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Introduction and Foreword 

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

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

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

Andrew Shields, Author 

This is a work of fan fiction, adapting material from comic books, 
movies, and other sources. I do not claim to copyright the materials I 

have borrowed for this. This book may not be sold. 
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Old Ways, New Ways 
 

Wednesday, December 19, 2001 

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

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

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

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

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

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

He nodded, took her hand, and started threading 
through the crowd. His hand was solid; the bones immobile, 
the muscle compacted, the flesh above it hard. 
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 They left the train station and crunched through the 
light snow, strolling towards the parking lot. He tugged a 
cigar out, tore the tip off with his teeth, and snapped his 
lighter open. His features looked cavernous in the faint red 
glow of the flickering lighter. A strange, contemplative 
indecision lurked in his expression as he puffed on the cigar 
once, then the lighter snapped shut. 

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

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

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

* 

 Snow. 

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

 Magnificent. 

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

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

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

* 

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

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

 “Train food,” she said with a shrug.  

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

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

 “You kiddin? I knew this was gonna be a special 
occasion,” he said, and he stepped around the corner into the 
kitchen. “Mash, comin right up, darlin. You just sit tight.” 
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 She wandered out of the small bedroom as he got busy, 
opening and shutting the fridge, cabinets, drawers. She 
looked around the tiny apartment; living room, bathroom, 
kitchenette, closet. And that was all. She shook her head 
gently, trying to lose the memories of this place. The 
memories that made this trip difficult, more difficult than it 
should be. 

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

 “Laughin at my do, aintcha,” he said out of the side of 
his mouth. He grinned. “Barber‟s Despair, that‟s me.” He 
looked at her. “So how‟s Boston been treating my girl?” 

 “Good,” she said firmly, nodding. “It‟s good. I‟m 
learning a lot.” 

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

 She smiled, but there was nothing she could say. 

* 

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

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

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

 Being a spider host instead of a gifted human would mean less 
dating and more mating. You don’t HAVE to lead a double life. He 
grinned as his thoughts strayed towards a certain red-head. 
Distracted, he let his webs carry him home. 

* 

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

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

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

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

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

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

 “Never mind,” she said, standing up and fumbling with 
her napkin. “I‟m exhausted. See you tomorrow, Logan.” 

 “Night darlin,” he said softly as she closed the door to 
the bedroom. 

* 

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

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

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

 HER planner had a note. Tomorrow, the park, choir concert. We 
should go. Support her. His spider mind sprang free of 
calculations and started working through some less helpful 
ideas. He sighed. 
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 “Spider sense, indeed. Spider id, more like,” he 
muttered. “Need a real workout next time.” His silk glands 
weren‟t even itching. 

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

Thursday, December 20, 2001 

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

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

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

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

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

 “Mornin,” he grunted. “I was gonna make some bacon 
and eggs, but I realized you‟d be watchin yer girlish figure.” 
He grinned. 
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 “Some of us have to worry about cholesterol,” she 
sniffed. 

 He chuckled. “So what are we doin today?” 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 “Yes darlin?” 

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

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

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

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

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

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

* 

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

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

 “Like I have anything better to do,” his consciousness 
said as he reeled himself towards the thread. 
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 He moved to the edge of the park and found himself 
looking at a UPS truck.  

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 They did not speak to each other as they walked towards 
the gazebo. He looked at her once. She did not look at him. 
They stopped in front of the gazebo, and faced each other. 
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 “This aint about snowballs, is it, darlin,” he said softly. 

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

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

 “More than you know,” she agreed, her voice distant. 
She stepped away. 

 “What is this all about then?” he asked. “I came here 
with you because I figure you‟re in some kind of trouble.” 

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

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

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

 “So where you been?” 

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

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

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

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

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

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

 He popped his claws. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

 Logan popped up, spinning, but he had forgotten 
Creed‟s speed. The monster dropped by him and crushed a 
blow into the side of his head; Creed‟s fist was the size of a 
concrete block and three times as solid, and it was backed by 
the power of a piledriver. Bone rang off metal, for Logan‟s 
skull was not so easily crushed. The small man flew through 
the air and smashed through the gazebo, ending up 
somewhere under it. 
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 Threads of tendon trailed from the brutalized muscles in 
Creed‟s arm; they gathered strength, and he howled as his 
muscles began to pull themselves back into place. 

 Bloody, Logan rose from the wreckage. 

 Just getting warmed up. 

* 

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

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

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

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

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

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

* 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 Now. Now it was time to drop the hammer. 

 Everything went red. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 “It isn‟t over yet,” Bryant said. 
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 Creed drove down on the claws and they heard a wet 
crack as he rammed his wounded head into Logan. The small 
man tore his claws out, and managed to free himself. He 
stood, panting, badly torn. Creed, his head sealing but his 
eyes full of blood, managed to stagger to his feet, arms 
hanging limp, claw holes squirting as his body desperately 
tried to seal them. Neither knew any words. 

 Lisa looked down, startled, as Bryant handed her a 
peculiar silvered pistol. “Shoot Logan,” Bryant said, his voice 
unemotional. He turned his cold eyes on her. “Take him 
alive.” 

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

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

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

 She pulled the trigger. 

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

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

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

 “Who are you?” Bryant said, at a loss. 
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 “I‟m with the NRA, and we were wondering if we could 
get some sweet deals on your merchandise,” the shadow 
pattered. “You know, less Charleton Heston and more Brad 
Pitt.” 

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

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

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

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

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

 “Holy joints!” he said as he squatted, slamming a fist 
down on the top of each shoulder. There was a shifting 
crunch, and blood sprayed out of Creed‟s punctured arms. 
The shadowy figure hopped free, landing twenty feet away as 
Creed dropped to one knee, screaming. 

Police cars pulled up, and cops started running for 
the flaming gazebo. The shadowy man patted out the fire on 
Logan, then scooped him up, scuttling up the side of a 
nearby building with the crippled man over his shoulder. 

 Bryant snarled with rage. “Come on,” he said to Lisa, 
and they turned and ran. 
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 By the time the police arrived, all that was left at the site 
was a lot of blood, a flaming gazebo, and a net bag full of 
plasma weapons. 

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

* 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 “Whaddya want me ta call you? Tinkerbell?” 

 “Has a nice ring to it, but let‟s stick with Peter.” 
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 “Peter, right. Uh, I don‟t remember so good what 
happened at the end there at the park. Where‟s the blonde 
girl? And where‟s Creed?” 

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

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

 “How‟s your burn?” Peter asked. 

 “Hurts,” Logan said softly. 

 They were quiet for a while. The sun reached the middle 
of the sky. 

 “You got a family?” Logan asked. 

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

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

 Peter had nothing to say to that. 

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

 “Are you going to be okay?” Peter asked, suddenly 
moved. 
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 Logan looked up at him, a gleam in his eye. “Yeah. I‟ll 
be okay. I just got some questions I need answers to.” 

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

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

 “You think they‟ll stay in town?” 

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

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

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

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

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

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

 Logan smiled. “Sure, kid.” 

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

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

 “Thank you. I mean it. I‟ll pay you back someday.” 

 Peter just nodded; there was nothing to say to that. 
Then, he hopped off the roof and was gone. 

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

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

Friday, December 21, 2001 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 “More like an overnight bag. Why?” 

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

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

 “Yes!” he said. “I am offering to take care of your cat. 
You have a cat?” 

