball was almost a meter across, 
fastened to a heavy chain, and it flexed as it hefted the ball and stared at Illyana. 

 “That would be the guardian,” Illyana muttered to herself as armor flashed across 
her body. 

 Stone rolled over, hefting a huge six shooter pistol scaled to his giant frame. He 
half-grinned as he opened up, slamming shots at the demon. The shots seemed to sear 
through the air, they were not mere bullets. They stung off the demon‟s hide, driving it 
back a few steps. Then it growled. Stone holstered the weapon awkwardly, and struggled 
to stand, favoring the elbow of his flesh hand. 

 The whole battle played out at top speed in Illyana‟s mind. She saw the cables of 
sinew, the muscles under muscles, the iron bones of this monster. She knew that while 
Stone could possibly hold his own, he could not win. Even with her witch blade and 
sorcery. This demon was armored against that kind of attack. They might be able to 
accomplish their mission and run, but getting out of the maze… 
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 She really didn‟t see any other options. 

 Stepping back, she snatched the haft of the blade in the Dragon King‟s chest. With 
a ringing slit, she dragged it clear of his carcass; he hung on the other blades that pinned 
him to the wall. Spinning, she swung the sword around to face the monstrous Oni that 
was shambling towards Stone as he rose to his hooves. 

 The moment she touched the demon sword, her witchblade retracted to a jeweled 
anklet, as far from the sword as it could get. She felt her skin and bones swarm with 
mighty magic, with invincible sorcery. And she let out a cry as she swung the sword 
over her head once then settled in a stance, facing the demon. 

 “I have something for you,” she said, malicious. 

 The Oni roared, and charged her. She sprang, a dark joy flashing through her, and 
swept the blade down. The Oni reached for her, and her sword attack shot between its 
grasping hands and shoved into its chest. The monster‟s muscles were as hard as wood, 
it was so dense and powerful, but the blade hissed through as though it was styrofoam. 
The Oni‟s three eyes shot wide, and its cheek twitched. Illyana heard a scream of wicked 
delight burst out of her, but she was completely absorbed in the rush of immortal 
power as the deathless creature on her sword gave up its life into her. As power gushed 
through her, every nerve and sense buzzed and sang, overloaded; she staggered back, 
dragging the sword free, and the monster keeled over dead. 

 “Holy crap,” Illyana gasped. “Wow!” She realized the sword had grown even more 
mighty in its thousands of years feeding on a truly immortal monster that could not be 
killed, even by this weapon. She vaguely registered falling to her knees. “Wow,” she 
repeated, barely able to breathe. 

 “Great,” Stone muttered. Carefully watching her, he stepped around, and leaned in 
to examine Onaga. He touched the clean slit in Onaga‟s chest, and the flesh twitched 
and sealed a few centimeters. “I think he might pull through,” Stone said reflectively. 
“We better stick around to make sure. I don‟t want to be the one to tell Strange we may 
or may not have roused the Dragon King.” 

 “See, normally, I‟d say you were crazy for wanting to wait until this guy woke up,” 
Illyana mused. “But, when you put it that way…” she was panting lightly, struggling for 
air as her whole body burned with power. “We should make a fire or something.” 

 Wordless, Stone gathered up some old fabric, and pulled a lighter out of his pocket. 
“Don‟t know how long it will burn,” he said shortly, but he lit the fabric and it flared 
and flickered in no time. He piled some wood from weapon hafts on the flame. 

 Illyana felt almost drowsy. She could feel the flicker of the fire in the blade that she 
held loosely. “You know,” she said, lazy, “this sword…” She paused as though listening 
to something no one else could hear. “It could really be the turning point on Prime. I 
bet it could kill Essex.” 

 “No,” Strange said, flat. “I won‟t fight near you if you want to carry that thing 
around. That‟s how the sword isolates its bearer; oops, a little slip here, a moment of 
reaction there, and before you know it you‟ve got dead lovers and dead friends. Then, 
sooner or later,” he added darkly, “it turns on its bearer.” 

 “You‟re not being entirely fair,” Illyana frowned. “My witchblade turned on me, 
but you don‟t mind that I use that when I fight next to you.” 
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 “You think it‟s the same?” Stone asked, voice tight. “The witchblade there is not 
nearly as smart as the black sword of C‟thon. And, your little fairy toy can‟t kill me with 
a single swipe. The Unseelie Court is a bunch of prancy, limp-wristed ballerinas. That 
thing,” he continued, pointing at the black sword, “comes from demonic pacts ancient 
beyond calculation, for the purpose of slaying cosmic forces.” He shrugged. “Not really 
in the same ballpark. And you do not want that thing loose on Prime.” 

 “Loose?” Illyana protested. “I‟d keep it under control.” 

 “Maybe at first,” Stone shrugged. “Maybe for a while. Look. I don‟t want to talk 
about this anymore.” 

 “Fine,” Illyana grumped. She pushed the sword arm‟s length away from her, on the 
stone by itself. Not a drop of blood lingered on the blade. “I don‟t want to look at 
that—thing,” she said, nodding at the dead Oni. Stone sighed, and grabbed it. He slung 
the corpse off to the side, clattering among the dead army. He sat down opposite the 
small fire. 

 “Better?” 

 “Yes,” she nodded primly. “So… where do you think Strange is? I‟ve pulled him 
out of collapsing pocket dimensions, I‟ve seen him wander the depths of the Aether 
looking for sages to consult, I‟ve seen him consort with the fey. He had the stones to 
confront the Sleeper Beneath the Ocean once.” She shook her head. “He could be 
anywhere, doing anything.” 

 “But he normally leaves a note, right?” Stone asked, looking into the fire. 

 “Yeah, he does,” Illyana agrees. She rose, turning to face the Dragon King‟s body. 
“He looks a lot the same,” she observed, seeing a few places where his limp skin had 
filled slightly. “I thought he would get better, you know, faster.” 

 “Something might be wrong. Missing. Maybe I‟m underestimating what the sword 
did to him,” Stone muttered. 

 “So, what if he doesn‟t wake up?” Illyana asked. “How long do we wait?” 

 Stone had no answer. 

* 

 Kira drifted down out of the sky, and was met on the stone terrace of the Temple 
of Light by about twenty armed warriors. “Relax,” she said, “I come in peace.” 

 “We‟ve heard that once too often of late,” Kung Lao said, joining them from an 
adjacent corridor. Liu Kang was at his side, and he jogged over to Kira. 

 “What‟s going on?” she demanded. 

 “Identify yourself,” Liu Kang replied. 

 “I am Kira, I work for Strange, and I‟m here to see if you have any ideas about who 
might have captured or killed him. He‟s missing,” she explained. 

 Kung Lao had been studying her intently. “She is an alien,” he confirmed. “She is 
not the one who fooled me before.” 

 “What do you mean, „fooled you before,‟” Kira said, confused. 
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 “A powerful, dark presence is lurking nearby,” Kung Lao said. “We have sensed it, 
but we cannot find it. If we allow distractions, this dark presence may get on the 
grounds. We must be alert.” He cocked his head to the side. “It is bad news indeed that 
Strange is missing. I sent a message to him and got no response. I now see why.” 

 They all paused as the light in the sky subtly shifted, then four comets of pure light 
streaked down, through the invisible protections of the Temple, and slammed into the 
courtyard. Warriors swarmed around the comets and the resulting brilliant light, but 
they were repulsed, as by heat from a huge fire. Four figures stood within the mass of 
flaring energy. 

 “Excuse me,” Kung Lao said, “I must take the lead here. This is my trust. You may 
wait, and take action if it seems necessary. Give me the space to handle this.” He strode 
to the top of the stairs leading into the Temple of Light. It rose behind him, impressive, 
and rank upon rank of warriors lined up on either side of their leader. At the bottom of 
the stairs, the four energy beings realized that Kung Lao stood between them and their 
prize. He stood alone, and waited. 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY 

 As some of the warriors who were scattered and sprawled in the aftershock of the 
Light began to pull themselves to their feet, Reed dimmed down to radiant, and led the 
other three up the stairs towards the Temple. Waves of Light rolled from them, 
stunning any who got too close. Kira stood off to the side, on the walk up above, 
watching and waiting, feeling unpleasantly helpless. 

 “Stop here,” Kung Lao said with gentle authority. “What are you trying to do?” 

 Reed stopped. “The Web of Light needs the energy reserve you are hoarding here, 
and I am the master of the flow of energy in the Web of Light. Both the Sorcerer 
Supreme and Lord Rayden are out of the picture, so you serve me now. I require your 
reserve to be released.” His confidence did not admit the possibility of disagreement, 
much less disobedience. 

 “Do you know why the reserve exists? Do you understand its purpose?” Kung Lao 
asked. 

 “Of course,” Reed replied. “For emergencies like this one.” 

 “No otherworldly attacker has come as close to erasing this temple as you have 
already,” Kung Lao pointed out. “Consider that, as you think about how to defend 
Prime.” 

 “We need the power,” Reed said simply. “We are gods now, and we require your 
cache to secure the world. This is not complicated. You lack our perspective,” he 
explained patiently, “so with your record of good service I will overlook your lack of 
cooperation. But my patience has limits,” he added, a slight frown creeping in on his 
benign tolerance. 

 “Where is the Sorcerer Supreme?” Kung Lao asked. 

 “We have replaced him,” Reed replied. “Enough maintenance, now it is time for 
active involvement. I rapidly weary of bandying words with a steward.” He frowned. 
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 Kung Lao was unimpressed, but a faint smile lingered on his placid features. “The 
true Sorcerer Supreme knows that it is not a matter of how much power you have, but 
how you use that power.” 

 “I have no time for riddles,” Reed said impatiently.  

 “You should make time,” Kung Lao nodded, “for I will not let you pass.” He 
sighed. “I sure could use Lord Rayden right now,” he mused. “But the gods have always 
worked in mysterious ways.” 

 “Enough,” Reed said. “I‟ve heard you out, and now you must honor my request. 
The Thunder God and the Sorcerer Supreme gave you your sacred trust; the Thunder 
God has abandoned you, and I assure you the Sorcerer Supreme has no further need of 
your services. The new defenders of Prime require your cooperation. Out of the way.” 

 Kung Lao raised his eyebrows. “You really should have known it would not be that 
easy,” he said. Then he assumed a horse stance, gestured, and clapped his fist into his 
palm. For a moment his eyes writhed back in his head, then he refocused, and 
shimmered.  

 “I have connected myself, my very life force, to the barrier between you and the 
temple,” he said, his voice oddly muted. “Decide. What are you willing to do to enforce 
your idea, and yours alone, of how to make the world safe?” 

 Reed shook his head. “A waste,” he said clearly. “Ben.” 

 Kira watched, breathless, waiting to see how Kung Lao would call their bluff, or 
defend himself. The stone man lumbered up to the unresisting monk. 

 “You are a good man,” Ben intoned. “You should have let us through.” He slung a 
single punch into the center of the field, mighty beyond reason. The blow folded the 
barrier. Kung Lao slid to the ground, dead. 

 “No!” Kira shouted, and with impossible speed she shot into Ben, her fist sending 
him plowing through a row of stone walls before anyone knew she was moving. John 
reacted first, his cosmic flame blaring across Kira with a force that made a wrecking ball 
feel like a tap. She shot back, her body smashing into the temple. The whole building 
shuddered as the tower split, and from out of that crack, Light gushed up into the sky 
with breathtaking incandescent beauty. Kira slammed down on the paving, then she was 
up and furious. 

 “There,” Reed murmured with satisfaction as the sky filled with Light. “Now we‟re 
getting somewhere.” 

 Kira darted up to him, slugged him across the face, and retreated to hang in the air 
in a fraction of a second, lovely and dangerous, roused in her mighty anger. Time and 
space croaked and folded around Reed, and he was staggered but unhurt by her cheap 
shot. 

 “You think power alone makes you a god?” Kira growled. “Come then. Let us gods 
do battle.” 

 Again cosmic flame gushed up at her, but this time she was to the side before it hit, 
and her eyes focused, and focused again; intense red beams sprang from her eyes and 
slit through her powerful attacker. He shifted to be mostly energy, and laughed the 
damage off. Ben sprang at her, she caught him midair and flung him down at Reed, who 
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flexed; somehow, Ben crashed into him, through him, and timespace bent and dumped 
him out gently as Reed stood unmoved. 

 “John, Sue, prepare while I distract her,” Reed said. Then he stretched impossibly, 
and he was all around Kira, everywhere, constricting her movement. Kira punched, 
kicked, fired her eyebeams, but Reed was not there when the blows landed; somehow, 
he was confusing the time and space so he was everywhere when he needed to be, and 
nowhere when it suited him. 

 Kira scowled, then took a deep breath and gusted out in front of herself; cosmic 
chill jetted out of her, freezing and confusing Reed for a moment, and she slugged the 
center of his iced hesitation as hard as she could, sending him out of the fight as he 
twirled and stretched and broke. 

 Then Kira found herself trapped in a globe of invisible force, and she looked down 
to see Sue focusing so hard she was reduced to a physical form, her cosmic energy bent 
on containing Kira. Kira punched the bubble, then fired a rapid set of at least a hundred 
punches into the barrier in different places in a single second. Sue staggered, but 
concentrated. 

 “So mighty!” she gasped. “Never felt anything like it!” 

 “I‟ll help,” John said, mild, and his most intense fire filled the bubble, needing no 
air to burn; Kira was trapped and seared, screaming her rage. Sue was unsteady with the 
effort, completely focused on containing the alien. 

 Reality itself twitched with the power of the beam of energy that fired from behind 
the battle. Sue was cored, half her chest disintegrated; silent, she flew forward with the 
force, and toppled, instantly dead. John spun to see a slim man with auburn hair, his 
face a sneering mask of revenge, his eyes burning like twin suns in his face. 

 “No!” Reed shouted. 

 “Seer of Light!” John yelled as he flared up into his energy form, gusting cosmic 
flame at the attacker. The Seer of Light, Primus, dropped into shadow a moment before 
the attack connected, John knew he didn‟t hit him. His escape was prepared already. 

 Kira held back, unsure, watching Reed cradle the corpse of his wife as Ben and 
John approached, warily glancing around. 

 “No, no, no,” Reed shuddered in a half-choked voice. “Not my Susan. No. Pull in 
your Light, baby. Pull in your Light and heal.” 

 Movement caught Kira‟s eye, and she saw Liu Kang pulling Kung Lao‟s robe off, 
and his round hat. “What are you doing?” she hissed as he shrugged the outer garments 
on. 

 “I am Kung Lao now,” Liu Kang explained, expressionless. “I will mourn later. 
Now, I must think as he thought, and do as he did.” He offered Kira a wry smile. “We 
all look alike, after all.” He headed down the steps towards the grieving Illuminati, 
backlit by the gush of mystic energy into the sky. 

 “You have lost a quarter of your power,” the new Kung Lao said quietly. “You are 
vulnerable. Now you see that. You began by attacking your allies before you even 
learned what it means to carry your power.” He shook his head. “There are a thousand 
ways you could defend yourselves from that kind of sneak attack. Methods that take 
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centuries to discover and perfect. But you are gods, after all,” he said, relentless. “Can 
you bring her back?” 

 “Watch your mouth,” John snarled. 

 “Mortals grieve as do gods, when those they love are senselessly killed,” Kung Lao 
replied. “My master and friend lies dead on these steps too, remember.” He was 
expressionless. “Do you begrudge me my anger and my sorrow?” He looked down at 
Sue‟s body. “A corpse tends to reinforce what matters in life,” he added. 

 “I can bring her back,” Reed growled. He focused, pouring Light into the body, 
tugging at the still-living corners of her physical remains. A ghostly shape took form in 
the Light, blinking and looking around, indistinct. 

 what happened? she asked. I feel so…so strange. 

 “You were killed,” Reed said, “but I will find a way to bring you back to life, a way 
to restore you to your glory. Some kind of—of nanotech bioenergy conversion matrix 
in a stable helical morphigenic adaptive field.” 

 how could this happen? She was distraught. I thought we would be gods, unstoppable, 
immortal… 

 “We will be,” Reed assured her. “This is a glitch, early in the process.” Pain hitched 
in his voice, he could not keep this focus of Light up forever. “We need more power.” 

 “What will you do with it?” Kung Lao asked. “Can you pump blood with a 
construct of Light? Can you refresh a body without sleep? Digest food?” 

 “There must be a way!” John shouted. “Reed, you want me to question this guy?” 

 “I don‟t know how to do these things,” Kung Lao shrugged, “but the Sorcerer 
Supreme does. He is a master of energy and matter both.” 

 “We are supreme now,” Reed said, cold.  

 “Then heal her,” Kung Lao said, the challenge in his eyes direct. 

 “You walk a dangerous path,” Reed growled. “You are a breath from destruction, 
little man.” 

 “So far all you know how to do is threaten and destroy,” Kung Lao replied, raising 
his empty hands. “That is not good enough, for a defender.” 

 “Not every god,” murmured a chilling, deep voice, “is a god of light.” 

 Ben and John spun to see the tall, pale figure standing behind them, in banded steel 
with a razor-ribbon cloak, some draped over one arm. The pale man smiled, revealing 
dark, translucent teeth. He raised one hand. “Be calm,” he said, “for I am here to help.” 
He stepped forward. 

 “Don‟t let him touch her!” Kira shouted. “He‟s pure evil! Accept nothing from him!” 
She was shrill, ignored, and yet reluctant to charge him. She remembered Essex‟s power, 
the Dark Lord‟s sorcery. 

 Reed, caught in a storm of conflicting emotions, did nothing as Essex squatted 
beside him, reeking of death and cold dampness. The Dark Lord stretched out his hand 
over Sue. Her chest grew together with an odd swallowing squish. She coughed, then 
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gasped, gripping her husband. Light began to well up in her once more. With a satisfied 
smile, Essex stood and stepped back. 

 Reed looked up at him, choked with tears, eyes brimming. “Thank you,” he 
muttered, lips quivering. “I thought she was lost to me.” 

 “I have had a millennia of practice,” Essex admitted. “Consider this a gift. One god 
to another.” 

 “And yet,” Ben growled, “you pulse with the same power that killed her.” He 
scowled, and on his carved stone face, that was a terrifying expression. 

 “True,” Essex agreed. “Primus, the Seer of Light, was used as a weapon to kill her. 
I considered attacking you all as you were distracted, and claiming another one or two 
of you. But I was moved,” he said, touching his chest, “deeply, by your compassion for 
one another. By your struggle with your newfound power.” He shook his head. 
“Together, we could protect the earth. The Illuminati could rule the light, and I could 
look after the shadows. You‟ve already drained the Web of Light down to a transit 
system, back in balance with the Web of Shadows below it. You have power,” he said, 
“and I have experience.” 

 “Why the change in heart?” John asked with a squint, “if you‟ll pardon the 
expression.” 

 “I have thrown hundreds of invaders off Prime,” Essex said. “I have been 
cultivating the power of my Web of Shadows so there would be defenses even if the 
Web of Light fails, which it is in the midst of doing.” He sighed. “The Sorcerer 
Supreme was too narrow-minded to work with me, to understand my usefulness. 
Instead, he attacked me over and over. Perhaps you might see the benefits of 
cooperation, making the world truly safe.” 

 “Your points have merit,” Reed said, rising and clearing his throat. “We will 
certainly consider the possibilities. Let‟s continue this conversation elsewhere,” he said 
with a sideways look at Kira. 

 “Very well,” Essex agreed. Light engulfed the Illuminati and their new friend, and 
they were gone. 

 “That is a disaster,” Kira observed. 

 “And we have lost two decades of stored power,” the new Kung Lao agreed, 
looking up at the broken temple. “We are in a bad spot that is likely to get worse before 
it gets better.” He sighed. “We can‟t win without either Rayden or the Sorcerer 
Supreme.” 

 “If that alliance holds?” Kira replied. “Getting both may not matter.” 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY ONE 

 Reality flexed, releasing the band of thirteen into knee-deep salty mud, surrounded 
by sawgrass. The sky was leaden and overcast as they splatted and splotched into the 
goo. 

 “That—that‟s just great!” Drake said through his teeth. 
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 “I‟m grateful there was enough Web left for us to get to the outskirts of this town,” 
Bently replied, getting her bearing and slogging towards firmer ground. “We are on the 
edge of Innsmouth, ladies and gentlemen.” The cold was penetrating. “It doesn‟t get 
better from here.” 

 They all managed to drag their heavy legs through the mud to climb onto safer 
ground. Bently faced them. “Alright,” she said. “At least for a while, let‟s keep as low a 
profile as we can. We will have plenty of time for fireworks later, let‟s find out what we 
can first. Priority: finding information on the whereabouts of Strange or Xavier. Take 
your cues from the ninja, and be safe.” She shrugged. “Good hunting.” 

 Saint touched Rider, siphoning off some of his power, then the two of them took 
to the skies and zipped eastward, towards the coast and the reef. 

 Blade, Cain, Morbius, and Spear jogged up the gorse-choked hillside towards the 
road leading into Innsmouth, not looking at each other or speaking. They were 
professionals when it came to assaulting monster lairs, they knew their jobs and their 
limits. 

 Bently brushed at the mud clinging to her legs, and glanced at Skids, who stood 
innocently looking around, protected by a force field mere centimeters thick at the 
moment—but more than enough to repel the mud. “Are we ready to go?” Bently asked 
the biggest group of attackers. 

 Whistler and Arrow nodded. Remy glanced up, distracted from trying to scrape the 
sole of his boot off on the tough grass, and he smiled. Drake pulled his ninja mask 
down as Frost paused, eyes half closed. 

 “They might know we are here,” she murmured. “Hard to read, there‟s a lot of 
noise. And precious little of the thoughts from that town are fully human.” 

 “Let‟s get to the refinery and sort this out,” Bently said grimly. They started 
slogging after the path the ninja took. 

 

 Saint and Ryder soared over the town. It was close-packed, with buildings at odd 
angles, curving streets. No city planning had shaped the layout, it was almost as though 
buildings had settled on a peculiar topography that existed before anything was built. A 
few cars were parked here and there, but no traffic rolled along the streets. The town 
looked deserted. An invisible, intangible miasma seemed to roil up from the old, sagging 
buildings as the two invaders soared high over them. 

 “Looks peaceful enough,” Rider said loud enough for Saint to hear. She shook her 
head. A moment later they were beyond the town, their shadows perhaps still lost 
within it as they sailed out over the leaden gray waters of the bay. Unenthusiastic 
breakers slopped against the foul beach. The fliers slowed, hanging in the air high above 
the reef. Its outline was clearly visible from above, as were the murky shapes that 
slipped through the dim waters beneath the surface. The crescent of reef looked like it 
had been damaged in some explosive battle at some point, or maybe several times 
through the decades. 

 “Not much ta see,” Saint muttered. “If they got Strange down there, we wouldn‟t 
know it, and it would be plain dumb for us ta spend ourselfs brawlin at this point.” 

 “Agreed,” Rider nodded. “Let‟s get back and help the others.” 
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 Neither of them made eye contact with the other, or admitted to the crawling 
unease that tightened their guts. They spun in the air, and zipped back to Innsmouth. 

 

 Blade led the way, his heavy boots making surprisingly little sound as they crunched 
over the grit, gravel, and trash that littered the alleyway. Cain ghosted behind him, then 
Spear bringing up the rear. Morbius trailed down a parallel alley, keeping in vague 
contact with Blade as they glanced at each other‟s shadows, sensing each other‟s 
vampiric presence. 

 No dogs. No cats. No rats. No people. Blade scowled as he led the invaders 
through the alley and then out, down a street, and over. 

 They did not need to look at each other to communicate the growing instinctive 
certainty that they were walking into a trap. They did not hesitate for a moment as they 
wound their way into the heart of the trap, already tasting the foulness of the blood that 
would be sprayed across this filthy landscape. 

 Blade‟s memory served them well. They crouched behind a broken down 
doghouse, peering over it to see across the street. A grimy, squat Masonic hall complete 
with porch and columns hosted some activity; the windows were dull with filth, but 
light and movement showed through. Morbius and Blade traded a significant look. 

 “Seems like we found the headquarters of whatever‟s going on,” Blade muttered. 
“Let‟s get a closer look.” 

 They darted behind a house, circling to the end of the block, racing across the 
street and slipping through narrow passages between houses until they had a clear view 
of the back of the hall. They stayed together, fleet and noiseless as they crossed the 
distance to get close enough to peer through the windows. 

 Inside, the hall was crowded with over fifty people. Several leaders wore heavy 
robes, standing at the front of the room. The presenter gripped a pointer, and he tapped 
at points on a big map of the eastern seaboard. His voice was croaking and choked, 
hard to hear from outside. The back of the room was piled with backpacks, duffel bags, 
briefcases, and sacks. 

 Blade concentrated, listening. 

 “Put the lures in out-of-the-way places,” the leader struggled to croak out. “At 
midnight tonight, smear a little blood on them, and say your right words. Then trigger 
the explosives at the local police precincts. The wave of the Sleeper‟s Spawn will bear 
down human infrastructure.” Vague gurgling and delight drifted out of the crowd. 

 “That will do,” Blade growled. “Leader is mine. Cain, his guards. Spear, backup.” 

 “Me?” Morbius asked. 

 “Bat cleanup,” Blade muttered, eyes locked on the leader as he stood with his nose 
almost touching the window. The band of attackers faded back into the scenery, and 
Blade took one deep breath, kicking it out hard and flexing his torso. He nodded. Then 
he strode around to the back door.  

 “Hey!” yelled one of the two sullen men armed with shotguns that stood flanking 
the door. Blade flung a flat panther knuckle strike into his forehead, snapping his head 
back, as the other guard hefted his shotgun up to his shoulder. Blade slapped the barrel 
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aside and snatched his head, whipping it against the stone of the lodge. With a crunch, 
the man rebounded, eyes rolling back. Blade was stronger than a normal man—a lot 
stronger. 

 He was without doubt. Hesitation had no place in him. It was time to kill. 

 The door flew open, the lock spraying away from the cracked doorjamb as Blade 
kicked it with all his might. Both his hands rose as the door twirled out of the way, as 
those in the back of the room turned; time seemed almost leisurely, as though his senses 
spun their tires, responding to demands beyond what physics would allow so everything 
else seemed to slow. In each hand, he held a grenade launcher pistol. 

 Paired clicks. Paired puffs of smoke. Two canisters spun as they shot out at the 
wall of greasy, sallow, wide-eyed cultists. Then the bang. 

 Windows sprayed out and bodies flew as Blade tossed the spent pistols aside, 
darting into the smoke and gore and confusion with the ringing slit of his ninja sword 
unsheathing. He was among them. 

 Half human and half vampire, both of Blade‟s natures merged in a poetry of death. 
He spun and slashed, his sword a glint of light describing arcs and thrusts, and where he 
moved, blood followed. Gurgles and shouts and cursing swirled around him like the 
incense from candles winking out as death followed his strokes. He wasted no motion, 
and as limbs and parts of torsos thudded down or bounced away, those who could 
screamed in horror and pain. 

 He crossed the room, and nothing stood before him. 

 Blade was vaguely aware of Spear reaching the room behind him, engaging the 
cultists as they tried to mass for a rush, tried to react to the thrust of carnage that had 
pierced their ranks to reach their leader. A gust of flame, the chilling rattle of a chain 
whipping out at high speed. Lethal distraction. The leader would have no help from his 
flock. 

 Five robed figures dispassionately glared at Blade. They were no longer passable for 
humans; their features had mottled and warped, their noses flattened to slits, their eyes 
bulging and luminescent, their ridged cartilage of lips and jaws echoing fish features. 
Webbed hands had been freed of gloves. Some of them gripped staves made of peculiar 
coral and metals. For a wordless moment, they glared at Blade, and he sensed no fear 
from them. 

 A vicious smile carved his face into a shape that had nothing to do with pleasure. 
Yet, he hesitated for one moment more. 

 One of the bodyguards hunched, spraying brackish blood from his face, then he 
dropped as the one next to him choked and fell. The other guards turned, shocked, to 
see a slip of a girl twirl two knives, ready for them. As their minds struggled to grasp 
where she may have come from, their leader chanted, crooked scaled fingers leveled at 
Blade. A swipe from a straight sword took both hands off at the wrist, and Blade‟s 
riposte shoved through the shocked leader‟s face, then whipped up through the top of 
his head. The body staggered, seemed to almost recover. Blade struck his torso with the 
sword, cutting him in half, and the sloppy pieces squelched down in a tangle of heavy 
torn cloth and sheared bony meat. 
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 Cain looked him in the eye, standing over the other dead guards. Their faces were 
expressionless, but for just a moment, their eyes smiled at each other. 

 The floor bucked once, jouncing bodies up into the air in the middle of the smoky 
room. Then the floor burst, and in a sinuous squirm, two massive cthuga uncoiled into 
the battle. They had six legs each, long whip-like tails, reptilian bodies that stretched 
almost two meters off the floor with a ridge of hair, beady eyes, and scything mandibles. 
One roared as the other rushed at Spear. 

 Spear flexed down and back, hiccupping in time and space, flaring out of a gust of 
mystic smoke behind the cthuga; its instincts were prepared, and its back hips twitched 
up, raising its two back legs as its spine rippled and sent the lethal tail whipping across 
the startled dead ninja. Spear sailed across the room, smacking off the window frame 
and crashing into a house. 

 “Great,” Blade growled. “Take this outside!” He ran to the front door; halfway 
there, a cthuga spotted him and pounced, just missing him as he tucked down and 
sprinted. He flung himself into the door, even though it was barred from the inside. His 
body smacked into the door, splintering the bar and spilling him down the front steps 
and past two guards. They ran with a shriek as the cthuga shot out after him— 

 Snatched mid-leap, the cthuga bellowed rage as Saint shot up in the air carrying the 
huge, ungainly prisoner. The cthuga thrashed like a cat as Saint flexed her grip and 
roared, flinging the monster as hard as she could. It clenched midair, sending its tail 
around to slam across her and send her tumbling up into the sky as it sprawled, helpless 
without leverage, falling. 

 Rider slammed into the cthuga from the land side, changing the fall to an arc that 
would deposit the monster in the bay. He staggered back through the air, gripping his 
shoulder, suddenly pale. 

 “Those things are damned heavy!” he managed, winded. 

 Saint managed to right herself, still dizzy from the hit. Then she dropped towards 
the fight in the street. Rider was right behind her. 

 The cthuga sprang at Blade, and he popped up his forearm, triggering a greave 
device. Needles sprayed the cthuga‟s face, and as they were exposed to air, globs on the 
back of the needle flared with painful light. The white phosphorus could burn through 
metal in seconds, and it spattered the cthuga‟s face. As the monster howled rage and 
pain, the two fliers snatched the ridge over his shoulders and back hips, then curved up 
in the air as fast and violently as they could, aiming for the sea; they released the 
thrashing monster, and it curved end for end, scrabbling at its face, yowling. Whether it 
hit the sea or land, crashing down would slow it some. 

 “Good work,” Blade growled as they landed. Spear jogged towards them, and Cain 
stepped out of the shadows. Blade glanced around, and spotted Morbius already inside 
the smoky hall. The fight was more or less over for the moment. “Let‟s see what they 
were up to.” 

 They entered the swirling smoke of the gore-sprayed hall to see Morbius crouched 
over the bags, with several open. 

 “Runes,” he said. “Like the ones Stone found out on the reef. They said something 
about putting blood on them.” 
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 “Summoning. Cover the coast with monsters,” Blade agreed. “See what the 
Sorcerer Supreme could do about that.” He shook his head. “Hell of a distraction.” 

 “That kind of thing will distract you to death,” Rider muttered. “We better check on 
the others. I think we are done here.” 

 “Unless somebody wants to go down in the monster hole,” Saint said, nodding to 
the broken floor where the cthuga burst up. 

 “Refinery it is,” Morbius shrugged. The fliers darted out through the doors, and the 
ninja followed. 

 Still, the town was hushed and quiet. Now, it watched them. 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY TWO 

 Stone hesitated, sniffing, his craggy face intimidating in the feeble light of the fire. 
“Tarkatan,” he growled. “They‟ve found us.” He was up on his hooves in a moment, 
growling, facing the darkness between their odd campfire and the entrance to the tomb 
chamber. 

 Illyana reflexively picked up the seething black sword, and wordlessly she followed 
Stone to the entrance twenty meters from the pinned-up corpse. She slipped off to one 
side of the portal leading in, he took the other; they waited, just out of sight, hoping the 
ancient musk of death would cover their more vital scents. 

 Wary shadows cat-footed in past them, glancing around, their eyes luminous in the 
dim. The witch light and fire were twenty meters away, and the Tarkatans slipped in and 
oriented on the light. Five. Ten of them. Fifteen. Twenty. More than a scouting group. 

 One towards the back of the line glanced to the side, and his eyes widened as he 
stiffened.  

 “Right,” Illyana growled through her teeth, and she sprang at them before they 
could react. Her blade hissed, leaving a green filmy stain of power in the air behind it as 
it shot home into the chest of the Tarkatan who saw her. He let out a shriek and flew 
back, instantly dead, his power flaring through Illyana like a handful of leaves thrown on 
a fire. The blade was already back and around, chopping through another Tarkatan‟s 
head and driving into a third. They died as the other Tarkatans flexed their arms, bone 
blades shooting out; the brutal warriors scrambled to surround Illyana, untroubled by 
losing some of their number in ambush. 

 The blade—so long in the Dragon King, so mighty—now awash in a fresh thirst 
for new blood, shallow cheap blood. Illyana felt herself unsteadily riding a tide of energy 
and alien lust that demanded the deaths of these monstrous foes, demanded they end at 
her hand, demanded they fuel her singing blood and the strength of her hand. She 
howled with glee as she drove them back, and the intimidated monsters fell before her. 

 Stone stepped out of the shadow and pounded shots out of his huge pistol, 
knocking Tarkatans down and back, aiming at the fringe that were maneuvering for 
Illyana‟s flank. Three jumped at him, and he spun the revolver around and holstered it, 
then caught the first strike on his stone fist, slapping another away with his flesh hand, 
and he stomped a kick into the chest of an attacker. 
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 Some detached corner of Illyana‟s mind was attuned to details beyond the fight; it 
was not compelling enough to keep her interest, it was a foregone conclusion as the 
sword used her to propel itself through their meager sparks of life. Illyana 
simultaneously felt her senses sharpen, and they attended to something happening in the 
range of the witchlight. A grunt. A shift.  

 Sounds of carnage, the clash of weapons, blood sprayed around in stinking spurts, 
sorcery flaring through the room—this jolted the long-dormant system of the immortal 
monster pinned to the stone wall. His flesh began to shift as something flowed beneath 
the skin. As new vitality filled out one of his hands, his fingers twitched, then flexed into 
a snap. The sound was more than a sound, it was a spark that fell upon a mystic oil-
soaked field. Something stirred in the aether, the whole room shifted in its balance as 
the last five Tarkatans went back to back, caught between Stone and Illyana. 

 Then the undead army rustled, like wind in leaves. There was no wind. Points of 
green light dully glowed in their sockets, then flared, like ashes under a breeze. Long 
dead hands gripped weapons with new awareness and resolve. 

 “Illyana!” Stone growled forcefully. “Illyana, back off! Let them go!” He looked 
around wildly, flexing his hands, ready to face a new potential threat. 

 Reluctant, Illyana backed towards Stone, her magnificent sword between herself 
and the remaining Tarkatans. The dead scouts lay sprawled on the ground, unmoving, 
not even crying out in mortal pain. They were simply ended, dead, incapable of further 
suffering. The survivors took one look at the rustling undead army, then screamed and 
raced back out the way they came. 

 Stone looked over his shoulder at the Dragon King. The monstrous immortal‟s 
leathery limbs were twitching, shifting, filling out with new life. “Looks like he needed 
some battle to wake him up,” Stone muttered. “So I think he‟ll be fine.” 

 Illyana stared at the Dragon King as the monster flexed his wings forward, tearing 
them loose of the blades that pinned the wings on the stone. Leather ripped, but already 
began to shift and heal. 

 The undead warriors began a creaking, unsteady jog past Illyana and Stone, into the 
maze. The adventurers watched the undead as they passed on either side, not sparing a 
glance to the two standing on the path to the dais. One in red lacquered armor stopped, 
directly between them and the Dragon King, meeting their eyes with sorcerously lit 
sockets. Illyana and Stone watched, wary, unsure what to do. 

 Illyana saw the Dragon King shift, then nod at them, the suggestion of a cruel smile 
on his inhuman features. The undead officer that faced them wore an ancient sword 
that suggested high rank, and the officer bowed to them deeply, fist over his chest. 
Illyana and Stone nodded back at the Dragon King, with the feeling that something had 
passed between them. An understanding. 

 “Let‟s get out of here,” Stone growled. The officer passed between them, then 
paused, glancing back. 

 “Lead the way,” Illyana said to the undead soldier. Then they left the chamber, left 
the sound of ancient leathern limbs tearing loose of blades and stone, left the endless 
ranks of stirring deathless warriors. The maze was easily solved by their undead guide, 
and soldiers were before them and behind them in the shadows as Illyana conjured a 
new witch light. 
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 They realized that the undead in the chamber were only one reserve, as others came 
in like tributaries into a stream, then a river. By the time they reached the grating, a mass 
of undead soldiers were pouring from the grates below the castle, relentlessly flowing up 
to the Tarkatan and Shokan positions. Startled warriors were desperate in their defense 
as a surprise attack offered no mercy and no quarter; the bigger warriors knocked the 
undead down easily enough, but more came, and more, and those that were destroyed 
did not stay destroyed. Screams floated through the thick air at the foot of Shao Khan‟s 
fortress, and Outworld‟s rhythm shifted palpably. 

 Once again, the rhythm of reality was linked to the undying heart of the 
dimension‟s lord and master. For Outworld had but one true ruler, and he did not share 
power. 

 Stone and Illyana looked around at the surreal tide of undead warriors, feeling 
ignored, and grateful to be spared battling the deathless army. “We going to check the 
fortress for Strange before all this goes down?” Stone asked, squinting up at the huge 
fortress. 

 “No,” Illyana said distantly. “If Shao Khan is the ruler of this realm, and he has 
access to it right now, then there would not be all the civil war before all this went 
down.” She shook her head. “He would not risk a prize like the Sorcerer Supreme of 
Prime without looking after him personally, and he‟s obviously not here or we would 
have had to deal with him by now. If he got Strange,” Illyana said coolly, “then Strange 
is dead.” 

 “Right,” Stone nodded. “Okay. Take us home.” His eyes were fixed on the blade 
Illyana carried. “Leave that here.” 

 Illyana looked at the seething demon sword. “I‟ve dealt with a lot of demonic stuff 
through the years,” she said quietly. “But you know, this is different. I like it. A lot.” She 
looked Stone in the eye. “You are right. It‟s on a whole other scale. We should leave it.” 

 Stone glanced around, then spotted a shelf of rock that topped the low hill. He 
braced himself, exerted, tilting it up a meter. Illyana hesitated only a moment, then slid 
the sword into the darkness. Stone stepped back, and the hilltop crushed back down in 
place. 

 “Good,” Stone said. “Now let‟s go home.” 

* 

 Bently crouched in the shadowed alley with Remy, Skids, and Frost. She watched as 
Whistler, Arrow, and Drake jogged across the open space towards them. The refinery 
was a hulking mass in the background, and they had slit the fence open to go 
investigate. Their lack of caution gave her a sense of what was coming. 

 “This place is abandoned,” Arrow said as they closed in. “Whatever is going on 
here, this is not a coordination center. The place is shut down, looks like it has not been 
used in weeks.” 

 “What else is close to the water,” Bently murmured, eyes half shut as she recalled 
the map. 

 “The cannery,” Drake said firmly. “It‟s out on the bay, not on the river here, and it 
is roomy.” 
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 “Of course,” Bently nodded. They stiffened and turned as one, hearing the muffled 
explosions some distance away. “That must be the breakdown of stealth engaging the 
Esoteric Order of Dagon.” She looked towards the sea, and spotted two specks flying 
high. “Looks like they‟ll get backup here shortly.” 

 “We better move fast,” Whistler said. Bently nodded, and all seven of the invaders 
followed the fence, headed for the street, and from there, towards the cannery. 

 As they jogged down the cracked sidewalk, they sensed the unease of the empty 
streets, they instinctively felt the caution of prey intruding on a well-marked hunting 
territory. Sound grew peculiar and muffled, as though they were enclosed somehow. 
The air itself became harder to breathe. Bently unsheathed her rune blade, clutching it 
tightly as she looked around, not slowing. 

 “Something is coming,” Frost said, terse. “Something inhuman.” 

 Then, the squelch. A peculiar chatter, and under it, a thoroughly insane giggle. 
Ahead.  

 Their minds reeled as they saw the squirt of the amorphous jelly-like slide of 
material out on the street ahead of them. It had surface area like a drop of water, or 
lava, but it squirmed and twisted, eyes forming, mouths forming, bearing no relation to 
one another as the formless thing murmured and whispered blasphemous things to 
itself. Water seeks the path of least resistance, but this near-liquid had no such law; it 
defied the natural order as it flowed over the street, almost translucent, almost aware, 
thoroughly malicious. Then, the first wave of its stink reached them as bioluminescence 
breathed with new life through the monstrous bulk. 

 Its size was impossible to gauge, as it was no more than a meter deep at any point, 
a surging tide of evil filth that rolled over itself, shaping and reshaping, swelling at them 
driven by its own eldritch winds and strength.  

 “A shoggoth. Hit it,” Bently said, her voice tight with fear that she dared not 
confront. 

 Drake stepped forward and flexed, and a blast of supernatural chill flowed from 
him, crystallizing the front running tendrils of the mass and stiffening them. Bently 
gestured, stepping back as her hands busily traced paths that focused her invocation of 
greater powers; bands of red energy sprang up around it, caging it, tightening around its 
mass as LeBeau squatted and picked up a handful of gravel, charging bits and flicking 
them at the creature to pop with muffled explosions. 

 Hardly noticing, the foul bulk of the incoming thing flowed through the gaps in 
Bently‟s barrier, absorbed the frozen bits of tendril and swelled on regardless, and let its 
surface crater and reform under the small explosions. With a distressing gurgle, it swept 
towards them, now only a handful of meters away. 

 Bently cried out as she flared mystic attacks into it, and Drake thrust his hands 
forward, spearing the bulk with crystalline spikes. LeBeau charged a handful of arrows, 
and Whistler and Arrow fired deep into the bulk. As the arrows impaled the goo and 
blew inside the creature, the shoggoth twisted and recoiled, then hesitated for a 
moment, and squirmed down a side street. 

 “Run,” Frost said through her teeth. “We‟ve only made it curious so far.” 
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 The seven invaders did not need to debate the point. They sprinted for the end of 
the street, closing in on the not-too-distant hulk of the cannery. 

 Four blocks later, Bently raised her hand, and they paused. 

 “We have to hit them fast, before they know everything we can do,” Bently said, her 
accent crisp as her lungs struggled to normalize her breathing. “We must also move 
secretly. Smythe will have his home base ready for us. It will not be pleasant.” She 
focused. “We will need multiple waves, stealth, approaching multiple entrances. We 
need to handle this with distraction and misdirection. He will have traps that alter our 
perception of time, of distance, he will be defended by monsters, we must be on the 
lookout for a variety of disabling or lethal glyphs and sigils. He has had time to use 
rituals, which really opens the field of what we might expect of him…” She trailed off, 
distracted, eyes distant. The others watched her, concerned. 

 “I just talked myself out of the subtle approach,” she murmured with a hint of 
wonder in her voice. “So,” she continued, shaking off the moment, “How do we best 
use our advantages to create a direct approach?” 

 “Now you‟re talking,” Arrow said with a broad grin, voicing the relief of the group. 

 Not far behind, the shoggoth squelched and shifted, slipping around for a better 
position to strike. 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY THREE 

 Shang Tsung was preoccupied with his own thoughts as he pushed through the 
door into his temporary base of operations in the Lin Kui warehouse compound. He 
was not at all prepared to respond as he was snatched by the throat and effortlessly 
hoisted off his feet. 

 “Show me progress,” Shao Khan growled in Chinese, “or I take over. I grow weary 
of this hiding. We waste time.” 

 “Special job,” Shang Tsung wheezed. Shao Khan tossed him back, and the sorcerer 
landed on his feet. “I have been making arrangements, a strike force of Luthor‟s people 
and ourselves will attack a mansion in this city. An alien, Clark Kent, has incredible 
powers. In disabling him and giving him to Luthor, we buy ourselves unlimited funds 
and significant technology, and we will have a foundation for our next moves. Luthor is 
greedy and easily manipulated.” Shang Tsung did not reveal any sign of resentment for 
being manhandled and threatened. 

 “That‟s it? Attack an alien?” Shao Khan said, not bothering to hide the disgust in 
his voice. 

 “I examined the site personally,” Shang Tsung continued, “and with the Web of 
Light so low, I saw an energy signature that would normally be obscured against the 
background. An intense expression of Light, my master. I did some checking, and I 
think I have found the Sorceress Supreme. Destroying her will neutralize most of the 
effectiveness of what‟s left of the Web of Light. This could be our masterstroke.” His 
eyes glittered. “The alien protects our foe. We can buy Luthor and further our own ends 
in a single attack.” 
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 “Better,” Shao Khan nodded. “Let the ninja and Luthor‟s people lead the initial 
attack to get the alien, and then we can move in with our elite force to take out the 
Sorceress Supreme and return here.” 

 “No sense in capturing her at this stage,” Shang Tsung shrugged. 

 “About time you said something sensible,” Shao Khan agreed. 

* 

 Outside the cannery, reality slid sideways, and seemed to evade making much sense. 

 The pickup that flew through the air towards the broad wall was glowing, no 
shadows in its crevices anywhere as it shone with surreal crackling power. The charged 
truck touched the distortion shimmer that surrounded the building, and detonated, 
releasing its matter into a raging energy blast that tore at the other field, sending reality 
and its next of kin swirling and spraying away from the ragged breach in the cannery 
wall. 

 Gunfire roared out from a mass of people who seemed unfazed by the unusual 
behavior of the truck and the wall. Many of the people in the gang had sallow features, 
patchy hair, glassy eyes, a wattle of flesh at the throat. They roared and fired, their 
bullets rattling and spraying off a pale reddish wall of energy protecting the invaders. 

 Meanwhile, LeBeau pressed his hands flat on the street, facing away from the 
invaders, and the whole street began to heat up with a reddish glow, charging. 

 “Drake, stay with LeBeau,” Bently snapped. “The rest of you—take them down!” 
She sprinted towards the cannery, gunfire stinging off her mystic shield in all directions. 
Skids, Frost, Whistler, and Arrow ran behind her, readying themselves. 

 The pincer movement flowed shut; Innsmouth residents gushed out of the 
cannery, firing weapons and howling for blood, while other things shifted in the dark 
interior of the building. Behind the invaders, the shoggoth flowed over several parked 
cars, effortlessly crushing them, racing with unnatural speed towards the rear of the 
party, heedlessly roiling over the brightening pavement. LeBeau panted, his breathing 
shallow, his staring eyes sightless and his pale face beaded with sweat with the effort of 
pouring a deeper charge into the street, and Drake took a wide stance, ready for the 
blast— 

 The street exploded, roaring up in a geyser of energy, right under the shoggoth as it 
closed with the invaders. Gobbets of the monster twirled and sprayed everywhere as the 
main bulk of it was hurled back, slamming into the front of buildings, pounding 
through doors and windows with the shock that tilted away from the invaders. Braced 
against the shock, Drake was ready to flare out bursts of icy cold, freezing and scattering 
globs that rained down close enough to pose a threat. 

 Backlit by the burst, the other five invaders swept into the charging cultists. Bently 
flung handfuls of sorcery at them, blasting unconsciousness across a wedge of attackers 
as Skids projected a field that shunted them to the side. Whistler and Arrow fired 
concussion arrows into the mass, bursts of force sending the charging defenders 
sprawling. 

 Those cultists still standing did not have any fight left in them as the seven invaders 
raced through the breach in the wall. Several knots pulled back, going for cover or 
fleeing the scene.  
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 A long moment was oddly quiet as all opposition pulled back, leaving them 
disoriented. Rider and Saint dropped out of the sky, and there were nine invaders in the 
sudden stillness in the cannery. 

 “What now?” Saint asked Bently out of the side of her mouth as she warily scanned 
the catwalks, vats, and shadows of the cannery. 

 A figure stepped into view on a catwalk. Dressed nattily, Smythe did not seem the 
least bit upset that the invaders stood before him unopposed. He leaned on the railing, 
regarding them with a bemused smile. 

 “If I were you,” he said just loud enough for them to hear, “I would wonder what 
was about to happen to me.” 

 “Blade is right behind us, with his team,” Rider muttered to Bently. 

 “Perhaps you‟ll confess,” Bently said clearly, eyes on Smythe, “and tell us you‟ve 
got some of our people. Perhaps you‟re interested in, just once, letting this be easy for 
everyone. Maybe we‟ll even let you go.” 

 Smythe chuckled. “They are so adorable when they are young and starry-eyed. Let 
me go, indeed.” He threw his head back and laughed, and the whole cannery bucked 
with unnatural force; as the invaders staggered, Smythe howled at them: 

 “I serve powers beyond your comprehension!” he shouted. “Behold!” 

 Another surge of power hit the floor of the cannery, bursting it, and a monstrous 
force roared up out of the ruptured wood as the angles of the decrepit building shifted 
dangerously. 

 “That‟s a monster,” Arrow noted helpfully. 

 “Father Dagon, the Sleeper‟s eldest child, reincarnated as necessary,” Bently 
managed, short of breath. 

 A vast hand the size of a city bus shoved out of the hole, slapping its webbed 
fingers down on the shattered flooring as untold bulk heaved against the yielding 
foundation. The stench of long-dead rotten fish sweltered over the invaders, and the 
dull shine from a luminescent eye corrupted the room. 

 “What do we have that can deal with that?” Drake demanded of Bently. 

 “Nothing, really,” Bently said through her teeth. “We‟ll just have to give it our best. 
You all engage it, keep it busy. I‟m going after Smythe.” 

 “Which half of that plan is more suicidal?” Skids demanded, sweat beading on her 
brow. 

 Bently looked her in the eye. “We do our best,” she said calmly, “and we don‟t give 
up. You never know when our luck will change.” Her half smile had something 
dangerous in it— 

 Then a section of roof sprayed down as something shot through it, pounding deep 
into the thing clawing its way up; a strangled squeal resonated in their bones a split-
second before the sonic boom hit, tumbling invaders, defenders, and debris alike. 

 Kira rebounded back up into the room, resplendent in her power, a shock of water 
jetting up in her wake. Twin lances of painfully intense light shot down through the 
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water, boiling it and cutting into something that bawled mournfully, retreating into the 
deep. 

 “That‟ll do,” Bently nodded, and she wrapped Kira in a cocoon of mystic defenses. 
She saw a flicker of shadows on the catwalk, and her eyes narrowed. Blade and his 
people, surely. 

 “And even with all this, still I have the upper hand,” Smythe said casually. He 
spoke a Word, and it triggered a prepared ritual. Runes splayed in the space around him, 
fading out of the spectrum of visible sight, shimmering in the air as they protected him. 
He turned, bending over, and he hauled someone up into view who had been laying on 
the catwalk. 

 “Here we are,” Smythe said through a vicious smile. “Professor Xavier, we are 
under attack! Monsters have subdued your teammates, they are closing in on you!” 

 Frost gasped as she saw Xavier. The powerful psychic had a net mesh on his bare 
scalp, each intersection in its peculiar craftsmanship etched with a rune of power. His 
eyes snapped open, and madness shone out.  

 She knew he only saw what Smythe wished him to see, and a chill slid through her 
blood as she realized what that could mean for those in his path. 

 “Goodbye,” Smythe said mildly, offering a shrug to the invaders. 

 “No… my friends,” Xavier breathed, then his forehead creased with rage and 
focus. “You will pay for what you did to my friends!” 

 Frost was startled by Saint thudding to the ground behind her, snatching the 
exposed back of her neck. She wilted in that grip as Saint drained off some of her 
vitality— 

 Some of her power. 

 Saint, Frost thought, the helmet is a maze, and Xavier is lost in it. He needs a beacon— 

 Saint was already thrusting off the ground, whipping through the air, gilded with 
Bently‟s mystic protections. Smythe‟s suspicion kicked in almost fast enough, as a 
Cthonian barrage of mystic death tore at Saint; she spun through it, shocked and 
winded, blood trailing through the air after her. But she shot through Kira‟s defenses 
and latched on to her with both bare hands. 

 Power gushed out from Xavier. Blade and his team were hurled physically back by 
the force of the rage and desperation in the wave assault, they squirmed on the catwalk 
as their minds writhed under the attack. Bently tucked into herself, hiding behind 
incantations, still shoved down to her knees by the pressure as others screamed and 
staggered, clutching their heads. Blood started from sinuses here and there—in seconds, 
Xavier would destroy them. 

 He has followed both of us out of darkness before, Saint thought to Kira as they touched, 
flesh to flesh, both of them now resonant with the power Saint stole from Frost. Show 
him the sun. 

 Kira‟s mental defenses buckled under Xavier‟s wild and unfocused assault, but she 
had the breathing space she needed to retreat into her vision of the sun, the sun that 
gave her power, and the light that it poured upon the earth to fuel all life. She let the 
vision of the sun engulf her as Saint reeled, shocked nearly senseless by the assault. 
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 Not enough, Saint thought to Kira as her mind spiraled out of focus under the rage 
and death. Touch him—and something in her went silent as her eyes erupted with blood. 
She fell out of the air, tumbling towards the broken planks below. 

 Kira darted at Smythe, lashing through his runic protections, taking the hit. She 
snatched Xavier with both hands and pressed her forehead to his, and focused 
everything she had. 

 Xavier—come to me, I am here— 

 LIGHT 

 She felt something shift in the rage and pain rolling out of Xavier. She felt him 
solving the maze of the mesh helmet, it sprayed sparks and a foul smoke as Smythe 
rounded on her and she darted to the side with inhuman speed, avoiding the slew of 
dark magic Smythe sprayed at her. She hoped it was enough. 

 The attack ended abruptly, and for the endless space of a single second, the only 
sound was the brittle ping of the mesh helmet bouncing off the catwalk. 

 Kira hung in the air, resplendent with alien power, glaring at Smythe. His wards 
shifted around him, gathering unholy power. He slid a knife from his sleeve, considering 
his chances of finishing Xavier before Kira got to him. 

 Bently managed to refocus her mystic protections around Kira, and in that moment 
Smythe made up his mind. 

 “Enjoy your victory,” he snarled, and he leaped backwards, slipping out of reality. 
Vanishing. Escaping. 

 Debris and litter from the groaning building still clattered down as the invaders 
tried to gather their wits, brushing blood away from their ears, noses, eyes. Xavier sank 
down, unconscious from the strain. 

 “Everyone! Outside!” Bently called out as the last foundation balance began to 
creak over. Those who needed help were supported as the invaders headed for the exits, 
regrouping on the street outside. Kira landed holding Saint over one shoulder and 
Xavier over the other. She knelt and laid them on the street as the cannery rumbled and 
cracked, toppling down into the hole the monster from the deep made in the 
foundation. 

 Bently regained her composure as she waited for the noise to die down. She looked 
around at the invaders, pleased to see all of them accounted for. 

 “I came to find you at once,” Kira said. “I remembered your plan, that some of you 
would be here. I have terrible news.”  

 “Go on,” Bently nodded. 

 “The Illuminati are the ones that have been draining the Web of Light,” Kira said, 
scowling, “and they have joined forces… with Essex.” 

 Bently blinked, then a broad grin stretched her face. “Delightful!” she said, relieved. 
“Good work, Kira.” 

 “Did you not understand me?” Kira demanded. 

 “It‟s a lead,” Bently clarified. “The Illuminati had to disable Strange before they 
could do what has been done to the Web of Light, so my guess is if we go to their lair 
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we will get a sense of what they are up to, and a chance to rescue Strange. You‟ve found 
us a target to focus our efforts. Maybe it is bleak,” she agreed, “but at least now we have 
a direction.” 

 “Well timed,” Frost said to Bently, “because true to your word you‟ve recovered 
Xavier for us. What can we do to thank you?” Her eyes were serious. 

 “Take your people and guard Tandy with your lives,” Bently replied. “She may be 
the key to winning or losing this conflict, and I am not sure she has enough protection. 
I will send you through the Web of Light.” 

 “Agreed,” Frost nodded. Bently turned to Blade. 

 “I need you and your hunters,” Bently said. “It is time to confront the Illuminati.” 

 “We are yours,” Blade nodded. 

 Bently glanced over the hissing ruin of the area, the pall of smoke hanging over 
Innsmouth. “No time to savor our victory,” she murmured, feeling the dark energies 
that had coalesced in this foul place beginning to drift apart. She focused again. “We‟ve 
much to do.” 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR 

 Karai tugged her gloves tight and glanced at the others. “Garrett,” she said. “Tell 
me the plan again. I want to be sure we all know it.” 

 The tall, broad, ugly man nodded to himself. “I have a sniper positioned to cover 
the front door, and another to cover the back door. Your ninja pizza boy goes up to the 
front door,” he said, nodding at the only ninja who did not wear the black garb. “Takes 
out whoever answers, or plays it by ear, depending. If it is a blonde woman, take her out 
with a lethal hit.” 

 “Then when those in the house react, realize something is wrong,” Karai 
prompted. 

 “Then I go in shooting, and the rest of the ninja. We get this guy,” Garrett said, 
clapping a hand on the picture of Clark Kent. “We take him outside, and the Lexcorp 
driver has an armored car we can toss him into that has been specially prepared with 
Ingredient 279 to keep him under wraps until we‟ve got him in a secure facility.” 

 Karai checked her watch. “Let‟s do it.” 

 The ninja pizza boy took a pepperoni pizza out of the oven, tossing it on the 
cardboard box and slotting it into the insulated bag. He put a silenced pistol in the bag 
under the pizza box, then he took a deep breath and left the semi trailer where the 
meeting took place. Others followed him out of the trailer, ghosting towards their 
positions as he headed a few blocks over, targeting a brownstone mansion. 

 As the pizza delivery ninja closed on the mansion, he saw the vague shadow of 
Baraka retreat into an alley, watching and waiting. Part of the second wave. Part of the 
rest of the plan. 

 The ninja hopped up the stairs and rang the doorbell. Steps approached the door, 
opened it. A lovely blonde smiled at him. “Yes?” He could hear the French flavor in her 
voice. 
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 Blonde. She must die. 

 “Got a pizza here for a Clark Kent,” the ninja said casually, referring to an order 
slip. 

 “Really?” the blonde said, puzzled. She leaned back, shouting up the stairs. “Kent! 
Did you order a pi—” 

 The ninja whipped the pistol out and fired three shots through her body, another 
into her head. Each silenced shot was like a clap, and the spent casings twirled out of 
the gun, pinging off the wall and bouncing on the floor. The woman was flung 
backwards, and she bucked with the force of the shots, then collapsed dying. The ninja 
tossed the pizza box to the side in the hallway, kicking the door shut; he caught a 
glimpse of movement at the top of the stairs as Kent peered down to see what was 
going on. The ninja darted up the stairs, expecting to chase Kent. 

 Instead, Kent came to him. Halfway up the stairs the ninja twirled to the side as the 
impetuous youth leaped at him with a tackle; Kent sprawled, topping down the stairs, 
bullets kicking into him from the ninja‟s gun. 

 Faster than the human eye could follow, Kent was back on his feet, back up the 
stairs, snatching the gun from the ninja; the startled man did not have time to reflexively 
blink before Kent backhanded him, far stronger than a human could strike. The ninja 
shot up the stairs, pounding into the wall, senseless. Kent scowled, clenching his hand 
into a fist, crumpling the gun like a beer can. 

 Parker looked down the stairwell. “What‟s going on?” he demanded. 

 “An assassin just attacked,” Kent replied. “There might be more.” 

 “MJ! Wong! To the basement!” Parker yelled in a tone that did not invite debate. 
“Tandy! We have company!” 

 Kent looked to the bottom of the stairs. “L‟Avenir is down!” 

 “She‟ll be fine,” Parker replied, snatching Mary Jane and expertly sliding down the 
banisters, hopping from one to another on his way down from the third floor. Wong 
was right behind him, surprisingly agile. Tandy‟s light tread creaked the stairs after him, 
in less of a hurry. 

 “Peter, she was shot,” Kent argued. “A lot. And in the head.” 

 “She‟ll be fine,” Parker repeated, swinging past Kent to open the door to the 
basement. Mary Jane trundled down the stairs as fast as she could go, Wong at her 
heels. Parker slammed the door behind them. “We‟ve got other things to worry about—
” 

 The front door exploded in, and smoke bombs banged through the windows facing 
the street. A double handful of razored shuriken hissed through the air and ricocheted 
off of Kent as Parker darted into the kitchen, blindsiding one of the incoming ninja and 
smashing him into the counter with a crunch. 

 Two ninja whipped through the front door; one whirled a blade at Kent, slitting 
across his face (but not breaking skin), and the other drove a two-palmed strike into his 
torso, firing him back through the wood of the stairs with the force of the hit. Kent 
bounced back, palm striking one; the angle was off, so instead of going out the door as 
he came in it, the ninja smashed into the wall next to the door, blowing the coat rack to 



 

    637 

flinders and cracking bones in a hit that resonated the whole house. Kent fired a punch 
at the other ninja, who dodged around it with uncanny speed as the ninja snatched his 
wrist and flexed, sending Kent sprawling into the parlor. 

 Three ninja waited for him there. Two lashed out with weighted chains, their eerie 
skill whipping the chains around his forearms as the third fired a knuckle strike into his 
forehead with all the chi at his command. Kent‟s head whipped back as the chains held 
him against the force; for a breathless second the ninja wondered if they had restrained 
the mighty alien. 

 Kent flexed, and the ninja were jerked towards each other on their chains. They 
twisted to avoid crashing together, and yanked on the chains, restraining his arms across 
his chest. Red light darted from his eyes and seared the ninja that punched him, sending 
him staggering back with a gurgle, clutching his holed shoulder. The other two adjusted 
their chains, cranked them around, securing Kent. 

 He shrugged, bursting his restraints, and chain links sprayed the room, denting the 
wood panels of the walls and embedding in the plaster of the ceiling. The ninja pulled 
back, shielding themselves; Kent snatched an ottoman and flung it at one startled ninja, 
blasting him out the front window. The other ninja blew smoke at him; he reflexively 
puffed breath that was more than air out through his teeth, and a wildly unnatural wind 
scattered the dust back at the ninja. Kent backhanded him through the piano with a 
discordant clang, scattering splinters across the parlor. 

 The ninja in the stairwell turned to look up the stairs, and saw a woman dressed in 
white—no, surrounded in a nimbus of living Light. Then the shadow warrior was 
pierced by Light, his body untouched but his mind confronted with the pain he had 
caused in the world, with no barrier of rationale or ideology or reward to balance it. 
With a shriek, he toppled back, clawing at his mask, lost in his own mind. Apparently, it 
was not a very nice place to get lost. 

 The ninja in the parlor with the hole in his shoulder leaped for the broken front 
door in the haze of smoke; Kent saw him, and puffed air at him, knocking him off 
course to rebound off the wall. Then Kent crossed the space between them in half a 
heartbeat and slapped the back of his head, knocking him against the wall again. The 
ninja sagged down, senseless. Tandy raced down the stairs, jumping over the broken 
part, and grabbed L‟Avenir, hefting her up the broken steps as best she could. 

 “Kent!” Parker said sharply. 

 “I‟m here,” Kent replied, grim. “You?” 

 “Yeah, let‟s wrap up this pajama rodeo and see what the hell is going on.” Parker 
tossed one ninja into the hall from the kitchen, then he sprang at Kent, gripping his 
chest with one adhesive hand and tossing him up to the landing on the broken stairs as 
gunfire stitched the front of the house. Parker twirled and spun up to the ceiling as the 
gunfire blasted through the hall where he had been a moment before. 

 Kent focused his eyes, they gleamed pale as he saw through the smoke and the 
front of the house. “There is one more, in the street,” Kent said. “He‟s coming. And—
and he‟s not human!” 

 The ugly man loomed out of the dissipating ninja smoke, and Parker frowned. 
“Garrett?” 
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 “You know me?” the big man said, squinting at Parker. “I don‟t know you.” 

 “I‟ve seen your handiwork,” Parker growled as he sprang. The big man moved 
faster than a human could, ducking to the side and swinging his M-60 heavy assault rifle 
around for a shot. Parker kicked off the gun barrel—“Yours!” he yelled. 

 Kent was down the stairs in the blink of an eye, unloading a mighty punch on 
Garrett. The big man flew back through the doorframe, across the street, and into the 
building across the street. Rapid bangs suggested that he went through a few more walls 
before coming to a stop. 

 “Nice hit,” Parker said, eyebrows raised and eyes wide. 

 “He is a cyborg, I saw his metal parts under plastic skin,” Kent replied. He shook 
his hand. “He can take it. And I think he‟s coming back.” 

 “This is too close quarters,” Parker began, an edge to his voice; then he sprang at 
the stairs again, firing webbing back at Kent. Kent was moving too, dodging the 
webbing and springing up the stairs as the grenade hissed through the doorway and 
detonated, spraying the foyer in white phosphorus flame that blazed through what it 
touched. 

 “Mary Jane! Wong!” Parker shouted, eyes staring with sudden panic. 

 “I‟m on it,” Kent replied with a curt nod. He leaped down into the fire, superfast 
dodging to the basement door, down the stairs as the first fire licked down them. Mary 
Jane and Wong had a startled moment to register him before he shoulder-checked the 
wall, scrabbled fast, then turned to them. 

 “Come on,” he said curtly. They ran over to him as he blurred at the wall, and dirt 
and stone flew. Moments later, he was in the alley behind the mansion, and he darted 
down and pulled them out. 

 “You have a safe place?” he demanded. 

 Mary Jane nodded breathlessly. “I will protect her,” Wong promised. He jerked 
back as Kent‟s hand darted out—a sharp crack sounded from a rooftop. Kent glanced 
down at the bullet he caught in his fist, then he tossed the bullet aside as Mary Jane and 
Wong sprinted down the alley. Kent answered the sniper‟s shot with eye beams that 
holed the sniper‟s cover. Gurgling and clutching at his shoulder, the sniper reared up 
and staggered. Kent darted around the building, a blur too fast for the eye to register. 
He reached the front as Garrett raced across the street to rejoin the battle. 

 “Hey!” Kent yelled, seething with fury. “Stop trashing the house. It‟s me you‟re 
after.” 

 Sirens wailed nearby as Garrett turned to face Kent. “You are so right, kid,” he 
growled.  

 “You can‟t beat me,” Kent scowled. “Not before this gets really public.” He cocked 
his head to the side. “That‟s not what you want.” 

 “Actually, we‟re about done here,” Garrett said. He shrugged out of his shirt and 
jacket, they dropped to the street. His chest had a dent the size of Kent‟s fist in it, but 
not bad. Kent was vaguely unsettled by the cyborg‟s resilience. The cyborg‟s 
replacements had been built and masked so they almost passed as flesh, if they were not 
examined. 
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 “What‟s this—” Kent began before the nausea tinged this throat. 

 Oh no. 

 Garrett‟s lead-lined chest popped open, and inside, a fist-sized chunk of green rock 
was wired into him. It glowed, cycling the power that drove the cyborg.  

 “Surprise,” Garrett said mildly, then a lance of green energy darted out and sank 
into Kent. The alien teenager was flattened by the shot, and he curled up on the ground, 
fetal and suffering. 

 “Heyo,” Parker said as his foot slammed square into the side of Garrett‟s head, 
flinging the cyborg across the street. “I‟ll take that—” he sprayed a webline at the rock 
in Garrett‟s chest, but the compartment snapped shut and the webbing hit the cyborg‟s 
exterior. Parker yanked on the line, hauling the massive cyborg towards him, and he 
drew back and unloaded a punch. 

 Parker underestimated Garrett‟s reflexes; the cyborg twitched up a block that 
deflected the punch, and used his whole momentum to crash into Parker, driving him 
back onto the stairs of the flaming brownstone mansion. Parker squirmed free as they 
rose, and Garrett fired out a kick that caught him square in the back, knocking him into 
the burning building with the force of a wrecking ball. 

 The armored car screeched to a halt in front of Kent, and a slim woman in ninja 
gear darted out of the cab and over to him. He rolled over, and his eyes glowed, then 
she slammed a hit across his face with brass knuckles—studded with green stones. 
Blood sprayed from his face as he toppled. She snatched him, hefted him around to the 
back of the car, and secured him as Garret sprang into the building after Parker. 

 As the armored car roared off down the street, Garrett froze on the landing, 
looking up. One blonde woman sat on the stairs, cradling another blonde woman. He 
shrugged, “Sorry ladies,” he muttered, “but it‟s time to die.” 

 Then the Light. 

 As it seared into the cyborg, it found him encased in metal and technology. Garrett 
felt his body smile in the gush of supernatural energy. He unholstered a pair of .50 
caliber pistols and lined them up on the startled woman. 

 Then webbing snapped into the side of his head, and he was yanked down into the 
smoking hallway; the white phosphorous had burned itself out, and rendered the first 
floor unrecognizable. Garrett swung the pistols, but he was not fast enough; one hit 
slammed the top of his head, propelling him through the broken stairs and finishing 
them off entirely this time. Another hit to his chest knocked him back into the wall, 
another punch through that wall and the closet; the rapidly changing scenery was 
disorienting as another blow and another drove him through a narrow water closet to 
tumble into a back library, through wall after wall, lathe and plaster and wood spraying 
everywhere. 

 No real damage. And one more massive blow knocked him across the library, 
through a bookshelf, and through the wall on the other side. He tumbled into the alley 
in a shower of brick, stone, wood, and cascading books. 

 He almost didn‟t register Parker spitting on him. He distantly noted that the 
weirdness in this smash-and-grab had really ramped up. Who was that skinny guy, 
anyway? 
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 As Garrett rolled awkwardly to the side and rose, his sensors estimated less than 
three minutes until the police arrived. 

 Inside, Tandy dragged L‟Avenir up the steps. The bullet-riddled body twitched and 
flinched, then coughed heavily. Tandy paused, looking down at her recovering 
bodyguard. She had warning; a booted foot kicking up, off the wall, claws snatching at 
the landing and hauling the assassin up. Tandy squared off with Baraka as the leering 
monster flexed his forearms, firing out long bone spurs.  

 Tandy blared Light into his face, and the lidless eyes quivered and flinched as 
Baraka staggered back, flinging his arms up to protect himself. Tandy slung a solid kick 
into his exposed ribs, and he stumbled to the side just enough for her jump kick to 
smack into him, flinging him back to smash through the window and sail down to the 
alley behind the mansion. Baraka crashed down, blinded, the fall hard even on his tough 
system. 

 Parker did not even acknowledge the assassin; his attention was riveted inside, 
where Goro ducked into the destroyed foyer. Only seeing the huge figure dimly through 
the smoke and dust, Parker frowned. He kicked Garret‟s battered wrist aside as Garret 
unsteadily pointed a gun at him, then snatched the huge man, and spun into a fling back 
through the house. His aim was true, and the cyborg smashed into the huge Shokan 
prince, knocking both of them staggering out to fall to the street. 

 Parker ducked to the side, out of sight, as a huge man stepped up into the ruin of 
the foyer. Not the one that had toppled out, or Garrett; someone else. Someone who 
exuded authority, rage, an almost limitless capacity for violence. The landing began to 
breathe out a deep shine. 

 Tandy stared down at the two meter tall giant, mostly naked, a metal skull mask 
and samurai helmet decorating his head. He hefted a massive warhammer. She hesitated 
only a moment longer as she felt the malice in his stare, then she gushed Light onto 
him, through him, inexorably tearing him down. Only he stood still, motionless, as 
though the Light was without substance. His chuckle was steeped in amused contempt. 

 “I am immortal, Sorcerer,” he muttered in Chinese. “I have withstood the light of a 
god.” 

 Tandy did not understand him, but she released the Light, panting slightly, 
wondering what to do next— 

 Wham! A beam of solid green light shot into the giant‟s back from behind, from the 
street, knocking him forward and through the tatters of the house‟s center with a deep 
grunt. In a green haze, a young man leaped up into the foyer. “Takes all kinds of light,” 
he said seriously, the Chinese sounding fluent as he spoke. 

 Shao Khan rebounded from the back of the opposite house, crashing down into 
the alley where Baraka stood unsteadily, facing off with Parker. Shao Khan was on his 
feet in a single fluid movement, and he shoved Baraka towards Parker. “Kill him!” he 
demanded in the foul language of Outworld. 

 Parker kicked Baraka‟s leg out from under him, snatching him by the forearm and 
swinging him around to crunch off the brick building and fly back, unconscious. “Don‟t 
dismiss me yet, Tarzan,” he growled. “Maybe I‟m next on your dance card.” 
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 Shao Khan did not understand English, but Parker‟s intent was clear enough. Still, 
Shao Khan turned his back on the lithe young man, ducking back into the house. Parker 
sprang at him, fuming, realizing too late that perhaps the massive warrior had not 
dismissed him after all. 

 Shao Khan‟s elbow shot out, too fast for even Parker to dodge, catching him in the 
chest and knocking the air out of him. The giant moved fast, back through the 
demolished ground floor of the house as Parker bounced off the opposite building and 
landed staggering, gasping. As Shao Khan loomed over the young man in the green 
haze, Goro leaped in from the street, his four arms snapping into a relentless grip 
around the young man as the haze intensified into a green protective bubble. 

 “Now you are in trouble,” Shao Khan smirked as he stared at the dim figure in the 
bright green shield. “Try to push Goro around, and he‟ll squeeze his way in.” 

 Light arced from the landing, past Shao Khan, sinking into Goro; the Shokan 
prince howled in pain and staggered back, clutching at his face. The dimly seen figure in 
the green shield grinned, and flexed forward; Shao Khan dove to the side too slowly, 
and the green lance crashed into him and fired him back through the house again, this 
time at a different angle so he knocked a new tunnel through the supporting walls. The 
Sanctum creaked and shifted as Shao Khan blew out the back and caromed off the 
brick of the opposite building. 

 He rolled out of the dent in the brick, masonry flowing out around him, just in 
time to catch a glimpse of the incoming foot—Parker slammed a kick across his head, 
tearing his metal skull mask off and sending it whirling down the alley like a Frisbee as 
Shao Khan whacked back into the wall, crumbling it around him in an avalanche of 
brick as the roof several stories above sagged. Shao Khan swiped with his muscled arm, 
but Parker ducked under the swipe and planted a heavy blow in the big man‟s ribs with 
an old metal drainpipe; the pipe broke with a crunch, and Shao Khan grunted. 

 Shao Khan shouted something, then snatched at Parker, his open palm ending in 
hooked fingers. Parker ducked away skillfully, glancing back down the alley as Baraka 
clambered unsteadily into the house. 

 “Nice,” Parker gritted through his teeth, springing back from Shao Khan and firing 
a webline down the alley, yanking himself to the opening in a moment, swinging in with 
a dodge. Predictably enough, Baraka‟s bone blades tore the air as they slashed at him, 
but he was under them. Rebounding with uncanny speed, he slapped the hulking 
warrior, knocking him back to crash into a bookshelf. The unsteady supports shifted, 
dumping an avalanche of books down on the assassin as Parker looked through the 
house to see Goro dashing away. Sirens closed in on the street brawl. 

 He leaned out of the alley and looked the other way, but Shao Khan had escaped. 

 Parker thought hard for a moment.  

 “Tandy—you okay?” he yelled. 

 “Yes!” 

 “I‟m going after Kent!” Parker flicked a webline at the opposite building, and 
tugged up on its resilience, springing to the roof and racing away. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE 

 Inside, Tandy looked down at the destroyed foyer as the green glow receeded, 
revealing an unassuming slender young man, maybe college age, jeans and a tee shirt 
and a leather jacket. He grinned at her, his narrow features cocky, his short black hair 
almost spiked. “Hi,” he said. “Who were those guys?” 

 “Question is, who are you?” Tandy asked, cocking an eyebrow, not realizing she 
was copying one of Strange‟s mannerisms. 

 “Kyle Raynor. I‟m a big fan, really hoping Eyes Open gets some studio time this 
year,” he said with the casual air of a man past the point of commenting on the surreal 
circumstances. Police cars screeched to a halt in the debris in front of the mansion. 

 “Oh, I had better handle this,” Tandy said with a slight crease between her eyes. 
She awkwardly crouched at the edge of the rubble. “Maybe you could help,” she said, 
eyeing the broken boards and general danger of the crushed walls and flooring. 

 “Aw, damn, what was I thinking?” Raynor said, his face flushing crimson as he 
pointed at the broken floor; a green slide whipped up, and she trusted her weight to it, 
slipping down to the floor unhurt. She stepped past him to the doorway as four cops 
ran from their cars, hands on their guns, staring at the broken building. 

 “Thank you for coming, officers,” she said kindly. “I‟m sorry to trouble you, we 
had an air conditioner fall out of an upper story. Made quite a crash, but we‟re all fine. 
Again, really sorry.” A peculiar liquid shine flowed through the air, over the police. 

 “Man,” the one in the lead said, straightening and adjusting his hat. “I‟m glad to see 
it was nothing. We heard reports of gunfire.” 

 “Landed on trash cans,” she shrugged. “Sorry to waste your time.” 

 The officers smiled, bemused, and one shook his head. “Be more careful next 
time,” he said. 