 “My roomie does,” she said. “The adorable furball‟s 
name is Hellraiser. I‟m sure you‟ll get along. Tell you what. 
Why don‟t you come by tomorrow afternoon and I‟ll show 
you around. Deal?” 

 “Deal,” he said. 

 “Two okay?” 

 “I‟ll be there with bells on.” 

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

 And he just sat there watching. 

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

Saturday, December 22, 2001 

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

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

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

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

 Creed bared his teeth again. He knew Logan. He knew 
that right now, Logan was hunting him. Moving with 
startling silence and grace for one of his enormity, he 
catfooted down the alley and vanished into the gloom of the 
warehouse district. He would find the right place to confront 
Logan, then he would find Logan himself, then he would 
return to the Project. First things first. 

 He had no doubt he would succeed. Logan was civilized 
overmuch. He wouldn‟t pay enough attention. 

In the end, Logan would be a trophy. 

* 

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

 “This is a matter for the Federal Bureau of Investigation, 
Officer Calvin. I‟m afraid you don’t have jurisdiction.” 
Another vanilla agent; Logan looked him over and wondered 
if he knew who he really answered to or if he was just 
following the next highest tier. Trim dark hair, handsome 
square jaw, nice tie with an Oxford knot. Very clean cut. 

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

 The agent took a step towards the policeman. “Explain 
it to them so they are soothed and comforted, then get on 
with keeping the peace.” He turned his back and looked to 
where the team was scanning the charred rubble of the 
gazebo where the fight had taken place. Another team was 
collecting blood samples from the smeared earth. 
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 “You should be serving and protecting,” the agent said 
in a low voice. The cop sighed, turned, and slung himself 
down into his cruiser. 

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

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

 The agent ignored him. He cleared his throat. 

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

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

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

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

 Might. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

 The man very slowly nodded once. 

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

 Nod. 

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

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

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

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

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

* 

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

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

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

 “You‟re a prince,” Amy said, and Peter picked up her 
suitcase. 

 “Taking a lot of books, or just sticks of firewood?” he 
asked, struggling with the weight. 

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

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

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

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

 “You know best,” she said. “We baked cookies to 
celebrate leaving. Great plane food. We saved you some. Do 
you like chocolate chip?” 
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 “Oh yeah,” he said. He looked around. The entryway 
was modest and unremarkable, and it opened up into a loft-
like living room, with a hall leading back to the two 
bedrooms. The kitchen was off to the side. The place was 
decorated with an odd mix of posters, some framed and 
some taped up. The posters displayed nature shots, boy 
bands, and movie posters. The floor was carpeted, and 
accented with laundry. An old couch faced the television. 

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

 “Cookie?” Mary Jane said, approaching. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 “Well,” she said with a smile— 

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

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

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

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

* 

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

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

 “Too many pedestrians,” murmured Logan. 

 “No sir, too many pedestrians.” 

 “Eagle Two, confirm sighting?” 

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

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

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

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

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

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

 Logan rolled back as a bullet cracked into the scope of 
the rifle. That would be Eagle Two. His sharp hearing heard 
the explosion of orders through the sniper‟s radio gear. The 
sniper lay on the roof, wrists and ankles zip tied. Logan 
tossed him his hat, then sprinted to the rear of the building 
as a chopper roared closer. He couldn‟t help grinning.  
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 Over the back of the building, slamming into the wall of 
the building next door, sliding down and hitting a window 
ledge; he balanced for a moment, then snapped his hands 
into the pane of glass. It exploded inward with the dull 
metallic thud of his fists. He tugged himself inside, sprinted 
down the hall. Office building. 

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

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

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

 Ten minutes later he swung off the bus and disappeared 
into the crowd. He had an appointment to keep. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Peter was strolling towards the front doors of the art 
building when he hesitated. His eyes and nostrils flared, and 
he sensed… something. Something familiar. Something that 
alerted him. He cautiously approached the front doors, and 
glanced out. Cigar smoke. That was it. 
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 Logan grinned at him, turned, and slowly started 
crunching down the snowy sidewalk. Peter quickly caught up. 
“How‟d you find me here?” he asked, his tone urgent. 

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

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

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

 “With?” 

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

 “What is your plan?” 

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

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

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

 “He‟s wrong?” 

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

 “How does he know that?” 

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

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

 “You ever hit him with cyanide before?” 

 “Nope,” Logan said. 

 They walked, quiet, for a short time. 

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

 “Tonight. Now.” 

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

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

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

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

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

 Logan grinned. 

* 

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

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

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

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

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

 Bryant nodded curtly. “I‟ll make arrangements to move 
you to our headquarters. It seems your life is out of danger.” 
He turned to go. 

 “He could have blown my head off,” she said softly. He 
stopped, inclined his head towards her without facing her, 
then pushed the curtain aside and walked out into the room, 
out the door, gone. 
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 She leaned back, closed her eyes, and sank her 
consciousness into her body. She sifted through her 
delightfully mobile flesh, finding the chips of bone scattered 
into her leg by the bullet that had left a hole the size of a 
baseball through her leg. She dissolved the bone, reformed 
the bone. The pain was intense, but her nerves were steady. 
Another hour or two of this torture and she‟d be able to 
walk. 

 Danger. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 “Never did,” Logan shrugged, looking up. “What‟s 
between me and Creed is between me and Creed. You never 
wanted to get involved.” 
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 She sighed. “If Bryant finds out I told you, I could be 
severely disciplined.” 

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

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

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

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

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

 “Anything else?” Logan asked. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 The scrape of claw on brick. 

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

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

 Then it was all speed and trajectory as he sprang across 
the rooftops. Creed was fast. He was heavy, but he was 
strong and he knew this area. He cleared the warehouse roof 
and landed on the ledge that ran between two roof levels. He 
stood and loped along the narrow wall; Peter realized the 
roof probably wasn‟t strong enough to support Creed‟s 
weight. 
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 Creed ran from him in a straight line, so it was speed on 
speed. Peter could keep up, but he felt a grudging respect for 
the agility of the vast bulk of his opponent. 

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

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

* 

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

 By then he had a plan. 

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

 He had checked the city schematics for the sewer 
layouts of this street, but he was positive the sewer entrance 
to this building would be heavily guarded. Still, it would be a 
handy escape route if necessary. He had considered getting to 
their hidden satellite dishes and wrecking them, so they‟d 
come and investigate and he could slip in. The plan fizzled; 
he knew they‟d spot that as his handiwork immediately, 
before they even went out to look. Facilities with budgets like 
this one didn‟t have a lot go wrong on accident, so he‟d had 
to think very, very carefully about how to get in. 
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 The laser grid would be tied into the hardening of the 
building, so if he was going to breach the windows, door, 
wall, or roof he‟d have to be damned careful. The grid 
wouldn‟t hurt him, but it would sound the alarm and bring 
things that would. The vents were designed too small for 
people, with redundancy systems and air scrubbers. 

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

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

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

* 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



 

   47 

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

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

 “Great,” he breathed. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

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

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

 “Check, Eckson. Go ahead.” The man let up the 
intercom button and jogged down the stairs.  

 Logan felt his hand plump out with blood then smooth 
as his fingers repaired the crushing damage of the doors. He 
evaded the room‟s single camera and found himself on the 
iron walkway over the main warehouse. 