 She nodded. “Will do. Thanks for checking on us, officers.” 

 One waved as they climbed back in their cars, and drove away from the demolished 
mansion. 

 Tandy turned to Raynor. “I don‟t suppose you could scoop all the wreckage over 
here, could you?” 

 “I think I can,” he nodded. “Still figuring all that out, actually.” He focused, and a 
translucent green dustpan the size of a car scraped around the street and sidewalk, 
heaping the debris in front of the mansion. The abused building creaked, an unsettling 
sound. 

 “You seem to be taking all this pretty well,” Tandy said. 

 “Yeah, last night took the edge off all the weirdness,” Raynor sighed. He held up 
his hand, displaying his peculiar unmarked and delicately filigreed ring. “This is the 
source of the power. It—it speaks to me. Tells me things. Lets me do whatever I can 
think of.” 

 “So what brings you here?” Tandy asked. “Accident?” 

 “The Planetary,” Raynor clarified. “Dr. Strange. And, you know, if I ran into you,” 
he shrugged, again blushing furiously, “that would not really be so bad. Imagine my 
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delight when I get to save the damsel in distress.” His grin was crooked, but thoroughly 
sincere. “My roommate is Jimmy Olson—band photographer, freelance with the 
Planetary? Right, you know him. So he wanted me to wait until Monday, but damn; this 
ring has a serious itch to meet the Sorcerer Supreme.” 

 Something shuffled and rustled in the library as the building swayed slightly. “Do 
you think you could hold this thing up for a while?” Tandy asked. “I‟m sorry, I really 
don‟t know what you can do.” 

 “I probably can, sure,” he shrugged. “I don‟t quite know either. Why not just, you 
know, relocate?” He squinted at the broken walls. 

 “My friends can find us here,” she said, “and there are mystic wards around the 
place that will distract the casual passer by to not even look at us. Her jaw flexed a 
moment as she looked away. 

 “What? What‟s wrong?” Raynor asked quickly. 

 “The attackers took Kent, one of our friends,” she said stiffly. “It‟s like they were 
after him all along, and getting me was bonus.” She shook her head. “Then Peter ran 
off after them. I hope his wife got away. Wong was with her, she should be fine.” Her 
jaw tightened. “I don‟t like getting attacked. Especially not here, a safe place.” 

 “We better get upstairs,” Raynor soothed, glancing around. “They might come 
back.”  

 “Yes,” she agreed, her hand collecting itself into a fist. “They might.” She looked 
around once more, then Raynor created a green platform. They stood on it, and it 
hovered up to the second floor. They joined L‟Avenir, who was sitting on the steps 
looking hung over, her clothes bloody. 

 “We chased them off?” she asked, her voice sour. 

 “For now,” Tandy murmured, moving up to relative safety. 

 Her profile passed in front of a window. From the shadows of an alley across the 
way, a dark figure hissed to himself. “There,” he murmured in Chinese, watching 
Raynor pass the window. “The Order of the Ring has sent me a gift, on the hand of a 
novice!” He trembled with lust. His eye caught a flash of movement; Baraka slipping 
away down a side alley. A frown of irritation marred his manic grin, and he withdrew 
further into shadow. 

 “This prize will be mine alone…” 

* 

 Essex smoothly emerged from the web of shadows, into a strange cavern just off 
Prime. A moment later, his path peeled open and brilliant figures sprang out of it, 
transforming the space with the pure light that flowed from them. 

 “Please,” Essex murmured, squinting, “I know you had to tone down your light to 
follow the shadowpath, but if you could continue to do so, that would be better for 
me.” His grimace tried to be a smile. “Really. Or your light will dispel all shadow, and 
this place will be gone.” 

 They dimmed to luminescence. “Alright,” Reed said, “we have followed you. What 
do you have to say?” 
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 “I will admit, I was surprised,” Essex said, mounting a dais to settle on a throne. 
He tossed an armful of razor ribbons over one arm as he sat, and he leaned to the side, 
contemplating the four gods before him. “When I first became aware of you, I thought 
you were lapdogs of the Sorcerer Supreme. It has comforted me to see that you are 
reasonable people, with opinions of your own.” 

 “Mm,” Reed said, squinting at the dark figure. “Perhaps I can speed this up.” He 
raised his hand, and a startling shock of light connected Essex and the leader of the 
Illuminati. “Hold on,” Reed said through a feral grin. “This will be a new experience for 
both of us. It is time for you to be honest.” 

 After an intolerable moment, the light flicked out, and Reed turned his back on 
Essex. “Essex used the Seer of Light to blackmail us,” he began. “He manipulated us 
into being part of his schemes, until the Sorcerer Supreme caught up to him and 
discorporated his form, ruining generations of work. Essex is the one who set up the 
illusion of a sage, to get Banner and give us the crystal. Now he is feeding from 
Banner‟s energy.” 

 “That‟s fine as far as it goes,” Essex murmured, his voice compelling. He slumped 
on the throne, his hand shadowing his eyes; they glinted behind his fingers. “Consider 
this, while we are bandying truth around. I positioned you to become gods by stealing 
something the Sorcerer Supreme could have given you any time he wanted to. Strange is 
more concerned with his precious Web of Light than with his friends and allies. You say 
I manipulated you, used you. But now here I am, talking to you, after helping you grow 
to equal my power. Compare that to your relationship with the Sorcerer Supreme.” 

 “He has a point,” John shrugged. 

 “My enemies,” Essex continued, “are the Sorcerer Supreme and the Web of Light. 
You did more to incapacitate them in days than I could do in generations. Why should 
we not be allies?” 

 Reed stared at him, bemused. “He speaks truthfully, he has no choice, not with my 
Light still in him,” Reed murmured in a soft voice the others had not often heard. 
“How about that.” 

 “He is a creature of reflexive betrayal,” Ben reminded the leader. 

 “True,” Reed nodded, again decisive. “Let‟s trace your power to its new source, 
shall we?” 

 “I‟d rather you didn‟t,” Essex growled, but it was too late; Reed rose, resplendent in 
Light, then dove into Essex and vanished as the big manlike thing twitched. 

 A moment later, Reed slid out of the dark roads, into a very dark place indeed. 
Reed flexed enough Light out to seal the area, so only energy could flow through the 
direct ties. He felt it unlikely Essex could overhear. 

 Reed gazed at the slab of rock, swathed in chains. Banner hung on it, restrained 
with ridiculous excess. He was almost twice the size he normally was, as the 
transformation fed in power that was siphoned off. In the blaze of silent, heatless Light, 
Banner stirred, then raised his head. His hair was lank, a certain muzziness was in his 
eyes. The helmet was still clamped in place. 

 “Reed,” he said softly. “You‟ve come to save me.” Reed heard the weary disbelief 
under the tone. 
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 “Regrettably, that is not my primary objective,” Reed said, trying to lighten the 
news with half a smile.  

 “You turned on Strange,” Banner said, his head sinking down again as though it 
bore the weight of the chains that wrapped him. “Still, there‟s something I must do.” 

 “Oh?” Reed watched, fascinated, as the razored ribbons shifted and drank from the 
infinite power. 

 “You have the crystal,” Banner said. 

 “Yes, we used it to tune to the Web of Light.” 

 “It can do so much more,” Banner murmured, barely audible. “If it is freely given, 
then it grants one wish to its bearer. Damn near anything. Then it gives its bearer a new 
wish. I‟m the current bearer, even if you possess it.” 

 “I see,” Reed said, nodding, his smile more genuine. “You wish to bargain your 
freedom for rightful possession.” 

 “Not at all,” Banner mumbled. He shifted in his chains, looked up, met Reed‟s eye. 
“If you were truly enlightened, you wouldn‟t leave me here, deal or no deal,” he said 
with a quiet certainty. Reed almost flinched, fidgeting, looking away. “No, you can‟t 
barter for possession of the crystal. I give it to you freely.” 

 “No strings?” Reed said, startled and wary. 

 “No strings,” Banner wearily agreed. “That‟s not how it works. Up to you whether 
you leave me here.” His eyes were haunting. 

 Reed watched him for a long moment, then compacted to Light and vanished, and 
the darkness clamped in as Banner passed out. 

 A moment later, Reed stood before Essex and the rest of the Illuminati. “Well 
then,” he said, businesslike, as Essex eyed him warily. Reed grinned at him, fierce. 
“Doesn‟t pay to come this far out in the open, does it? Used to the catspaws being 
baffled, never the cat.” He tilted his head to Essex, almost condescending. 

 “Now what?” Essex asked, wary. 

 “I have some work to do in my lab. I‟ll most likely be in touch,” Reed said with a 
shrug. “I have some new insights, new perceptive talents, and I simply must try them 
out.” He flashed a winning smile at Essex. “Goodbye for now.” In a burst of Light, the 
Illuminati were gone. 

 The edges of the dimension had been burst loose with all the Light, and it began to 
slide and blur and fade. Essex finally allowed the grin of pure delight to cross his 
features. “Oh, this could not be better,” he breathed. “Perfect. The Web of Light will be 
no more.” He looked around the discorporating shadow, and felt his escapes hum 
inside him. “Very well, enough of this. I too have work to do.” He vanished, a shadow 
among shadows, and there was nothing in his wake. 

* 

 The low ebb of the ley line flexed, disgorging Bently, Kira, Blade, Whistler, Cain, 
Morbius, and Spear. “Welcome to Reykjavik, Iceland,” Bently said grimly. They looked 
up the snow-clad hill to see the hulking lodge, smoke drifting up from multiple 
chimneys. 
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 “You think Strange is in there?” Kira said, dubious. 

 “If not, there are people there who know where he is,” Bently said. “Be careful.” 

 “Careful, right,” Kira mused. 

 “Even you,” Bently insisted. “These people have science perfected to mystic levels. 
If they nabbed Strange, they can get us too. So don‟t get cocky.” 

 “Right,” Kira shrugged. “How do you want this played?” 

 “Fan out, approach the house, enter multiple vectors,” Bently said. “Their defenses 
are likely to be damned good, so watch yourself.”  

 Kira rolled her eyes. “I‟ll be careful,” she sighed. 

 

 The beast cackled delight. “She has no idea!” he chortled, watching her image on 
the security monitor. Kurt and Forge ran over to him, looking over his shoulder in the 
subbasement of the house, watching with interest as Hank‟s hands flowed and clattered 
over the keyboards, pointing and calibrating instrumentation as the intruders began to 
slink up the hill towards the house. 

 “Arm up?” Kurt asked. 

 “Hardly!” Hank barked. 

 “What‟s the score?” Forge asked as his eyes followed the same data flow as Hank‟s. 

 “I have tagged their systems, no sneaking up now. This one,” he pointed at Bently, 
“manipulates a sub-quantum energy through subconscious interface. These two,” he 
pointed at the leather-clad man with a sword and his skinny companion hunching 
through the brush, “are half vampire. This fellow is but necrotic matter with a neural 
imprint and subcorporated structure,” he grinned as he slapped at the monitor showing 
Spear stalking through the snow. “Finally this one brims with cosmic energy, like a 
space being!” He pointed at Kira. “We can take all of them down to the ground.” 

 “Those two?” Kurt asked, pointing at the archer woman and the slip of shadow 
that was an Asian martial artist. 

 “Little girls,” Hank shrugged, dismissive. “Hunting little girls! Ha! Ha! I am the big 
bad wolf!” His huge white teeth were ferociously bright against his dark fur as he 
clattered more commands into the defense system. “Now we attack!” 

 As he began isolating energy frequencies, Forge turned to Kurt. “Get a phase 
disharmonizer, put it on the necrotic one,” he said. “He teleports, like you, and that 
should catch him out of phase. Get him off our backs.” Kurt nodded, and sprang to the 
cabinet. He snatched a piece of equipment, and disappeared in a blast of foul smoke. 
Forge sighed, firing up a lighter and singing the tip of his cigarette, blowing his own 
smoke into the curling mist. 

 “She won‟t like this at all,” Hank confided, and he pushed a button. On the screen, 
Forge saw several projectors tilt out of cover and peg the blonde, the cosmic powered 
woman. Intense red beams, concentrated energy, flared into her cellular structure, and 
she glowed red. She gasped, staggering. “Ha!” Hank said, slapping his knee. “No flying 
now! No tossing bus!” 
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 Forge saw the wizard leader glance at Kira. “Scatter!” They raced up towards the 
house, through the defenses. Hank was typing with manic speed. 

 “Door projectors on lockdown. Force bubble on cosmic girl.” A forcefield swelled 
around Kira, isolating her in the red light. “Now we peek in on little magic girl,” he said, 
aiming a projector with a ball mouse. Bently darted up to the back of the house, and 
began to gesture. Hank pushed the button, and a lance of peculiar energy darted into 
her. She staggered, then swooned back. “Nervous system should stay in the body where 
it belongs, not go out in subquantum etherics,” Hank scolded her with a broad grin. 
“Or else! Indeed! Else!” He cackled, then oriented swiftly on Blade. “Him, I bet, not so 
bright.” 

 Blade stuffed his blade into the steel shutter of the door, and a gush of electricity 
raced through him, blowing him off the door. He slammed into a tree trunk and 
crashed down, steaming, as the tree avalanched down its load of snow and buried him. 

 “Zap,” Hank observed sagely. He swiveled to see the moving tag; Spear teleported 
into the house. Right in front of Kurt, who slapped a fist-sized device on the center of 
his back. Spear whirled, and struck, but his fist passed right through Kurt. Kurt 
chuckled, and vanished in his own cloud of smoke. Spear stared down at his hands—
through his hands, as he became more and more transparent. 

 “The girly vampire will not escape,” Hank intoned as he watched Morbius scurry 
for cover, back down the hill. He punched in the lineup and release, and a projector 
fired a cable net that scooped the half vampire up and constricted around him, rolling 
the hapless intruder down the hill. A UV projector tagged him as he rolled, and he 
screamed, then passed out. 

 “All that is left is little girls,” Hank said, mock sad, his accent thick with his 
excitement. Cain and Whistler had flanked the house, coming at it from the far side.  

 “What are we going to do with them?” Forge asked. “I mean, do we take all of 
them prisoner?” 

 “Yes,” Hank replied. “Put them with Sorcerer Supreme, let Grand Master decide 
what to do with them.” He watched the two remaining girls consider a shutter. The fun 
seemed to have gone out of it for him as he refused to meet Forge‟s eyes. 

 Whistler fired an arrow at the shutter, and it exploded; Cain darted through the 
small hole before Hank got the projector screen up, and Whistler followed.  

 “I got this,” Kurt said to a camera in the attic as he watched on his wrist screen. He 
teleported behind Cain— 

 No human could react that fast! She spun with her shortsword, pinning him to the 
wall before he fully materialized; he choked and fumbled at the sword hilt for a 
moment, then passed out with the shock. 

 Hank stared for a moment, then his expression darkened. “See how you like poison 
gas, for stabbing my friend,” he growled. 

 A whining hiss reverberated in the basement, and Hank‟s eyes widened. He 
cranked around in the chair to see Forge standing with a pair of injector guns. 

 “Sorry, my friend,” Forge said softly, “I know these people.” Hank slumped out of 
the chair, toppling to the floor, and Forge tossed the guns away in disgust. “Damn,” he 
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growled. He shook his head. “We were even on the same side once.” He closed his eyes. 
When they opened, his mind was made up. He leaned forward and pushed the button 
on the microphone. “Ladies, we are in the basement.” He turned, and crossed the room 
to the crèche that held the Sorcerer Supreme. He pushed a number of buttons, resetting 
it, merging its contents back to Prime, then he turned to the etheric bottle and powered 
it down. He leaned back on the counter and smoked his cigarette, watching. 

 Strange coughed, twitched, then sat up. His eyes snapped open, then unfocused, 
and he wavered. “Forge,” he rasped, his abused voice unsurprised. “So they finally 
crossed the line.” 

 “I didn‟t do this for you,” Forge snarled. “I don‟t work for you. I have friends 
whose lives are at stake, and this is not something you do halfway.” 

 “I understand,” Strange croaked, levering himself up. “Believe me, I understand.” 

 Cain and Whistler came down the stairs, weapons at the ready. “It‟s alright,” 
Strange rasped. He turned to Forge. “Anything done with my body,” he paused for 
breath, “sigils, tracers, anything I should know about?” 

 “No,” Forge said, his mouth twisted as though he tasted something bitter. “They 
just wanted you out of the way. Until it didn‟t matter anymore.” 

 Strange let his eyes drift half shut. “They‟ve nearly lost us everything,” he 
murmured. Then his eyes opened, he focused on Forge. “Do you want me to protect 
you?” he asked directly. 

 “No,” Forge sighed. “I need to face this. Can‟t run forever.” He looked at Strange, 
his eyes pained. “It‟s not like you‟d hire me, with my track record. Only a matter of 
time, right? Until it is your turn.” He threw his cigarette on the floor and stubbed it out 
as though it was disgusting, contemptible. 

 “You might be surprised,” Strange whispered. He tried to clear his throat, failed. 
Then he struggled to rise. Cain and Whistler were with him immediately. 

 “Let‟s collect our fallen and go. Anyone hurt?” Strange asked. 

 Forge pushed a button on the console, and Spear phased back in as the device fell 
off him. “You have an electrocuted half-vampire. Everyone else will be okay.” 

 “Thank you,” Strange said seriously. Then the women helped him up the stairs. 

 Cain blew Forge a kiss, then they were gone. 

 Forge sighed, rubbing his face. “I had better collect my own wounded,” he said, 
pulling out an antigrav stretcher.  

 “Damn.” 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY SIX 

 Shao Khan ducked into the warehouse, the door ajar behind him. He glared at 
Goro, who sulked on one couch, and Baraka, who licked a long cut on his arm. Shao 
Khan crossed the room with his long strides. “Are either of you badly hurt?” 

 “Scratches and bruises,” Goro growled, disgusted. “Pride.” 

 “And Shang Tsung? Captured, dead?” 



 

    649 

 “Run away,” Baraka shrugged. “Probably skulking around. Probably lacks balls to 
talk to you.” 

 “Not wholly stupid,” Shao Khan nodded. “I tire of subterfuge and sneaking 
around. Let‟s do this properly.” As he talked, several of the Lin Quei ninja stepped into 
the room, ready to be of service to the master of their master‟s master. 

 Shao Khan knelt in the middle of the floor, and Baraka and Goro sat up and paid 
attention. The huge emperor pulled the puzzle box from his belt, and solved it with 
god-like skill. Then he put it on the floor and waited as light coalesced over the device. 

 A flaming skull flared above the box, its image alone transmitting incredible power. 
“What.” 

 “Dread Dormammu, your faithful servant reports.” Shao Khan bowed his head to 
the floor before the image, on his knees. 

 “This ought to be good,” Dormammu sneered. “Go on.” 

 “The Web of Light is weak, almost gone. Please bring Outworld in. The time is 
ripe to crush them. Never in my long life has the Web been so depleted.” 

 “Oh yes, Outworld, glad you remember it after all this time,” Dormammu said. 
“You‟ve been gone a while now. There is the matter of the civil war tearing Outworld to 
pieces.” 

 “They are fighters born,” Shao Khan shrugged. “Their squabbles do not affect the 
energy pattern. When I get back, I‟ll have that sorted out in a matter of hours.” 

 Dormammu glared at him for a moment. “Oh, that, you mean the armies picking at 
each other. No no. That is, of course, foolish and wasteful, and you should have 
prevented it. But that is not what I‟m talking about,” the skull snarled. “You have been 
out of touch. Mere hours ago, the Dragon King awoke, and his undead armies are 
sweeping Outworld.” 

 “What?!” Shao Khan roared before he could stop himself. “What do you mean?” 

 “The other armies are falling back in terror, fleeing to connected dimensions and 
unmooring them,” Dormammu continued relentlessly. “Onaga has already contacted 
me, asked me if I care to turn this into a war. As my general, what do you advise?” 
Dormammu mocked. 

 Shao Khan‟s shoulders were tight as he shrugged. “Outworld can be rebuilt, or 
another one built out of other dimensions. We can reuse this one when I have had a 
chance to assassinate Onaga again,” he gritted out.  

 “Big words from the one who has not yet subjugated Prime,” Dormammu sneered. 

 Shao Khan barely heard him. “Who did this? Who woke up the Dragon King? Do 
we know?” 

 “Not that it matters,” Dormammu replied, “but the Edenians were behind it. You 
know, the people you failed to suppress. Led by the whore you did not tame in your 
bed. They imported Primelings, from a dimension you failed to conquer. They fought 
through the armies, put down the Oni Moloch, removed the Darkblade, and stood off 
attackers until he revived. I… I cannot express the depths of my annoyance,” 
Dormammu seethed, “but here is a taste.”  
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 Flame gushed out of the image, bathing Shao Khan, who roared with the pain. The 
flame settled around his head for a moment, then leaped back into the image. 

 “You are right about one thing,” Dormammu growled. “The Web of Light is 
incredibly low. Never since its inception has it been this depleted. We do not need 
Outworld. I will bring the Dark Dimension close, and a tide of Mindless Ones will pave 
the way. I will follow personally. As for you,” he said to the steaming emperor, “You 
must prove yourself by making Prime my new war dimension. You must do so on your 
own, without my assistance, and it must be done in time to crush Enitharmon once and 
for all.” 

 “It shall be as you say,” Shao Khan growled, a little blood trickling from his eyes 
and nose. The flame winked out, and Dormammu was gone. 

 A long silence followed. 

 “Sire?” Goro murmured, wary. 

 “I did not expect to lose Outworld,” Shao Khan muttered. “When this is over, 
there will be blood. Onaga is not the only one with the power to slay cosmic beings.” 
His fist tightened until bones creaked in the grip of sinew and muscle. 

 No one spoke or attracted his attention. No one wanted it. Shao Khan was ready to 
kill. 

* 

 The little-used solarium on the Sanctum‟s third floor was packed with people. 
Twelve defenders sat on the chairs, couches, and floor, all turned to watch Frost speak. 

 “So we pretty much thrashed Innsmouth,” Frost concluded, “and Smythe will have 
to start all over. He can‟t possibly get a threat together in time affect the rest of this 
Reckoning. We came here to protect you, a little late it seems, and Bently took the rest 
to Iceland.” 

 “Quite a story,” Tandy said, shaking her head, trying to conceal the pain of her 
hope. “Thank you all for coming.” She looked at the Innsmouth survivors; Frost, 
Xavier, Skids, Arrow, Remy, Drake, Rider, and Saint. “I‟m glad I wasn‟t waiting for you. 
My people took care of me,” she said, looking over at MJ (who had returned from her 
apartment,) L‟Avenir, and Raynor. 

 The door opened, and Wong entered with two balanced trays of snacks. “The tea 
cart is in the hall, I will bring it in a moment,” he said.  

 “So Wong,” Drake said. “Did you help out in this dust-up here?” 

 “No,” Wong replied. “I am a simple housekeeper.” 

 “He was protecting Mary Jane,” L‟Avenir shrugged. 

 “So if the kitchen be trashed,” Remy piped up, “where de snacks come from?” 

 “Second kitchen, second floor, for receptions,” Wong replied calmly. 

 “The Sorcerer Supreme prepares for all contingencies,” Arrow said with a straight 
face. 
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 “So it seems,” said an amused voice at the doorway. People leaped to their feet, 
whirling to look at the newcomer. Stephen Strange, Sorcerer Supreme, smiled at them. 
He was pale and unsteady, but present and alive and undamaged. 

 “Strange!” Xavier said. “I say, well done!” 

 Strange moved into the room, shaking hands, his defenders clapping him on the 
back. Behind him, Bently, Kira, Blade, Morbius, Whistler, Cain, and Spear filed into the 
room, so it was nearly standing room only. 

 When the commotion died down, all looked expectantly to Strange. “I have not 
had an opportunity to properly thank Bently for her excellent work in rescuing myself 
and Xavier,” Strange said, turning to his apprentice. “Thank you. You saved my life, and 
the entire dimension.” Applause from the whole room, more hearty in some quarters 
than others.  

 “Just glad to be in your shadow once more,” Bently said wryly. 

 Strange‟s eye settled on Raynor, who was grinning at him. “And we have someone 
new.” 

 “Kyle Raynor,” the young man said seriously, extending his hand to shake. Strange 
took his hand, examined the ring. His expression was inscrutable. 

 “You are now a member of the Order of the Ring,” Strange said quietly as the 
others watched. He looked Raynor in the eye. “A seasoned veteran, a wise warrior gave 
this up.” He shook his head slightly. “Welcome. We will have to talk,” he said as he 
shook Raynor‟s hand. “But first: assignments.” 

 Light flared, and in an already full room they made space for Illyana Rasputin. She 
grabbed Strange in a fierce hug, and did not seem inclined to release him. 

 “Good to see you too,” he whispered in her ear, too soft to be heard. 

 She released him and stepped back, sniffed a bit. “Glad you could make it to your 
own party,” she said. “Really, though. I heard you mention homework. Pulls me in like a 
magnet. Reminds me of my apprentice days.” Her defenses were almost fully repaired. 

 “We have lost the Shard of Cttrock, one of the keys,” Strange said. “And we have 
lost the Grail. It is too soon to despair, but not too soon to prepare for the last stand.” 
He turned to Illyana. “Get Doug, Dani, Mary Jane here, any of the defenders who are 
willing to help defend the fortress in Tibet. Not the Illuminati, they have betrayed us.” 

 “Hell yes, I‟ll go,” Mary Jane said quickly. 

 “Me too,” Raynor added. 

 “Not you,” Strange said, turning to him. “I have another task for you. I also need 
Wong, and Parker, here in New York.” 

 “Peter?” Mary Jane said, startled. 

 “Yes,” Strange said firmly. He turned to Bently. “I need you to take charge of 
ordering our defenses in Tibet. We are on the anvil there, and it is only a matter of time 
before the hammers start to fall. Concentrate geomantic energies to defend that 
location, above all else.” 

 “What about the rest of Prime?” Bently asked, breathless. 
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 Strange looked her in the eye, and shrugged. “We will reclaim it, if it comes to 
that,” he said. Something flinty made his tone sharp. “Protect Tandy at all costs.” He 
still had not looked Tandy in the eye. 

 “Agreed,” Bently nodded. 

 “Can we still win?” Xavier asked, collected. “Truthfully?” 

 “Yes,” Strange said with an odd smile. “The forces arrayed against us approach the 
peak of their strength. That‟s where things start to fall apart. There is a rhythm to these 
things. Keep your head, do not allow anything to shake you.”  

 He turned to the room at large. “This is where we face the dragon, my friends. This 
is where we walk out under the lights. Play for keeps. Be alert. Be patient. We will win.” 

 A certain relief did move through the room, and as Strange regarded his defenders, 
he saw the strain in Illyana‟s eyes, and felt it from Tandy. He still could not meet her 
eyes, and he knew she understood. Beneath them, the unsteady foundations of the 
Sanctum creaked, shifting under the weight of the assembled defenders. 

 Illyana caught hold of his forearm. “I‟ll watch Tandy,” she said under her breath. 

 “Keep an eye on all of us,” Strange replied quietly. “These missions we‟re about to 
begin are all critical.”  

 Illyana nodded, then looked around the room. “Okay, the Tibet Express is leaving 
now. So let‟s get everybody headed out of town all together.” Shuffling started. 

 “Where is Kent?” Kira asked, her voice firm and clear. 

 “Oh,” Tandy said. “When we were attacked here, some ninja grabbed him. Parker 
is off to rescue him.” 

 Strange and Illyana made eye contact, and Illyana nodded. “Okay, let‟s get this 
moving so I can help him out,” she said. 

 “I‟m not going to Tibet,” Kira said with a shrug. “I‟ll find Kent myself.” 

 “Kira,” Strange said. 

 “No, I don‟t want to hear it, Stephen,” Kira said sharply. “Kent must not be 
allowed to teach our enemies the weaknesses of Kryptonians. I will find him.” 

 “We will get him,” Illyana said. “You are needed to protect the fortress.” 

 “You‟ll get him,” Kira echoed. “You couldn‟t find Strange. I did. All our enemies 
can hide things a half step off Prime, and you can‟t find them. No, I will trust myself on 
this one.” 

 “Strange hired you to help out,” Illyana protested, and Strange put his hand on her 
arm, restraining her. She glanced at him, and subsided, her face dark. 

 “That was a long time ago,” Kira said, eyebrows raised as she looked at Strange and 
Illyana. She turned to Tandy. “Who took him? What did they look like?” 

 “Perhaps I can help you describe him,” Xavier said dryly. Tandy nodded, and 
Xavier entered her mind, sharpened up the picture of Garrett and Karai, then projected 
the images. 
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 “Ho, hang on,” Drake said. “The woman is Karai, she‟s the leader of the Lin Quei. 
That‟s seriously bad news.” He looked around. “For most people. For you all, enh.” He 
shrugged. 

 “Dat odder one, de ugly man, he work for de Project, ExTechOps,” Remy said. 
Skids blanched at the image, covering her eyes, pushing it out of her mind. “I tought 
dey were done!” 

 Cain raised her hand, and one of Xavier‟s eyebrows shot up. “Interesting. While 
Cain was working for LexCorp, before she defected, she knew that Luthor was 
rebuilding a cyborg. Luthor was rebuilding this man. She saw his image in her partner‟s 
mind.” 

 Blade frowned. “We know the Lin Quei and Luthor have worked together before. 
Why would they want Kent?” 

 “They grew up in the same small town,” Raynor said suddenly. “My roommate, 
Jimmy Olson, works at the Planetary. He was telling me about this cute blonde, Chloe 
Sullivan—” 

 “Can we get to the point?” Blade growled. 

 “No no,” Arrow said, “go on. Chloe, you said?” 

 “She worked on the school paper with Kent,” Raynor said, determined, “she was 
buddies with him and she knew Luthor from when they were in high school. Luthor 
and Kent grew up together.” 

 “More than I need,” Kira said. “I will scan Lexcorp facilities until I find one that is 
shielded against me, then I‟ll investigate. Do whatever you need to do, in Tibet.” She 
hesitated. “Maybe I‟ll catch up.” She left the room, and no one stood in her way. 

 “Strange?” Illyana said, under her breath and between her teeth. 

 “Let her go,” Strange said quietly. He looked Illyana in the eye. “We lose the 
fortress, we lose it all. Do you understand?” Illyana nodded, sober. “It will be difficult 
for Essex to approach there. Centuries of Light have worn the old shadow roads to 
nothing in that area. That is why the Ancient One lived there, why Mordo rebuilt there. 
That‟s why we make our last stand there, and protect Tandy in that place.” 

 “What is the plan after that?” Blade asked. 

 “We are repositioning, shifting our vulnerabilities, consolidating,” Strange said. 

 “For our last defense?” Blade growled, flexing. 

 Strange smiled, a peculiar and dangerous smile. “No,” he said. “Not at all.” He was 
almost surprised. He looked Illyana in the eye. “For our counter-attack.” His grin was 
almost rakish. “Tamam Shud.” 

 “Tamam Shud,” she replied.  

 It felt good to have the Sorcerer Supreme back. 
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PART FOUR 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN 

 “Wake up, sunshine.” 

 Kent groggily reared his head, blinking, bleary. He wore red goggles. He hung in 
restraints set with chips of warpstone. 

 “It could have been simple,” Luthor mused. Behind him, Mercy watched 
impassively, her beautiful features schooled almost to boredom, her hair back and out 
of the way. “Try this on,” Lex continued. “„Hey Lex, I am an alien with super powers. I 
am hiding on Earth. I saved you from that car crash because I am super-strong and 
invulnerable, so a speeding car doesn‟t hurt me.‟” 

 “Yeah,” Kent spat, “look where it would have gotten me.” He feebly jerked in the 
restraints. 

 Luthor regarded him with lidded eyes. “That‟s what unites us, unites our fathers,” 
he murmured. “You get used to hating a thing. It gets comfortable. The idea of losing 
that hate is increasingly distressing. We want a face for our fears, a symbol to carry the 
weight of our inadequacies. For my father… it was having an heir. The threat I 
represented as I lived out what he taught me. For your father, anything with the 
„Luthor‟ name on it. For you, eventually… it was me. That someone you knew, cared 
about, could become evil. Could make the wrong choices, give in. We were friends. You 
used me to remind yourself why you could never, ever, trust anyone, no matter what it 
cost you. That symbol, that reminder was more important to you than I ever was. You 
needed me to be evil. I want you to understand that. Because when we met… you were 
the last person I knew who might trust me. And it turns out you aren‟t even from this 
planet.” Luthor abruptly stopped talking. 

 “What about you?” Kent snapped. “What do you hate?” 

 Luthor watched him for a long moment. “Maybe I wanted your trust so badly 
because it represented something I could never have in this world,” he said. “Or maybe, 
once I discovered you were an alien, you represented what I have always hated most. 
The interloper, the invader, coming in from outside and taking over. Taking business, 
jobs, homes, love, money, security, whatever.” He approached Kent. “You are from the 
outside. And you have taken from me. So here we are. I know everything I need to know 
about you, without you saying a single word.” Something ruthless glinted in his eyes. 

 “How is that possible?” Kent strained, eyes bulging, genuine alarm in his voice. 

 “Don‟t you worry about that,” Luthor smiled. “The good news is, I will soon have 
a male and a female Kryptonian. Then I can start making use of the secrets I have 
acquired. Not the ones anyone gave me. No no. I had to take these secrets. I got them 
on my own initiative.” His smile widened, unpleasant. “So I decide what to do with 
them. They never were something we shared.” He chuckled. “The idea of flying, bullet-
proof special forces is attractive. Especially with such convenient leashes,” he added, 
regarding his large ring, set with a black stone tinted green, cut and polished and 
smooth. 

 “You can‟t!” Kent choked out. 
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 Luthor sighed. “I‟m so sorry, Clark. You came to a human planet, now you play by 
human rules.” 

 “Why should I?” Kent retorted. “You don‟t!” 

 “Oh, you are confusing rules with laws,” Luthor said, bemused. “You really 
shouldn‟t. I‟m talking about rules. The rules that laws are passed to suppress. The rule 
that the strongest will use the weak to further their own ends. The rule that cheerful 
service will always break down in the face of greed and apathy. The rule that we will 
always, always want most the thing we cannot have.” He shook his head. “In this case, 
Kent… I‟m kind of sad that I‟m right and you are wrong. But here we are. Me,” he 
pointed to himself, “and you.” He pointed at the frame set with warpstone chips, 
bathed in red light, where Kent hung helpless. He shook his head. “Maybe in another 
life,” he murmured. He glanced at Mercy, then strode out. 

 Mercy followed, and as the door closed, three guard robots clanked forward a step. 
Each was equipped with a machine gun arm and a warpstone medallion set in the chest. 
Their presence burned Kent. He hung, panting shallow breaths, burns stinging into him. 

 “Come on, guys,” he whispered. “Find me.” 

* 

 Light made the room translucent as Forge ground out the butt of the last cigarette 
in the pack. He stood beside the empty crèche. As Reed and the rest of the Illuminati 
came through the wall, he faced them, his rage and despair overwhelming his fear. 

 “What is the meaning of this?” Reed demanded, shocked. Hank cowered back, eyes 
wide, silent. Forge stared right into Reed‟s godlike eyes. 

 “Bently brought a team to rescue Strange,” Forge said simply. “Kurt was stabbed 
tangling with them. The intruders were getting knocked down. They forced the issue, 
and I had to choose between killing them or letting Strange go.” 

 “I am—this is vile betrayal! We trusted you, Forge!” Reed said, towering and 
magnificent and awful. 

 “Strong language,” Forge said, forcing the words out. “You betrayed your leader 
and raped the world‟s defenses for your own gain.” He shrugged. “Vile betrayal.” 

 “You will not speak to us like that,” Reed said in a deadly soft voice. “Not now, not 
ever.” 

 “The truly Enlightened are above revenge, surely,” Forge said, hearing the words 
but hardly registering speaking them. “Your comfort is in being right. You can ignore 
your slaves and their limited perspectives. The bodycount of friends.” 

 “Forge,” Sue said sharply, aghast. Forge looked up into her eyes. 

 “I found a home, here, at last, with you,” he said. 

 “Last to prove your loyalty,” Reed snapped. “First to withdraw it.” 

 “You turned out to be something other than what I hoped you would be, needed 
you to be,” Forge said, still speaking to Sue. He shook his head. “You were my last, best 
hope for finding people who genuinely wanted the best for the world.” Her eyes were 
luminous blue, their beauty cut Forge to his heart. 
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 “It is too late for you to be part of that,” Reed said sternly. “We are interested in 
what is best for the world. You simply cannot see that.” His tone became dismissive. 
“We have work to do.” He gestured, catching Forge out of time, a frozen image that 
could not see or hear his surroundings. 

 “Ridiculous,” Reed muttered, turning to the rest of the Illuminati, ignoring Hank in 
the corner. “Now. Banner talked about the crystal.” Reed reached into his torso and 
pulled it out. “He said it could grant a wish, if it was freely given, then he freely gave it 
to me. We must scan it, analyze it, discover the mechanistic properties that allow for a 
rearrangement of consensual reality—” 

 “Husband,” Sue said, putting her hand on his arm. “No need for all that. Just set 
up the equipment, turn on all sensors, and voice your deepest wish.” Her smile was 
warm. “Sort out the mechanics later.” 

 Reed echoed her smile. “Your enlightenment is wise, and grounding, as always, my 
wife.” He crossed to the sensor array, flicked the master switch, and stood in the center 
where everything measurable was recorded. He cleared his throat from old habit, and 
lifted the crystal. “I wish to focus all cosmic power in myself, to be the One God, to be 
the deity Agamotto gave me the desire to become; to be truly enlightened.” His head 
rolled back, and his image began to run and blur. His eyes snapped open. “Oh, it is 
working! I can feel it working!” 

 Sue and Ben knelt before him, and their outlines also shifted, fading and flaring as 
something intangible streaked into Reed. 

 “I need a cigarette first,” John muttered around an unlit cigarette. He lit it with his 
fingertip, and glanced over at Hank, where the beast warily hid behind a chair. He 
chuckled mirthlessly to himself, and shook his head. “Yeah, I sure hope this works.” 
Inscrutable, he watched Reed shimmer as power flowed deeper into him. John looked 
down at his hands. They began to blur and run, and power siphoned off towards Reed. 
A quick pull on the cigarette burned all the paper and tobacco to ash, and he spat the 
filter aside. “Hell with it.”  

 He knelt with the others, in the rushing current of Light. 

 

Sunday, February 12 

 “What do you know about the Order of the Ring?” Strange asked Raynor. The 
young man leaned back in his lounge chair. 

 “Just what the ring told me,” he said. “They have a network of life energy that 
spans the galaxy and holds it together in its current shape.” 

 “Right,” Strange nodded. “The master of the Web of Light is currently Enitharmon 
the Weaver. The Head of the Order of the Ring is Uuatu, the Watcher. The Order of 
the Ring is the militant arm of the defenders of the galaxy. The ring itself is made of 
warpstone, a mystic substance that changes “what is” to “what if.” Refined as it is, and 
shaped by the most powerful technology and sorcery I‟ve ever even heard of, those 
rings allow their bearers to shape reality to reflect their desires. If they have the will.” 

 “Yeah, it‟s a trip,” Raynor agreed. 
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 “If you have questions, the ring or myself can make an attempt to answer,” Strange 
said, quietly pleased at Raynor‟s composure. “Don‟t lose the ring, don‟t give it up. The 
ring chose you, and it seems it chose well.” He paused. “So. I have an errand for you to 
run.” 

 Raynor‟s forehead creased. “Really. It‟s two in the morning.” 

 “True,” Strange nodded. “I have my own business to look after, this is no time for 
sleeping. Wong?” 

 The housekeeper was at his elbow in a moment. “Take Raynor and go for a walk in 
the park, would you? I think we‟re long overdue for that kind of exercise.” 

 Wong‟s expression did not change. He bowed stiffly. “Yes, master,” he said. “It will 
be so.” 

 “What, seriously?” Raynor said, his smile fading. “A walk in the park.” 

 “An errand easy enough to be proverbial,” Wong said seriously, nodding. “Please 
come. We will get coats and get exercise.” 

 “I‟m sure you know what you‟re doing,” Kyle muttered, glancing at the ring. Then 
he rose and followed the housekeeper out, looking back over his shoulder, unable to 
form the question in a new way that would somehow help him make sense of what was 
going on. 

 Strange rose to his feet, once again refreshing the mystic supports that held the 
Sanctum up. He headed down the hall, through the mystically guarded runes, into the 
Sanctum Sanctorum. He settled on the throne that was centered in a silver circle 
engraved in the floor. A moment of concentration later, his astral form rose from his 
body, then flitted out of the Web of Light, around the warpstone blocks, into the 
galactic web, merging into a wild swirl of psychedelic energies. 

 For one brief moment, Strange reflected on the irony of the brilliant colors and 
shifting patterns of the “Dark Dimension.” Then he touched on the surface, and 
vanished into its defenses, springing clear near a throbbing center of power. 

 A sea of grinding rock and blaring energy unfolded below Strange‟s astral form. 
Huge stone men with no faces and a slit where eyes should be clomped and battered 
each other senselessly, releasing gouts of energy through their eyeslits at random. 
Soaring above that carpet of violence, Strange oriented on a mystical column of rock 
that rose high above the noise and dust. Upon it was a throne, surrounded by chains 
leading out to exhausted men, naked, lying limp and senseless around the throne, 
discarded where they landed. On the throne itself, an unnaturally gorgeous woman was 
tucked in a meditative position, motionless. 

 Strange hovered over the decadent scene for a moment, noting the satin drapes and 
pillows, cushions, and silks draped over the rock and under the concubines. Then the 
figure on the throne stirred, and opened her eyes. The energy of the act nearly battered 
Strange‟s projection back away from the column, but the female figure restrained her 
power as her awareness returned. 

 “Sorcerer,” she purred. “Come to join my harem? Or have you another gift to offer 
me in exchange for entering my presence?” She was not kidding. 
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 “Dread Umar, I bring thee greetings from Prime. I am Doctor Stephen Strange, 
Sorcerer Supreme. Were I willing to risk joining your harem, I would have brought a 
body,” Strange said wryly. “I bring you a more interesting gift.” 

 “Prove it,” she said with a languorous stretch. Several of her manslaves winced and 
twitched in their exhausted sleep. 

 “The Dark Dimension, the unmapped corner of the Galactic Web is closing in on 
Prime,” Strange observed. 

 Umar nodded. “Soon we can have this conversation in person.” Strange could see 
her toying with the notion of trapping his astral form, and he grinned a dark and 
dangerous grin. 

 “You know, better than your brother the Dread Dormammu, the poisonous 
victory Prime offers,” he said. “Prime tends to rob its conquerors of any satisfaction. It 
just never goes smoothly, right?” 

 “True,” Umar said, her eyes following his lines, gauging his stamina and durability, 
her attention wandering. He did not measure up to the stallions of many species and 
gifts scattered around her throne. 

 “You also know your brother thoroughly enough to know he can‟t leave well 
enough alone.” 

 “Also true,” Umar sighed. Her eyes sharpened. “So?” 

 “Dread Dormammu will stop at nothing to get his prize.” Strange‟s grin was full of 
what he was not saying. 

 “What are you getting at?” Umar demanded. She sat up straight, her mind working. 
“What do you want, exactly?” 

 “I want what you want,” Strange replied. “And we can have it.” 

 “I love it when a man talks dirty,” Umar growled, settling back into her throne as 
understanding dawned in her eyes. 

* 

 Raynor and Wong paced along the path in Central Park as a light snow flurried 
around them. Wong walked with his hands tucked in his sleeves, looking around the 
park, at peace, his stride measured. Raynor slouched along beside him, hands dug deep 
in his pockets, looking around in vague rebellious bewilderment. 

 “Take a walk?” he echoed yet again. “Isn‟t this kind of dangerous, at this point in 
the big contest?” 

 Wong‟s smile was secretive and small. “I am not afraid. I have you to protect me.” 

 “Great,” Raynor muttered, and he dropped it, squinting into the dimness around 
them. The light drifting up from New York was caught in the snow and carried back 
down into the shadows. “So,” Raynor said brightly, making conversation, “You know 
Tandy Bowen pretty well?” 

 “Yes,” Wong nodded. 

 “She‟s crazy about Strange. I can see it in her eyes,” Raynor sighed. 

 “Yes.” 
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 Raynor pulled his hand out of his pocket and looked down at the ring. “I wonder if 
this thing can store MP3s,” he muttered, bored. 

 “You do many things at once, Kyle Raynor,” Wong said quietly. “This is a strength, 
when it is needed. But many times, you may find great power in doing one thing, doing 
it well. Being fully present to it.” 

 “That‟s not my style,” Raynor shrugged. 

 “Your style is a strength,” Wong admitted. “But not the greatest strength.” 

 “What is the greatest strength?” Raynor asked, relieved to be free of the silence 
under the crunch of their feet on the path. 

 “Every thing you do is a thing that attaches to you. Like wearing armor. And when 
you wear armor, when you move, you must move it all. In the middle of many opinions, 
each one must be moved when you move your thinking. In the middle of many 
assumptions, your thought moves through each one before arriving at its destination.” 
He paused. “Be present. Allow your mind to stop sifting and sorting every thing, and 
allow it to let all things go but the one. The one before you. And when you can let 
everything go but the one, then you will find that you are present in many ways. Now, 
you are only a little present to me,” he said, watching the path ahead. “When you let go 
of all the many other things, then when you do one, all of you can be there, and it can 
be real.” He shook his head. “Not a voice in a choir. But the voice. The voice of the 
one you love, which is the moment you live inside. It does not attach to you, Kyle 
Raynor. You attach to it.” 

 As they walked, there was a long quiet. “I don‟t think I get it,” Raynor said. 
“Armor?” 

 “What you carry encumbers you. The more you carry, the less flexible and strong 
you are.” 

 “So if I‟m watching tv and reading and talking on the cell phone,” Raynor 
prompted, “I‟m encumbered.” 

 “Slow to react to new ideas, or sloppy in doing so,” Wong nodded. “How many 
lamp posts have we passed since the last entrance?” 

 Raynor looked over his shoulder. “Uh, when was the last entrance?” 

 “We have passed two,” Wong nodded. “I think maybe one tenth of you is present 
here with me, but it is the tenth that currently has the body.” He sighed slightly, his 
breath pluming out. “It will take time.” 

 “I really am not sure I get this,” Raynor admitted. “Did Strange send me out here 
so you could teach me some kind of zen thing to control the ring?” 

 “The ring does not matter,” Wong said softly. “The ring makes your will real. So 
why would the ring matter if the will does not understand what true desire means?” He 
shrugged deeper into his coat. “Besides. We are not here to talk. We await attack. It will 
come soon. We are far from the Sanctum.” 

 “Hang on, attack?” Raynor suspiciously eyed a homeless man tucked under a frayed 
blanket on a park bench. 

 “Yes,” Wong nodded. “Allow it to happen. Respond naturally.” 
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 “Natural response is to run,” Raynor protested. 

 A small smile touched Wong‟s face. “We will see,” he said. He glanced up as a 
jogger headed through the snow. She wore a jogging suit in the light snowfall, and her 
cheeks were bright and ruddy. Raynor grinned a bit as she jogged towards them; she was 
checking him out. She paused to stretch by a lamp post in their path. 

 “Hi,” Raynor said. “Don‟t see many joggers out here at, you know,” he glanced at 
his watch, “quarter after two in the morning.” 

 “Seems more stupid with every passing minute,” the woman agreed ruefully, eyeing 
him like he was a delicious dessert. “Do you think there is a coffee place open nearby? 
I‟m new to the area.” 

 “I bet there is,” Raynor responded with a big grin. “Hey, this is New York! This 
city doesn‟t even drowse. There has got to be nearby coffee.” 

 “Your friend can come too—” the woman started to say, then her eyes widened 
and she fell back, blocking a fluid strike that whipped from Wong and almost took her 
head off. Wong followed up with a spinning kick and two more strikes that looked as 
easy as clapping when they flowed out of his whirling, weightless form. 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT 

 “Wong!” Raynor shouted. “Hey!” Then he paused; the woman was holding her 
own, her own strikes and counterstrikes meshing with Wong‟s attack like a high speed 
gear mechanism. The two whipped strikes and kicks at each other, spinning and flicking 
deadly force into the dance. Wong leaped up over a sweep and spun in the air, on his 
way down landing a brutal kick that took the woman off her feet and sent her sailing 
back into a metal lamp post. She rebounded with a clang, staggering, her form running 
and flowing. 

 “Shapeshifting sorcerer,” Wong explained, sipping air lightly as he stood by 
Raynor‟s side, resting easy in horse stance. “Shang Tsung. He wants your ring.” 

 The sorcerer looked up with furious cat eyes, fury writ large in his stance. “Kung 
Lao?” he asked, pushing hard to conceal the fear in his voice. 

 “Almost, long ago,” Wong replied. 

 “Too bad,” Shang Tsung replied, now dressed in flowing robes, his hair and beard 
too silky to be disheveled in the battle. He flicked his hand out, and a jet of orange 
energy closed the distance too fast to dodge, slamming into Wong‟s face and flinging 
him back several meters to land on the cold ground and roll. Raynor staggered back, 
green energy flaring around him, enfolding him in protections.  

 “What did you do that for?” he demanded, not sure what else to say. 

 “I‟ll have that ring, or the hand that bears it,” Shang Tsung snarled.  

 “Look, if you know anything about this, you know I can‟t take it off on purpose!” 
Raynor shouted. 

 “Let‟s prove it,” Shang Tsung snapped. He darted to the side, and got a good 
handful of the homeless man‟s hair dragging the drunk off the bench and wrapping his 
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forearm around the man‟s throat. The bum choked and scrabbled at the arm, his eyes 
large as Shang Tsung pointed a glowing fist at the man‟s head. 

 “Let‟s blow this fellow‟s head off if you don‟t give me the ring in five seconds.” 

 “Don‟t do it,” Raynor said, eyes wide. He paused only a second, then dragged at 
the ring, trying to pull it off his finger as the light redoubled. “Come on, come on—” 

 “Time‟s up,” Shang Tsung growled. Sorcery swelled around his fist. 

 “No!” Raynor shouted, flinging his fist forward. Green energy flared out, moving at 
the speed of light, crossing the distance in a flicker of motion. Still, only a paper thin 
sheet of protection was fast enough to get between the man and the bolt. The homeless 
man was burned some, and with a cry he dropped to his knees. Raynor ran to him, 
enveloping them both in the green bubble. 

 “Dude, you okay?” Raynor asked as he clasped the homeless man‟s shoulder. 

 The homeless bum looked up, the green reflecting oddly in his light. “It‟s like 
coming home,” he breathed, the stink of body odor and alcohol swarming up around 
Raynor. 

 “Ho there buddy, we gotta get you a bath,” Raynor said, relieved to see no burns 
on the homeless man. The bum rose and turned to face Shang Tsung. He reached 
forward and parted the protection like a bead curtain, stepping out.  

 Shang Tsung sneered, about to say something. Then his eyes widened, he took a 
hesitant step back, and with a whimper he turned and sprinted into the night. 

 Wong rose to his feet, joining them as the green glow faded to nothing. The old 
man turned to Wong; Raynor noticed the bum had Chinese features. Raynor had not 
noticed that before. 

 Wong dropped to his knees and bowed to the bum, his forehead on the path. 

 “Sorry about this,” Raynor said, acutely embarrassed as he tried to pull Wong up. 
“He just got hit on the head.” 

 “Rise, faithful servant,” the bum said in Chinese. “Thanks for waking me up.” He 
glanced at Raynor. “I think I overslept,” he said in amused English. 

 Raynor blinked as Wong stood under his own power. “It‟s hours till dawn,” he 
explained. 

 “This one is new,” the bum said conspiratorially to Wong, who nodded with half a 
grin. The bum shrugged. “Uf. Feels like I woke up on the wrong side of the world. Hah. 
Strange still in charge?” 

 “Yes,” Wong nodded. 

 “Well he‟s doing a lousy job,” the bum growled. “Let‟s get back to the Sanctum.” 

 “Clearly,” Kyle said to his ring, “I‟m the only one here who is confused.” He 
shrugged, and followed the others. 

* 

 The wall exploded inward, scattering expensive equipment and security personnel. 
The goddess who swooped in glanced disdainfully at the men with guns, her eyes 
searing beams through them so they dropped screaming, boiling, their guns sliced in 
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half. She shoved a heavy door away with contempt, and all the terrified technicians and 
guards backed away as she walked into the security center. She looked at the flaring wall 
screen, flashing crimson around the text “Warning” as it monitored air traffic around 
the tall building. She looked the guards over, then ignored them as she tapped on the 
keyboards, pulling different views up on the monitors. She got one that had a 
sarcophagus-like box in an armored room. 

 “Where is that,” she demanded, without looking over at the guards. 

 “D-down the hall, to the left,” one of them managed. She turned to look at all of 
them, anger seething in her. 

 “You worms work for Luthor. Helped him capture one of us,” she growled. 

 One tech, not knowing what else to do, nodded. 

 Kira clapped, pointing the force into the corner of the box where they all huddled. 
The shockwave broke them. Kira‟s nose and lip curled. 

 “It stinks in here,” she said, her voice heavy with contempt that masked the fear. 
She strode out of the security room to see six guards setting up two heavy guns. Her eye 
beams played over each gun and crew for less than a second, and that effort was over 
with. Inexorable, she moved between the hissing guns and gurgling guards, ignoring 
their twitching as she closed in on her destination. A squad of armored troops ran 
around the corner and lined up on her. Eyes flashed, guards were crippled or killed as 
they staggered back. Without even pausing to make sure she had disabled all the guards, 
she smashed a punch into the lead-lined vault door on the left. It crumpled. She hit it 
again, again, and it toppled inward. She followed the door into the vault. 

 No one tried to stop her. The room was empty except for scientific equipment, 
built into the walls and on rolling carts, and the huge sarcophagus box in the middle of 
the room. She stepped in, and crossed to the readouts. Skin temperature, metabolic 
activity, blood pressure, neural network… all the readouts were consistent with Kent. 
She had made a point of studying and memorizing his baselines, in case it ever became 
important. 

 “Found you at last, without any help,” she said to the box in the middle of the 
room. “Unless you count all the LexCorp staff that failed their flying lessons, before I 
finally found this location.” She dug her fingers into the edges of the lid, and wrenched 
the box open— 

 Not Kent. 

 Garrett‟s chest was already open, and the warpstone beam shot into Kira, knocking 
her back with the force, blazing through her pores and nerves and blood. Garrett sprang 
up out of the box, the beam trained on Kira. 

 “Too late, sweet thing,” he said dispassionately. “Kent taught us your weaknesses.” 
Covers snapped off wall projectors, and the room was flooded with intense red light. 
“You aren‟t getting out of here under your own power.” A sneer under his words made 
his ugly face into something rather worse, more bestial. Nerve gas pumped into the 
room, and he ignored it as Kira struggled to cope with all the noise, her power flaring 
and dying under the assault. 

 “I‟ve got backup on the way!” she shouted. 
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 Garrett shrugged. “Don‟t care,” he said. “We‟ve got you, and by the time they get 
here, you‟ll be somewhere else.” 

 Kira sprang at him, her fist hissing out at superhuman speeds, though she was not a 
fraction of herself. Her fist bashed Garrett, and he stumbled back obligingly, then 
snatched her with his robotic strength and dragged her over, shoving her down into the 
lead-lined box. She sensed the warpstone chips embedded in the walls and began to 
struggle in earnest. She let out a scream, hating the sound, feeling a horrifying 
helplessness in this big man‟s grip. Casual strength shoved her down, and she thought 
she heard a heartless chuckle. 

 Garrett grabbed her legs and tilted her up and over; for a moment she gathered her 
strength and shoved him away. He stumbled back, surprised at the alien might that 
resisted the warpstone and red light. Kira leaped out of the box, her forearms knocking 
Garrett back to the wall. He grinned. 

 “Hope you liked that,” he said, “cause it‟s over—” 

  A massive beam built in the kryptonite that served as his power core, it burned like 
a star as he prepared the bolt to knock her out. At the same moment, the last of her 
strength fired her fist forward and hit it dead on. The refined, processed stone twitched. 

 “NO!” Garrett shouted, desperately shunting power out of the unstable rock as it 
broke loose and ground back into his nerve clusters— 

 A boom shook everything within several kilometers, and the green ball of flame 
roared out and dissolved the top third of the building. The smoke that boiled from it 
was a flat cloud that rose on a stem, like a nuclear explosion. Car alarms and sirens were 
distant echoes of the death screams of everything within that ball of flaring death. The 
falling debris clattered like the polite applause of a distant, dispassionate audience. 

* 

 “Garrett! Report!” Luthor demanded into the hissing static of the communicator. 
He threw it on the counter, swearing, and leaned back in his chair. A third of the 
monitors at his station had gone to static. He looked at Kent‟s vitals, which were still 
reporting steadily from the building where Luthor waited. Luthor turned and looked 
over his shoulder. 

 “Mercy. Go find out what happened.” She nodded curtly, and left. Luthor leaned 
back again, regarding the screens. “At least she took the bait,” he murmured.  

 One of his monitors pinged. He looked over at it, and smiled to himself at the blip 
on the roof of the building across the street. “This group is full of surprises,” he 
murmured to himself. He watched the blip a moment longer, then rose, grabbed his 
equipment, and headed out to prepare for his guest. 

* 

 Parker stood on the roof, in the dim swirl of snow, regarding the apartment 
building. This is where the pheromone tracer led him. Where Clark Kent was prisoner. 
The snow thickened as Parker took a swig of his thick coffee‟s dregs. He grimaced, 
listening to sirens in the distance, feeling the whole city shift in the thinness, the grip of 
invaders closing tighter. He wore a black leotard spun from his own silk, the hood with 
its pale eyespots currently pushed up on his forehead. 
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 “That‟s cosmic,” he said aloud, “but this is a friend.” He crumpled the cup and 
tossed it down in the alley; it twirled down like the snow, and was lost in mounds of 
garbage. “At least that one won‟t make it to a landfill,” he muttered. Then he pulled the 
hood down on his mesh, and examined the building once more as he squatted. “Hang 
in there, Clark.” 

 Looked like an abandoned apartment building, but it had a reinforced ground floor 
and basement, and motion sensors and tripwires everywhere. A special security elevator, 
recent addition, on the northwest corner. Probably went all the way to the basement. 
Armored. Parker fired out a webline and swung through the intervening space, popping 
up over the roof and noting the motion sensor detectors and infra red beamers. His 
senses calculated the thickness and angles of the infrared, and he dropped with a twirl, 
missing them. Landing on the roof, he knew the motion sensors probably detected him; 
what kind of response could they muster? He hoped they were not loaded for Kira as he 
thrust his hands into the roofing and tore a swath up, avoiding the certainly booby 
trapped door. 

 As Parker dropped in free-fall in the elevator shaft, he twisted and twirled, using his 
webs at short range to pull him out of the infra-red sensor detectors.  

 “What kind of a whackadoodle puts security in the elevator shaft?” he muttered. 
Then he splayed out and landed with a bump and a whisper on top of the elevator. 

 His acute senses swarmed with danger, and he sprang up, catching on the cable. 
The car was dangerous; loaded with explosives, who knows what else. He spotted an air 
duct that opened to the elevator shaft. A quick tug, and he was in the shaft, hoping for 
the best. He crawled down and almost silently tore a rent in the side, slipping outside 
once it was not encased in concrete. He dropped into a storage room, hearing boots 
slapping the floor as security teams set up to repel anything trying to come in through 
the elevator shaft. A moment later he had looked up, seen drop-tile ceilings, leaped into 
position, and gotten above them. He crawled out over the hallway, over the earnest 
security teams, around the sensors. In a matter of minutes he dropped through a tile 
and landed between two guards, who stood before a great vault door. 

 They registered his presence at the same moment. A little later in that same 
moment, one was facedown on the floor with Parker‟s foot on the back of his head, and 
the other was cranked around with his arm in a devastating grip, a centimeter from 
tendon damage. 

 “This is how we do things in spiderghost town,” Parker said. “I don‟t plan to kill 
either of you. But one of you will be in a neckbrace, the other in a cast, until the end of 
summer maybe. Lots of painful physical therapy. And that will be fully justified by the 
trouble you cause me if you don‟t open this door.” 

 “Okay!” the guard in the arm grip wheezed. “Lemme open it!” 

 The spiderghost relaxed his grip a fraction, and the guard punched in a code. The 
door clanked, and Parker pushed on it. The door drifted open. 

 “Thanks, guy!” Parker said. “I appreciate being spared the need for brutality. You 
all go along and sound the alarm and then go home and have a good night‟s sleep. If 
anybody asks, tell „em I said you could.” He released the guards, and they staggered off 
down the corridor, throwing disbelieving looks back over their shoulders. Parker 
stepped into the secured room and shut the door behind himself. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY NINE 

 The centerpiece of the room was the red-lit frame with Kent hanging in it, 
unconscious. A syringe of liquid warpstone was in his neck, but the plunger was not 
depressed. Parker immediately noticed Luthor standing in an alcove, flanked by robots 
equipped with machine guns and flame thrower nozzles. Luthor had his finger on a 
button. 

 “If that‟s the alarm, it‟s too late,” Parker said mildly. 

 “You are very impressive,” Luthor admitted, seating himself behind a windshield in 
the armored alcove. “You only tripped four alarms coming in. This system was designed 
to repel Kryptonians.” 

 “Like that one?” Parker asked, nodding at Kent. 

 “Very much like that one,” Luthor agreed. “If anything happens to me, I let go of 
this switch, and the plunger in his neck activates, and he is dead in less than a second. 
He is already weakened by the kryptonite and red sunlight.” He cocked his head to the 
side, regarding Parker. “So what now? Your move.” 

 “Hell of a game,” Parker muttered. “Now we negotiate. I want Kent.” 

 “He is not on the table,” Luthor said. “I‟m keeping that one.” 

 “Another bioweapon plan, huh,” Parker said. “Because the dimensional crawlers 
didn‟t work out so well, did they.” 

 Luthor was suddenly serious, his face deadly calm. “Remove your mask. No one 
knows about that.” 

 “Hah,” Parker replied. “You think Kent is not part of the bargaining equation; you 
should see how not-available my identity is. Makes Kent look like a one-dollar bill.” 

 “Surely you know I will analyze every trace you leave behind,” Luthor said calmly. 
“I will find out who and what you are. I have a gift for it.” 

 “Then I might have to come back,” Parker shrugged. “Be as stupid as you like. For 
that matter, kill Kent. He‟s your golden goose. Might as well make do with frozen 
samples. I mean, what possible use could you have for the living specimen?” he 
mocked. “You really don‟t believe I could be fooled into thinking you‟d kill Kent just so 
you could say „so there‟ to a faceless intruder. Maybe you think I‟ll, what, pick him up 
and run out with him. Please.” 

 “You are right, as long as there is no risk of Kent escaping, his life is safe.” Luthor 
regarded the spiderghost. “You are smarter than you look.” 

 “Harder for you than me, because you look awfully smart in that suit,” Parker 
prattled. “But here‟s the thing. You are dumb. You are actively helping aliens invade 
Earth.” 

 Luthor scowled, but hesitated. Parker pressed on. 

 “I read the Daily Bugle. About how you‟re always in a dust-up with somebody, 
consolidating everything into your personal empire. Mine, mine, mine. People accuse 
you of things, and it doesn‟t stick. Fine and good. That works pretty well when you‟re in 
your own little pond. But now you‟re messing with aliens, creatures who don‟t give a 
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damn about the stock options or fancy cars or teams of mercenaries or courtroom 
rulings. You are helping bad guys get through Earth‟s defenses. And when they do, you 
won‟t be some kind of king for helping them. You won‟t even be upper middle class. In 
fact, you‟re connected and smart and well armed, so you‟ll look a lot like a threat. And 
they will deal with you. You will be dealt with. That does not sound nice because it is not 
nice. You‟ll probably live long enough to rise to the leadership of a rock-throwing 
underground resistance.” Parker shook his head. “The food is lousy in rebellions. You 
are better off as a sleazy billionaire.” 

 “Well, you know,” Luthor said casually. “Better to rule in hell than serve in 
heaven.” 

 “That‟s my point,” Parker insisted. “Serving in hell sucks.” 

 Luthor chuckled. “Assuming what you say is true, and aliens are trying to take over 
the world, and me incapacitating Kent here is helping them do it. You don‟t understand 
my perspective. I have a gift for being useful to powerful people until I replace them. I‟ll 
be fine. It‟s a matter of attracting the attention of the powerful, giving them what they 
need, and winning their confidence. Vistas open up to the prepared and the alert, my 
boy,” he said sardonically. “Me? I‟m alert and prepared.” 

 “You have no idea,” Parker said, his voice full of wonder. “These things that are 
invading? They aren‟t like us. Would you make a chimp a vice president? Even if it was 
the smartest chimp, that could always ruthlessly collect bananas from the lesser 
chimps?” 

 “I have no idea?” Luthor scoffed. “What do you know of my technologies, my 
plans, my back up plans, by contingencies. I have no reason to even still be talking to 
you. I will be fine. I supplement my preparation every day. I am not an easy target.” 

 Parker shook his head. “I bet everybody you worked with felt the same way, right 
up until you took them out.” 

 “You might want to tone your attitude down,” Luthor growled. “You are not going 
to scare me, and it is time for you to surrender.” 

 “What, because of your security?” Parker said with half a chuckle. 

 “These walls are thick, the guns have real bullets, I have a small army outside, and 
enough technology to defeat a couple battalions of the US military,” Luthor said, his 
calm eroding. “Electrified steel shutters, invisible laser fields, it goes on and on.” 

 “But I could grab you and break things, one at a time, until they let me out,” Parker 
noted. 

 “You think I am a good hostage?” Luthor said, his eyebrows high. “If you could 
get to me through this kiosk‟s defenses, and I don‟t think you could, these machines 
would gun you down before you touched me.” 

 “You just don‟t get it,” Parker said quietly, steel in his voice. “I will leave here. You 
may kill Kent. But I will not be restrained by the likes of you. And you may not survive 
this.” His eyespots were bland and expressionless, but something alien breathed from 
him, a resolve beyond human. He did not move, but Luthor instinctively pulled back a 
little, all the way across the room. A cold sweat beaded on the small of his back. “This is 
it,” Parker continued. “Your last chance to reconsider.” 
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 “I‟m impressed,” Luthor confessed. “You have courage, that‟s for sure. But the 
answer is no.” He leaned back in his kiosk, eyes glittering. “I wonder what you‟ll do 
now.” 

 “Something wicked cool,” Parker said, certain. “You have no idea.” 

 Then a flare of pale, dark light, and Kent was gone. The syringe swung in empty 
space as Luthor started forward, shocked.  

 “No!” he roared. “Kill him!” 

 The guns opened up as the spider ghost sprang to the side, into a flaring explosion 
of flame that whisked away leaving nothing behind as bullets chopped divots out of the 
wall behind where he had been. 

 Luthor was already scrambling, sprinting out of the room and down the hall. A 
moment later he was in a small square room, and he slapped a panic button. A hum 
swarmed through the air, which seemed to vibrate faintly. 

 “Now I understand,” Luthor panted, eyes shining with something between fear and 
rage. “I got these „safe room‟ plans from Stark years ago, but didn‟t understand the 
paranoia.” He picked up the phone, punched in a number. “Teleportation. Damn.” He 
wondered what else Stark might know about that he did not. 

 “Mercy,” came the voice on the other end. 

 “Kent escaped. What happened with Garrett?” 

 “Looks like a core overload,” Mercy said, subdued. “Wiped out the building. No 
way anything survived that. Not even, you know.” 

 “Bring me bodies,” Luthor said, his voice flat. “Pieces. Something.” 

 After a moment‟s hesitation, Mercy cleared her throat. “You got it, boss.” Luthor 
hung up, and let out a deep sigh as he scrubbed at his eyes with the heels of his hands. 
Kent on the loose. His stomach lurched just slightly. Not good. 

* 

 “So were you enjoying the show, or was that a last-minute save?” Parker demanded 
as he yanked the hood back on his black leotard. He glanced over to see Kent in the 
healing pool, sighing as the effects of the warpstone were pushed from his system. 

 “You were doing great,” Illyana soothed. “I didn‟t want to interrupt the witty 
banter. I mean, I have you marked so I can always find you in a hurry if you are on 
Prime. That‟s a great way to jump right into whatever trouble is brewing, because, you 
know, there you are!” she said with a disarming grin. 

 “Fantastic,” Parker growled. 

 Stone stood at his side, holding a sleeping baby in his great stone hand. “So what 
was the plan, anyway?” he asked, mystified. “I couldn‟t tell,” he admitted. 

 “Uh, bluffing mostly,” Parker said with a shrug. “I don‟t believe in plans.” 

 “He‟s being modest,” Illyana confided. “This guy is downright devious. He just 
plays dumb all the time. Don‟t fall for it, no matter how convincing.” She nodded 
solemnly. 
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 “Actually, I did not expect Luthor to be quite so cunning a chimp,” Parker 
confessed. “I mean, a warpstone syringe? Really? Who does that?” He shook his head. 
“I‟m just glad you two are back from your adventures in one piece.” 

 Stone poked him in the shoulder. Parker turned to look at him, and Stone offered 
him a banana, his face deadpan. “Lots of potassium,” he said, studiously not looking at 
Illyana, who was struggling with a guffaw that was pushing itself out. 

 Parker set his jaw and took the banana. “See, that‟s how you can tell the good 
guys,” he said, pointing a wet-cat look at Illyana, his hair spiky from being under the 
hood. “We share our bananas.” 

 Illyana lost it. The baby just yawned and blinked. 

* 

 The Sanctum creaked slightly, settling its weight as Strange tread out the hallway on 
the way to the catering kitchen on the second floor. He saw light, and leaned on the 
doorframe, looking in. “Back so soon?” he said, seeing Wong and Raynor and their 
guest. 

 “About time,” the bum grumbled. Strange looked at his face for a long moment, 
then pushed himself up off the doorframe and shook his head.  

 “You cunning dog,” he said. “I should have guessed. Should have seen it coming, 
and going. But you were operating in my territory, my side of the fence. I wasn‟t even 
looking for you.” 

 The old Chinese bum shrugged. “So sue me. Got me killed, didn‟t it.” 

 “I guess it did,” Strange agreed. “To clarify—you were waiting for me?” 

 “Bah,” said the bum. 

 “Would it kill you just this once to make it easy to work together?” Strange sighed. 
“To celebrate a thousand years of building to this point?” 

 “Meh,” the bum shrugged. “Good tea. You don‟t deserve Wong.” 

 “He was one of yours,” Strange agreed, “but you fumbled him, didn‟t you.” 

 “Let‟s not get personal or anything,” the bum said with a vicious half-grin. 

 “Let‟s not—oh, it‟s been a while,” Strange said, catching himself. He cleared his 
throat. “Best get this part over with. I am honored to again be in your presence,” he 
said with a deep formal bow. 

 The bum barked a laugh. Raynor looked back and forth between them. 

 “Okay guys, fun joke, but let the newbie in. What the hell?” he demanded. 

 “Newbie—I like that word,” the bum reflected. 

 “Try to be civil,” Strange said with an arched eyebrow. “Raynor, let me introduce 
you to Lord Rayden, God of Thunder. He protects half of the Web of Light, and he is 
here to help us out of this little jam we‟re in.” 

 “You‟ve sort of lost track of the Web of Light while I‟ve been away,” Rayden 
grumbled, and he sipped his tea. 
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 “All is not as it appears,” Strange replied. “I have a few tricks lined up. It serves us 
well to appear weak just now.” 

 “Unless,” Rayden retorted, “someone gets an attack off before your precious music 
box winds up.” 

 “True,” Strange shrugged. “We are vulnerable and we could lose it all right now.” 
He looked Rayden in the eye. “I‟m doing my best.” 

 “It‟ll have to do,” Rayden grunted. 

 “Can we go back to the part where you are a thunder god?” Raynor asked, pointing 
at Rayden. 

 “Sure,” Rayden said affably. He leaned forward, intently looking Raynor in the eye. 
“I. Am. A. Thunder. God.” He leaned back, satisfied. “Got it?” 

 Raynor looked at him helplessly for a moment, then looked to Strange. “These 
guys are a little too zen for me. Or stinky. Come on, man, help me out. My ring says 
you‟ve got all the answers.” 

 “Rayden is a god, so he doesn‟t spend much time in a body,” Strange said, seating 
himself at the table with the other three. “I needed him to incarnate, and I figured 
maybe he got lost. He likes to incarnate in the bodies of old men, bums, beggars. He 
feels he gets a more honest reaction from people when he doesn‟t look godlike. All part 
of the fun for him. So I sent you and Wong to a place where there was isolation and 
homeless people, to try to make a big enough signal to catch Rayden‟s attention and to 
give him a host.” Strange nodded at the bum-god. “It worked. I assume you were 
attacked, and in the resulting greenery, Rayden appeared.” 

 “Smartass,” Rayden grumbled. He turned to Raynor. “Don‟t worry. Before this is 
over, I‟ll be seven feet tall and spraying lightning everywhere.” His grin was half 
populated by teeth, and thoroughly disturbing. 

 “Did Wong catch you up on current events?” Strange asked. 

 “What? You expect your housekeeper to do everything for you, you‟re one of those,” 
Rayden said, disgusted. “He didn‟t balance the ley lines or recruit all the defenders 
either. Maybe that‟s part of his job description.” A certain willful ignorance blended 
with glee on the old Chinese face. Strange sighed. 

 “The Illuminati attacked the Temple of Light and killed Kung Lao,” Strange said 
quietly. “A successor took on the mantle.” 

 Rayden squinted, then nodded. “Liu Kang is a good man,” he said. “He will be a 
good Kung Lao. They are already rebuilding.” 

 “I‟m sorry we do not have your reserve of power ready for you,” Strange 
continued. 

 “Bah,” Rayden shrugged. “We both know it is not about how much power you 
have, but how you play out the confrontations. What are you doing about the 
Illuminati?” There was something of a stormcloud about the corner of his features, a 
hint of godlike displeasure leaked through the façade of the bum‟s face. 

 “They have the Shard, they have drained most of the Light out of the Web, and my 
last report is that they left with Essex.” Strange toyed with a teacup on the table. 
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 Rayden sat, thoughtful. “You have a plan. I can smell it.” He shook his head. “It 
smells worse than me.” 

 “I have my suspicious about how it will play out,” Strange replied, unruffled. “I 
know them. We just need to give it a little more time. Then we will strike a decisive 
blow. In the meantime, Outworld is lost to Dormammu. He is maneuvering the Dark 
Dimension close to Prime, the first time ever he has even considered attacking without 
using a war dimension.” 

 “You‟re suggesting,” Rayden said with a squint, “when he reaches near space he‟ll 
load us up with Mindless Ones and hopped up agents drinking from his well of power.” 

 “If that happens, all is lost,” Strange agreed, looking into his teacup. Wong refilled 
it. 

 “Not a chance,” Rayden said dismissively. “His Dark Dimension is too precious to 
risk something happening if we find a way to fight back.” 

 “That‟s why he‟ll look for another nearby dimension so he can punch through it 
and funnel his forces in,” Strange agreed. 

 “You knew this Reckoning was coming, right?” Rayden said, wincing. “You did 
your housekeeping? Not a lot of dimensions on our doorstep?” 

 “Just two,” Strange replied. “Outworld and Shimura. Outworld is out of the 
picture, we woke up the Dragon King.” 

 Rayden stared at him for a moment. “Well, that was—a fresh move,” he said. “I 
mean… if it wasn‟t so inspired, I‟d say it was retarded and outrageous.” 

 “I‟ll pass that on to Illyana, my protégé, Sorceress Supreme of Limbo, and her 
demon consort. They did a fine job,” Strange said. “And… I think they‟ll understand 
what you‟re trying to get at.” He hid his smile with a sip from the teacup. 

 “With two in place, Dormammu would be too cocky to think he might need a 
third,” Rayden mused. “Has preparation gone on for the Tournament of Veils at 
Shimura?” 

 “No, you and Shang Tsung both slept in,” Strange said. “Shimura is practically 
abandoned. 

 Rayden watched him for a long moment, thinking. “Of course you want me to go 
there,” he said. “That‟s why you went fishing for me tonight.” 

 “You bear the ability to take fighters to Shimura, I don‟t,” Strange said. “You are 
the one the contract for the Tournament invokes.” 

 “And we can shut down the Pillar of Souls that connects Shimura to the Dark 
Dimension and Prime,” Rayden finished. 

 “That protects our flanks. So if Dormammu wants to hit us with the Dark 
Dimension, that is his only option. And by then, the Web of Light may yet be restored. 
We just need time, and a little luck.” 

 “And a thunder god, apparently,” Raynor said with dry humor. 

 “I like the kid, I‟ll take him along,” Rayden said. “Anybody else we can spare?” 
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 Raynor sat up and paid attention, unsure of whether to object or thank the smelly 
god. He wisely said nothing at all. 

 “Well,” Strange smiled, “we have my people, of course. We have your people too. 
The ones you were working on. But they are a little more spread out.” 

 “Can we spare the time?” Rayden asked, something serious in his tone. 

 “For you?” Strange replied, arching an eyebrow. “Yes. I am sure we can.” 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY 

 “You wanted to see me.” Even though her form was different, her eyes, her body 
language were unmistakable. Luthor smiled as Darkholme stepped into his thrumming 
room and closed the door. 

 “We talked on the phone. You have some technology that can prevent magical 
observation and relocation.” 

 “And you accept my terms,” Darkholme clarified. 