 The catwalk worked its way around the entire inside, and 
above it were rafters. On the floor below was the motor 
pool, including the helipad that could roll out the back over 
the water and then retract, as well as a few offices. He saw 
the entry to the lower levels; a staircase and an elevator. What 
he was looking for was the main office control room, and he 
saw it across from his current position. 
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 The rafters tempted him, but he knew better than to 
think they were undefended. Probably had an electric current 
running through them that was programmed to triple its 
output if its current was disrupted. 

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

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

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

* 

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

 Movement— 

 Peter lowered his center of gravity and lashed out with 
his webs, catching the engine block just after Creed hurled it. 
Springing to the side, Peter latched onto the earth with his 
feet, exerting his full adhesive talent. The tethered engine 
block roared through the air just a foot away from Peter‟s 
chest. Peter leaned back, hauling on the line with all his 
strength. 
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 He was strong. He was really strong. And he had never 
before pushed to find the limits of that strength. Now for 
it— 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 Creed roared, and flexed his mighty muscles. The web 
ripped. Creed did a kip up that thudded onto the ground. He 
snarled as he tore a handful of web off his face. His eyes 
were glacial, cruel. He wasn‟t warmed up yet. 
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 Peter was moving. Filaments hissed from his forearms 
as he sprang to the side, then around, surrounding Creed in 
sticky strands without hitting him directly.  Creed picked up a 
fender and stood, slitted eyes estimating Peter‟s movements. 
Quick as a flash, he drew back his arm to throw. 

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

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

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

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

 Peter was trembling. Creed could smell his fear. But 
Peter was not backing down. Creed narrowed his eyes and 
smiled. Good. Very good. 

 Then Peter leaped forward. He came in high, twisting 
around Creed‟s strike in midair. He landed with all four limbs 
on Creed‟s chest, packing a startling wallop. He was clear, 
and he circled around and came in low, lashing out with his 
heel, crushing into the tender flesh behind Creed‟s knee. 
Creed let out a shout, but Peter was airborne, slashing both 
palms into Creed‟s ears; eardrums ruptured with the pressure 
change. 

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

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

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

 He landed with a scything kick that caught Creed in the 
Achilles tendon, followed by an uppercut that rocked him 
back upright. A blow to the tricep; the throat; the sternum; 
the bridge of the nose; the left eye; right canine; left temple; 
then Peter was sailing back through the air away from Creed 
before the clumsy swing fought back. 
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 He lashed in again, forearms screaming with the abuse; 
more web, more web! He snagged Creed‟s heel, already deep 
in webbing, and yanked as he jump-kicked him in the 
opposite shoulder. Creed crashed down. Peter folded his legs 
and dropped, his knees sinking into Creed‟s abdomen; he 
used the rebound to land on his feet and snap another line of 
web, and another, gluing Creed‟s claws into bluntness. 

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

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

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

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

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

 So fast. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 Creed got a grip. 

* 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 He said nothing. She went on. 

 “I went to the emergency room, and they did some 
blood tests. I don‟t know what kind of red flag it popped up 
with the government, but they sent the FBI to talk to me. 
Turns out I have a rare disease called Tymaz Nine.” 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 She said nothing. 

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

 “Sure,” Bryant said. “Then let you go.” 

 They made eye contact, and understood each other quite 
well. 

 Then the soldiers came. Logan went quietly. 

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

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

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

 “How‟s the wound?” Bryant said.  

 “Hurts like a bitch,” she muttered. 

 “I think you gave as good as you got,” Bryant smiled. 
“Did you see the look on his face?” 
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 “And you thought he was here to kill everyone,” the 
blonde said as her eyes flared. “I told you. Irresistible bait in 
an inescapable trap. Next time listen to me in the first place.” 

 “You forget yourself,” Bryant said absently.  

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 “You are on suspension,” he said slowly. “You will be 
inducted into the next intelligence training course at the 
Camp, off duty for six months.” 
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 “You son of a bitch,” she said softly. “You know not 
what you do.” 

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

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 “Whatever you say. Need a hand?” 

 “Yeah,” Peter said. “Thad be good.” 

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

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

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

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

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

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

Saturday, December 30, 2001 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 “Mary Jane,” he said. “Hi.” 

 “I‟ll leave you two alone,” Aunt May said with a smile. 
She shut the door. 
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 “Peter Parker,” Mary Jane said, her voice low and 
furious. “You abandoned the cat.” 

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

 “I can‟t believe it,” she said. 

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

 She leaned forward and touched his forehead. “You‟re 
burning up!” 

 “Fever,” he muttered, falling back. His eyes glittered. 
The spider sized her up, and liked what it saw. 

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

 “No insurance,” he muttered. 

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

 “Name it,” he grunted. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

 Not long now. 
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Full Circle 

Friday, January 4, 2002 

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

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

 “Perhaps making a single decision,” Bryant nodded. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Saturday, January 5, 2002 

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

 “Logan; push up, hard as you can.” 

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

 Torture. 

 Just like he remembered, but without the shackles. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 Logan waited. 

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

 “Back?” Logan said. “Is that possible? I cut his flamin 
head off!” 

 Kurt shrugged. “Then, headless, he retreated to a deeper 
realm where he was not dead.” 

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

 “But,” Kurt said. 

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

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

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

 “Still Bryant?” Kurt asked. 
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 Logan looked at him sharply. “I won‟t believe your 
contacts don‟t keep you informed.” 

 Kurt smiled. “Forgive my indulgence.” 

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

 They were silent for a brief time. 

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

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

 “But,” Kurt said. 

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

 “Then leave,” Kurt shrugged. 

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

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

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

 There was another silence. 

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

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

 Kurt looked deep into his eyes. “I can evade the security 
systems here for twelve hours.” 

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

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

 “Take care,” he murmured. 

* 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

* 

 Banner looked up as the door to the lab opened. Lisa. 
He looked back at his work. On one monitor it showed the 
taping of the footage from earlier in the day, and next to it 
were six screens with readouts on different functions. Behind 
him the centrifuge spun quietly to itself. 

 “What‟s going on?” Lisa asked casually. “I brought you 
some coffee. Black, two lumps of sugar on the side.” 

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

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

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

 Three surgical drills on mechanical arms lowered to 
where Logan lay. They punched through his flesh into the 
gaps in his adamantium spine, and he jerked as his spinal 
cord was severed in three places. 
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 “Testing the regeneration of spinal column cells, his 
ability to regain limb control,” Banner said quickly. He 
moved to snap the monitor off. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 “Yes,” he said. 

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

 He sighed. “Evil is to take pleasure in the pain and ruin 
of others, I suppose. There are a lot of definitions for evil.” 
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 “But really only one taste,” she said, looking right into 
his eyes. “I‟m afraid, doctor.” 

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

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

 “Are you afraid of Bryant?” 

 “No,” she said. “Only of what he showed me.” 

 Banner was silent. “Come with me to my office,” he 
said. She rose to follow. He picked up his coffee and headed 
for his office in the back.  

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

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

 “Or microphones.” 

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

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

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

 Banner nodded. “Go on.” 

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

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

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

 “No.” 

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

 Banner‟s eyes answered the question for her. 

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

 Banner said nothing. 

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

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

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

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

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

 “To find out where you came from?” 