 “You want me to fire the solar collector at a point in Tibet,” Luthor repeated. “You 
gave me coordinates.” 

 “Can it be done?” 

 Luthor paused. “Why that target? There are only a handful of people there. Who 
are they?” 

 “No one political. Consider it a religiously motivated killing,” she said, her voice 
flat and uninviting. “Just squatters in an old stone ruin.” 

 “You understand that in using the collector that way, I risk revealing that it is a 
weapon,” Luthor pointed out. 

 “My dear,” Darkholme replied, “I know you are not so stupid you mention this as a 
point of interest, and you are also not trying to drive a harder bargain. I could also point 
out that all your schemes come to nothing if you are mind controlled, magically 
observed, or teleported into danger.” 

 “Point,” Luthor shrugged. “I‟ll fire the gun, sure.” 

 “Then here is your vest. We want you nice and safe,” Darkholme said, her eyes 
bright yellow as she handed him a padded vest. She slid it on him, and he shrugged a 
sweater on over it. 

 “Good,” she said. She paused. “A pleasure doing business with you,” she said 
seriously. “I look forward to seeing what your collector can unload. I will call you when 
the moment is right, and you‟ll wipe that spot off the face of the earth.” 

 He watched her for a moment, sifting her signals, then he nodded. “I will be in 
touch,” he said. 

 Darkholme left. After a moment, Luthor turned off the vibrations that shielded the 
room. Nothing happened. Nothing continued to happen. He let out the breath he had 
been holding. Then he started tapping on the console. 

 Lining up the geosynchronous orbits. Still, he was uneasy. 
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 “Nothing this simple is simple,” he murmured to himself, eyeing the heat 
signatures. “Ever.” 

* 

 “You‟ll like this,” Shang Tsung snarled in Chinese as he strode into the safehouse, 
hours before dawn. “Rayden has awoken in this dimension.” He squared off with Shao 
Khan. “You‟ll finally have your chance to kill him again.” His face was distorted with 
frustration. 

 “We have bigger problems,” Shao Khan growled. “The Dragon King has risen in 
Outworld.” He shook his head. “While I‟ve been trapped here, Primelings have been 
scampering around in my territory.” Too late, Shang Tsung noticed Goro and Baraka 
were in the far corners of the room, out of easy range. Shao Khan‟s Wrath Hammer was 
propped up against the makeshift throne. Shang Tsung was unable to swallow as he saw 
the very slight quiver in Shao Khan‟s hands—a sure sign of his need to kill something in 
a very personal and tactile way. 

 Another realization crashed in on Shang Tsung. “Rayden—if Outworld is out of 
commission, then they‟ll be targeting the Pillar of Souls on Shimura!” He glanced at the 
Outworlders. “Rayden has contractual power to take fighters to Shimura. Only a few. 
But they could destroy our ability to use it!” 

 For a long, tense moment, they all looked to Shao Khan. 

 “Fine,” the emperor growled. “We will take the Lin Quei, my entourage, and you,” 
he said to Shang Tsung. “When they arrive, we will destroy them there, where Rayden 
cannot access the Web of Light. Where I can kill him, and he‟ll stay dead for a while.” 

 “Most excellent plan, my lord,” Shang Tsung said, bowing low and backing out of 
reach. 

 “That won‟t be enough,” murmured a cold voice from the shadows. They all 
turned to look at a deepening shadow that disgorged a tall man, almost the size of Shao 
Khan, dressed in black banded steel, with dead white features and black lips. His razor 
cape sprang from his back and was bowed by gravity, lost in the shadows behind him. 

 Goro charged him, slamming a punch into his chest. The visitor was unmoved. 
Goro snatched him in a hug with all four massy arms, and razored ribbons punched 
into his ribs, slicing his armpits and shoulders. The Shokan prince staggered back 
clutching at himself with a bellow as his greenish-black blood spurted down his sides 
and slopped on the floor.  

 Shao Khan hefted his Wrath Hammer. “This hammer kills gods,” he said quietly. 
“Speak your piece, or be crushed.” A sizzle flowed out of the skin of the hammerhead, 
and it smoked and steamed as it began to channel the divine wrath of the god-emperor 
wielding it.  

 “I am an ancient guardian of this world, from before the Web of Light,” Essex 
said, and each heard in the language most comfortable to them. “You will need my help 
to defeat Rayden.” 

 “Have you been spying on us?” Shang Tsung demanded, shocked, his mind 
running back over all he had said. 
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 “I have been observing all those who have a chance of winning the Reckoning,” 
Essex replied smoothly. “I have determined that you have the best chance. So I want to 
help you.” His smile was equal parts winning charisma and intimidation. 

 “What do you want out of this?” Shao Khan demanded. 

 “I want to rule Prime for you,” Essex replied. “Simple enough. None of you want 
to do it,” he pointed out.  

 “What assistance do you offer?” Shao Khan asked as the picture clarified. 

 “I will send my general, Primus,” Essex said. A slim man stepped out of his 
shadow, a man with a visor locked in place, and peculiar fey armor. “He kills things by 
looking at them.” Essex shared a faint smile. 

 “What about you?” Shao Khan asked. 

 “I will mind the big picture while you defend the gate. Take Primus along. He will 
quickly show you how valuable he can be.” 
 “We will consider it,” Shao Khan said. Essex nodded, and stepped back into 
shadow.  

 “Doublecross?” Goro asked in the foul tongue of Outworld. 

 “Of course,” Shao Khan replied, annoyed. “But I am curious. I can sense a weapon 
when I see one, and this Primus will certainly surprise Rayden. We will see where it 
goes.” 

* 

 Dawn. 

 A lean man with copper hair was well into his workout routine. An old iron 
bedframe was on its end, and he was doing pull-ups hanging on to its crossbar. His 
body was lean, toned, deeply tanned. Many scars criss-crossed his skin. Wind toyed with 
the desert sand, the brush, flowing around the mobile home that broke down 
somewhere in the fastness of the desert. A gym of sorts was littered around the mobile 
home.  

 Lightning flared, and in its wake, a thin old man stood in the rush of desert wind. 
His stink was somewhat mitigated by ozone. The lean man dropped from his pull-ups, 
snatching up a stick. 

 “You!” he shouted. “It can‟t be you! You are dead! Stay dead!” He charged, stick 
whistling towards the intruder. 

 Rayden slapped the first two attacks away, stepped to the side, sighed. Took the 
club away from the lean man, thrust it at his torso, and sent him flying three meters 
back, crashing down on the rock and sand to skid another meter before he curled up, 
coughing. 

 “I suppose in the time since we last met I could have forgotten enough about 
martial arts for you to touch me, Shadow,” the old man said reflectively. 

 “Not—you don‟t get—not Shadow,” the man gasped, struggling to regain his feet. 
“I am Matthew Murdock!” Real rage fueled his recovery. “And the last time we met, 
your heart was torn out by a monster, and your body lost in another dimension!” 
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 “So—help me be clear,” Rayden said. “Are you more upset that I left, or that I 
came back?” He examined the taped and balanced broom handle approvingly, only half 
paying attention. 

 “I‟m upset because it is always a game with you!” Murdock shouted.  

 Rayden sighed. “You are right. Time for honesty. Once I‟ve picked up a few more 
people.” He leaned towards Murdock with a conspiratorial whisper. “I hate repeating 
myself.” 

 Lightning flared down and snatched them both away. 

* 

 Hypnotic trance techno blared out of the boom box as a handful of scruffy thugs 
loaded crates onto a delivery van. About twelve guards stood around the dock, alert, 
well armed with submachine guns, knives, pistols, and grenades.  

 “This can‟t go on,” a guard with a red hat said to the guard next to him as they 
looked out over the alley, where the van would drive out of the warehouse. “I heard we 
lost the Front Street operation.” 

 “Yeah,” growled the other guard, a man with big hoop earrings. “Some kind a eerie 
ghost lady working with the Benton crew. Supposed to be some kind of unstoppable 
killer.” 

 “Ain‟t nobody unstoppable,” Red Hat said, sighting along the barrel of his .357 
Magnum pistol. “Nobody.” 

 “Hey,” Hoop said, looking back over his shoulder. “Hey!” 

 No one was loading the truck. 

 “She‟s here!” yelled one on the balcony. Then he gurgled, sinking back out of sight. 
Two of the guards opened up on the walkway, not realizing he had been killed with a 
distance attack. Six ran up to the truck, putting their backs to it and looking around, 
guns out, wary; some of these had been special forces before the circumstances of their 
lives led them to be muscle for gangs. 

 “Hurg!” one yelled as a shortsword flew out of the darkness and pinned him to the 
side of the truck. As the others opened up on the shadows, the rest of the thugs 
bunched up together. 

 “She can‟t get us all!” hollered one of them, spittle flying. He cocked his 
submachine gun, raised it to a ready position. 

 Foolish children. The thought spoke to their minds directly. As they staggered in 
weird shock, a silent Shout pounded them back against the truck, disorienting them for 
a moment, shifting their formation. And in that moment, she was among them. 

 Bones broke. Throats caved. Eye sockets gushed. Jaws dislocated. 

 Then she drew her other shortsword. For variety. 

 Hoop staggered back, clutching at a seeping gut wound. He fell, realizing his spine 
no longer worked. She stepped past him, her muscles hard and pale, every inch a 
weapon. Her long black hair fanned down over one shoulder, like a curtain closing at 
the end of a play. And her eyes. God, her eyes. 
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 Red Hat heard himself squealing in terror, as if from a distance.  

 She took the .357 from his hand, gently.  

 He died. 

 Her finger tapped the “off” button on the boom box. The quietness settled like 
snow over the scene of carnage. 

 “You just killed a lot of people,” Rayden said quietly, from the entrance to the 
dock. 

 Please, Master, the ninja woman replied. Let us speak silently. 

 Very well. He stood impassive. 

 She sensed explanation was in order. I was hired by a crime syndicate. I got bored. So, a 
gang war. To occupy my time. She paused. “You are supposed to be dead,” she said, her 
voice rusty with disuse, her eyes glittering as they revealed something profoundly 
wicked. 

 “Yes,” he replied simply. 

 Her anger built momentum; he sensed it was the first thing she had felt in some 
time. “I followed your rules,” she said, hoarse. “I purged the evil influence of the Beast 
within me. I did my best to atone for my past. But your Chosen One. Your golden boy. 
He still wanted nothing to do with me.” She paused. “I thought this time you would 
stay dead forever. This time. The one time I needed you most.” I never thought I would have 
to see myself through your eyes again. I thought I would never get to see myself as you saw me. 

 “You have lost your way,” Rayden observed. “You are lost. But that is neither 
important, nor forever. I need your help.” He looked around at the carnage. The heaps 
of meat that had been people two minutes ago. The delicate oozing deltas of blood, the 
arcs and sprays of arterial life. I know you would not have become this if I had still been here. He 
looked her in the eye. I sure did not mean to get killed. There was something of apology, of 
regret, but only in passing. 

 The future lie before them, soundless and invisible. 

 “I don‟t want to waste your preparation,” Rayden said. 

 How did you come back this time? The glitter of death in her eye was almost sorrow, 
almost unexpressed emotion. 

 “I‟ll explain when we are all together,” Rayden said with the faintest smile. 

 “No.” She glared at him. I can’t do it again. Whatever you try, I will evade it. I will not join 
you. 

 “When we are all together, I‟ll tell my story,” Rayden said. “How I came back this 
time. Why I will always be with you. What I want this time.” 

 Last time, she thought, we went to a monster’s home dimension and you were killed. 

 “It‟ll be different this time,” Rayden said. “I‟ll be seven feet tall and gushing 
lightning all over the place.” His grin was missing teeth, but not ferocity. 

 “You supposed to be some kind of angel now?” she asked, her voice painful. 
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 “No. Not even a little bit.” He hesitated. Then he offered her his hand. “Come 
with me. I will give you purpose again. I do not judge you,” he said, stating simple fact. 
“Everything you have done feeds into who you will be, but it does not change who you 
are, or who I need you to be.” His smile changed tone. “Honey… I need you.” Below 
even the Silent Speech, she felt the faintest echo between them, reverberating. I love you. 

 She took his hand. 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY ONE 

 “It‟s in the blood. I know you‟ll do great,” Arrow said as he pulled the slender 
Native American teen up close to his torso, her back to him. “Now, you hold the bow 
like this.” Her slender arm was dark against his pale sculpted muscles as she gripped the 
bow above his grip. “Very good, excellent. Plant your feet—right, you got it, look at 
you. Now, when you draw the arrow, you sight down… hey, you‟re a natural,” he 
murmured in her ear, his voice warm as Dani looked down the arrow. 

 “Is verr bad when you disgust me,” Remy said with clinical disinterest from the 
doorway. “You are a shameless lecher.” He shook his head. “De poor girl, she be what, 
half your age?” 

 The wind howled outside the Tibetan lamasery. Arrow, Dani, and Remy stood in 
one of the interior courtyards, out of the teeth of the wind. A makeshift archery butt 
was rolled out of hay.  

 “Just trying to stay warm,” Arrow pointed out. “It‟s cold. This is a big, drafty 
fortress.” 

 “Don‟t you have something else to do?” Dani demanded, eyebrows raised, lips 
pursed, eyes unwelcoming as she took in the scarecrow Cajun with his mop of greasy 
hair and his hollow features. 

 “Actually, I do,” Remy sighed. “Can you believe Bently had Frost draw up duty 
schedules? Mon Dieu, I am to be on kitchen duty right now!” Despairing, he shook his 
head. 

 “By all means, come and join us,” Arrow said quickly as he stepped away from 
Dani. He leaned over to her. “Last time he was in a kitchen—my guts ache at the 
memory.” He shot a fake smile at Remy. “Bother us some more! Please! But stay away 
from the food.” His smile was a wince. Remy could not tell if he was kidding or not. 

 “De gumbo, she be good when she be spicy,” he growled. 

 “See, Dani, Cajun people base their cuisine around things no one else would eat. 
That‟s all that was left when the rich people made real food,” Arrow explained earnestly. 
“Things like waterbugs and pig feet and entrails. Remy likes it. Look how skinny he is,” 
Arrow shrugged. 

 “Dats enough,” Remy growled. “Nobody can even be decent to ole Remy, here to 
save de world!” 

 “You did kind of interrupt something,” Dani said, unsympathetic. “I was learning 
to shoot. Did you want something, or were you just here to insult Arrow?” 
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 “I think he‟s lonely,” Arrow confided in Dani. He looked over at Remy. “Was 
Drake picking on you again?” 

 “Dat chien. No,” Remy lied. 

 Arrow hesitated only a moment. “Would you like an archery lesson too, Remy?” he 
asked. 

 Lightning blared down out of the clouds, blasting the stone of the courtyard, 
sending sizzling flinders in all directions as their hair stood up and the air was hard to 
breathe, filled with ozone. In the wake of the lighting, Rayden stood with a pale, hard 
woman and a copper-haired lean man who was seriously underdressed for the cold. 

 “Tibet!” Rayden said. “Neat.” 

 “I knew it!” Remy shouted. “You ol bastard! I knew you weren‟t dead!” 

 Arrow pragmatically lined up and fired off an arrow, right at Rayden‟s heart. 
Rayden caught it and twirled it around, grinning. 

 “Hello there, Stick,” Arrow said, saluting. “Just checking. Good to have you back. 
What the hell.” He leaned over to Dani. “I knew he wasn‟t dead. Stick is never quite all 
dead.” He nodded knowingly. 

 “Ah, my students, it does my heart good to have you here together. I figure Blade 
will be along,” Rayden said.  

 “I‟m glad it does your heart good,” Remy said acidly. “Las time I see you, your 
heart be on the ground, tore out!” He stamped his foot. “Stop playing dead!” he yelled. 
“No one is impressed!” 

 “I wasn‟t playing, not that time,” Rayden said. “Hey there, little girl, what‟s your 
name?” 

 “Danielle Moonstar,” she said, blushing. 

 “Do be a dear and run off. If you run into Blade, send him this way.”  

 “Yes sir,” she said breathlessly. She left as Murdock, the ninja woman, Arrow, and 
Remy considered Rayden. 

 “Let me lay it out for you,” Rayden said. “You knew me as Stick. I was a zen 
archer, blinded by Alex Summers and pressed into service training anyone he sent to 
me, anyone who asked, but never to completion. I worked with each of you to lay a 
foundation for supernatural ninjitsu and mind powers.” 

 “What do you mean, as Stick,” Arrow pressed. 

 “Like each of you, I have a real name, or a truer name,” Rayden said. “I am 
Rayden, Chinese God of Thunder.” 

 “Only after eating beans,” Remy scoffed. 

 “I move these godlike powers into a mortal frame, to work on Prime,” Rayden 
continued. “I save my power for when I need it. The Sorcerer Supreme handles 
protecting and balancing the Western Web of Light, I handle the Eastern Web of 
Light.” He shrugged. “I was not supposed to be running around in the Western half 
training students, so Strange did not recognize me. My body was blinded, and I was 
playing it low key, so I didn‟t fix the eyes. Didn‟t need „em anyway. The problem was, I 
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did not expect Essex to kill me. When he did, I was outside the Web of Light, in a 
pocket dimension. So I didn‟t merge with the Web like I usually do. Frankly, I got lost,” 
he said, looking them in the eye. 

 “How did you get back?” Arrow asked. 

 “Strange set up a beacon, and I followed it; a kind of galactic light that flagged me 
back to Prime. I took over a homeless guy‟s body in New York, and here I am.” He 
grinned, his face seaming like a baseball glove.  

 “Why did you train us,” Murdock asked, forcing the question out past his 
sullenness. 

 “Every twenty-two years, the Tournament of Veils takes place on Shimura Island,” 
Rayden said seriously. “Shimura is a pocket dimension adjacent to Prime, just like that 
orphanage in Nebraska was. Like in that battle, my power is restricted when I 
disconnect from the Web of Light. Once upon a time, the armored dimension of 
Outworld raided smaller dimensions, conquering them and feeding from them, 
attaching them like batteries. A bunch of dimensions banded together and ritualized the 
combat, to protect themselves from raiding by giving Outworld another way to 
legitimately gain access to their bounty. That‟s the Tournament of Veils, hosted in 
Shimura. If Outworld beats you in the tournament ten times in a row, they get to 
invade, and no other dimensions can help you in that fight. If Outworld broke the 
rules,” Rayden shrugged, “then all the dimensions represented in the tournament gang 
up on them, and that‟s something they might win but wouldn‟t enjoy.” 

 “So you‟re training and recruiting for this tournament,” Arrow said with a big grin. 
“Are we going to have it now?” 

 “No, not now,” Rayden said. “Outworld is distracted, part of all the maneuvering 
for the Reckoning. But I picked you all to participate, with your peculiar abilities and 
ninjitsu training. Bo, Arrow, Silent… Murdock.” He shrugged. “A couple months ago, 
we would have had the throwdown. But I was lost, Shang Tsung must have been out of 
commission… anyway, it‟s on for a real fight now. Lots of dimensions are all confused, 
sitting on their fighters.” 

 “Why tell us this?” Murdock demanded. “What do you really want?” 

 “The Dark Dimension is Outworld‟s sponsoring empire,” Rayden said, “and they 
are connected to Shimura by this column full of souls. Shimura is connected to Prime 
by the same column. Right now, the Dread Dormammu can funnel his forces into 
Shimura, then onto Prime, without risking the Dark Dimension.” 

 “Break the link,” Arrow said, snapping his fingers. “Stop the guy who sounds like 
some kind of Saturday morning cartoon bad guy.” 

 “Dread Dormammu, right,” Rayden agreed. “You always were one of my least 
dumb students.” He beamed. 

 “De eye contact be freaking me out,” Remy grumbled, sullen. 

 “What can I say?” Rayden shrugged. “This body isn‟t blind. Deal with it. Are you 
all in?” 

 “I don‟t know,” Arrow said, scratching the back of his head. “I‟ve never seen so 
many really powerful people. Why would you pick us when there are some demigods 
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running around? I mean, why do you even need us?” He shook his head. “I shoot 
arrows, punch, kick, jump around. That‟s nothing compared to what some of these 
crazy freaks can do. We don‟t, you know, seal dimensions.” 

 “Let me worry about that,” Rayden said. “I have always loved my students. But this 
group, you all...” He looked around at them. “You have always been special to me,” he 
said. “To see you together gives me great pride, even though things didn‟t work out the 
way I hoped they would.” 

 “You were never clear,” the ninja woman said, her voice harsh, “about what you 
hoped.” She scowled. “Even when I ran from you. I always did what you wanted me 
to.” 

 Rayden regarded her for a moment, then cocked his head to the side. “Another 
discussion, for another time,” he said. “Are you in?” 

 “What choice do we have?” Murdock asked, bitter, clutching his arms to his 
freezing torso. 

 “Hm,” Rayden said, and his posture subtly shifted. The others suddenly paid close 
attention; something about him changed. “Hungry people choose to eat. Sleepy people 
choose to sleep. Horny people choose to screw. Or, hungry people are forced to eat by 
their hunger. Sleepy people pass out. Horny people are victims of their lust. People have 
needs. When they try to fill those needs, they either act or react. You‟ve got needs; to be 
a hero, to have purpose, to navigate in a dark world. I helped you meet those needs. So 
you need to decide, at some point, whether you are a victim or whether you could use 
the help. You can fall down the hill or you can go sledding. Gravity is gravity.” 

 A long moment of silence followed. 

 “Murdock is a victim,” Silent said reflectively, tossing her dark hair over a shoulder. 

 “Yeah,” Arrow agreed. 

 “Seems clear,” Remy chimed in. 

 “It—it‟s a false choice!” Murdock protested, furious. “The options Stick presents 
are not the only options available to us! It‟s not like we give in to every need we feel; I 
mean, he trained us, disciplined us. Taught us to rise above our needs. So it‟s not fair to 
say that when we are ruthlessly manipulated, we are choosing to be victims, and the 
outcome would be the same either way! Don‟t let this bastard frame the question,” 
Murdock said hotly. 

 “It‟s Rayden, by the way,” the god said mildly. 

 “When Blade killed Karen,” Murdock said, his voice brittle, “he framed me for it, 
destroyed my „normal life‟ as an attorney by making Matthew Murdock a wanted man. 
That was not fulfilling some secret need I had to be a hero!” 

 “Sounds like a man with a grudge,” Blade drawled from the doorway. “Stick. I felt 
your presence. You‟re dead, old man.” 

 “I got better,” Rayden shrugged. “Just like Essex did when he was pulled outa you. 
Undid all our good work in Nebraska. We old ones have a residue that finds its way 
back, sometimes.” 
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 “Or you a shapeshifter,” Blade growled. He darted at Rayden, flung a few strikes 
and kicks at the old man.  

 “Everybody‟s a critic,” Rayden muttered, and he shot a palm strike into Blade‟s 
torso. The half-vampire ninja sailed across the courtyard and cracked brick with his 
body, staggering away from the wall unsteadily, unable to breathe. 

 “You Stick all right,” Blade wheezed. “Good to see you, m‟man.” He managed his 
first wavering breath. 

 “Dat‟s what you wanted with Leech,” Remy said suddenly. “Twenty-two years—he 
would be in his prime. One of your warriors.” 

 “And he could turn off other powers,” Rayden nodded. “Very good.” 

 “Well he died,” Remy said bluntly. “So much for dat destiny.” 

 Rayden sighed. “Too bad. But we deal in potentials. Other warriors will rise. It 
takes time to train people like you,” he said. “Except Blade. Best quickie training ever. 
Look at him go,” he said, looking fondly at the half-vampire, who stood hunched over 
with his arms around his torso, slowly and steadily remembering to breathe. 

 “Unless we bust up the Dark Dimension and Outworld and everything. Then, no 
Tournament,” Arrow said, thinking it through. 

 “Maybe so!” Rayden agreed. “Okay, I‟m all talked out. Who is going with me?” 

 “I‟m in,” Blade said. 

 “Me,” Silent agreed. 

 “You two are bug-nuts,” Arrow grinned. “I‟m in, just not as excited. Damn.” 

 “I will go,” Remy said. 

 “I guess I might as well,” Murdock said, sour. 

 “Let‟s get out of the cold,” Rayden said, and lightning gushed down to engulf them. 

 

 Lightning flared down, leaving six in its wake. Rayden staggered and gasped, 
clutching his chest. “Usually—a boat, to do this—they sure don‟t want us here—” 

 “Trouble,” Arrow said, drawing from his quiver. “Remy?” He held his arrows over 
by the Cajun. 

 “Yeah,” Remy said, charging a few arrows to explode, his eyes lost on the scene 
before them. 

 A massive winding stair, six meters across, worked up towards the fortress atop the 
spire. 

 Swarming down the stairs, an undead army of human warriors, undead Shokan, 
undead Tarkatans. 

 “This is foreplay,” Rayden wheezed. “Don‟t give it all here.” 

 “Okay,” Arrow said, and the charged shafts flew into the ranks, blowing ragged 
holes in the charging mass of warriors as the skeletons sprayed apart or flew through 
the air. 
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 Rayden threw a couple fistfuls of electric arcing at the incoming force. Silent 
glanced over at him. 

 “Not impressive,” she observed. 

 “Wait for it,” he said with a grin. “You and Murdock. At the next landing, there is 
an entry to the tunnels riddling the rock. Meet us in the throne room.” He nodded at 
her. “You two can see in the dark, after all.”  

 She nodded, then the group charged up the stairs and clashed with the first wave of 
the island‟s defenses. Undead slid apart as Blade‟s sword whickered and slid in tight, 
vicious arcs. Remy grabbed one of the undead, charged it, and flung it back to its mates, 
where it exploded and blew a clear area the warriors immediately filled on their way up 
the stairs. 

 They reached the landing.  

 Rayden blew the lid off a grate. “Go for it,” he said, and Silent grabbed Murdock. 
They leaped down into the tunnels; a brief and gory fight followed, and they raced away 
from the entry, leaving the guardians burst and bleeding behind. 

 “New plan,” Blade said, not even winded. “Arrow, save those arrows for real bad 
guys. How about I just go up first and everybody else handle leftovers?” 

 “Lead the way, big guy,” Rayden grinned. The next wave flowed down, and the 
warriors ran up the stairs. 

 Blade had their rhythm down. He slashed at legs, disabling the undead, or chopped 
off heads, whipped his blade through chests. Some fell and tripped others, and as they 
were staggering down stairs that was disastrous. As the others hung back, Blade did a 
surgical job of taking masses of skeletons out of the fight. 

 “He really is quite talented, you know,” Arrow said sagely to Remy as he leaned on 
his bow. 

 “Good technique,” Remy nodded. “Excellent energy on de follow-tru.” He 
gestured to demonstrate. 

 “Okay, wise guys,” Rayden said, “get moving. Back the man up.” They trudged up 
the stairs, occasionally kicking one of the eager undead out of the way. “I think this was 
meant to stop more pansy warriors.” 

 

 Here we are again, sent into the stinking darkness by Stick, Murdock thought bitterly. 

 We will come out somewhere important. We might make all the difference, Silent thought in 
reply. 

 Like that makes all this worth it. Stick back. Again, another dimension, another mission with 
no reward, for madmen and zealots. He shook his head. Madness. 

 “The good news,” Silent murmured, “is that an island full of undead has relatively 
tidy underground passages. Not a lot of sewage.” She squinted up a ladder, her senses 
outlining it in the darkness. No opposition. 

 “Do… do you ever think about… you know, us?” Murdock whispered. He was 
blind, his senses strobing out to paint a picture of his surroundings no sight could ever 
begin to match. 
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 I am not having that conversation again, she replied in the Silent Speech, forcefully 
enough to make him wince. Not after how it turned out last time. 

 The next ten minutes were periods of stealthy traversing of tunnels, punctuated by 
the occasional slaying of one of the dark things that scurried in the eternal night. 
Neither had much more to say to the other. At last, they closed in on the faint light 
filtering through a grating in the throne room. 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY TWO 

 Shao Khan sat on the throne, the arms laying on the ground next to it. On his 
right, Goro. At his left, Baraka. Shang Tsung sat cross legged, facing the emperor and 
the glowing, twisting column of green behind him. The warpstone column contained a 
profound depth of soul energy; not for consumption, or travel, but having only two 
purposes. Connecting dimensions, and violence. 

 We will go around, shatter the pillar, Silent thought. Murdock shrugged fatalistically, like 
one in a dream that allows no waking.  

 The doors on the far side of the chamber banged open, and a swarm of undead fell 
apart before the ruthless onslaught of the other four warriors. Remy filled one with 
energy, and Rayden gestured, wind bearing it towards the emperor on the throne. Shang 
Tsung rose, turning, and blasted the corpse so it exploded over the center of the vast 
throne room. 

 Arrow skulked along one side, a shaft nocked at the bow. Blade trotted down the 
other flank, alert and ready to fight. Remy and Rayden stood in the middle. 

 “You know what we‟re here for,” Rayden said without preamble. 

 “And I know you won‟t get it,” Shang Tsung said with poisonous confidence. He 
looked twenty years younger, his fists clenched, his black hair fanned out over his back, 
his arms tight with muscle. He smiled, a thoroughly dark sorcerer poised over the seat 
of his power. “You will meet your destruction here.” 

 I don’t like it, Silent murmured to Rayden in the Silent Speech. There is something else 
too. 

 Yes, Rayden replied. Then he was too busy to respond further, as Shang Tsung 
unloaded a mighty burst of magic that would have flayed all the flesh from Rayden and 
Remy‟s bones. Rayden flared lighting at the incoming attack, spraying it to pieces, and 
the fight was on. 

 Ninja of the Lin Quei darted out of concealment, five on Arrow and ten on Blade. 
As Arrow and Blade spun and twirled, startled by the deadly skill of their opponents 
after dulling their vigilance on the undead, Rayden focused on deflecting the vicious 
attacks Shang Tsung unloaded from the reserve of the Pillar of Souls. For a wavering 
moment, the defenders hung on the edge of total defeat on all fronts. 

 Silent could bear no more. She darted from hiding, racing up to Shang Tsung, bent 
on a single strike before she was hewn down. Only Shao Khan spotted her and reacted 
in time, rising from his throne and thrusting with his Wrath Hammer. She dropped to 
the floor, sliding under his attack, and did a kippup on the other side. As Shang Tsung 
realized she had appeared and flanked him, he struggled to change gears, but her strike 
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pounded his jaw hinge, setting up a biofeedback reaction that staggered and silenced 
him for at least a few seconds. 

 Shao Khan shoved Shang Tsung out of the way and towered over Silent, impassive, 
deadly. Silent fired a palm strike at a nerve cluster in his torso, but as she hit she felt the 
aggressive backwash of a vitality too profound to be checked by mere physical attacks. 
He frowned, feeling the sting of her attack, but not slowed in the least as his hammer 
hissed through the air; she darted back, and the hammer shattered a meter wide hole in 
the floor of the throne room. On her guard, Silent spun and slapped Baraka‟s blade 
aside, head-butting him in the face and popping some of his teeth loose. He staggered 
back, she swept him with a delicate half-back maneuver, swinging him around to throw 
at Shao Khan. The emperor batted him aside to sprawl into the battle around Blade. 
Shao Khan closed with Silent. 

 His hammer darted out, and he was almost as fast as she was—impossible, given 
his size, but he was not wholly restricted by his muscled body. She writhed aside, 
striking three points on his forearm. Maybe cumulatively, he would be slowed. He 
whipped his hammer through her space as she flipped aside, grinning madly—finally, a 
real fight. She sprang at him, slashing her hand across his throat and actually drawing a 
single drop of blood. He roared approval, and bent his will to crushing her. They 
danced, too fast for the eye to follow, strike and counterstrike. If he could hit her 
solidly, once, the fight would be over. They knew it, and that rule shaped their attacks 
and defenses. 

  Shang Tsung was momentarily hampered by his inability to speak, so he darted 
into the combat around Arrow as the ninja put down the last of the Lin Quei with a 
brutal heel strike to the hip, breaking loadbearing bones. Arrow twirled his unstrung 
bow, using it as a sharp-tipped staff, and Shang Tsung sparred with him for a moment, 
testing strength. 

 Meanwhile, Blade had hewn down all his opponents, though he bled freely. Goro 
tramped towards him, reaching to a harness on his back, pulling loose four butterfly 
knives each almost the size of Blade‟s torso. A monstrous grin twisted the giant‟s face. 
Blade thought it over, eyes narrow, his ninja sword oozing blood. 

 “Remy! Charge the throne!” Rayden shouted as he blared through the last of the 
obstacles between himself and the Pillar. Then he hesitated as a slim figure in fey armor 
rounded the column, striding into view. 

 “Ut oh,” he muttered. Then he flared in a swarm of electricity, reforming across the 
room as Primus pounded a thin, flat beam of light through where his chest had been. 
The beam cut through the rock, possibly all the way to the outside air. 

 Primus touched his visor, turning to Remy, who leaped away from a charged 
flagstone. The floor exploded, flinging Primus back and disrupting fights all over the 
throne room. 

 Silent leaped forward, jamming her shortsword in Shao Khan‟s chest and twisting, 
snapping the blade at the hilt. He roared, and almost winged her with the hammer as 
she flipped away. Then with a chuckle he tugged the length of blade out, bright with his 
blood, and tossed it away. It clattered on the stone, and already the wound began to 
seal. 
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 “You cannot defeat me,” he growled as his burst eye already reformed. “I am a 
godslayer. You? You are designed to end frail humans. Nothing like me.” 

 “I have not yet encountered that which I could not end,” Silent murmured. “Give 
me a little time.” 

 Murdock, watching, realized they could not win. As he tried to gauge where to 
attack, despair touched his heart. 

 “Might as well go out with a bang,” he thought to himself. He gathered to spring 
into combat. 

 Then Primus turned, focused, and blew the Pillar of Souls to flinders. 

 A shock of foul warpstone sorcery flattened everyone in the throne room for a 
moment, as did the horrific screeching of a million souls gushing to freedom. The 
whole throne room trembled. 

 “This place is coming apart!” Rayden shouted. “To me!” 

 “No!” Shang Tsung screamed, grasping at the escaping energies. “NO!” 

 In the moment of disarray, Blade chopped clear of Goro‟s wild defensive net and 
sprang to Rayden‟s side, along with Remy, Silent, Murdock, and Arrow. 

 A burst of lightning engulfed them just before the next shock of warpstone turned 
the stone to gel, and the whole fortress began to slide along oblique lines.  

 Shadows flicked and whickered all through the throne room. 

 Then it was no more. 

 

 A moment later, Shao Khan was still roaring his rage. He stood in a shadowed, 
many-pooled cave lit by phosphorescence. Shang Tsung burst up through a pool on one 
side, with Baraka. Goro blasted up through another. Several of the Lin Quei crawled up 
wet and coughing. A throne on one side seated Essex, and at his side, Primus stood 
ready for a fight. 

 “You betrayed us,” Shao Khan growled, no sign of surprise in his voice. “A bit 
premature, don‟t you think? We almost had the Thunder God himself.” 

 “Maybe,” Essex murmured. “I was following the battle quite closely. Another of 
their number was in the wings. He could have rushed the pillar, taken it out when I was 
not prepared to rescue your forces. Maybe the collapse claimed a few of them.” 

 “Maybe you sabotaged us on purpose. I want to know more,” Shao Khan growled, 
his hammer hissing. 

 “Shimura is lost to you,” Essex nodded, “but so is Shang Tsung‟s claim in the 
Reckoning. He thought about betraying you when he controlled the checkpoint, and 
claiming a devastated Prime for himself. I found that shameful. As of now, he is 
nothing more than a tool in this Reckoning.” As Shang Tsung‟s eyes widened, he 
stumbled out of Shao Khan‟s reach, stammering his innocence. 

 “No matter what he says,” Shao Khan growled towards Essex, “your point is too 
perceptive.” He rounded on Essex. “Primelings disrupt plans to conquer Prime. I learn 
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this lesson over and over. From my bootlick, and now from you too.” He snorted. “I 
am not normally this slow.” 

 “They think you defeated, Emperor,” Essex murmured from behind steepled 
fingers, “and you want them to believe that. For you are not defeated. You traded 
Shimura for their false assumption. All is going according to plan. After all, if you have 
Prime, you do not need Shimura. Only Shang Tsung does. And he is less than nothing.” 

 Shang Tsung quivered with fury. “I will show you what I am,” he snarled, and a 
bolt of sorcery licked out at Essex. A razored ribbon whipped up, deflecting the magic, 
and another sprang from the shadows behind the wizard, neatly punching into his side. 
He shuddered and gasped, white to the lips, and he sank to his knees unable to clutch 
the wounding ribbon because of its carefully calculated oblique angle. 

 “Please,” Essex said to Shao Khan, “let us speak as those to whom Primelings are 
insects.” 

 “Go on,” Shao Khan nodded, ignoring Shang Tsung‟s whining squirm on the 
impaling blade. 

 “It is time for you to meet the Unseelie Court,” Essex said, his narrow nostrils 
flaring as his eyes deepened. “Prime‟s ultimate vulnerabilty. Your ultimate victory.” 

* 

 Lightning flared away, leaving the band of ninja standing in the stone courtyard 
they had left. They stood in the same blackened singe mark. Arrow groaned and sank to 
one knee, his hands pressing against several slashes that leaked blood. Remy fell on his 
backside, then back, and lay looking up into the cloudy sky through the gusts of his own 
hot breath. Silent stood unmoved as Murdock shook his head and Blade carefully slid 
his ninja sword through his gloved grip to free it of blood before sheathing it. 

 “Rayden,” Strange said from the shadows, “I was waiting for your return. I felt 
your success.” 

 “Shimura is history,” Rayden nodded. 

 “Walk with me,” Strange said to the Thunder God. Rayden nodded and fell in step 
beside him, back into the lamasery.  

 They were halfway up the stairs when a flare of pale, dark energy swarmed over 
them and they were gone. 

 “That‟s surprising,” Rayden said mildly, “But Strange didn‟t seem to mind, so I 
played along.” 

 “My most capable ally, Illyana, is a demon sorceress,” Strange explained, looking 
around her throne room. “This is where we are having a war council.” 

 Illyana and Bently were on all fours peering down into the scrying pool, Stone 
leaned casually against one of the pillars.  

 “Hey there,” Stone said to Rayden. “I hear you‟re one of the old gods.” 

 “Yes,” Rayden nodded. 

 “Cool.” 



 

 686 

 Strange cleared his throat, and Illyana and Bently looked up. “Hey, Strange,” Illyana 
said, scrambling to her feet. “So far nothing.” 

 Bently rose more gracefully. “Banner is well hidden. I take it we are now one-on-
one with the Dark Dimension?” 

 “Right,” Rayden said. “We took out the Pillar of Souls, Shimura is done.” 

 Strange turned to Rayden. “We have focused on finding the Grail. Pulling Banner 
out would make a big difference in the power at Essex‟s disposal.” 