 She nodded. “It‟s time I knew.” She left the small office.  
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 “Before it‟s too late,” Banner said, almost too softly for 
her to hear. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

Sunday, January 6, 2002 

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

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

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

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

 “I see Lisa in half an hour,” Logan growled. “Let me do 
that and I‟ll go with you. They have all the data and samples 
they need.” 

 “Glad to hear it, my friend,” came the odd buzz of 
Kurt‟s voice. The communication ended. Logan let out a 
breath he didn‟t remember holding. 

* 

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

 She hesitated, then she gave him a quick hug and 
stepped away. He sat down, his face troubled. 
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 “How they been treatin you, darlin?” he asked. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

 “No, Logan,” she agreed. 

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

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

 He shifted, glancing away. 

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

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

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

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

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

 “We are out of time,” he said in a rush. “Bryant has 
been monitoring your conversation. We have seconds.” 
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 “Darlin,” Logan said, extending his hand to Lisa. 

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

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

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

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

* 

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

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

 She opened her eyes. 

 The sky… was not a sky. 

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

 “Impossible,” came a voice made of iron, a voice that 
brooked no defiance. “They are not in the cage.” 
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 She glanced to the side and saw a heavy cage made of 
red-hot iron. The bars were printed with strange sigils 
stitched with the flame of the earth‟s guts. She looked the 
other way and saw a man, tall and savage and noble, his cruel 
face drawn up in anger. Behind him, misshapen hunched 
creatures lurked. Demons. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 Logan nodded, his jaw set. “Stay back, Lisa. We settled 
him once. We‟ll do it again.” He sprang. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 Logan slashed around behind him to find there were no 
demons near enough for his claws. They had pulled back. He 
turned to face Belasco. 

 Belasco loomed above him. “Very impressive,” he said, 
gesturing the way he had come, at the piles of wounded and 
dying demons. Odd dark creatures the size of cats had 
scurried from the shadows of the rocks, from the underneath 
places. They were already feasting on the fallen. Logan 
squinted at Belasco as the gashes across his face started to 
knit and seal. He put a hand to his ribs; felt his adamantium 
bones, the flesh creeping back over them. 

 “Let‟s dance,” he growled. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 “You will stop me? Alone, unarmed, powerless, 
defenseless?” 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

CHAPTER THREE 

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

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

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

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

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

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

 “You were not in the fighting,” she said coolly. 

 “I had my reasons,” he grinned. “I knew you‟d win.” 

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

 The demon drew out a cigar and lit it with his pinky 
finger. He took a deep drag, then puffed out a smoke ring. 
“You were captured from Prime by Belasco when you were 
three. He raised you to be his apprentice and taught you as 
much as you‟d need to know. He had a bigger plan for you 
when you were snatched out from under his nose by some 
enterprising trespassers.” 
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 Energies swirled in her eyes. “I know how to move back 
and forth between the realms,” she said softly. “Between this 
underspace and realspace.” 

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

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

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

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

 “What do I call you?” he asked. 

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

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

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

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

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

 He struggled to speak; first a clammy whistling noise. He 
closed his mouth, closed his eyes, then tried again. “I wasn‟t 
keepin score, darlin,” he managed. 

 She stood. “The rest of my life seems like a dream,” she 
said to Kurt. She looked around the landscape. 

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

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

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

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

* 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 Kurt pursed his lips and looked away. “Enough of this. 
Forget I brought it up.” He looked out across the snowy 
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field. “I can‟t thank you enough for what you did for me, 
Logan.” 

 “Who‟s keepin score?” Logan muttered, looking away. 
“We both got our debts. Forget about it. You need somethin, 
I‟ll be there if I can.” 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 “You have something I want,” Creed said. 

 “More trouble‟n it‟s worth,” 

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

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

 “Whassamatter, Logan, lose the old fire?” 

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

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

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

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

 Creed paused. “You know somethin I don‟t?” 

 “There‟s a hole with no bottom,” Logan muttered. The 
helicopter cleared the horizon, thudding up into the sky like a 
massive unwieldy locust, moving as fast as it could move. 

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

 Then the chopper hovered over the site, powerful 
floodlights illuminating the three bodies on the ground. 
Creed was dragging himself to his feet. Snipers lined up on 
him. He was thinking fast. He couldn‟t speak yet, but he 
raised his hands, palms out. Soldiers on ziplines skimmed 
down to the ground as the chopper lined up its minigun on 
Creed. 
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 It was a short business to slap shackles on the three and 
haul them into the helicopter; in less than five minutes the 
edge of the wood was again quiet, with only disturbed snow 
and splotches of blood to show they had been there. 

* 

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

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

 “Usual fine for skipping paperwork a fifty caliber knock 

to the head?” 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 Logan sagged in his restraints. He felt the needles punch 
into his back, and he knew what it was; the nutrient flow. 

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

* 

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

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

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

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

 “Bedder for my exercise,” Creed said. 

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

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

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

* 

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

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

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

 Kurt said nothing. 
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 “So do you speak English?” Bryant asked. “We have 
tests that will discover that soon enough.” His smile 
broadened. “Lots and lots of tests. You‟ll enjoy it.” He 
turned to go. “Get rested. Tomorrow we‟ll see what your 
scream sounds like.” Then the door closed behind him. 

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

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

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

 “Hiya, runt,” he said. 

 Logan just looked him in the eye. 

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

 Logan said nothing, his stare unwavering. 

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

 Logan said nothing, his stare unwavering. 

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

 Logan‟s face darkened, and his vitals twitched higher on 
the monitor. 
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 “I guess you didn‟t know,” Creed grinned. “She was 
kinda sweet on me when she first came here.” He leered. “I 
reminded her of home, I guess.” 

 Logan growled, deep and ugly. 

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

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

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

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

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

* 

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

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

 Lisa stood in the shadows, holding a heavy pistol; 
standard issue for the guards. “Doctor Banner, I‟ve decided 
to fight,” she said. “Will you be my hostage?” 
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 “You‟re here to rescue the others?” he said. “How did 
you get in?” 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 He shrugged. “Had to.” 

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

 “Cell 4A,” Banner said. He glanced out into the hallway 
and led them there. They peeked out before approaching the 
cell. 
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 Two soldiers stood by the door. “Wait here,” Banner 
said to Logan and the Swordbearer. He walked around the 
corner. 

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

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

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

 “I didn‟t ask you to,” he said. 

 “Now I‟m trapped between the poison on this world 
and Belasco beneath mine. I‟m going to need help.” 

 “That you are,” he said. His eyes were sad as he looked 
at her. She seemed, for a moment, young and vulnerable 
again; she had perhaps bitten off more than she could chew, 
too soon. He sighed. 

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

 “Awful worried for a hostage,” Logan drawled. 

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

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

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

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

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

* 

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

 Bryant gasped, stumbling back. “Lisa?” 

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

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

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

 “You need me,” Banner said, indignant. 

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

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

 Bryant drew his pistol, the silvered gun he had given to 
Lisa in the park. He lined up, waiting for an opening. 
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 There was a peculiar muffled crack, and the stench of 
brimstone, then Bryant felt a slim blade at his throat as a 
hand slid up into his hair and jerked his head back in a single 
practiced motion.  

 “Call them off,” whispered Trespasser. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 “Are you sure?” Bryant asked, a glint in his eye. Kurt 
tightened the knife, and Bryant‟s brow creased in irritation. 
“Look, enough with the knife. The odds are in your favor 
here. Back off. You‟re going to need me. Right now soldiers 
are surrounding this location with enough firepower to take 
out a small country.” 
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 “They‟ll be too late,” came a throaty growl from the 
shadows. Creed dropped from the ceiling and moved into 
full view, taking his time. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 The Trespasser chuckled. It was a frightening sound. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

* 

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

 “Going somewhere?” the Swordbearer asked. 

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

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

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

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

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

 They needed no further encouragement. 
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 Kurt and Logan headed for a helicopter when the 
Swordbearer stopped. 

 “This is as far as I go,” she said. Banner climbed into a 
small bubble copter and started it up. 

 “What do you mean?” Logan asked. 

 “I‟m no closer to the answer than I was,” she said, 
frustrated. “Now I may never know.” 

 “Darlin,” Logan said, “that‟s why I‟ve gone to the limits 
I‟ve gone to. So I can know, and not wonder. But you know 
what? Sometimes, you just never do know. And you have to 
live with not knowin. That‟s part of bein an adult.” 

 She stood with tears brimming in her eyes for a 
moment, and Logan saw she was on the edge of running to 
him. 

 Then, a slow disc of energy wreathed in flame slid up 
out of the floor. She raised her hand, bidding him goodbye, 
and then she was gone. 

 Logan stood, musing, for a moment. 

 Kurt had already circumvented the security on the 
chopper, and he started it up. Logan turned to see Kurt had 
chosen the biggest gunship, bristling with weapons and 
armor. He ran and jumped in. Something exploded with a 
dull thud in the underground complex; Kurt got the systems 
online and lifted off. He tore through the air towards the 
hanger door and swooped out just as the back wall of the 
hanger exploded with the chain reaction of the ruptured 
power generator deep underground. 

 “Circle around,” Logan said with a grin, his hands and 
face pressed to the glass. “I want to watch.” 

 “Afraid not,” Kurt said ruefully. “You‟ll have to make 
do with this view. If any electrical disturbances make it out, 
we‟d be grounded.” 
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 “Fair enough,” Logan agreed as he saw a jet of flame up 
into the dark sky. “Fair enough.” He sniffed; sniffed again. 
He reached under the seat and produced a box of cigars. 
Grinning, he got one out and bit off the end. 

 “You mind?” he asked Kurt. Kurt laughed. 

 “I am familiar with foul smoke, my friend,” he said. “I 
do not mind.” 

 Moments later, smoke puffed out of Logan‟s mouth. 
“That does ease the mind,” he said. “So you picked us the best 
bird in the nest, huh.” 

 Kurt glanced at him. “I view it as recompense for myself 
and my employers,” he said. “It will be useful in times to 
come.” 

 “I imagine,” Logan said, leaning back. “You know, we 
saved her all those years ago. Now she saved us.” 

 “I like to think that everything in life moves in circles,” 
Kurt mused. 

 “Do we ever get anywhere?” Logan asked, drawing on 
his cigar. 

 “My friend,” Kurt said, “a spiral viewed from above is a 
circle.” 

 “That it is,” Logan said. “That it is.” 

 The chopper thudded into the night, over the still forest, 
and out of earshot.  
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Dinner for Two 

Friday, January 11, 2002 

 He hissed through the air and slapped into the thin, 
whiplike upper branches of the tree. As his momentum 
carried him toward the trunk, the boughs bent with his 
impact. He rolled off the branches as they sprang back to 
their original position. Slapping against the trunk with a 
satisfying thud, he whirled up the bark with disturbing speed 
and popped free of the upper branches. 

 The day seemed beautiful to him, even if it was murky 
and dim. Cloudy, a thin film of dispirited mist that wanted to 
be rain sifting down, everything lackluster and colorless in 
the gray light of late afternoon. Just gorgeous. Peter, grinning 
like a madman under his mesh, sprang out of the tree, aiming 
for the lower branches of a tree some thirty feet away. He 
avoided the one above his target because he sensed it would 
snap under the stress he was about to exert; reaching out, he 
slipped his hands around the branch and used his downward 
momentum to swing up into the tree. Curving and whirling, 
he flung himself up so he evaded the branches between him 
and the middle of the tree about thirty feet off the ground. 
Perched in the middle, he found he was still grinning like a 
madman. 

 Tonight. Dinner. Mary Jane. Oh yeah. 

 He scuttled out along the branch until it bent 
dangerously far, then he hurled himself into the air, flipping, 
and he landed on another outflung branch; it bent under his 
weight, and he timed his leap with its recurve so he was flung 
up towards the top of the tree. 

 Great exercise, squirreling. House rules; can‟t hit the 
ground and can‟t use web. Anything else is fair game. So he 
had to do laps around the park, the only place with enough 
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trees to make it worth his while. His heart had started to 
speed up on the second lap; two more to go and he had to go 
shower and get ready. Because tonight was special. 

 “Date!” he said out loud, springing up the tree. “I‟ve got 
a DATE with Mary Jane! I can FLY!” He whirled through 
the air as he crossed the empty space between the elm and 
the oak. Only the thinnest of branches was within his reach. 
He snatched at the branch, and it bent alarmingly, lowering 
him to where he could swing onto one of the thick spokes 
extending from the trunk. 

 Scrabble spring, and he was on the other side of the tree, 
moving with three dimensional ease, ignoring gravity except 
as a source of leverage. He was strong. He was fast. He was 
sticky. He was delighted. And he was moving much, much 
too fast. 

 Suddenly he was alert. Something, near, wrong. He 
slapped into a tree trunk and focused, listening and peering 
down through the shifting leaves, looking for what could 
have triggered his senses. 

 Jogger. Cute, young, blonde, bouncy, discman, not a 
care in the world. “Hm,” Peter said. “I wouldn‟t think I‟d be 
alarmed overmuch about spandex; I mean, it‟s a privilege, 
not a right, but she‟s got all the credentials, and on her I‟d 
forgive the pastel colors next to hot pink—” 

 Mugger, gun. Okay, that‟s the smell. Peter shifted in the 
tree, silently dropping twenty feet to get a better view of the 
ground. On the other side of the tree from the jogging path, 
a man waited. He smelled unmentionable, and he had in his 
hand a rag and a needle… Oh, this was bad. The gun was 
just backup. 

 Peter‟s senses told him the jogger was listening to Alanis 
Morissette. “Still, that‟s no cause for this sort of treatment,” 
he muttered to himself. He could not leave. He could not go 
on his date with this on his conscience. 
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 The man stood quiet, his needle ready, his rag ready, his 
car not far away. He had done this before. More than once. 
More than twice. And it was always so sweet. And it was 
always so satisfying. And it went on for hours. But then he 
was hungry again. Then he saw the bouncing women on 
television, all around him, and he wanted it again. He had a 
system. He had never been caught. His target was coming. 
He felt his muscles tense, he felt himself prepare for the 
spring; the stick; then it was over and to the car. Then on to 
a more private place. Nothing could go wrong. 

 Peter slowly lowered himself, upside down, from the 
tree until his head was level with that of the mugger. 

 “Boo,” he whispered. 

 The man spun around violently, shocked; a dark head, 
flaring huge white eyes, before him; reflexively the needle 
darted out—under his assailant! 

 Peter snapped his head forward, catching the man right 
above the left eye. With a meaty crack, the mugger‟s head 
whipped back (almost too far) and he was picked up off the 
ground with the force of the hit. He thudded down on his 
back. 