 “Essex has some mobile artillery, a guy tied into his network who can shoot energy 
out of his eyes. Nearly clocked us at Shimura,” Rayden said. 

 “That would be Primus,” Strange said tightly. “We tried to save him from Essex, 
but apparently we failed.” 

 “Can he be turned?” Rayden asked, calculating. 

 “I have no idea,” Strange admitted. “We used him to kill Essex last time, but it 
didn‟t take.” He turned to Illyana. “Check the Unseelie Court boltholes, hiding places, 
everywhere we can think to look for Banner. Essex had to stash him somewhere.” He 
looked to Bently. “Have you found the Crystal of Agamotto?” 

 “Not yet,” she scowled. “I know it is tiresome to hear, but… it is not on Prime.” 

 “You‟ll need to use it on Prime, in the lamasery,” Strange pointed out. “Good luck 
finding it.” She nodded. “I have earth spirits looking for Banner. Bently, when you go 
back to Prime, get Xavier looking for him too, his psychic signature. We need to turn 
him up. Go on.” 

 Illyana gestured, and a flare of energy carried Bently back to Prime. Strange looked 
Rayden in the eye. 

 “I have a special task for you,” he said to the Thunder God as Illyana returned to 
scrying, scenes flicking in her pool. 

 “Oh?” 

 Strange‟s smile was wry. “The time has come. I need you to help a man find 
enlightenment.” 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY THREE 

 The dimension threatened to shake apart with the turbulence gushing through its 
clouded ether. The creature at the center was vastly powerful, a giant compacted to 
humanoid shape in the astral plane, shining divine energy into the physical world, 
pushing against its moorings of reality and physical form. 

 The Illuminati were sprawled on the floor, senseless, as the house creaked and 
breathed with the energy flowing through its every pore.  

 I am a God, breathed what had once been Reed Richards, Grand Master of the 
Seventh Seal, ruler of the Illuminati. His mind reflexively shaped and solved a thousand 
scientific questions he had not yet asked. So clear—he sensed the truth of gravity at 
long last, and it pleased him. 
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 The door opened, and an old man limped in, leaning on a walking stick, wearing a 
robe and a conical straw hat. He glanced into the Light, and smiled a gap-toothed grin. 

 “Hello there,” he said. “You‟re about to give Prime an ulcer. Can we talk, a little 
higher and off-center?” 

 Without bothering to stoop to spoken words, Reed gestured, and the old man was 
swept up with him to a pocket dimension he effortlessly fashioned in Prime‟s orbit at 
the edge of the atmosphere. Energy radiated from Reed, brilliant, but did not rebound 
from so much of Prime‟s material in this place. 

 I sense you are a god as well, Reed intoned, but you cannot match my power. 

 “Heh. That‟s true on a number of levels,” the old man agreed. “I am one of the 
older gods, Rayden, god of thunder.” 

 Show me your true form, not that meatsack. They rose higher, higher still, 
further from Prime, and the turbulence eased off to almost nothing. 

 “This is one of my true forms,” Rayden shrugged. “Try not to get hung up on the 
technicalities. Besides, I like this meatsack; I spend a lot of time discorporated, this is 
like a vacation for me.” He looked Reed over. “I didn‟t come with a body in the first 
place. When I take one over, I like to honor its original owner by taking care of it as 
long as possible, until the inevitable end.” 

 Are you here to stop me? 

 “No no, not at all,” Rayden said. “Just wanted to check things out from a 
newcomer‟s perspective. You lose all sense of wonder in this job,” he confided to Reed. 
“I‟m a defender from way back, from the early days of the Web of Light. The Web 
fashioned me much as it did you, long ago,” he continued. “As the Web was still 
experimenting with how to defend itself. Made an avatar of its power—me.” Rayden 
shrugged. “Of course I have an interest in the Web being drained down to—well, look 
at it.” He gestured down at the Earth, its main dimension Prime, and the low tide of 
glittering silver threads that the once-magnificent Web of Light had drained to. “How 
do you figure we‟ll defend ourselves?” Rayden asked, squinting at Reed. 

 Are you serious? Reed demanded. I have more than enough power to defend 
us from any attack, now.  

 “Ever heard of the Dark Dimension? An entire dimension of raw power? Probably 
not,” Rayden reflected. “I‟ve been at this for almost the entirety of human history, and I 
get surprised every time out.” He shook his head. “You are a scientist, right?” 

 I was. I am now so much more. 

 “Sure. Einstein was one of yours. He said something like, „No problem can be 
solved at the level of consciousness that created it.‟ Something along those lines. But 
you are now a higher level of consciousness, with all that power, so you can see things 
that mortals can‟t. Right so far?” 

 Of course. Reed‟s skin was a touch point on infinity, his very being flowed out of 
the center of his intellect and then moved in oblique ways to the unthinkable energy 
that hummed in his being. 



 

 688 

 “Let me tell you a story,” Rayden said with half a smile, “about why I‟m a Thunder 
God. Indulge an old god; don‟t be like the mortals, and chase after something shiny 
when I‟m trying to make a point. Okay?” 

 Say your piece. I find your cross-dimensional multi-phasic simultaneous and 
incongruous presence intriguing, as well as your reality construct, expressed 
through human tropes. Reed smiled. 

 “Thank you,” Rayden said, looking slightly puzzled. He shrugged. “Let me tell you 
why I am the Thunder God. In the early days of this whole mudball,” Rayden said with 
a gesture down to Prime, “it was a planet, not a dimension. As certain beings made their 
homes here, and made it more comfortable, then there was more than the physical 
material in physical space. A dimension developed, a reality beyond the pure physical. 
And, as part of the overall consensual reality of the universe, the rules started to apply. 
To begin with, there were millions of little lakes and ponds. But the earth reshaped to 
allow this water to flow down together, to be vast. Water does what water does. So as 
the earth rose, the water gathered into mighty oceans, and the earth was pleased.” 

 Rayden gazed down at the frill of clouds below. “Then the skies grew bone dry, for 
all water was pulled down to the heart of the earth, and its seas. Fire sparked. Forests 
died. The sky blackened. Everything died. The earth realized it was selfish. But what to 
do? Once gathered, water cannot be pushed uphill very well. So the earth apologized 
with great gusting sighs, returning water to the air. I was created to shepherd the clouds, 
to return the rain to the land. Not to keep,” he said with half a smile. “Nobody gets to 
keep the water anymore. It joins in this cycle, going higher than the land, finding its way 
back down, then back up into the air. The earth stole all the water from the high places 
once, and me?” He shook his head. “I was the apology. I get to be the apology as long 
as the Web of Light continues.” He shrugged a bit. “Makes an old god a bit crotchety.” 

 You intend criticism of my centralization, Reed observed. But with my new 
awareness, on scales large and small, I can use this power precisely, instead of 
relying on ambient dissemination and chance.  

 “Are you trying to argue with me?” Rayden demanded, squinting at Reed. “I‟m not 
here to convince you. I‟m here to listen to you. You‟ve got the new perspective. Maybe 
I‟m obsolete. Sure would be nice to get a break,” he grinned. “I barely incarnated this 
time, with the Web of Light so low. I do look forward to retirement.” 

 But you think I have erred, Reed pressed. You think I missed the point 
somehow. 

 Rayden heaved a sigh. “I am long past the point I thought I had all the answers. 
Being Earth‟s living apology does that to you.” Rayden thought a moment. Then he 
turned to Reed. “I am really not comfortable telling you how to be a god. I haven‟t 
figured it out myself, in all these centuries,” he said seriously. “But I can‟t help thinking 
about doctors. You a medical doctor?” 

 I now know the limits of all human knowledge, and beyond. 

 “Would you rather have a patient with a healthy immune system and no drugs or 
doctors, or a patient with the very best medical care and no immune system at all?” 
Rayden asked. Then he shook his head violently. “I‟m sorry, no, don‟t answer me. 
Damn, I‟m botching things. Just dropped by to say hello. Welcome you to the 
pantheon. As of now, you are the biggest dog on the block!” he exclaimed. “The others 
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are all still too shy to come say hi. With the energy you kick out and all.” Rayden shifted 
uncomfortably. “I better be getting back. We‟re expecting company.” 

 Reed regarded him narrowly. Strange sent you, didn‟t he. The „doctor‟ bit gave 
it away. 

 “Strange?” Rayden said, something sad in his eyes. “Forget about Strange. He‟s just 
a human.” Rayden looked into Reed, but not at Reed. “I just ask that you remember, as 
I have had to,” Rayden said as he reached out and touched Reed‟s arm manifestation, 
reverently, the energy glowing beneath his hand. “This energy. You got it, you use it. 
But it isn‟t yours.” 

 Rayden nodded to himself, and vanished. 

 Suspicious, Reed‟s consciousness stealthily followed him, expecting to hear him 
reporting to Strange. But Rayden dropped to the edge of a village in China. He 
stumbled in, leaning on his cane, a beggar and nothing more. Children ran and laughed 
and played, a truck rumbled past. Rayden looked around the village, saw a child with 
spikey hair and a muddy face, laughing, playing in the mud. Spying on Rayden, for a 
moment Reed saw through Rayden‟s eyes; saw the calculating of future potential, saw 
the magnificent delta of the future before the child, choices shifting and altering 
potential. The whole village twisted their choices together into a mighty tree in the 
forest of the world‟s future. 

 Rayden was not big enough or wise enough to take in all that potential and forge 
the future. He only worked with it as a medium, not the substance of his being. 

 The corner of the experience, the barest taste shocked Reed as he realized he had 
not examined the power he had collected. As his scientific mind analyzed its uses, he 
had neglected its substance. For a moment, he was shocked deep into himself. He 
closed his outer senses and savored his existence. 

 Vibrant. The energy was delicious. But it was not all sweet. He felt the layering, the 
accumulation of humanity; delight twined with despair, crushing sorrow shot through 
with irrepressible joy. As these things all wound through each human life, binding them, 
Reed‟s mind grasped the whole of what he had become; as he absorbed all these 
elements into himself, he was the ultimate human soul. In living, in dying, each human 
contributed to the Light, and the Light— 

 The Light was nothing more or less than humanity‟s self-determination. 

 Now he had it all within himself. 

 I will never have a light enough step, Reed breathed, horror thrilling through 
him at the antithesis he was to what he had absorbed. 

 Now, from the center, he sensed the true power of humanity. Obscured by 
selfishness, by greed, by atrocity, there was a driving engine that powered the 
foundation of human hope. Underneath all, pushed far enough, a darkness prevailed in 
the human spirit. Next to it, grappled to it, embracing it as a lover, was humanity‟s 
sacrificial love. One was fueled by disconnection, the other by true understanding. 
Something in Reed shifted. 

 Connected. 
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 He crossed the limits of his own wisdom, and was left with power alone. In a cold 
moment, he realized that he had sacrificed all connection to steal this gift for himself. 

 If only there was some way—he breathed. Then he realized he had a wish. A real 
wish. One from the foundation of his heart. 

 As Agamotto wished, he had become truly Enlightened. 

 The protection humanity deserves, Reed whispered to himself as the cosmic 
energy sang through him, is what they have earned. Not me. But… but I can give it 
to them. 

 Within his being, the Shard of Cttrock sang, resonant with the note that his spirit 
had struck upon it; the crystal hummed the tone that only one heartfelt wish could 
evoke from it. This, then, would be its finishing work. The second, and last, wish. 

 I wish humanity had the protection they deserve, that they bought and paid 
for, that they will always need. Reed opened himself to that need, the need bigger 
than himself, the need that fit the energy he had gathered. The crystal reached an 
intolerable resonance, then silently burst. Like Reed, it was no longer big enough to 
contain what lie within it. 

 Like a slow, lingering embrace, Reed stretched out to the world. Energy gushed 
back into ley lines, like molten metal sliding into a form. Dry beds of energy swelled 
again, and Reed felt every nuance as the energy spread, revealing the filigree patterns 
and flavors that filled each droplet of energy; the surface area multiplied, and his 
capacity for feeling spread with it. He felt himself dissolving, he felt his thought fading 
to a voice in a clamoring ocean of voices, and a smile pushed tears from his eyes. He 
was lost within humanity. In a flash, he became humanity‟s defense, not his own.  

 This is not death, whispered from a million miles of streaking energy. This is my life’s 
work. 

 Reed‟s last act was to shrug to settle the Web of Light. That shrug rolled across the 
satellites that blocked it inside itself; helpless, the satellites tumbled, their warpstone 
fields crackling and arcing as they were torn out of their orbits. 

 The Web of Light was again connected. 

* 

 Tandy held Strange in her arms, and tears flowed as they stood in the flare of 
returning life. Energy soaked down, like rain on parched earth. The cracked places 
healed. Only geomancers could sense what was happening, but sensitives around the 
world rested easier, or had moments of weeping, or quiet peace they could not explain. 

 Tandy looked Strange in the eye. “What happened?” 

 “Reed Richards lived up to Agamotto‟s dream for him,” Strange murmured, 
stroking her hair. “He found true enlightenment.” 

 “You suspected he would,” Tandy said, almost suspicious. 

 “I hoped,” Strange replied softly. “I hoped.”  

* 

 The technician ran his key card through the high security lock, and entered the 
restricted room in the basement of LexCorp‟s satellite control division. He crossed to 
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the classified nerve center of the solar collector project, and looked over uneasily at the 
case with the crystal projecting a hologram of the earth, now faint. The imagers on 
either side interpreted the coordinates and fed them into the navigation for Luthor‟s 
special satellites. 

 He settled in, checking the orbital paths. Then he recoiled, swearing and shielding 
his eyes. 

 Light shone out of the case, blinding; he heard a “tink” as the holographic 
recorders snapped under its force. A moment later, fire swarmed up in the corner. He 
blinked hard, and when he looked again, the case and its weird crystal was gone. 
Nothing was even singed. 

 He swallowed hard, and tried to figure out how he could break the news to Luthor. 

* 

 “It was warded,” Illyana explained as she put the Crystal of Agamotto down before 
Bently, in a quiet room in the lamasery. “When the energy flowed back, though, the 
Crystal almost exploded. I looked for it, and it showed up like a shining star.” Illyana 
grinned. “Let‟s take a look.” She opened the case. 

 Bently pressed at the tears in her eyes as she watched the Crystal of Agamotto flare 
and ripple with the returning energy. “My God,” she whispered. “I didn‟t realize.” She 
looked at Illyana. “How close was the Dark Dimension?” 

 “Almost too close,” Illyana shrugged. “Back to work finding Banner. This isn‟t 
over.” 

 “Buzzkill,” Bently muttered. Then she returned her attention to the Crystal of 
Agamotto. “Alright, Banner. Where are you hiding?” 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY FOUR 

 The luminous pools underlit the grotto where Essex waited. Karai‟s ninja were 
lined up, ready, she adjusted her gear. Goro, Baraka, and Shao Khan stood ready. Shang 
Tsung stood off to the side, worried, ignored. Primus watched him, threat enough. 

 “We are ready,” Shao Khan growled at Essex, who sat motionless, his eyes closed. 
“Why do we wait?” 

 “Any moment now,” Essex said, his voice slightly strained. 

 A moment passed. 

 “I do not care to be—” Shao Khan began, when a thunderclap interrupted him. 
Time and space tore, and a flaming skull hung in the air before him. Its rage radiated 
power, and several ninja fell to bone and ash as the rest withdrew. 

 Imbicile! Dread Dormammu raged. The Web of Light is back up! You lost 
Shimura! Our chances could be destroyed! 

 “Dread Dormammu,” Essex murmured, “I offer your forces a back door.” 

 You! I know you… 

 “Thousands of years ago I supplied you with slaves,” Essex agreed calmly. 
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 Oh, that‟s right. Before the Web of Light. 

 Essex nodded. “True. And when we have won, I will do so again. Appoint me ruler 
of Prime, and I will, right now, supply you with a route to get there.” 

 Shao Khan shook his head with grudging admiration of his traitorous ally. 

 How? 

 “I will prepare the way, and signal you when we are ready for your armies. How will 
I contact you?” 

 Shao Khan has a puzzlebox. Solve it. My forces will be prepared. Fail in this, 
and you had better not contact me at all. With a sucking hiss, the flaming head 
vanished, pain receeded for those who had been near it, and all was again dark. 

 “I hate relying on traitorous monsters like yourself,” Shao Khan growled. 

 “You know them too well,” Essex replied with a thin smile. “Follow me, and we 
will destroy Prime.” 

 “Why did you wait?” Shao Khan demanded. 

 “I wanted the Web of Light back up, of course, or there‟s not much use bargaining 
with Dread Dormammu.” Essex felt his smile grow wider. 

 “You are playing a dangerous game. You have betrayed me twice.” Shao Khan was 
thinking about ending the game there as his grip tightened on the Wrath Hammer. 

 “Let me be clear,” Essex said, eyes flaring. “I want Prime. I want to do slave trade 
with Dormammu. I want a defensible dimension. Which part of this motivates me to 
betray you? You want Prime subjugated—I will be happy to torment Primelings for 
you. You want to get back to Outworld—I want you gone. Your master wants this 
territory as one of his holdings—and I am willing to run it for him, taking advantage of 
the protection that servitude offers. It is no worse than laboring under the Sorcerer 
Supreme for untold centuries,” he said, steel in his voice. 

 For a long moment, Shao Khan considered. Then he nodded. 

 “You are a good talker,” he said. “I will spare you. Cross me again and I‟ll destroy 
you.” 

 Essex only smiled. “Follow me,” he said. Turning, he regarded a wall, and it 
became shadowed, then empty. His razored ribbons extended, and each traveler took 
hold of one. Essex led them all down the Old Road, into the depths of the throbbing 
darkness that lie within the Web of Light. 

  They gingerly gripped the living steel of his ribboned cloak as they traversed the 
dark spaces, unsure of what they sensed, or how time flowed. Eventually they stepped 
into the fey gloaming at the edge of a mighty wall. 

 “What is this?” Shao Khan muttered. 

 “These are the gates of the Unseelie Court,” Essex replied, his smile a snarl. The 
gates were vast, living trees packed together with steel, corpses of meat and spirit 
wedged all through them and moaning so a dull wave of pain flowed over all those who 
stood before them. They appeared impregnable. 
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 “You see,” Essex said, “no one can find these gates that does not know how. But 
the master of the Unseelie Court, the Shadow King, can determine who can enter and 
who may leave.” 

 “Are you the Shadow King?” Shao Khan asked. 

 “Ask me again in five minutes,” Essex growled. “Primus!” 

 The energy of the Grail swelled in Primus, and he let out a mighty shout as he 
unleashed his eyebeams at the Gate. Swelling power, and swelling further, then a 
profound crack raced through the gates.  

 “Your hammer!” Essex shouted. Shao Khan sprang at the gates, his rage focused 
and concentrated, and swung his searing hammer in an arc that crashed into the 
weakened gate, crushing a hole in it. Essex led his warband inside as Primus staggered 
along, helped by ninja. His depleted reserves rapidly filled as the Grail‟s energy gushed 
into him through Essex‟s connection. 

 What do you mean by this? demanded the energy being, the shadow that coiled in the 
dimness atop the column that held the throne. Around the base, courtiers of the dark 
fey gathered, well armed with magic and blades and shadow, murder and fear glinting in 
their eyes as the unbreachable gate hung crooked. Thorn walls surrounded the decadent 
opulence of the peculiar magic of the Unseelie Court. I will destroy you this time, the 
Shadow King thought. Fear raced under his tone. 

 “Primus!” 

 An inexorable beam of refined energy crashed into the column holding the throne, 
as Essex leaped impossibly high, over the beam, to land on the throne itself. The whole 
assemblage cracked and toppled, and Essex seemed for a moment in a glowing flaring 
battle with something incorporeal. Then he thrust an ancient, brittle skull high, and 
smashed it down on the stone. He seemed to be roaring, but he was breathing in, and all 
the darkness seemed to slide into him for a long moment. The dark fey hung back, 
uncertain. 

 When Essex recovered, rising to his full height, there was a new depth to his 
power. He reached down and brushed aside bone fragments, raising up a spiked crown 
that had been fused to the skull. He put it on his own head. 

 “Now,” he murmured. “I am the Shadow King.” He looked at Shao Khan. “Of 
this court, and soon, of Prime.” 

 “And then?” Shao Khan asked, terse. 

 Essex‟s smile was unsettling. “That‟s all I was created to want,” he said. Essex 
gestured, the shadows flexed, and Darkholme was before him. “Prepare the way for our 
assault,” he said, and she was dismissed back through shadow. He pointed his 
unpleasant smile at Shao Khan as a massive gate creaked own in the dimness beyond 
the throne. 

 “Solve your puzzle. Summon your monsters. The end is at hand.” 

* 

 Strange snapped awake, and quickly rose. Bently peered down at the Crystal of 
Agamotto a few meters away. 



 

 694 

 “My astral form was returned, something big happened,” Strange said. “The 
Unseelie Court—” 

 A dark flare of pale light, and Illyana was at his side. “Did you see that?” she 
demanded. “The Unseelie Court!” 

 “Right,” Bently said, her words slurred as though she was half awake. “For just a 
moment, Banner surfaced, then gone.” She looked up, her eyes bloodshot. 

 Strange looked at Illyana. “The Shadow King withdrew from this round of the 
Reckoning,” he said. 

 “But Essex did not,” Illyana added. 

 “Essex has Banner,” Bently said, her mind racing along the same track. “So if 
Banner surfaced as the stealth magic around the Unseelie Court flickered—” 

 “This is bad,” Strange muttered. “Essex may well be the new Shadow King, and 
that means we have another back door I had not anticipated.” 

 “It‟s not so bad,” Bently insisted. “At least now we have a sense of where he is, and 
probably Banner too, since it is such a defensible location.” She paused. “Well, you can 
get to the Unseelie Court, can‟t you?” 

 “Right,” Strange said. “We are here for three reasons. We are far from a population 
center, the Web of Light defenses are weak here, and so are the old shadow paths. The 
mountains rose in response to a gap in the Web of Light, and the old roads… well, they 
didn‟t need the aggravation of traveling through this mess,” he said, gesturing at the 
Himalayas. “So Dormammu will try to break through the Web here, if anywhere. Essex 
will have to bring his tide of monsters across ground, but he will come here. This is 
where we stand or fall.” 

 Lightning flared down beside him, leaving Rayden in its wake. “A little 
melodramatic, don‟t you think?” Rayden observed dryly. 

 “You rode lightning in to say that to me?” Strange retorted, eyebrow arched. 
“Good work with Reed, by the way.” 

 “I know,” Rayden nodded. “Now. Let‟s plan Prime‟s defense,” he said, clapping his 
hands together. “I see three teams. One to defend this lamasery, one to attack the 
Unseelie Court, and a third at the edge of the defenses to slow Dormammu down. I 
volunteer to lead those slowing Dormammu.” 

 “Excellent,” Strange said, looking him in the eye; something unspoken passed 
between them. “Bently, you will lead the assault on the Unseelie Court, I will defend 
here.” 

 “Me?” Bently squeaked. 

 “You can choose the very best to go with you,” Strange replied. “My duty lies with 
being Prime‟s last line of defense.” 

 “No, he‟s right,” Illyana said. “The Court will be vulnerable until Essex spends 
some time with it, replacing the defenses the Shadow King reflexively kept in mind.” 
Her expression hardened. “And they probably have Banner in there.” 

 “Indeed, I want Illyana for certain,” Bently said. “And Stone. Raynor, Xavier, 
LeBeau.” She shrugged. “Not to be overly greedy,” she said, subdued. 
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 “Done,” Strange said. “Get them together and get out of here. Illyana can get you 
to the Unseelie Court.” 

 Bently nodded, rubbed at her eyes a moment, then strode into the fortress, Illyana 
at her heels. 

 Rayden looked Strange over, shaking his head. “Always working the big picture. 
You sly dog.” 

 “You would know,” Strange replied, allowing himself a small grin. 

 “She‟ll fit right in,” Rayden sighed. “Too bad everybody can‟t be as clever as we 
are.”  

 “I disagree,” Strange said firmly. “Still, we do what we can.” 

 “You trained her well,” Rayden said. “She‟ll do fine. She‟s a natural.” 

 “We can congratulate each other some more when we‟ve won,” Strange said. “For 
now, we really should divide up the rest of our forces.” 

 Rayden looked Strange in the eye. “You know we won‟t be able to congratulate 
each other when we‟ve won,” he said quietly, certain. “Save it for the newbies. That‟s 
not how this works.” 

 “Maybe it is sometimes,” Strange replied quietly.  

 “Don‟t lose your focus,” Rayden murmured. “We need your head together. This is 
the end game.” 

 “I know,” Strange said quietly. “So let‟s divide up the rest of the forces to handle 
our end game defense.” 

 “I call Tandy,” Rayden said, settling his jacket on his shoulders. “Need her help to 
seal the gate.” He sniffed. Strange stared at him. Rayden grinned, small and fierce. 

 “I‟ll take Frost,” Strange said without enthusiasm. 

 “Do we have a list to work from?” Rayden asked innocently. 

 “This is no time for games,” Strange said through his teeth. 

 “Look don‟t get all grumpy. This is not personal. I don‟t want you getting 
distracted looking after your girlfriend. And I do need her help. I promise to take care 
of her,” Rayden promised. “No matter what.” His tone was subdued. 

 “This is not personal?” Strange echoed, anger sparking in his eyes. 

 “Now you‟re all focused, and that‟s a good thing,” Rayden said, unrepentant. “I 
want Spear, Saint, Ryder…” 

* 

 Luthor stood behind the technicians. “There must be a reason for it,” he snapped. 
“What pushed my satellites out of orbit? And what happened to the holographic 
crystal?” 
 “The crystal just vanished, no idea. As for the push… It was not a signal from the 
central system,” one tech said. “The system would have affected more than just the 
handful that were knocked out into space. And nothing in the log records a 
transmission.” 
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 “Is the collector beamer still in place,” Luthor demanded. 

 “It is, still in its orbit as you assigned,” another tech replied. 

 “Does this relate to the green light that attacked my satellites a couple days ago?” 
Luthor asked. 

 “I don‟t think so, but how can we know?” shrugged one tech. “We never did get an 
ident on what it was or where it went.” 

 “Something is going on up there and I don‟t like it,” Luthor growled. 

 The door to the control center opened, Mercy approached Lex with phone in hand. 
He glanced at her, and reached for the phone. “Who is it.” 

 “She wouldn‟t say,” Mercy replied, subdued. “But she said you had a deal.” 

 Luthor lifted the phone. “Yes.” 

 “Fire the gun.” Click. 

 Luthor swallowed hard, handed the phone back. “What news on Garrett and 
Kira?” 

 “The radiation is still too intense to get close.” 

 “Find a way,” Luthor said flatly. “I‟ll be in the secondary control booth.” He 
rerouted a few screens there, and stepped into the other room as Mercy left. 

 Luthor snapped on the lights, the monitor, regarded the heat signatures of the 
targets in the stone structure. He sat down. Flicked the cover off the firing control. 
Regarded the mysterious screen for a long moment. Warmed up the gun. 

 Watched the yellow orange blobs he was tasked with destroying. 

 Wrestled with doubt. 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY FIVE 

 “We cannot win a stand-up fight, nor should we try,” Bently said seriously to her 
gathered warriors. “We have but a single target—enter the Unseelie Court, snatch 
Banner, and get out. Otherwise, Essex and Primus have limitless power pulled from 
him.” 

 Xavier, Remy, Illyana, Stone, and Raynor stood in the huddle with Bently. “What is 
our opposition?” Xavier asked. 

 “Mindless Ones are like stone giants with laser beams out of their eyes; ignore 
them if you can, but don‟t let one get close. Unseelie warriors use magic, blades, who 
knows what; stay clear of them, or hit them hard and move on. They fear fire. Now, 
each of you has a role. Xavier—find Banner‟s mind, wake him up. If he is fighting with 
us, this whole battle is far easier. Then calm him down enough for us to get him out 
with geomancy. Raynor—you are our Moses. Part the violent sea, get us where we need 
to go, protect us. Remy—explode things. General havoc. Stone and Illyana, 
transportation backup in case geomancy fails, and venting your overall feelings of how 
your last encounter in this place went.” She managed a small smile. “I imagine the 
Unseelie are terrified of you. Or should be, if they are not.” 
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 “It‟s true,” Illyana agreed, rubbing at her torso and the ugly scar under her shirt. 

 “Scuse de question,” Remy said, “but why we tink Banner be wit Essex?” 

 Bently nodded. “Right, so we gave Banner to the Illuminati for protection. Later, 
the Illuminati show up as gods, without Banner. They leave with Essex, new pals. Later 
still, there is a hiccup in the stealth of the Unseelie Court, and simultaneously I spot 
Banner for just a moment in the geomantic grids. So, it seems likely that Banner and the 
Unseelie Court are connected. Essex served the Court, and may still. And the Illuminati, 
who lost Banner, have worked with Essex.” 

 “Sounds thin,” Remy said warily. 

 “If Essex is the new Shadow King,” Illyana said, “he would move Banner to the 
Court. It is a pretty well fortified spot, normally, and hard to find unless you know how 
to look.” 

 “Which we do,” Stone added. 

 “Okay,” Remy said. “Les do dis.” 

 “Shall I, or are you up to it?” Bently asked Illyana. 

 “I got transportation,” Illyana said, and a pale flare of magic gushed up around the 
group. They vanished. 

 

 Rayden looked down from an upper window, observing the flash. “That team is 
away,” he said, “so it‟s about time for us to go.” He turned to the group of defenders in 
the upper room of the lamasery. L‟Avenir stood protectively at Tandy‟s elbow. Spear, 
Saint, and Rider watched Rayden, waiting.  

 “What‟s our job?” Saint asked. 

 “Simple,” Rayden grinned. “Tandy and I will basically reinforce the Web of Light‟s 
defenses. You all are backup.” 

 “That doesn‟t seem to make a lot of sense,” Rider said warily. 

 “That‟s because I‟m not telling you the whole plan. Ready? Good.” 

 Lightning blared at them out of nowhere, and they were gone. 

 

 An answering flash of light from the base of the mountain drew Strange‟s eye. He 
watched, his eyes supernaturally focused over the distance. Mindless ones lumbered out, 
their blasts already scarring the countryside as they staggered up the hill. 

 “We don‟t have a lot of time,” Strange murmured. He turned to his two assistants. 
“Frost. Parker. Is all in readiness?” 

 “More or less,” Frost said. “When they get three quarters of the way up the slope, 
Drake will trigger an avalanche. This will continue until they give up.” She sighed. “But 
they won‟t.” 

 “Then?” Strange pressed. 

 “Pryde will merge the incoming attackers with stone from beneath. That should 
slow them up. Skids will draw their attention away from us.” 
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 “That should delay them,” Strange agreed. “Parker?” 

 “I‟ve got the non-combatants protected in the basement. And me? I‟ll just, you 
know, hang out up here and improvise.” He shrugged. 

 “It‟ll have to do,” Strange said. “Here they come.” 

* 

 They stood outside the massive gates, noting the seared brittle exterior, the hole. 
The gates jumped and dusted as massive thrashing roiled against the other side. 

 “It be like sale night at de cattle barn,” Remy observed awed at the notion of the 
power that churned on the other side of the gates as the Mindless Ones stomped and 
blazed. 

 “We need a moment‟s delay,” Bently said. “Stone, you know what to do.” 

 Stone pulled out a chunk of warpstone and popped it in his mouth, chewing, his 
teeth crunching through the mystic rock with disturbing ease. It hissed and sizzled, and 
green light flowed out of his mouth. He grinned, his teeth brilliant green. 

 “We also need the delay to make sure that everyone who is leaving to go to Prime 
has gone,” Bently continued. “We don‟t want this to be any more complicated than it 
must be.” 

 “I‟m not sure we want to take a lot of time banging the door down,” Illyana 
muttered. “They have defenses we may not know about.” 

 “Good point,” Bently agreed. “When the warpstone begins to take effect, Remy, 
charge as much of the weakened gate as you can.” Bently looked to Stone. “Then you 
hit it. That should make an impression.” 

 Stone‟s breathing grew labored. The flat disks of his horn roots flexed, bent, thrust 
out new horns. Spikes grew on his mighty stone fist and forearm cuff. He grew, both in 
depth and solidity and in size. His shoulders swelled, he looked up and his face was 
hardly recognizable. Eyes flared baleful green. 

 “Do it,” he whuffed to Remy. 

 The Cajun grabbed the gate at its most brittle point. He focused, digging deep into 
himself, turning the potential energy of the gate into a seething cauldron of unstable 
matter. After twenty seconds or so, he stumbled back, then ran. Bently tossed a shield 
around everyone but Stone as they huddled together. Stone clopped up to the gate.  

 “Anybody—HOME!” he bellowed, and he slung his stone fist into the whining 
hiss of the unstable gate matter. A massive explosion tore at Bently‟s defenses, nearly 
destroying them. She gasped and flexed down, and all around the inside of the shield, 
instability skirled and traced obscene patterns. Then the explosion was past, Stone was 
hunched in place, and a massive breach was opened in the gates. Mindless Ones were 
scattered like toys. They immediately rocked and struggled to rise. 

 Bently looked up to see Banner chained to a massive obelisk where the Shadow 
King‟s throne had been.  

 “There! Xavier!” she cried out, pointing. The Mindless Ones were already snapping 
off blasts and lumbering towards the disturbance. 
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 “Raynor!” Bently shouted. He nodded, and a green bubble protected the defenders 
as Xavier concentrated and the first shots ricocheted from the barrier around Bently‟s 
team. 

 Xavier focused. 

 Darkness, a wild rollercoaster ride through arterial, ceaseless black. And a lone 
thought, fading. Xavier clamped on it, drew it to himself in the grappling darkness, 
feeling as though he was tugging something pale out of an endless morass, but that the 
paleness he found might be at the heart of all things. 

 Come to me, he thought, and he caught a flicker as the shapeless mass took on form 
and feature. Banner. Still alive. Come back with me. 

 Xavier, my friend—so glad to see you at the end of things, Banner murmured with his 
thoughts, as Xavier focused so all things outside the interchange slowed almost to a 
stop in his perception. I did not expect you here. 

 I am here to free you from all this, to take you back to Prime, Xavier thought soothingly. 
Just a moment, and we’ll be on our way. 

 No. Banner‟s thought-eyes came into focus as he gazed into Xavier. I have something 
better to do than escape. 

 What could that possibly be? 

 Banner opened his mind, and Xavier was pulled deeper into Banner‟s psyche. He 
caught glimpses, nothing more, of some of the darker corners of Essex‟s network, and 
his body trembled with revulsion. 

 You see, Essex connected himself to me, Banner thought, eyes clearing. He can only escape 
me if I leave. He does not have time to untangle from me, when he discovers my plan. I can pull him in 
here. In here with me. In this other place. 

 For the first time, Xavier realized he had gone into the wormhole, he was in 
another dimension altogether. It was not a reassuring thought. 

 Destroy the wormhole, and Essex—he never comes back, Banner thought. He was calm, 
reasoned, and though some fear struggled within him, it was swiftly overwhelmed by the 
need to end what Essex represented. 

 It—you don’t know this will work, Xavier insisted. There is another way. Don’t be a hero to 
make up for any perceived shortcomings. We will find another way. 

 But you see, this is my chance, and I know it will work, Banner thought. A smile creased 
his thoughts. My second wish—to free the world of Essex. 

 Xavier‟s thought was absolutely motionless for a moment. Voices in his own mind 
screamed, “I don‟t want to lose you, come back, there is another way.” But he found 
himself silent in the elegant logic of the crystallized thinking. Of course. Banner wished 
for control. And now, he was asked to use it; not by anyone else, but by the conscience 
of the person he had become. 

 Tell your brother, Banner thought, the faintest quiver in his tone. Tell him I was thinking 
of him. Asking myself who I am, really. All through this. And now, here, at the end. I still don’t 
know. 
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 A long pause followed, where Xavier struggled to find a way to express himself, but 
all he could see in his mind‟s eye was a young man hurling himself into an alien hunger 
to save others. For a moment, he could not clearly picture Banner‟s face. He grabbed at 
words, trying to find a way to make sense of it for Banner, a way that Banner came out 
alive. 

 Then he was startled as Banner pushed him with surprising strength, and he was 
whipping back up the corridors; he surfaced into his own thoughts again, tears 
streaming down his face, deafening banging and blasting on the green barrier that 
surrounded them. 

 He touched Bently and Raynor‟s minds. Banner can pull Essex through. When he gets 
Essex… seal him in until it is done. He released their minds, not wanting to feel the 
emotions or thoughts in a reply. 

 Bently squeezed his shoulder for a moment as he stared at his hands, at the ground, 
kneeling in the midst of the sound and fury. Xavier felt utterly alone. 

* 

 Shao Khan looked over the tide of Mindless Ones. Black ribbons wove between 
the rocks, trees, up through the snow, shaping a corridor to the lamasery.  

 “Neat trick,” Shao Khan noted. 

 “Yes,” Essex said through his teeth. He focused, his ribbons bucking and winding, 
herding the Mindless Ones by prodding them without giving them a force to resist. “I 
want to get this over with.” The Mindless Ones made it about three quarters of the way 
up the slope before a lone figure stood in their path, gesturing. An avalanche swept the 
Mindless Ones; they did not brace for it, so they were swept down in a towering wave, 
towards the bottom of the hill. 

 “Well, that‟s inconvenient,” Shang Tsung murmured. “Shall I deflect it?” 

 “Yes,” Shao Khan said. “Essex, can you—Essex?” 

 He turned to face the pale creature, who stood with his eyes in a peculiar 
expression of wonder. “What could… No!”  

 In a flexible moment of reality, Essex was dragged back by the ribbons protruding 
from his shoulders, yanked down to where they thrust into the ground, then dragged 
out of sight. With a whipping whine, the ribbons forming the corridor up to the 
lamasery unreeled, retracted, vanished into the snow. 

 “That‟s not good,” Shao Khan said in the shadow of the avalanche. Then Shang 
Tsung howled sorcery, and the avalanche parted, sweeping around their position, full of 
thrashing Mindless Ones. 

 Back in the Unseelie Court, Essex fought to get free of Banner‟s grip, dragging 
against his steel ribbons like a man trying to walk with his parachute caught by the wind. 

 “I‟ll protect us!” Bently shouted to Raynor. “Go up in the air! Contain Essex!” 

 Raynor leaped up, and the ring carried him up over the thrashing sea of Mindless 
Ones, so he could see the broken pillar of rock, the dark creature struggling against his 
connection, pulled to the swathed chains and manacles around Banner. His mind 
swirled with noise; the blasts, the ring, the grating crunch of stone-like flesh on itself 
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and other stone-like flesh, the possibility that the whole world could be destroyed, the 
fact that he was twenty two and wearing a weapon of mass destruction he knew almost 
nothing about— 

 “One thing!” Raynor shouted at the noise. He found a quietness inside himself. He 
let the Mindless Ones go. He relied on the ring to carry him in the air. He let go of the 
possibility of failure, the possibility of success, what had brought him to this moment 
and what he would take from it. Almost detached, he saw Essex snarling and thrashing 
like a panther.  