 The jogger grooved past, bopping along, oblivious. Peter 
crouched in the tree, his heart going faster than the two laps 
had made it go. He had almost killed the man sprawled at the 
base of the tree. He was not sorry for hurting him; the man 
was scum. But he had almost killed him. 

 And now what? Let him wake up? Trust he did not 
ambush others? Call the police, who would have no evidence 
that they could use in a court of law? Tie up the perpetrator 
and give him a reason to fear the night, fear the squirreling 
hero, bane of muggers? Peter felt himself start to tremble 
slightly. He wasn‟t sure what he had done, or what he was 
going to do. Questions yawned open before him, and he was 
more afraid of slipping now, gripping the tree, than he had 
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been sailing through empty space forty feet above the 
ground. 

 “Date,” he reminded himself sternly. “Save metaphysics 
for later. Ethics for later. Tonight, date. With Mary Jane.” 
His old feelings stirred, but he was sobered by the questions 
that haunted him. He sighed. “Well, at least I‟m calmed 
down,” he noted as he darted through the deepening 
shadows towards home. 

* 

 “Ms. Potts,” the sleek man said, “who did you say our 
dinner guest was tonight?” 

 “A certain Nick Fury,” the attractive woman repeated. 
“Again.” 

 “Again?” The executive turned from his survey of the 
landscape outside his window. “He hasn‟t been by in three 
years. Why again?” 

 “You know why,” she said calmly. “You‟re just going to 
have the same conversation.” 

 “Ah, but I enjoy it,” the man said, smiling as he turned 
back to the view of the manicured landscape. “And the 
answer will still be no.” 

 “I hope he takes it more graciously than he did last 
time,” she said doubtfully. 

 His smile broadened. “I‟ll save the final answer until he‟s 
lit up a cigar. Last time he almost swallowed it. Besides, there 
is a great satisfaction in first treating a man to a first rate 
dinner and then turning it into wet cement in his guts. Ah, I 
do enjoy having something that they want, and not giving it 
to them.” 

 Ms. Potts had nothing to say to that. “Do you want to 
know about tomorrow, sir?” 

 “Cancel tomorrow,” he said with a wave. “I‟ve got work 
to do downstairs.” 
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 “But, Mr. Stark,” she persisted, ever so politely, 
“Tomorrow you‟re flying to the United Kingdom to oversee 
the opening of a chemical plant outside Dublin.” 

 He shook his head. “Send one of my vice presidents. 
I‟m sure I pay them for something.” 

 “I assured Henderson you‟d come,” she pressed. 

 “You were wrong,” Stark shrugged. “What‟s for 
dinner?” 

 “You assured me you‟d go,” she protested, her lips 
clamping down to a thin line. 

 He turned and made eye contact with her, amused. “I 
lied.” He flashed her a dazzling smile. “Dinner?” 

 She took a deep breath. “King crab, caviar, kelp stew, 
shrimp scampi, and of course anything else you‟d like. 
French silk for dessert.” 

 “I suppose it‟ll have to do,” sighed Stark. “Who picked 
the menu?” 

 “As per standing orders,” Ms. Potts replied, “we check 
to see what the preferences of the guests are before we 
prepare the menu.” 

 “No seafood. We‟ll have pasta primavera, some grilled 
chicken, garlic bread, soups up to the cook, and for dessert, 
something on fire. This isn‟t a usual dinner meeting. The last 
thing I want is for Fury to be comfortable.” He looked into 
the middle distance at something only he could see, and a 
touch of cruelty slipped into his smile. 

 “I‟ll take care of it,” Ms. Potts said, and she turned to 
go. 

 “Ms. Potts,” he said softly as she reached the door. 

 She stopped. 
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 “You and I have worked together for a long time,” he 
continued in the same soft, gentle, almost tender tone. “That 
does not give you leave to push me. Are we clear?” 

 She straightened. “Perfectly clear, Mr. Stark.” She could 
hear his smile deepen again. 

 “Good. We can go over the Africa reports before Fury 
arrives.” 

 “Yes sir,” she said, and she left. She stopped outside the 
door, forcing herself to breathe normally while emotions 
struggled in her. Damn that man. Then she mastered herself 
and strode off to make her employer‟s will reality. 

 Inside, Stark watched the manicured landscaping, his 
thoughts distant. 

* 

 Midge checked out of the Stark lab. “See you tomorrow, 
Jen,” he said to the fat woman who brooded in the control 
booth. She waved at him, and buzzed him out. She absently 
watched him walk down the corridor, turn into the men‟s 
restroom before his drive home. She looked back down at 
her magazine. Turned the page. There was Midge again; he 
was already late leaving, and that wasn‟t good for the 
department payroll report. Raised eyebrows. Got people 
grumpy. He headed back and knocked on the door. 

 “What,” she said tonelessly. 

 “Forgot my coat,” he said with a sheepish shrug. She 
sighed, and buzzed him back in. “Just be a minute,” he said, 
and he trotted towards the back. She looked back down at 
her magazine. 

 Didn‟t see it coming. 

 The stun gun snarled into the back of her neck; her head 
thudded down on the desk. Midge dragged her out of her 
chair and rolled her under the desk. Another security officer 
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was coming, Midge noted on the camera. He quickly cleared 
his throat and took Jen‟s seat. 

 The security officer (Midge noticed it was Henderson) 
came around the corner. 

 “See you tomorrow, Jen,” he said.  

 She waved at him and buzzed him out. Then the 
intruder looked aimlessly down at her magazine and waited 
for the night shift to arrive. 

* 

 Peter fiddled with the strip of cloth, then narrowed his 
eyes at the mirror. Still crooked. Frustration welled up in him, 
but he managed to carefully take the tie off, yank it out of its 
knot, and try again. He draped it around his neck. There. 
And over there. And under there. And wrap there. Tug. 
Okay.  

 Crooked. 

 Just then there was a knock on his door. “Come in,” he 
said as sweetly as he could manage. The door opened, and 
Aunt May peered in at him. 

 “Hello, Peter,” she said. “So are you ready for your date? 
I thought I‟d take a picture of you in a suit,” she said, her 
eyes twinkling. She held a manually adjusting .35 millimeter 
relic she must have gotten out of the attic for the occasion. 

 “Come on, Aunt May,” Peter protested, feeling 
awkward. “I wear suits lotsa times.” 

 “But not when you‟re so excited,” she said with a smile. 
“Look at you. You‟re flushed.” 

 “I gotta finish getting ready,” he said in a voice 
suspiciously close to a whine. 

 “Oh, but your tie is crooked,” she said. “Here, let me 
help.” She guided him to the bed, turned him around and sat 
him down. 
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 “Like so,” she said, pulling the tie around. “And there. 
And there. Just like that. A knot that your Uncle Ben would 
be proud of.” 

 Peter looked in the mirror. “It‟s… great… a bit thick, 
though, don‟t you think?” he managed. 

 “It‟s lovely,” she assured him. “It was the style thirty 
years ago, which means it should be coming back any day 
now.” 

 He shrugged, unable to refute her logic. “Okay, well, for 
tie-tying I have to pay the photo tax.” He leaned up against 
the wall and smiled his most debonair grin. 

 “Oh, Peter,” Aunt May said, repressing a smile. “Here 
we go.” 

 He heard a click, but the flash didn‟t flare. His smile 
started gritting teeth. “Thanks, that was great,” he said. “That 
shot really catches it up.” 

 “Is she coming here?” Aunt May asked. “I want a 
picture of her, too.” 

 “I‟ll get you one, promise,” Peter said, kissing her gently 
on the forehead. “I‟ll just take the camera and get some shots 
for you. But I gotta go. Now. Really.” 

 “You do that,” she said with a smile. “Have a good time! 
But don‟t be out too late. And—Peter! Peter, take your coat!” 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 The sleek car pulled up to the well-appointed Stark 
mansion. The mansion abutted some of Stark‟s most cutting 
edge R&D labs. Fury watched dispassionately through the 
window, wrapping up the conversation on his cell phone. 

 “No, we aren‟t going to work out the labor disputes at 
the Madagascar site. The purpose of the Project is to create 
agents and deploy them for specific surgical tasks, not for 
peace keeping operations or labor mediation or warehouse 
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guarding. No, I don‟t think I need to consider my next 
quarter‟s funding. I‟m not elected, Senator, I‟m appointed. 
You sell the plan with my superiors and we‟ll see, but as it is 
I cannot offer you the Project‟s support with your difficulty. 
I have to go.” Fury snapped the phone shut. “Politicians,” he 
muttered as he tugged a cigar out of its case. “Driver, this 
will take about two hours. Don‟t get too comfortable.” He 
got out of the car and slammed the door, his one eye taking 
in the building‟s façade and the one servant sent out to greet 
him. 

 Taking his sweet time, he tore the butt of the cigar off 
with his teeth and leisurely produced a lighter from his 
pocket. He lit the cigar, and drew deeply. Then he let the 
smoke out through his nostrils and regarded the servant with 
his cold stare. Stark. Damn. It was going to be a long supper. 

 He strolled toward the servant. “Awright, let‟s go,” he 
muttered. 

 The butler said nothing about his cigar. “This way, 
please,” he said. They walked in, down the brilliantly lit and 
sumptuously appointed hall, and into a dining room with a 
table big enough for six, but only two places set. 

 An ashtray by each seat. 

 “Thanks, that‟ll do,” Fury said to the butler, who 
nodded and left. Fury walked to the window and looked out. 
Nice yard. 

 The door opened and Stark entered, dressed in an 
impeccable white evening suit. “My inestimable acquaintance, 
Nick Fury,” he said with a winning smile. 

 “Stark,” Fury nodded. “How‟s it going.” 

 “Good, good,” Stark said, taking a seat at the head of 
the table. “I was pleased to hear you decided to keep in 
touch. It‟s so easy these days to lose track of your friends.” 
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 “More than you know,” Fury said. The two men sat at 
the table and looked into each other‟s eyes for a moment. 
“You know why I‟m here,” Fury stated. 

 “Certainly not for the food,” Stark smiled, invulnerable. 
“I imagine you wish to resurrect a dead topic.” 

 “And then some,” Fury said. “We need your help, Stark, 
and we‟re willing to pay handsomely for it.” 

 “First we eat,” Stark smiled. “Then we talk business. 
Surely that‟s acceptable?” 

 Fury squinted at him. “Any idea how big a chunk of my 
schedule I‟m missing for this?” he growled softly. 

 Stark‟s impenetrable smile grew stronger. “My dear Mr. 
Fury,” he said, “I just conducted about two billion dollars 
worth of decision making while you were coming up the 
drive. Please do not presume to lecture me about the worth 
of your time, especially when you are the one who wanted to 
talk to me.” 

 A moment of tense silence. The door opened and a 
servant brought in the appetizers. 

 “Care for breadsticks?” Stark said, his smile warm and 
his eyes cold. 

* 

 “Seen Jen?” asked the security officer, Balentyne. 
Michaelson looked up, his eyes bleary behind his glasses. 

 “Yeah, she said she was sick. Logged out about half an 
hour ago,” he said. “I bet she put it in the log, did you check 
there?” 

 “No, just curious is all,” Balentyne shrugged. “Aren‟t 
you working late tonight.” 

 “Hardly working,” Michaelson grinned ruefully. “Just 
babysitting an experiment. Working like laundry is working; 
just waiting for the spin cycle to end.” 
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 “Well, don‟t get a hernia lifting your load,” Balentyne 
said with a grin. He turned and left the lab. 

 “I won‟t,” smiled the scientist. “I promise.” 

 Michaelson stood up and stretched, yawning. He walked 
around the corner, down to the vending machines. Waited. 

 A security officer came in. “Hey, Michaelson,” the guard 
grinned. “How‟s it goin?” 

 Michaelson shrugged. “Could be better. I left my car 
keys in the lab. You know how hard it is to get a taxi to come 
out here this time of night.” 

 The guard, Cooper, frowned sympathetically. “That‟s 
real bad,” he said. “You‟ll have to get here in the morning, 
too. Why don‟t you just go in and get them?” 

 Michaelson smiled ruefully (an expert expression.) “You 
know how Stark gets when we go in the lab at irregular 
hours. I don‟t want to have to explain how a genius worthy 
of his employ in R&D is stupid enough to leave his keys in 
the lab.” 

 “Yeah,” Cooper sympathized, rubbing the back of his 
neck. “Tell you what!” he said as an idea occurred to him. 
“I‟ll let you in. I‟m supposed to do a sweep through there 
anyway in about fifteen minutes.” 

 “Would you?” Michaelson said with a relieved smile. 
“That would be great!” 

 “Okay, you just sit tight,” Cooper said with a very 
satisfied expression. “I‟ll be back for you in a jiffy.” 

 “You do that,” Michaelson said as he watched the guard 
go, narrowing his eyes. He pulled out an expensive cigarette 
and lit it up. 

* 

 Peter pulled up outside Mary Jane‟s apartment, wincing 
as he listened to the gentle tap and rattle of the hanging 
muffler dipping now and then to touch the pavement. His 
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car was not a thing of beauty. But it usually got him where he 
needed to go. He shut down the engine, hopped out of the 
car, and reached back in for the rose he had gotten for Mary 
Jane. 

 After innumerable recalculations, he had found a way to 
wear the suit, get a flower, and order at the restaurant he was 
taking her to, all within his budget, walking the line between 
cheap and classy. Peter fervently prayed that Mary Jane was a 
petite eater as he walked up to her apartment and pushed the 
doorbell. 

 The door opened, and Mary Jane stood there in a baggy 
sweater and sweats. “Heya, tiger,” she said. “I‟m almost 
ready. Come on in.” And with that she turned her back to 
him and swayed into the apartment, pushing her hair back 
and fiddling with an earring. 

 Peter walked in, feeling the sudden heat of the 
apartment after the chill in the car. His heater didn‟t work 
properly, but he had driven around for a while before picking 
her up so it would be warmer in the car. He picked a 
restaurant nearby to minimize the time in his dilapidated junk 
heap.  

 “Hi,” said Amy, Mary Jane‟s roomie. She was curled up 
on the couch watching tv. “How you doing, Pete?” 

 “I‟m the luckiest man in the world, just between you and 
me,” he said to Amy, grinning. Amy shrugged. 

 “You have a good time, now,” she grinned. “Don‟t do 
anything that Mary Jane wouldn‟t do.” 