 “I will contain you,” Raynor murmured. His ring projected a sphere, and it 
tightened, collapsing, and Essex pushed against it for only a moment before he was 
tipped into Banner. The body lolled to the side, twitching slightly. Raynor felt the Old 
Roads that flowed from the throne, and he flexed hard to clamp down on them. They 
whined, and snapped, recoiling loose as his muscles picked up definition. Then he was 
inside the moment. Something in him relaxed. And his grip on the Shadow Roads was 
absolute. 

 “You will not escape,” he heard himself whisper. Everything else went away. 

 Banner‟s head sank down, a look of peculiar peace on his tormented features. The 
chains rattled, then slithered into him as his form blurred and loosened. The rock 
flowed into him, the air. Raynor felt a cross-dimensional suction play across the interior 
of the shield he cupped the peak in. He wondered if he was containing the end of the 
world. A powerful pressure, then there was nothing. The rift sealed, normalized. He 
relaxed the barrier, revealing a crisp cup cut on the top of the pillar. Everything within 
the shield was gone. Nothing remained. Not a single trace. 

 Bently felt it; the old Shadow Roads plucked loose, adrift, without an anchor point. 
The Shadow King was destroyed, the Unseelie Court broken. This place… just another 
pocket dimension. Something died, a richness slid out of the world like a handful of 
cross threads in a tapestry.  

 The moment was unbearable. It was sweet, triumphant, devastating in the weight 
of its sorrow. 

 Then a roar reverberated through the air. Pure rage. Bently looked over to see 
Dormammu‟s ocean of energy forcing the portal to the Dark Dimension open wider, as 
more Mindless Ones poured out. Flame roiled through the gap as well. 

 “We must go!” she shouted. “Back to Prime!” Raynor was with her, his green band 
swiftly collected Stone where the demon was venting his rage and power on the 
Mindless Ones. A moment later, Illyana‟s energy swirled around them, and they left the 
Unseelie Court to the battering of monsters and the roaring of a god. 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY SIX 

 The clouds did not drift; all was still, hushed, breathless. “Where is this?” Tandy 
asked. 

 “The Icarus Gate,” Rayden replied. “If Strange is tracking us, it will annoy him to 
no end that I have brought you here.” 
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 “You shouldn‟t aggravate him on purpose, not when you are working together,” 
Tandy said reproachfully. 

 “Some day you may understand,” Rayden said, squinting into the middle distance. 
“If you do, I‟ll expect you to explain it to me. Hah. No, we are here for a bit of quiet.” 

 “What about Dormammu pushing in?” Tandy asked, puzzled. All around, waist 
deep cloud drifted, and the sky was crisp overhead. The others stood off to the side, 
talking quietly or watching for a sign of danger. 

 “Dormammu is going to push in through the Unseelie Court, that‟s the whole 
point,” Rayden said patiently. 

 “Then what are we doing here?” Tandy demanded.  

 “We have a sneaky plan,” Rayden said confidentially. 

 “Yes? What is it?” Tandy asked. 

 “Patience, grasshopper,” Rayden said. “Timing is everything.” 

 “This from the god who showed up late for the Reckoning,” Tandy muttered, 
crossing her arms over her chest and giving Rayden a look of disapproval. 

 “Fashionably late,” Radyen corrected. “Feh. You worry too much.” 

 Tandy had nothing to say to that. 

* 

 Strange looked down the slope. “You can feel it coming,” he murmured. 

 “What is it?” Frost asked, peering down through the snow as the Mindless Ones 
started battering themselves in the deep snow at the bottom of the hill. 

 “Get Drake out of there,” Strange said. Frost nodded, and the ice ninja sprinted to 
the side, towards the treeline. “It‟s almost through.” 

 “What is?” 

 “Dread Dormammu does not want to come through to our dimension. He will 
choose an avatar, load it up with his power, and send it through to wreak havoc on his 
behalf.” Strange strained his supernaturally keen vision, studying the snowscape that 
buried the portal. “I do not know who he will chose.” 

 “Probably his general, Shao Khan,” Frost frowned. 

 “No, too prone to turn on him. Dormammu abuses all the help,” Strange 
explained. “No, he‟ll be looking for an outsider.” 

 A ruby blast vaporized the snow on the portal, then swept up the slope in a 
chugging wall of destruction that tore the mountainside down to broken stone. 

 “My guess would be Primus,” Strange said through his teeth. “A tool without a 
master.” 

 “What?” Frost retorted. 

 “I felt it. Essex. Destroyed.” Strange said nothing further, shaking his head. “We 
must protect ourselves.” He closed his eyes, reached out his arms, then crossed them 
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over his chest. It seemed the whole world rippled in response to that gesture, and when 
he opened his eyes they blazed with Light. 

 For a fleeting, breathless moment, Strange knew the science behind the optic 
expression of a cosmic connection at a subquantum level with a continuum of power 
that interlaced—then it was lost to him. He almost smiled at the touch of a familiar 
presence, still echoing through the Web of Light. 

 Frost stumbled back, and ducked for cover as the beam plowed up, through the 
wall of the lamasery, and across Strange. There its destruction diffused, spraying away 
from the unmoved Sorcerer Supreme. 

 “Goodbye, Summers,” Strange murmured. “I wish it could have been different.” 
His hands tightened, and the earth itself swirled up around the avatar of Dormammu‟s 
power, encasing him in something more than simple rock. Summers screamed, barely 
audible. The earth bubble exploded. All that was left within was steam. 

 “Dread Dormammu,” Strange said, his voice amplified through the nerves and 
fiber of the world itself. “If you want this dimension, you must manifest something of 
yourself here. Your minions and lackeys cannot carry the power you command, they 
cannot begin to express it, and if they try I will destroy them as simply as I destroyed 
Primus.” Strange narrowed his eyes. “Primus was a shadow, and when he could not 
release what you put within him, it destroyed him utterly. You must face Prime‟s 
defender, as you did before. Unless you fear my power.” Nothing in his voice or stance 
suggested mercy. 

 “Careful what you wish for,” Frost muttered, crouched somewhere behind him and 
the protection he represented. 

 Strange‟s challenge did not go unanswered. The portal creaked wider, peeling the 
world itself apart, and something emerged. It was shaped like a man, but it was pure 
blazing energy. The edges of the world withered, rock broke, everything near the shape 
died. Prepare, then, for the end, Dread Dormammu intoned from within the column 
of flame as he manifested an expression on Prime. 

 “Your opportunity of stripping Prime of its defense has passed,” Strange said 
coldly. “I have connected to the Web of Light, and your attacks will be spread through 
it. I am interconnected life force, and you must destroy a planet to destroy me now.” He 
was ruthless, cruel, ready for battle. His flesh and clothes rippled with the barely 
contained power that surged across the world. “You missed your chance. Will you 
proceed, understanding that your victory will cost you everything?” 

 You are a fool. I will destroy you, Dormammu roared, each tone jouncing the 
stone of the mountain.  

 “You should understand the stakes,” Strange said. “Get it right the first time, or I 
will push you from this world, battered and defeated. You lost Shimura, it will be at 
least a century before you get a gate like the Unseelie Court again. I am about to be rid 
of you, and it will take you centuries to prepare a threat like Outworld again.” 

 You might be surprised, Dormammu sneered. Either way, you will be dead. 

 “It is those little surprises that shape the future in an unexpected way, their 
accumulated weight,” Strange said quietly. “Here we are. Take your best shot.” His 
blood trembled with the force of the power at his command. 
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 Then a peculiar light suffused the scene. Bits of snow and rock drifted up, their 
gravity disrupted by some powerful force. A warming, a bizarre weightlessness, a light in 
the sky— 

 Only connection to the Web of Light saved Strange, and the lamasery, from the 
gushing world of energy that connected earth and sky in the next moment. After an 
intolerable three seconds, the beam winked out; it had a thirty meter diameter, and it 
had cut a shaft too deep in the earth to guess at the depth. Protected by Strange, the 
lamasery perched on a neat curve of stone, next to an abyss. Hanging in the air, 
Dormammu seemed unaffected. 

 Adorable, he barked, and he gestured up at the sky. Energy blazed from him, to a 
point beyond the reach of the human eye. Cute. Puny, but cute. 

 Energy arced to Dormammu from the portal, and the godlike intruder flexed, 
reconstituted. Are you ready for your death? I tire of this maneuvering. 

 “I‟m just getting started,” Strange replied, cold. 

* 

 Luthor stared at the monitor, hissing static. He had seen the energy signature that 
came out of the—rift? Dimensional gate? He had fired upon it. And it had then wiped 
out his satellite. He struggled to grasp the enormity of power he had witnessed, he 
struggled to steady his breathing. 

 Mercy stepped in. “Is that the feed for the satellite?” she asked. 

 “Too bad all those billions resulted in only one shot,” Luthor said, still dealing with 
the shock.  

 “Yes,” Mercy agreed. “Tragic when a plan falls apart.” 

 Luthor pulled his feet up and slapped a button on the counter. Electricity surged 
through the floor, and Darkholme screamed as her form wildly splayed between her 
Mercy disguise and her natural look. Luthor let up on the button, sprang to his feet, and 
slammed a punch across her face, knocking her down. He tugged out his phone as he 
shook out his fist, his knuckles smarting. “Sorry, love,” he growled. “A bit too familiar. 
And, to be honest, I was expecting it.” He attended to the phone as someone picked up 
on the other end. 

 “Security,” he said. He looked down at the knife that had dropped from 
Darkholme‟s grip; squatting, he picked it up, and stood, examining the clean steel. “Get 
in here.” He snapped the phone shut as three guards piled in, guns out. “Lock her up 
somewhere very secure,” Luthor said, pointing to Darkholme. She shifted and groaned, 
electricity twitching across her. The guards hauled her up and dragged her out. Taking a 
deep breath, Luthor pulled out his phone and punched in an autodial. 

 “Mercy. What news.” 

 “Getting the hazmat crews in place, sir. Something come up?” 

 “Nothing, just—just wanted to be sure, you know,” his eyes roamed the consoles 
with the readouts from satellites. “You are okay.” 

 She paused. “Something wrong?” 
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 “No, everything is fine,” Luthor said. He snapped the phone shut, and sat down. 
Tapping in commands, he altered the geosynchronous orbits of several spy satellites. He 
could at least watch… 

* 

 “I really need to know what our plan is,” Tandy said, L‟Avenir at one elbow and 
Saint at the other. “The Illuminati already betrayed Strange. I need to understand how 
you‟re still loyal.” 

 “Well played,” Rayden grinned. “Okay, imagine this. Imagine power is like an 
ocean. And in this ocean, there is a cave. Can the whole ocean fit in the cave?” 

 “Of course not,” Tandy said. 

 “So in this cave, there is a helmet. Will the ocean fit in the helmet? Even the cave 
full of ocean?” 

 “No.” 

 “So there is a hole in the helmet—” 

 “It won‟t. What‟s the point,” Tandy demanded, exasperated. Then she paused, 
thoughtful. 

 Rayden grinned. “So the Dark Dimension narrows to the Unseelie Court, which 
narrows to whatever shape Dormammu uses to push into Prime itself. Assuming 
Strange can bait him into making an appearance. And he can be a real bastard when he 
puts his mind to it,” Rayden said.  

 “What are we doing here, off Prime?” L‟Avenir asked, puzzled. 

 “Flank attack,” Tandy said. “We close off Dormammu‟s power, his connection to 
the Dark Dimension. The Unseelie Court is a choke point, a mountain pass.” 

 “Gold star,” Rayden said triumphantly. “I see what Strange likes about you.” He 
paused. “Plus you are one hot mama,” he added. 

 “Alright, you lecherous god,” L‟Avenir said, “remember she has a chaperone.” 

 “Like I said, Strange is pretty clever,” Rayden grinned. “Okay, it‟s time to go. 
Strange probably has his cheese all the way out in the gale force wind by now.” 
Lightning swarmed over the defenders. 

 

 A moment later they stood on a curiously curved cup on top of a broken stone 
column in the Unseelie Court, surrounded by Mindless Ones.  

 “What do I do?” Tandy shouted over the noise. Rayden pointed at the massive 
gaping wound of the connection to the Dark Dimension. They stood in a tide of power 
that slid Mindless Ones out of the Dark Dimension, only dimly glimpsed, and into 
Prime. 

 “What is your Light?” Rayden replied. 

 Tandy stared at him a moment, then nodded. Of course. Agamotto‟s Light. It was 
an extension of the Web of Light. She was connected with the One Gate. Powers of 
access. Denial of access. She focused, a ring of light carved around her eye, and she 
raised her palms to the festering sore of the portal to the Dark Dimension. 
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 “You are not welcome here!” 

 Light welled out of her, swelling, resonating, flaring. Her Light struck the gate with 
the force of the barrier of the Web of Light itself. The portal, undefended, had no way 
to protect itself from the onslaught, and it began to buckle. Caught in the current of 
might that swept through, it slammed with the force of its own collapse. 

 “Good work,” Rayden said, watching most of the Mindless Ones tumble onto 
Prime. A few clung on here and there. “Everybody, protect Tandy. Somebody will be 
back to get you. Right now? Too dangerous. I‟m off. Gotta save Strange.” He offered 
them one last rakish grin, and lighting blared away, through the closing portal, crashing 
down on Prime. 

 Rayden stood on the rim of stone between Strange and Dread Dormammu. Steam 
rose from him, and the last of the bum stink was gone. He stood straight, taller than 
Strange remembered. He faced the column of flame. 

 “Did I miss anything?” Rayden asked sardonically. 

 We are full of surprises today, Dormammu observed. A poke of light. A 
thunder godling. When will you do your own fighting? 

 “You got a big mouth, for being stuck in here with us,” Rayden said through a 
fierce grin.  

 Stuck? I am mighty beyond your imagination, little god, Dormammu sneered. 

 “How much you got on you?” Something calculating entered Rayden‟s eyes as he 
regarded the flame. 

 More than enough. 

 Rayden flared an attack, focusing the energies of the Web of Light in a mighty 
strike that tore the air itself to pieces in its rush to rip across the intruder. A lashing grip 
of lightning shredded into the alien energies, aggressively digging and tearing through 
the patterns of energy with flaring vicious skill. Strange steadied the flow, like a fireman 
supporting the hose as his partner aims the stream. 

 Rayden was magnificent, over two meters tall, gushing lightning everywhere, 
roaring with divine energy. 

 Dread Dormammu shrugged the attack off, and a holocaust of otherdimensional 
rage and power smashed Rayden. From inside the hail of death, Dormammu struck, 
unleashing a gush of destruction that tore through the lightning and scattered it, then hit 
with the force of prophecy, blasting Rayden‟s defenses apart in a gush of seemingly 
infinite vitrol. 

 “Rayden! No! Get out!” Strange bawled, but his words were lost in the tempest; he 
could not hear them himself.  

 The Thunder God went critical. In the last moment, Rayden winked at Strange 
from the heart of the inferno. Then, Strange caught an instantaneous glimpse of a 
confused old man. And the attack burst apart, spattered away by the detonation of its 
target. 

 Rayden was no more. 
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 Strange stood breathless in the flaring, swarming shield of the Web of Light. Ash 
scattered across it, hissing faintly in what sounded almost like a chuckle. 

 Dormammu seemed to pant slightly, then he drew himself to his full height, power 
wreathing him. That changes nothing, he spat. 

 “You sure?” Strange was oddly still. “You certain you have another one of those in 
you?” His eyes were chips of frozen rage. “Now that you are on your own?” 

 More than enough. Dread Dormammu gathered his might in, coiling his power 
for another strike. It began to fray, listing out of his grip; he hesitated, his power 
twisting away. What are you doing? he demanded. 

 Strange smiled. “Nothing. Nothing at all.” 

 Dread Dormammu‟s head rippled, the flame whisking as though in a strong wind. 
Then the flame winked out, revealing a seared and vicious alien skull atop a withered 
and blackened body.  

 “What? No!” Dormammu cried out, his voice odd without the deep resonance of 
otherworldly power. 

 Timespace rippled, then tore with a clean slit. A likeness formed from refined 
energy, a likeness of a beautiful, arch face. Her eyebrows were high and arched, her 
features contemptuous. “Hello, Brother,” said Dread Umar. “You poor thing. Looks 
like you overextended, trapped in an armored dimension, cut off from your reserves of 
power; or, rather, my reserves of power.” 

 “You wouldn‟t dare!” Dormammu screamed, his rage towering to new heights. 

 “Please,” Umar said, dispassionate. “This attack on Prime. Wasteful. Vain. It got 
expensive, my sweet. So now the Dark Dimension is mine. I have all the support I need. 
Don‟t worry, we‟ll take care of you,” she said, patronizing. She looked to Strange. “We 
had a deal. Finish it.” 

 Strange nodded, eyes glinting. Without fanfare, he channeled a gush of energy 
through Dormammu; stripped of his power, the otherworldly invader was slashed to 
unconsciousness; his body sprayed ash, and only his skull remained. It hovered aimlessly 
over the steaming deep the orbital cannon carved in the mountainside. 

 Strange called the skull to his hand as he released his connection to the Web of 
Light. He then tossed the still-smoking skull at Umar‟s image, and it vanished through 
the connection. “Is our business complete?” Strange asked, the suggestion of an edge to 
his voice. 

 “I have his essence, as you promised,” Umar replied. 

 “I don‟t want hostages,” Strange said, “or enemies.” 

 “Seems you have neither as far as I am concerned,” Umar shrugged. “This is object 
lesson enough. My brother‟s hubris has met its match.” She regarded Strange. “I have 
obsessions of my own, and I won‟t stoop to living out my brother‟s dreams. I don‟t give 
a damn about Prime.” 

 With that, she was gone. 

 Snow and ash blew across the naked rock, across the churned snow. Silence. Light 
streamed down out of the midday sky.  
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 “Illyana,” Strange said.  

 “Yes,” she replied, at his elbow in a moment. 

 “Collect the rest of our defenders from the Unseelie Court. Then get Tandy and 
Bently. Meet me at the Sanctum.” He leaned back, closing his eyes, and discorporated 
into the Web of Light. Illyana vanished in a flare of magic. 

 “So… did we win?” Raynor asked quietly, almost afraid to hear the answer. 

 “We did,” Frost replied, standing up straight and squinting at the blinding 
snowfields. “How about that.” 

 “Is it over?” Saint asked hesitantly. 

 “As „over‟ as it gets,” Xavier said quietly, eyes closed. “No. Yes.” He paused. “For 
now.” He let out a long breath. “It is time for a new balance.” 
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EPILOGUE 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY SEVEN 

 First, Strange threw up screens that deflected attention. The Sanctum sagged before 
him, half gutted, its debris splayed in the alley behind, and heaped up in front. He 
smiled to himself. 

 “I don‟t think the world will burn after all,” he murmured. “So perhaps I should 
spruce you up, old friend.” He gently touched the Web of Light as his imagination 
restored the building. 

 The rubble whispered and rasped to the sides, flowing up into the house as Strange 
mounted the reconstituting, refurbishing front steps. As he reached for the front door, 
one firmed and solidified, and opened at his touch. Flooring sprang into place, walls 
croaked and slithered up over charred sticks and broken partitions. Reed smiled faintly 
to himself. His imagination was intact, remembering, and as boards and nails flicked 
into existence, he also felt the still-tangible print of Reed in the energies; it was not 
enough for the boards to form a hardwood foyer, they assembled in complex knotwork 
and inlaid parquet. The Sanctum‟s wiring improved, incorporating a few ideas Reed had 
been toying with that were still very much part of him as his print faded in the Web of 
Light. 

 Strange regarded the kitchen as its appliances swelled back together. “This part is 
easy,” he murmured to himself. He had rebuilt the Sanctum before, after all. But this 
would be the last time. He thought of the rest of the Web of Light, everything that had 
broken loose when the Web was almost destroyed, incapable of holding ancient 
menaces in check. 

 Turning from the model of modern convenience the kitchen had become, Strange 
mounted the stairs as they flicked together under his feet. As he wound through the 
Sanctum, the changes tapered off; the upper floors had not hosted the battle and did 
not need repair, except for a bit of structural damage, and the energy of the Web of 
Light made short work of that. Strange released it, standing in a solid building once 
more. 

 He reached the door to the Sanctum Sanctorum, and pressed it open. The mystic 
protections demurred to his presence. He stepped into the timeless room, a quarter step 
off Prime, and looked at the books, tools, the protective circles, the skylight with the 
pattern of Hoggoth warding off the dangers of starlight. Strange sighed deeply. 

 “And yet,” he murmured, “here is the most change of all.” 

* 

 Illyana flashed into existence. The air of the Unseelie Court was turgid and smoggy; 
the churning mass of Nameless Ones below was no longer visible. Tandy, L‟Avenir, 
Spear, Rider, and Saint crouched in the dimness, waiting.  

 “We won!” Illyana said, delighted. “We have a Prime dimension to call home. Let‟s 
go.” 

 Rider let out a whoop as the others grinned; only Spear was inscrutable behind his 
mask. Illyana hesitated as a massive creak echoed in the background. Turning, she saw 
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the last of the wall of thorns fall before the zapping and thumping of the Mindless 
Ones. 

 “Huh,” she murmured. “That‟s where my baby girl was born.” She shook her head. 
“Serves those bastards right,” she muttered, surveying the ruin and utter destruction of 
the Unseelie Court. “Never thought I‟d live to see the day.” 

 “So we going home or what?” Rider asked. Pale flame swirled around them, and 
they were gone. 

 A puff of dust arrived with them in Limbo. Illyana squatted before her scrying 
pool, and it obediently revealed the celebrations at the lamasery. Parker hugged his wife, 
who let out a whoop of victory. Frost and Xavier were shaking hands, feeling a strange 
relief as the very tone of the world‟s ambient energy shifted. Illyana pulled herself back 
from the scry. “Let‟s go join the party!” she said with a grin. 

 “Awesome,” Rider grinned, and he hugged Saint. “Woo!” 

 A moment later, flame whipped around them, and they were in Tibet. Except 
Illyana… andTandy. 

 “Missed one,” Tandy said wryly. 

 “Strange is not at the lamasery, and I‟m guessing you want to celebrate this victory 
with him,” Illyana said with a sly grin, looking even more piratical with her eyepatch. 

 “You are right. So let‟s go,” Tandy said with a shooing motion. 

 “Right. I teleport people through time and space, and still they are impatient,” 
Illyana said in mock despair, shaking her head. She peered briefly in the scrying pool, 
flame skirled away, and a startled Bently stood with them. 

 “Next stop, Sanctum,” Illyana said. 

 “Oh, right,” Bently said, still a little off balance. “Let‟s go, then.” 

 Flame carried them to the hallway outside the Sanctum Sanctorum; in a dizzying 
moment of vertigo, Illyana wondered how many times she had teleported to just this 
spot. 

 Then they noticed the doors were propped open, they could see into the Sanctum 
Sanctorum. Strange was shrugging off his coat. He looked up to see them. Somehow, he 
looked, he felt different. 

 Illyana ran at him and pounced, locking him in a hug as he stumbled back with a 
chuckle. He hugged her back, then she let go, and Tandy was there to give him a hug. 
He squeezed her back, and released her, looking at Bently. 

 “Good job today, sir,” Bently said, her smile wry. “I do believe you‟ve saved the 
world. I can‟t believe it. I must admit, I am impressed. You have it all. Timing, might, 
persistence, and courage.” She extended her hand, and he solemnly shook it. 

 “I am so pleased you have such a commendable role model,” Strange said with 
equal seriousness. “I am retiring.” 

 Bently froze. “What?” Illyana and Tandy also pointed startled looks at him. 

 Strange looked Illyana in the eye, and a smile curved the corner of her mouth. 
Right. Strange took his coat, and draped it over Bently‟s shoulders.  
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 “I would give you the Eye of Agamotto, as it has traditionally been the right of the 
Sorcerer Supreme to bear it,” Strange said. “But in this case, I‟m afraid I need its Light 
more than you do.” He put his arm around Tandy, and smiled. “If you need anything, 
anything at all, you can contact me. The Balance is settling across Prime now, in the 
wake of the Reckoning. Can you feel it? We won. It‟s over.” He shook his head. “The 
dimension is shifting, reshaping. A thousand years of Balance,” he murmured. 

 “Strange, please,” Bently said, finding her voice. “This—this is too much. I‟m not 
ready. My training—there is so much! I can‟t do this!” Hysteria crept into the edges of 
her tone. She shrugged the coat off, held it in a white-knuckle grip. 

 “The foundations are in place, firm,” Strange soothed her. “Experience will teach 
you the rest, a little more every day, just as it taught me, as it will continue to teach me.” 
He reached out and pushed a curl of errant hair back from her face, a fond and tender 
gesture. “You are far more seasoned and capable than was I when I assumed the 
mantle.” 

 “I am not you!” Bently protested. 

 “Nor should you be,” Strange agreed gently. “You are an increasingly accomplished 
geomancer, so you will understand this. We deal in balance,” he said, his eyes earnest. 
“At the end of the Reckoning, what has changed in the last few years? Keep up now. 
We are free of the Unseelie Court; the Shadow King and Essex are both destroyed, and 
Mordred, their legacy, is firmly imprisoned. Dormammu and the Dark Dimension are a 
centuries-old threat that has finally been dealt with, for now. Wormhole, Rasputin, 
Dagon and Hydra, Malfalax, Rasputin, Nightmare… Look at the opposition that has 
been faced and defeated! Can we risk not shifting our own lines? The Illuminati, 
Banner, and Rayden…those allies and more were removed from our strengths and 
vulnerabilities. But, you see… this is the time to strike a new balance. And that means I 
turn leadership and stewardship over to you.” 

 “You think if you stay, more powerful foes will immediately be attracted,” Bently 
said, almost bitter. “You think if I come in, then the Balance will not be provoked to 
account for me.” 

 “Something like that,” Strange said. “This is a good time for you to experiment 
with how you want to keep the balance. Many threats broke loose when the Illuminati 
drained the Web of Light. You and your defenders will have a lot to do, and I am 
willing to help. I am willing to accept your leadership,” he said seriously as he looked 
her in the eye. 

 Bently sank down into the nearest chair, then realized it was Strange‟s throne in his 
protective circle; she almost blanched, pale. The red coat of levitation was gripped in 
her lap as she touched at her forehead with a trembling hand. “This is a lot to take in,” 
she said, unsteady. 

 “That just shows you know what this means, the full import,” Strange said with a 
nod. “Think it over. I do not need your answer right now.” He paused. “Don‟t think it 
over too long.” 

 He turned to Tandy. “Besides. Together we‟ve built up quite a team of defenders, 
and we all stand ready to serve. I will still run the Planetary. Tandy and I will move out 
so you can have the Sanctum, I imagine Wong will come with us.” Tandy grinned at 
that. 
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 “He is a fabulous cook, after all,” she said. 

 Strange turned to Bently, but the intensity had withdrawn. “Feel free to look 
around, these things will be yours when you accept,” he said. “Consider the Sanctum 
and its Sanctum Sanctorum my parting gift to you, along with the Cloak of Levitation,” 
he nodded at the coat she still gripped. “We‟ll be at the lamasery, celebrating our 
victory. That‟s the only place roomy enough for everyone to share food, and to have a 
place to sleep tonight.” He looked to Illyana. “Mind playing host?” 

 “I‟ll help with transportation,” she said. “Frost and Wong took their household 
management seriously, I‟m sure they‟re already preparing for a feast. We‟ll get Kira in 
for some seriously fast service.” Illyana grinned, and hesitated, noting a distant look in 
Strange‟s eye. 

 “I think I had better go with you too,” Bently said, rising, releasing her grip on the 
coat, smoothing it, swinging it on. “To be there. This is a fine moment in our history, all 
of us.” She managed a smile, and fire carried them off. 

 Illyana watched the rest step out of the flame in Tibet, but she remained in Limbo. 
Her scry shifted, and she grinned as she plucked someone into her dimension. 

 “Whoah, hey!” Stone protested, off balance as the flame whipped away. Illyana 
pounced on him and drew him into a passionate kiss that went on for some time. 

 “Now, see,” Stone said a bit muzzily as they came up for air, “just a minute ago I 
was telling Raynor about what a circus this defending Prime can be. So, I get teleported 
out of there and get some serious tonsil hockey, and that kind of proves my point.” He 
held her slender body to him, and mugged a grin at her. “Hey there, sweet stuff. We 
won.” 

 “Damn straight,” she said, eyes mischievous. “I‟m half tempted to miss the party.” 

 “Only half? I‟m losing my rugged charm,” he deadpanned. 

 “I missed you,” Illyana said quietly, looking up into his somehow softened features. 
“I‟m glad you got rid of the excess warpstone, the horns and spikes and all.” 

 “Just as soon as, you know, we won,” Stone said with some satisfaction. 

 “Okay,” Illyana said, businesslike. “We need to put in an appearance at the party. I 
need to get them some groceries, I‟ll bet. I need Kira. Need a moment with you. And I 
need my baby,” she said, squatting over the scrying pool. 

 “You are a needy woman,” Stone observed. 

 “That‟s me—high maintenance, and worth it.” She offered him a roguish grin. 

 In the scrying pool, Logan was sitting at the table, baby Raven in a high chair. The 
baby giggled, and Logan made airplane noises, his mouth wide and twisting, as he slowly 
moved the spoon full of baby food toward her mouth. 

 “That is too damned cute,” Illyana said with a straight face as she watched her 
father feed her daughter. Then she snatched them both in a gust of flame. 

 “The hell!” Logan said, leaping up and looking around wildly. Raven squealed glee 
and clapped. Logan recovered his composure. “I never do get used to that,” he said, 
flustered. 
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 “Thankyouthankyouthankyou,” Illyana said, pulling Logan into a fierce hug. “We 
won!” 

 “Great!” he grinned, still dazed. “You got a good kid there,” he said, pointing at 
Raven. “Don‟t be a stranger.” He pulled Illyana into a hug. “I figger me and Betsy will 
celebrate our overall victory,” he said with a grin. “Don‟t seem possible I didn‟t shed 
one drop of blood for this one.” 

 “You‟ve got some gallons splashed across your record,” Illyana said, almost teasing. 
“Go live happily ever after.” 

 “Yes ma‟am,” Logan grinned, and fire carried him home. 

 “Seriously,” Illyana said as she gazed at his image in the scrying pool, “I love that 
man.” 

 Raven made a serviceable imitation of an airplane noise, and squealed gleefully. 
“Right, the baby,” Illyana said, scooping her child up. She gestured, and Raven burped, 
surprised. “Baby‟s full,” Illyana said, and she looked back down into the scrying pool as 
scenes flicked by. 

 “That‟s probably not good for the baby,” Stone noted mildly. 

 “Bah,” Illyana said. “She‟ll be kicked around by warpstone energies and abused by 
otherdimensional monsters for most of her life. A little mystic force feeding will just 
toughen her up. Isn‟t that right,” she said, lapsing into babyspeak as she nuzzled Raven. 
The skinny gray baby babbled happily, clumsy as she gripped Illyana‟s eyepatch. 

 “Leave mommy‟s eyepatch alone,” Illyana said, businesslike, slinging Raven down 
to her hip. “That‟s funny,” she mused. “I don‟t see Kira on Prime.” 

 “Don‟t you have her marked?” 

 “I do,” Illyana said, frowning. “Okay, what was her last location?” The scry flicked 
again, then the water bubbled slightly, messing up the image. 

 “What the hell?” Stone muttered, looking down. 

 “That‟s the aftereffect of something big. Something with warpstone,” Illyana said, 
subdued. “It doesn‟t seem to be interfering with my ability to teleport there, but… I‟m 
not sure I want to.” She looked up at Stone her face draining of color. “Kira… 
warpstone…” 

 “Send me.” Stone‟s face was dark. Then flame carried him away. 

 Stone‟s hooves crunched down on the crisp and brittle rubble. Around him in the 
greenish steam, several figures in hazmat suits approached; seeing him, they froze. 
Helicopters rumbled in the background, the sun pushed into the haze, but not through 
it. Stone looked down by his hooves. 

 Scraps of metal, like part of a robotic leg. And by it. Raw, mutilated flesh. Stone 
crouched, gathering what was left of the corpse into his arms. He glared balefully 
around at the hazmat suits, then fire carried him away. 

 Not much left. 

 Stone laid the burned, broken fragments of the body on the stone table. Missing an 
arm and a half, some of the torso, half the head; burned, broken. Unmistakable. 
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 “Oh, Kira,” Illyana breathed as her baby gazed at the corpse. Her smarting eyes 
leaked the first tears as she covered her mouth, hiding the tremble of her chin. 

 “Looks like a warpstone bomb,” Stone growled, his voice like stones grating. 

 “Who could have done this?” Illyana whispered. 

 “We‟ll find out,” Stone nodded, sure, his stone fist creaking as he flexed it. 

 “We gotta tell Strange. And Clark,” Illyana said, and she took a moment, pursing 
her lips, wiping at her eyes. “Okay.” She cleared her throat. “We gotta go to Tibet.” 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY EIGHT 

 A huge fire roared in the fireplace. Tables were pushed together, the trestles 
screeching across the stone floor. Laughter and a babble of conversation was energetic, 
infectious, flowing through the stone hallways. Stores from the pantry flowed up into 
the kitchen as Strange directed the preparations; Tandy, L‟Avenir, and Rider pitched in 
for cooking duty as the kitchen bustled. Wong and Dani walked past the main hall, arms 
loaded with bedding as they headed back to the sleeping cells. Morbius watched as 
Parker and Mary Jane collected plates and silverware for the big tables. He glanced over 
at Blade, who stood on his own two feet, his arms crossed, watching dispassionately. 

 “We won,” Morbius pointed out. “So, after this—you think vampire hunting will 
be, you know, anti-climactic?” 

 “No,” Blade said. He resumed ignoring Morbius, scowling at the party. 

 “That‟s good,” Morbius said with a wry grin. 

 “Hey there, sugah,” said a voice at his elbow. He turned to see Saint grinning at 
him. “Got a minute?” 

 “Seems I do,” Morbius replied, giving her his undivided attention. 

 “It‟s been good ta see you again,” Saint said, her voice slightly hoarse. “See that you 
learned lotsa stuff from Blade, you got this whole, you know, thang under control.” 

 “Yeah, Blade has taught me about everything I want to learn from him,” Morbius 
said conspiratorially. 

 “Come back to the school with me,” Saint said abruptly. Her eyes were bright, her 
heart racing; Morbius could feel the swirl of her rich blood. 

 “Why… that sounds just fine,” Morbius said, trying to hide his own delight. Now 
that the world was not, in fact, over. 

 Saint took him in her arms and gave him a swift, passionate kiss. She stepped back, 
and enjoyed the wide-eyed startlement writ large on his features. “Ah‟ve been practicin 
mah powers,” she said. “Ah got some control Ah never had before.” She grinned. 

 “I guess that‟s okay too!” Morbius said, absorbing the news. “Wonderful!” He 
pulled her into a hug. 

 Across the room, Remy leaned on the fireplace. He sighed, and shook his head, 
looking away from the happy couple. His eyes crossed Arrow, leaning against the arch, 
chatting up a cute blonde. His features darkened. “Oh, come on,” he growled. He 
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crossed the room, slipping past people setting up for supper. A moment later, he was at 
Arrow‟s elbow. 

 “Skids,” he said earnestly to the girl. “Dis Arrow person? He no good for you.” 

 “LeBeau,” Arrow said, turning to face him with a half-curious, half-amused 
expression that did not quite reach his eyes, “Must you?” 

 “A word wit you please,” Remy said, agitated, taking a few steps away as Skids 
watched him go, unamused. Arrow followed, draining most of his depleted patience in a 
few steps. 

 “Skids was my girl,” Remy muttered, looking Arrow in the eye. 

 “And is she now?” Arrow asked, as though questioning a slow child. 

 “No. Still. De code!” 

 Arrow‟s jaw flexed. “Remy,” he said, “don‟t do this to me. There are too many 
beautiful women for you to declare all of them off limits because you liked them once. I 
know they were yours at one time,” he soothed, forestalling Remy‟s response, “but that 
just means they have low self esteem and flexible standards, which is encouraging really, 
as I am not looking to marry and settle down and have kids.” He rubbed his upper 
arms. “It‟s just so damn chilly here,” he said, almost apologetic as he grinned at the 
Cajun. 

 “I know, I know,” Remy said, agitated. He walked out to the balcony over the 
courtyard; after a moment of hesitation, Arrow followed him. Remy glanced over. 
“So… do you tink Stick, or Rayden, he be back dis time?” 

 “Sure,” Arrow shrugged. “Now that we know he‟s a god, I don‟t think we can ever 
expect he‟ll behave himself and stay dead.” He grinned. “Buck up, LeBeau. Now you 
can tell people a god taught you to fight.” And he was incapable of leaving it at that. 
“Which will make you seem awesome until someone actually throws a punch.” 

 “You a funny guy, verr funny,” Remy growled, thinking through his options for 
responding. 

 “Scuse me, I gotta find some of your ex-girlfriends. It‟s time to celebrate!” Arrow 
said, and he slipped away with a grin before Remy could decide to charge something 
heavy and explode him. 

 Remy let him go, and heaved a deep sigh. 

 “I hope you‟ll come back to the school,” Frost said from the shadows, where she 
had been watching. “At least for a while.” 

 Remy turned to look at her. “You de firs one invite me to go wit dem atter all dis,” 
he said with a gesture, his accent thicker than usual. He nodded. “For a while, anyway. I 
godda find my destiny, though.” He squinted out over the abyss looming by the 
lamasery. It was still smoking. 

 “All of us do, eventually,” Frost said. She rejoined the party, leaving the Cajun 
alone with his thoughts. 
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 In the kitchen, flame gushed up, leaving Illyana and Stone in its wake. Strange was 
chopping up vegetables, and he glanced over at them; catching a whiff of their serious 
demeanor, he looked them in the eye, then resumed cutting, his back to them. 

 “Glad you could make it,” Strange said. “We need some groceries. Rider has the 
list.” 

 “Strange,” Illyana said, serious. She moved close enough that they would not be 
overheard. “Kira‟s dead.” 

 Only the slightest pause. “Yes, I know,” Strange said. The knife chopped through 
vegetables, a steady rhythm. 

 “How?” Illyana demanded, surprised. “We just found out. You didn‟t say anything. 
I mean…” her voice trailed off. 

 “She chose to abandon the balance and the rhythm. She decided to be alone when 
everything in this world and the next conspired to tear down Prime‟s defenses.” He 
swallowed. “Was it Luthor?” he asked calmly. 

 “What?” 

 “It was probably Luthor.” Ilyana could not see his face as he regarded his knife-
work. Strange slid the vegetables off the board and into a bowl, then he turned to face 
them, somber. “Do you have the remains?” 

 “Yes, in Limbo,” Illyana said.  

 “Most of them,” Stone muttered darkly. 

 Strange nodded. “We‟ll have a memorial tonight, to honor our fallen heroes. 
Banner, Kira, Kung Lao, Reed Richards. Anyone else?” 

 “Rayden maybe?” Illyana said, a bit sharper than she meant to be. 

 “He‟ll be back, but sure,” Strange shrugged. 

 “I don‟t think all those guys were heroes,” Stone muttered. 

 “Maybe not,” Strange said with an oddly soft smile, “but that‟s how we‟ll choose to 
remember them tonight.” 

 “Has Bently accepted yet?” Illyana asked. 

 “Give her some space, this is big. I need it to be her decision, not her aquiesence. 
For the sake of Prime,” Strange murmured, glancing at the other cooks as pans clattered 
and food was rubbed, chopped, and heated. “We have time before tonight.” 

 “Think she‟ll get cold feet?” Stone asked. 

 “Not a chance,” Strange grinned. “Deep down… she wants it.” His smile faded. “I 
need you to tell Clark about Kira. He should know first.” He paused, looking at Illyana. 
“Unless you think I should do it,” he said. “Normally I would, but as Kira said… she 
didn‟t work for me.” 

 “No, we got this, magista,” Illyana said. “Me and the big red monkey will work it 
out.” She slugged Stone on the arm. “Go back to spicing the duck,” she said to Strange. 

 Strange smiled. “Sure thing. Hey, you might want to get Liu Ka—Kung Lao, invite 
him and anyone he wants to bring to the party tonight.” 
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 “What about the Illuminati?” Stone asked. 

 “Better leave that alone until we see where they stand,” Strange said. “Bently can 
deal with them, one way or another, starting tomorrow.” 

 Illyana paused. “Do you think they know what happened to Reed?” 

 “Some of it. That he‟s gone. Maybe he spoke to them.” Strange looked away. “I 
don‟t know. Do look after the monks, see if any of them want to come. The 
Illuminati… that‟s another day.” 

 “Sounds great!” Illyana said as Tandy and L‟Avenir bustled over with trays of duck. 
“Okay, let‟s get out of their way.” She hustled Stone out of the kitchen. 

 “Rock scissor paper,” she said to him, serious. 

 “Dammit, no, I hate this game,” Stone grumbled. 

 “You got a better idea?” 

 “Fine.” They both feinted twice and popped out a hand sign. 

 “Paper beats rock,” Illyana grinned. “Hah! I wrapped up the Stone. See what I did 
there?” 

 “Yes, you are a very clever girl,” Stone growled. He heaved a sigh. “I‟ll go find 
Kent.” 

 “And I‟m going grocery shopping.” Illyana vanished in a whirl of fire, and Stone 
looked around. 

 “I love being the buzzkill,” he muttered. 

* 

 Dani hummed to herself as she made up the cot in the narrow cell. She stood, 
turned, and gasped. Bently was leaning in the doorway, pale, serious. 

 “Victoria! You startled me,” Dani admitted. 

 “Sorry, I was trying to avoid doing just that,” Bently murmured. She rubbed her 
palms down her sides, on her red coat. “I was hoping to have a word with you.” 

 “Sure,” Dani said. 

 “I am to succeed Strange. I am to be the next Sorceress Supreme.” Her eyes were 
almost bruised, she was so pale. 

 “Everyone knows that,” Dani said, concerned. 

 “No, Strange is resigning. I am to become the new Sorceress Supreme very soon,” 
Bently clarified. 

 “Really?” Dani‟s eyes widened. 

 “Really, and I‟m scared to death. Strange plans to announce it tonight, if I accept.” 
Bently looked away. “He‟s giving me that big drafty mansion to live in, he‟s moving out 
and taking Wong with him.” 

 “That is a lot to take in,” Dani murmured, thinking it over. 
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 “I don‟t want to live there alone,” Bently said. “Would you consider staying on? 
Keeping house? The pay is good, you could drop the Planetary.” Her eyes pleaded in a 
way her tone wouldn‟t. 

 Dani smiled broadly. “You bet,” she said. “That would be really cool! Thanks for 
thinking of me.” Impulsively, Dani took two steps and hugged Bently, who hugged her 
back. 

 “This is the start of a new age!” Dani said, excited, and Bently could not help but 
smile. 

* 

 Mary Jane raced around the table, putting plates down. She reached the end and 
spun, triumphant, to see Parker at her heels. He had straightened the plates, put down 
silverware, and set glasses at each place. 

 “How do you do that?” she demanded, exasperated. 

 “Eh,” he shrugged with an impish grin. “Want to go for a walk?”  

 “Sure,” she grinned, taking his arm. They strolled out of the dining room, passing 
Kent and Whistler. 

 “So,” Kent said, “I‟ll give you a call then, when we get back to New York.” 

 “I bet you‟ll be great on a vampire hunt,” Whistler grinned at him, somewhere 
between demure and wolfish. “You might really like it. After my first one, I was hooked.” 
She glanced over to where Cain and Blade stood next to each other, looking out over 
the snowy mountains, wordless. “I need to check in with my people. I‟ll see you later.” 
She smiled, and left Kent standing by the wall, looking down on a blank business card 
with a number scribbled on it. 

 “Hey, kid,” Stone said, approaching him. “I‟ve been looking everywhere for you.” 

 “I think I just got a date to hunt vampires,” Kent replied, bemused. “This is one 
wild party.” 

 “Yeah, you live a weird life,” Stone said with half a grin. Then he was serious. “I 
have bad news for you.” 

 “What, we won, didn‟t we?” Kent said with a puzzled grin. 

 “Overall, yeah, but not every encounter,” Stone replied, solemn. “Kira is dead. 
Warpstone bomb.” He put his meat hand on Kent‟s shoulder. “I‟m sorry, man.” 

 Kent froze for a moment, shocked, then his mind numbly started up again. “I‟m 
the last one of us left,” he whispered. “I always thought—you know, someday.” He 
swallowed hard, then looked outside. “I think I need a minute,” he said through 
clenched teeth. 

 Stone squeezed his shoulder briefly, and walked away. He passed a balcony, glanced 
out to see Murdock leaned against the stone, ignoring the view. Stone kept walking. 

 Hello, Silent murmured without speaking, crouching on the balcony rail as she 
regarded Murdock. 

 “I figure,” Murdock said quietly, “maybe they‟ll let me stay here. Until I sort out my 
next move.” He shook his head. “We were trained by a god.” 
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 “An avatar, anyway,” Silent said with her hoarse voice. “Seems like all the ninja 
clans that produce true masters have mystic backing. We had Rayden, shared him with 
the Temple of Light. The Hand had the Beast. The Lin Quei, Dormammu.” She shook 
her head. “Shadow warriors, not just because of darkness, but because we echo 
something powerful that wants to work its will on Prime. I wonder what other clans are 
out there that I have not yet heard of.” 

 “I‟ve had enough of human sacrifice,” Murdock said, bitter. “Giving my life to a 
god and not even knowing it.” He paused. “What are you going to do next?” he asked, 
his voice neutral. 

 “Meeting Stick again, finding out what his purpose was all along… I need a 
purpose of my own. When I lose purpose, I slide back into that place, where the Beast 
left me, where killing is the answer to questions I no longer have.” She shook her head. 
“This time… It‟s like Stick is still with me. I feel his presence, somehow. I know it‟s 
stupid. But I want to be more.” She leaned back against the stone of the lamasery. “I 
think I‟ll go to California, Xavier and Frost‟s school, with Drake. I talked to him earlier. 
They are training up the next generation.” A smile tugged at her features. “Probably be 
supporters for the Sorcerer Supreme. He can be the mystical backing for this clan of 
ninja.” She sighed. “So much better, to remember the happy times. I was happy when I 
was trying to be more, and when I gave up, I was better off dead. Now I know that. 
Now I see it.” She shook her head. “Stick saved me again.” 

 “What about us?” Murdock asked. “What about me?” 

 “Oh, you,” Silent murmured, rising, dropping to the floor, crossing to him. She 
touched his face, her hand as cold as the stones. Do what you need to do. “Find a life of 
your own.” 

 She turned, and walked away from him. 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY NINE 

 Shao Khan stood, impassive, arms crossed over his chest as he stared down into 
the smoking abyss, across from the lamasery. Baraka and Goro kept their distance, back 
by the treeline, uncertain. Shang Tsung was almost hiding, some distance from them. 
Snow swirled down, and the emperor was motionless. 

 Eventually, he nodded. Turning, he picked up his Wrath Hammer, and approached 
Goro. “Long have I wanted a challenge,” he said, energy in his tone. “Now, I can begin 
to conquer Earthrealm, with my loyal servants and with Shang Tsung.” His tone had no 
trace of irony. 

 “Yes!” Baraka exclaimed, looking somewhat odd missing some of his front teeth. 

 “Sounds thrilling,” Goro muttered, sullen. 

 “Sorcerer! Get over here,” Shao Khan shouted. Shang Tsung ran to them. “You are 
not much use off Prime, or for conquering it really, but you can help us get started 
before you betray me again.” Shao Khan smiled benevolently, and Shang Tsung smiled 
with relief. 
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 Shao Khan hesitated, and reached back on his belt. He pulled up the puzzle box, 
surprised to see it solving itself. He tossed it on the snow, and it opened to reveal an 
image of Dread Umar, flames wreathing her head. 

 “Shao Khan,” she said. “What are you doing?” 

 “I was considering conquering this dimension,” the emperor shrugged. 

 “Think again,” Umar said. “Prime is overrated. You served my brother well. No 
one runs an Outworld like you. I want your fealty.” She looked past him. “And Prince 
Goro. The others, I do not care.” 

 Shao Khan thought it over. “Very well,” he said, kneeling before her. “Your 
Majesty. I will rule your Outworld, and conquer in your name. My servants will serve 
you.” 

 “Wonderful,” Umar said dryly. “Let‟s get you out of here.” 

 “I want Goro and Baraka,” Shao Khan said, pointing. “Let‟s go.”  

 Flame swept them, and they were gone.  

 Shang Tsung stood in the snow, trembling with rage, relief, humiliation, and 
weariness. 

 “That—was terrible,” he growled, thinking back over the last week, the last few 
years. “Enough of Shimura, and alien overlords.” He glared at the lamasery. “There 
have been upsets between Reckonings before. Prime is not beyond my grasp.” An evil 
smile twisted his face. “Time to lay the groundwork for my eventual victory.” Turning, 
the mad sorcerer stalked off into the forest. 

* 

 Luthor stood outside Darkholme‟s cell, looking through the transparent barrier. 
Darkholme slumped on the bunk. She looked dead, somehow deflated. Her eyes were 
open, but listless. Her skin was pale, under its dark blue coloring. 

  “This is ridiculous,” Luthor said. “We should not fight each other. I love your 
style,” he said, gesturing. “Your killer instincts. Your charming verve, your flexible 
loyalty. And you—you keep coming back to me, because I‟m ruthless, and I have 
power. Talk to me. Tell me what‟s wrong.” He paused. “What happened in Tibet?” 

 She stirred, and spoke, her voice faint as though from a great distance. “The final 
punctuation…on a run-on sentence that has been babbling on…since the beginning of 
„civilization.‟ And my people…my people are no more.” She struggled to swallow, as 
though something sour lay on her tongue. 

 “It pains me to see you like this,” Luthor said, serious. “Say the word, and I will 
unlock this cell and let you out.” He looked her in the eye, something dangerous in his 
bearing. 

 “Okay,” she said listlessly. “Let me out.” 

 “That‟s not the word,” Luthor said as he shook his head.  

 She waited for him to go on, then her face contorted towards a snarl. “What is,” 
she demanded flatly. 
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 “I want you to say that you‟ll fill me in on some of the fuzzy edges of my map, 
regarding this whole world of magic, and other dimensions,” Luthor said with an edge 
to his voice. “What is under the business, and science, and how I can use it to my 
advantage. I want your word that as long as I give you room to run, you will look out 
for my interests.” A smile turned up the corners of his mouth, just slightly. “You are the 
type that loves to cause chaos and disruption, followed by an iron grip. I know that 
about you. And that‟s how I work too. I‟ll share my secrets with you, if you share yours 
with me. I know that is a currency you will understand. You can cause disruption. And 
me? I can bring my own order.” He leaned back. 

 “Tell me you‟ll work for me,” he said, “squeezing this world in a grip tighter than 
any it has known, while the people cheer and thank me for it. Tell me that, and I‟ll open 
this door.” 

 For a long moment, she looked him in the eye, gauging the depth of his sincerity. 
Then, something of new life was in her movement as she sat up, then rose, meeting his 
eyes as hers flashed yellow, catlike. 

 “I‟m yours.” 

 The cell door opened. 

* 

 A guttural growl, then, “I think I have it!” Hank punched a key on the projector, 
and a beam shot into Forge where he stood caught out of time. He staggered, and 
leaned back on the counter. “What—what just happened?” he asked. Then he blinked, 
and frowned. “What happened to you?” 

 Sue and John stood before him, all traces of otherworldly power gone. The stone 
giant was gone, and in its place, a stocky bald man in a bathrobe. 

 “You have been out a while,” Sue said, sardonic. “Reed is gone. We are powerless.” 
She touched the projector. “Well, mostly.” 

 “So… what now?” Forge asked cautiously. 

 “I‟m packed. I am leaving,” John said. “I‟ve had enough of all—this.” He gestured 
at the house. 

 “I‟ve never had a normal life, not really,” Sue said reflectively. “I have no idea what 
I‟ll do next.” She looked over at Hank. “Hank and Kurt—they can‟t live among normal 
people without technology.” 

 “I am not sure I am inclined to try,” Hank admitted darkly, “even with technology.” 

 “No hard feelings, I hope,” Forge said, unable to meet Hank‟s eyes. 

 “One way or another, I suspect we would be here,” Hank replied. “And now, I do 
not have their blood on my hands.” 

 “I miss my power, it is true,” Ben said, flexing his pink hands. “But the 
meditation… now that I know the way, maybe I could…” his voice trailed off. He 
shrugged. 

 “Do you think our knowledge and ability to manipulate the machines will leave 
with our cosmic power?” Sue asked Forge. 
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 “It‟s more about passion than intellect, in a lot of ways,” Forge replied. “I have a 
base, a stone fortress in the American Southwest. You are all welcome to join me 
there,” he said as the first stirrings of an idea came to him. “You know, we could do 
research, we‟re good at that,” Forge noted. “Kind of, you know, apologize to the 
Sorcerer Supreme. Work on applications for this base technology. Make the world a 
better place.” 

 “Interesting!” Hank observed. “Kurt, I am sure, will go too.” 

 “I could use the quiet,” Ben murmured.  

 “I‟m still out. See you all in another life,” John said. He turned, climbed the stairs, 
and was gone. 

 “Sue?” Forge asked. 

 “Change is not always bad,” she murmured. “But it is inevitable.” She looked into 
his eyes, and looked away. Forge was surprised that, even without cosmic power, those 
deep blue eyes had the same effect on him they had always had. 

 “Sometimes,” he said, “change is good.”  

 He grinned. 

* 

 Cutlery rattled and clattered as the assembly of defenders worked their way through 
the great meal, fires roaring on the hearth, conversations crossing over each other. 
Strange eventually stood, at the head of the table. Stone banged his fist on the table—
“Speech!” Goodnatured teasing made its rounds, and Strange smiled at them, gesturing 
for silence.  

 “Alright, settle down,” he said with a smile, but his eyes were sober. “Before this 
evening slips away from us, we must remember those who fell in defense of Prime, 
those who sadden our table with their loss. I would rather they were here with us, and in 
remembering them, some part of them will be. We lost some heroes, and friends. Later 
on, open bar, for those who choose to remember that way, but for now, I‟d like to share 
a few words for each of the fallen.” The table fell silent, the defenders pausing for a 
moment, listening. 

 “To Bruce Banner,” Strange said, hefting his cup.  

 “To Bruce Banner!” the defenders echoed. 

 “He was a good man,” Strange continued. “He was filled with uncontrollable 
energy and rage. Essex mixed that with supernatural power to create a dimensional 
monster that threatened all of Prime. Banner found a way to bring balance to that rage, 
to help his friends. Banner saved the world, and he destroyed Essex as no one else 
could. To Banner. Let us remember him a hero.” 

 He sipped, then hefted his cup after a brief pause. “To Kung Lao!” 

 “To Kung Lao!” 

 “I will miss him as a friend and a teacher,” Strange said. “He trained warriors of 
Light for decades, and in the end he sacrificed himself to protect the people, the 
fortress, and the ideals that shaped his life. A new individual has stepped into the 
tradition, but tonight, I remember his predecessor. Wise, unswervingly loyal, one of 
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Prime‟s best protectors in times of peace and times of war. To Kung Lao. Let us 
remember him a hero.” He drank from his cup, as did the others, and he paused. 

 “To Reed Richards!” 

 “To Reed Richards!” 

 “I never met anyone like him,” Strange said. “Brilliant, a genius, he would do 
anything for his family. He was misled through his pride, and he did reprehensible 
things. When he came to a clear view of action and consequence…” Strange paused, 
cleared his throat. “I hope someday I have the courage and fortitude, the wisdom, to 
choose as he did. Reed Richards saved the world and restored the Web of Light. To 
Reed Richards. Let us remember him a hero.” Strange quickly took a drink, as did 
others. 

 “To Rayden!” 

 “To Rayden!” 

 Strange paused, and smiled a bit stiffly. “He was a right bastard, a pain in the butt, a 
know-it-all. He was flashy, melodramatic, and manipulative. We would be lost without 
him. To Rayden. Until he comes back, we remember him a hero.” Strange took a drink, 
and others did not seem to find that memorial entirely out of place, though there were 
scattered chuckles. “Oh, come on,” Strange said, eyes brightening a bit. “He‟ll be back. 
And I can only guess what he will say at my memorial.” He took another drink for good 
measure. 

 “Most of you don‟t know about our last casualty,” Strange said, regarding the room 
as the levity faded. “Death comes unexpectedly sometimes. We are always surprised, 
somehow, when death comes to the strongest among us.” He took a deep breath. “To 
Kira.” 

 Shock rippled up and down the tables, whispers, surprise.  

 “To Kira,” Strange repeated, forcing the words out. 

 “To Kira.” The response was a bit scattered. 

 “She was a stranger here, when she arrived,” Strange said. “She never did find a 
home in this teeming world. She lent her strength to the cause of good, instead of 
following her own whims. When we truly needed her, she was there. She had a long and 
difficult journey finding her own voice, her own culture, her own place in the world, 
and she left this world before she had finished her journey. She will serve to remind me 
how imperative it is to help the stranger find a home here, and how the lonely price of 
power is not one that we must pay, but one we choose to pay. To Kira. We remember 
her a hero.” He drank the last of his cup, as did the rest around the table. 

 Strange shook his head. “When I was a surgeon, a lifetime and a world away,” he 
began, “I did not have the time to help anyone who was not able to pay. Then I was in a 
car accident, I suffered nerve damage. My hands shook,” he explained. “I was no longer 
able to do delicate surgery. My whole world was built on my skill, and when my skill 
abandoned me, I was left without a frame of reference, I was alone and lost. I ran away, 
spent my entire fortune, and the fortunes of some friends of mine, looking for a cure.” 
He paused, reflective. 
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 “If I had swallowed my pride, I could have lived a very good life, assisting other 
surgeons, lending my expertise, living quietly with family and friends. Instead, I trekked 
to the edge of India, up into impenetrable mountains, seeking the Ancient One, who 
might be a miracle healer. When I found the old man, I agreed to learn the arts of 
invocation, necromancy, and geomancy, to save him from his only other student.” 
Strange shook his head. “And here we are. 

 “This lamasery, in this world, was destroyed by Chinese bombers with the Ancient 
One, Mordo, and myself inside. When I came from another dimension, it was a struggle 
to come to grips with how different this world is. With the Sorcerer Supreme tradition 
ended, earth spirits tried to pull others into the role of balancing the Web of Light, but 
it never quite worked out. Ghost hunters, archeologist adventurers with special powers, 
and wizards with parts of the tradition were not able to handle the task. Earth spirits 
found me, in another dimension, to come here and restore a badly skewed balance.” 

 Strange looked at the faces assembled. “The Reckoning is passed, and we are due 
another thousand years of Balance, with a Sorcerer Supreme maintaining it against all 
threats internal and external. So, for me, lessons learned the hard way as a washed-up 
surgeon are taken to heart now. The defense of Prime is not about me, or the attackers, 
or Prime itself. It centers in the Balance. When we see ourselves as part of the balance, 
we harmonize. When we see ourselves outside the balance, as individuals, we do harm 
that cannot always be undone. To learn that lesson, I gave up a life full of what people 
generally take for granted; family, unmixed loyalty to friends, paid vacation, a retirement 
plan.” He half smiled. 

 “I have learned the delicate art of balancing risk and reward. While my students 
have learned geomancy from me, I hope they have also learned how to mentor and 
prepare leaders. How to give others enough room to make mistakes, and to earn 
victories. How to reverse the enemy‟s superior strength. How to be gentle with their 
own might. How to understand the bigger picture, and make peace with the distasteful 
things our duty sometimes compels us to do. At the end of this Reckoning, the Balance 
is healthier than it has been in a long time, it is finally restored.” 

 Strange looked into Bently‟s eyes, then back down the table. “When I was first 
gifted with the mantle of Sorcerer Supreme,” he said, “I was forever calling on the 
Ancient One and the Eye of Agamotto to solve my problems. I grew in power and 
wisdom. Now, the Eye of Agamotto is with me in a new way,” he said, moving to the 
side of the head of the table, putting his hand on Tandy‟s shoulder. “It is my turn to be 
the Ancient One, it is time for a new Sorceress Supreme.” He gestured to Bently, and 
she rose; the shocked defenders suddenly noticed her red coat. 

 Bently moved to the head of the table, the spot Strange had vacated, next to him, 
nervous. Strange continued, quieting the murmur. 

 “I pass the mantle of Sorcerer Supreme to Victoria Bently,” he said. “She is native 
to Prime, raised in the mystic tradition of Sir Clive Bently. She has stood at my side 
facing many adversaries, including Baron Mordo, Rasuptin, Essex, and Cthonian 
monsters. She has spanned the globe, and visited ruined C‟Thon. She has spoken with 
Enitharmon the Weaver. She has organized teams and conducted missions to save the 
world, she has worked extensively with the Sorcerer Supreme‟s allies the Watchers, she 
has pored over mystic research that held the keys to saving life as we know it. I could 
not have survived this Reckoning without her, and now with both of us on this side of 
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it, I know she is the one to carry on the work. Support her as you would me.” Strange 
turned to Bently. “We will have a private ceremony later, to make it official. But know 
this—you have my support as you do what is best for Prime.” He bowed to her, deeply, 
and when he rose there was a kind of delight in his eyes. His normally saturnine face 
was almost mischevious as he turned to the table. 

 “My friends,” he said, “I hereby announce my retirement.” 

 There were pockets of delighted applause, and areas of stunned silence, but the 
overall feel was somewhat jubilant in the wake of the victory. “Speech! Speech!” The 
demand traveled around the table, and Bently blushed. 

 “Alright, settle down,” she said, perhaps unconsciously mimicking Strange already. 
“Thank you for your support; I will need it, to be sure, in the days to come.” Her crisp 
British accent seemed to add authority to her voice. “I must determine how best to 
honor this new role. When I first met Banner, the only time I met him in fact, he told 
me he was used to making everyone uncomfortable. He said when I got a taste of real 
power, I would understand the loneliness that attends it. He said I would eventually find 
solace only in the company of other misfits. I have seen the truth of his words as I have 
watched Strange struggle, and I know I will face that truth in my own life. Still, I must 
thank you for what you have taught me. All of you.” 

 She turned to Illyana. “Illyana, you taught me that keeping the Balance has a lot to 
do with passion and risk, rather than academics and magic. And you taught me I must 
sometimes dirty my hands,” she added with a wry grin. “Tandy, you showed me that life 
must carry light and beauty—the world needs light and beauty at least as much as it needs 
protection.” She peered down the table. “Stone showed me that you best keep the 
things you love by touching them, and not grasping them. Wong, my good friend; 
service brings a meaning that glory cannot begin to approximate. My new friend Kyle 
Raynor has reminded me that all this has a certain barbaric splendor, and it does not do 
to lose a sense of wonder.” She smiled. 

 “All of you, down the grueling race to the end of the Reckoning, have taught me 
about what it means to be on the side of good, and to live a decent life. I never seriously 
aspired to be Sorceress Supreme, but as I find it thrust upon me, I am grateful to 
Doctor Stephen Strange. Because of him, I know that balance has light and darkness, 
joy and pain, loss and new life, connection and loneliness.” She looked down the table, 
pausing. “My friends, we begin a new age,” she said. 

 “To a new age!” Parker said, rising to his feet and hoisting his cup. 

 “To a new age!” 

 

CHAPTER FORTY 

 Strange was subtle in shadow, bemused as he watched Rider enthusiastically tell a 
story to a small group of women. He gathered it had something to do with a 
construction site, and Banner. His thoughts were his own, company enough. 

 Illyana approached him. He looked up as she did. “You found me easily enough,” 
he murmured. 

 “I know where to look,” she shrugged. “You did good tonight, boss.” 
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 “I‟m not your boss anymore,” he reproved with a gentle smile. 

 “You will be my boss until one of us is dead,” she said quietly. “But here we are, 
alive and unkilled. You even get to keep the girl,” Illyana said with a mischievous smile. 

 “Keep it down,” Strange said, glancing around. “There may yet be some 
aftershocks to the Reckoning.” 

 “Unless I misunderstand, you pointed them all at Bently,” Illyana grinned. “You 
went all „George Washington‟ on us. That peaceful transfer of power is a huge gift, you 
know. That example matters for generations. Maybe longer.” Her eyes were serious. 
“We‟ll look after the kid, and the dimension. Where will you go?” 

 “I thought about staying here, to be honest,” Strange said, looking around the 
lamasery. “Serve Rayden right for working on my side of the world. But I couldn‟t do 
that to the Planetary, and I don‟t want to pull Tandy away from New York and all her 
friends.” 

 “And your friends,” Illyana prodded. 

 Strange chuckled. “My friends are all busy people, and they can generally teleport to 
find me if they miss having me around,” he said. “I plan to live happily ever after.” 

 “Well if you get to, I get to,” Illyana sniffed. “My baby is older than yours will be, 
and undoubtably bossier, so she‟ll take over any adventuring for the next generation and 
give out the marching orders.” Illyana grinned. 

 “As of tonight,” Strange mused, “even if we screw everything else up, we leave a 
better world for our children.” He paused. “That‟s not a bad reason to do all this.” 

 “You are different,” Illyana said, studying Strange. “Already. It‟s odd.” 

 “You cannot understand the weight of it,” Strange murmured. There were fewer 
creases on his forehead, his lines were less deep, there was an ease in his posture. His 
shirtsleeves were rolled halfway up his forearms. He looked almost casual. “A weight 
has lifted from me. Especially now that the Reckoning is past.” 

 “Yeah, being Sorcerer Supreme and pulling Prime through a Reckoning looks great 
on a resume,” Illyana mused. “I guess now you‟re just „Sorcerer.‟ Weird. You‟re right, 
though. I have a small tidy dimension. Really, that‟s plenty,” she grinned. She glanced 
down the path. “Well, I gotta go,” she said. “Your date is coming.” Her grin got wider. 
Then she vanished in a gush of pale, dark flame. 

 “Taking a breather from all the congratulations?” Tandy asked as she approached 
from the flame-lit interior. 

 “I need one. And to be in moonlight. The firelight is too dim. After being with 
you.” Strange looked her in the eye, mostly serious. 

 “I missed you,” Tandy said. “All through this, even at the end. I‟m glad to have you 
in my arms,” she said as she pulled him into a hug. He hugged her tightly for a moment, 
then leaned back, and she let him go. 

 “I missed you too,” Strange murmured. “Now I will be with you, if you‟ll let me.” 
He dropped to one knee. “Tandy. Please. Marry me.” He opened his hand, and a ring 
glowed on his palm, the diamond refracting the moonlight as though it was made of the 
same stuff. 
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 Tandy smiled to herself. “I will, of course,” she said, taking his hand and pulling 
him to his feet. He slipped the ring on her finger. It looked ghostly, surreal, especially 
against the pale smoothness of her skin. “It‟s beautiful, Stephen.” She smiled to herself 
as she looked him in the eye. “Is this why you resigned?” 

 “One of many reasons,” Strange said, leaning back against the wall, his smile 
satisfied. “Maybe the best. I‟m ready to have you in my life full time. Let Victoria save 
the world.” 

 “So I must know. Have you been carrying this around? Or did you just now 
fashion it out of moonlight and magic?” Tandy asked, half serious, studying Strange‟s 
face. “It‟s perfect. This place. This ring. You.” 

 Strange‟s smile took on a secret cast. “That would be telling. Sorcerers don‟t tell. 
They are cryptic.” 

 “But you forget, Doctor Wizard, that I bear the Light of Agamotto, and see 
through all veils!” Tandy replied in the same spirit. “Don‟t make me light you up.” She 
grinned, her teeth bright in the moonlit dim. 

 Strange pulled her into a kiss. A few moments later, he released her, and settled 
himself on the low wall. She sat with him. “You have already seen into me,” Strange 
said, only half kidding. “Now I can never let you go.” 

 For a long time, they sat quietly. 

 “I love you,” Strange murmured. Tandy put her head on his shoulder, under the 
soundless gaze of the moon. 

 “I hope now that all this is over,” Tandy said, “we can have more „Eyes Open‟ 
concerts.” 

 “I‟ll attend every one,” Strange said. “As long as I‟m in this dimension, and not 
captured by some evil science or monster.” He chuckled, and she snuggled into him in 
the chill of the night air. 

 A green flash split the night, and a tall, muscled figure with tousled chestnut hair 
stood before them. He was dressed in a black bodysuit with green armored highlights, 
and a warpstone ring glittered on his finger. He had the presence of a leader, a warrior. 
Strange did not bat an eye. 

 “You, Stephen Strange,” the man said. “I am Hal Jordan, Order of the Ring. 
Enitharmon sent me to the Defender of Prime to help out with the Reckoning.” He 
looked around. “What is our status?” 

 “We won,” Strange said. “Hours ago.” 

 “Enitharmon was worried,” Jordan said. “The Web of Light was blocked, and the 
planetary network drained. When we got word of Katya‟s death, we feared the worst.” 

 “That‟s the trouble with eulogizing after a major clash,” Strange murmured, 
forehead creasing. “You always leave someone out.” 

 “What‟s that?” Jordan said, puzzled.  

 “I‟m retired,” Strange said clearly. “Bently is at the head table, she can help with 
inquiries, she‟s the new Sorceress Supreme. The ring chose Kyle Raynor, he is in there 
too. Are you taking him back to Oa for training?” 
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 “No, actually,” Jordan replied. “Enitharmon‟s instructions state that if Prime wins 
the Reckoning, then the new ringbearer stays here to get hands-on training on how to 
balance and protect a Web of Light.” Jordan smiled. “Enitharmon has every confidence 
in Prime.” 

 “Well, good luck, and thank you for coming by,” Strange said. “There‟s some 
spiced duck left.” 

 “Ah, that takes me back,” Jordan said with a half-smile. “Thank you for your help.” 
He headed into the lamasery. 

 Strange sighed, content. “I like retirement,” he said. 

 “Tell me,” Tandy mused. “When did you decide to retire?” 

 “Hm,” Strange murmured. “Truth. When you first rose out of the Shroud, 
resplendent in the Light. You saved yourself from a deathtrap not even I could 
overcome. It wasn‟t just the Light, Tandy. The Light only reveals what is there, it does 
not create beauty. The Light reveals what it shines within, through, and upon. In that 
moment, I knew you, as no one has before or since. What I saw left me a frail shadow, 
in comparison.” He could not look at her. “That is when I was pierced by a need, a 
need in the shape of love, a need so deep that I could not survive losing you. I knew 
then, that night, that I could not carry the burden of that need, and the burden of 
Prime.” He paused, she said nothing. “I have loved and lost before,” he said, looking 
away. “But I knew I could not lose you. My retirement was inevitable from that night 
on.” 

 “Come here, you,” Tandy said. 

 They kissed. 

* 

 “Yep,” Illyana said, “the stars are pretty here, on the roof of the world.” 

 “Actually, we‟re on the roof of the fort,” Stone muttered. Baby Raven stirred on his 
chest, in her thick blanket, under his stone hand‟s protection.  

 “Don‟t spoil the moment,” Illyana said, pretending to be testy. 

 “Tile roof. Cold tile. I‟m just sayin. We are not laying on starlight.” Stone looked up 
into the night, seeing the vast interstellar distances the Great Old Ones traversed in 
their insatiable lust for the life that twirled through the vast void. The view was not 
overly romantic to him. 

 “Right now,” Illyana said, undeterred, “scientists all over the world are having little 
moments of insight, flashes of inspiration, as Reed Richards‟ influence works itself out. 
It takes time for a personality to fade out of the Web of Light after something that 
dramatic. You know, he was a god, however briefly.” She sighed. 

 “I‟m fireproof,” Stone continued. “Not so much coldproof. I can‟t feel my tail.” 

 “Not a romantic bone in your body.” Illyana shook her head. 

 “There might be one in my tail, but I can‟t feel it,” he explained. He sighed. “I‟m 
tired of the slumber party, babe. I missed you during all this Reckoning mess. I want 
some alone time with the mother of my child.” His eyes were serious. 
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 “Okay,” Illyana said reluctantly. “Maybe some romance in there somewhere. You 
have so many bones, after all.” 

 “Yeah, shaddap and kiss me,” Stone growled. 

 They vanished in a gust of flame. 

* 

 “Oh, Peter, you take a girl to the nicest places. Tibet is charming,” Mary Jane mused, 
“but the shopping has not been very robust. Not so much as a single market.” 

 “That‟s because the evil other-dimensional Baron Mordo built it out of the Web of 
Light‟s energies back when he almost took over the world, and nobody lives here, 
except Illyana sometimes, and Kira sometimes.” Parker stopped abruptly. “Though I 
guess not anymore.” 

 “Well, it‟s about time to head back to our small house in New York City,” Mary 
Jane said, hugging Parker‟s arm closer. “The utilities are more manageable, and we have 
ready access to public transportation. Though we do not have abysses carved by orbital 
lasers, or heart-stopping mountain vistas,” she conceded. “There, we have many 
restaurants. Here, we have leftover duck.” 

 “Yeah,” Parker said, half listening. “Victoria is going to build her own network, you 
know. The Planetary might be sidelined. I could be another step removed from working 
with defending the world.” He shrugged deeper in his coat. “Not so bad, these days.” A 
wry grin touched his face. 

 “There are other adventures to be had,” Mary Jane shrugged. “Besides, I suspect 
Bently might keep a close eye on you regardless.” 

 “Me? Why?” Parker retorted, looking at his wife. 

 “You are a trouble magnet, sweetie,” Mary Jane said, the picture of innocence. 
“Anything weird happens in the area, it happens to you.” She sniffed. “Made Strange 
lazy. He just watched you, and took on anything that threatened the Balance on the 
Eastern Seaboard.” 

 “Alright then, let‟s go with your little theory,” Parker said with a grin. “Strange may 
be a lazy defender, but what were you thinking to marry me? I mean, did you want all 
the weirdness, or did you marry me because you are part of the weirdness?” His eyes 
widened. “I found enlightenment in Tibet, and all I got was this lousy tee shirt,” he said, 
deadpan. “It all makes sense!” 

 “You do know that most of the weirdness is capable of kicking your butt,” Mary 
Jane pretended to growl. “Speaking of which, it‟s about time I got my own super 
power.” 

 “Oh, not that again,” Parker groaned. 

* 

 The fire was low. Raynor and Bently were the last two in the dining room. Neither 
looked particularly sleepy. They had swung massive chairs around, and they sat facing 
the bank of embers with a little flame dancing on top. 
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 Bently shook her head. “Strange is forwarding all the earth spirits to me with their 
reports and updates, of all the damage,” she murmured. “I don‟t know how he stood it 
without going mad.” 

 “I know what you mean,” Raynor nodded, looking at the tracings and patterns in 
his smooth ring as it reflected the firelight. “My ring. It never really shuts up.” 

 Bently sighed. “It will take weeks. Maybe years. Getting all this sorted out, back to 
how it was before the Illuminati drained off the defenses.” 

 “I‟m glad to help,” Raynor said. “Jordan came to me from the Order of the Ring. 
I‟ll visit there, sure, but he said to get trained here, on how to hold the Balance. So, I 
can give you a hand fighting the monsters and ghosts and demons and stuff.” His smile 
was sincere, but reserved. A green tendril snaked from his hand and prodded the fire, 
stirring it to fresh life. The tendril winked out. 

 “Do you over feel overwhelmed?” Bently asked him, frank. 

 “Nah,” he lied. “You?” 

 “Naturally not,” she retorted, sharing his smile. “Strange has prepared me, you 
see.” 

 They shared a quiet moment together. 

 Bently shrugged, struggling to sit up in the chair. “You know, one of the hardest 
parts,” she said. “Keeping track of who is on which side. I mean, sometimes it is 
relatively easy, like with Stone. Even then—do you trust a demon? But you look at the 
others. The Illuminati, saving and threatening the world by turns. They captured the 
Sorcerer Supreme and drained the Web of Light, but then turned around and restored it 
through self-sacrifice.” She shook her head. “Xavier and Illyana change sides like 
changing socks, it seems. For a while there, anyway. At the end, I am not even sure 
whose side Kira was on.” Bently looked Raynor in the eye. “Be a good guy. Please.” 

 “I will,” Raynor solemnly promised. “Goodnight, Victoria.” 

 “Goodnight then, see you in the morning,” she muttered as she hauled herself up 
out of the chair. She stretched, and the surreal day played out in her mind. “It could 
have gone differently, you know,” she said from behind a screen of hair as she looked 
into the fire. Then she shrugged the thought away, and shuffled off to bed. 

 Raynor sat alone, looking into the fire, contemplating. 

 Then he started, and sat up. He held out his ring hand, and a face projected 
through it, modeled in green light. 

 “Raynor,” Jordan said. “I‟m on my way back to Enitharmon. Follow at some point, 
get oriented. The ring knows the way.” 

 “I will,” Raynor nodded. 

 “Remember this,” Jordan said. “If nothing else, remember this. We are now bound 
by self-sacrifice, we owe our all to the common good. That is the price of the ring. We 
have lost the luxury of self-gratification. You are no longer one of them.” 

 “Thank you for the reminder, sir,” Raynor said, keeping his thoughts to himself. 
“Have a good trip.” 
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 Jordan nodded, and his image winked out. Raynor sat back in the chair, reviewing 
the day, the week in his mind. 

 “Maybe, now,” he murmured, “I am one of them.” 

 The moon rose. At last, all was quiet. 

 