 He cocked an eyebrow, but she just chuckled to herself 
at her joke and resumed watching tv. Peter heard a hiss, and 
he glanced down the hallway to see a tabby cat balefully 
watching him. 

 “That‟s not nice,” Mary Jane said, coming out of her 
room. She strolled into the entryway, and Peter was 
dumbstruck. 
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 She wore a sheer black dress, with no sleeves and no 
shoulders and a plunging back that revealed a considerable 
amount of skin. She wore gloves that went from her 
fingertips to halfway up her biceps, also black, and she had 
silver rings on her fingers over the gloves. To top it off was a 
black shawl that concealed her shoulders and back. She 
smiled at him with her ruby red lipstick and her stunning 
green eyes. He found air hard to come by as he smiled at her. 

 “How do I look?” she asked, arching an eyebrow. 

 “Like I got hit by a truck,” he said, “and welcomed to 
heaven.” 

 “Sounds like a date with MJ,” Amy said with a grin. 

 “We should go,” Mary Jane said with a sly look at her 
roomie, “before the envy gets too deep.” 

 “What. Ever.” Amy grinned. She popped a handful of 
popcorn in her mouth and munched contentedly. 

 Then Peter and Mary Jane were outside. 

 “You came in that thing?” she asked with a smile. 
“You‟re braver than I thought.” 

 “Har har,” he muttered, but he walked around and 
opened her door for her with a flourish. She gracefully slid 
down onto the seat. 

 Peter hopped in and fumbled to put the key in the 
ignition. He managed it. He was holding his breath as he 
pumped the gas pedal once, twice, three times. It was 
warmed up. That should do it. His hand trembled a bit as he 
turned the key. The engine turned over once, twice, then 
roared to life. He sat back with a relieved smile and glanced 
over at Mary Jane, who was looking out the window and 
politely ignoring his heroic struggle. 

 He threw the car into gear, and off they went. 

 “So,” Peter said casually, “how did your day go?” 
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 “Weather was crummy,” Mary Jane said. “But I got my 
hair done anyway.” 

 “Yeah,” Peter said with a smile, his senses reaching out. 
“I like the feathering at the ends, but I‟m glad you washed 
their crummy gel out. The natural look is so much better for 
you.” 

 She looked over at him, genuinely startled. “You 
noticed?” 

 “I may be a man,” Peter said, pressing a fist against his 
heart, “but beneath this rugged exterior lurks the soul of a 
hairdresser. Or a sensitive nineties sort of guy. Even though 
it isn‟t the nineties anymore. But that‟s kind of where they—
you know what I‟m saying.” 

 “You are too much, Parker,” she said with a smile, 
leaning back in her seat. 

 Alertness hit him; his scalp tingled. Danger. He sorted 
through his overactive senses, looking for the cause; a certain 
wobble: No! Not now! Not— 

 With a bang, the car lurched and fishtailed; Peter‟s 
reflexes snapped into action and he guided the car to the 
shoulder of the road and skidded to a halt without hitting any 
other cars or objects. Mary Jane let out a whoop, but didn‟t 
scream. Then they were sitting still, breathing hard, as cars 
whizzed by. 

 “Flat,” Peter said. 

 “Flat,” Mary Jane agreed. 

 Peter put his head on the steering wheel for just a 
moment to gather his strength, then he looked at Mary Jane 
with a brilliant smile. “I just arranged this little incident to 
display my speed and prowess as a suburban one-man pit 
crew,” he pattered with a grin. “You just sit tight and before 
you know it we‟ll be back on the great twisted oval of the city 
streets.” He opened the door and got out. 
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 He popped the trunk. “Jack,” he muttered to himself, 
“jack. Jack. Jack.” No jack. Donut tire replacement, 
schoolbooks, two blankets, empty oil bottles, bag of potato 
chips, two crumpled fast food bags… 

 Damn. 

 He opened the door to the back seat. 

 “That was fast, tiger,” Mary Jane said. 

 He grinned ruefully. “Left the tire iron in the back seat,” 
he said, picking up the tire iron. 

 Slamming the door. 

 Don‟t need no stinking jack. 

 He looked down at his suit ruefully, then squatted 
delicately. Glancing to make sure Mary Jane wasn‟t paying 
attention, he quickly lifted the car with one hand, about three 
inches off the ground. Dropping the tire iron, he tugged off 
the hubcap with his strength and adhesion. Dropping it, he 
started whirling the tough lugnuts off with his bare hands; 
they didn‟t slip free and he had all the strength he needed to 
dislodge them. 

 “Almost done,” he muttered to himself. “That wasn‟t so 
bad, was it?” 

 A truck thundered by, and it hit a puddle that sloshed 
filthy street water all over his back, and left his hubcap 
spinning; two lug nuts rolled off. 

 Peter froze, absolutely motionless for a moment, waiting 
for the moment to pass. “Just breathe, Parker,” he muttered 
to himself. “Breathing is better than catching the truck and 
taking its engine block out with my bare hands.” 

 “Everything okay out there?” Mary Jane asked as she 
rolled the window down. 

 “Fine,” he grinned. “Done in a sec.” 

* 
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 There was a moment of silence after dessert where Stark 
and Fury regarded each other through their smoke; Stark lit 
up a delicate cigarillo, and Fury his second cigar for the 
evening. 

 “My position has changed, Stark,” Fury said. 

 “Oh?” 

 “I‟m now the director of the Project. All you need to 
know about that is that it is my responsibility to create and 
train the agents that will keep our fine country safe; what‟s 
more, the world.” 

 “Safe,” Stark said. “Very reassuring. I imagine all 
agencies wish they could make as well as train their agents.” 
He smiled to himself. “I imagine Hitler thought he was 
making the world safe, too.” 

 “This is verbal prancing, Stark,” Fury said with a 
dismissive wave. “You have the best, the leading edge 
technology for portable power sources, directed energy, and 
metal armor alloys. You‟ve put these things together under 
different projects, with different purposes. You‟ve told me 
time and time again you won‟t sell your technology for 
military or paramilitary applications. You have got to 
reconsider.” 

 “I‟ve been audited every year for the past ten years by 
the IRS,” Stark said, his smile fading a bit. “I have seen the 
federal government give contracts to my competitors for the 
specific purpose of making my life difficult. Visa applications 
cost me triple what they cost others with all the red tape, and 
they are sometimes denied. I have had tariff issues, 
investigations, probes; in short, in spite of the United States 
government‟s best efforts I have flourished. So here‟s my 
answer to you, Nick Fury. Go to hell.” 

 Stark was still smiling. 

 Fury sat quiet for a moment, then he nodded. “The 
Project was all about finding people who were different; 
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somehow damaged and set apart from the rest of humanity 
and using their differentness to our advantage. Now I‟m in 
charge. I am going to experiment with what technology and 
machines and cybers can do. I know how you feel about the 
government, Tony. But consider this. No matter how good 
your security is, there are other agencies like the Project out 
there, and everybody wants what you‟re developing.” He 
stood. “If I don‟t get it, someone else will, or they‟ll duplicate 
your research. Then you‟ll see worse applications than I 
could ever dream up. The choice is yours, Stark.” 

 “It‟s worse than you think,” Stark said quietly, almost 
dreamily. “My security here is good. Damn good. If I gave 
anything to you, I‟m sure I would see it again.” He paused. 
“Either those you gave it to would come to me to get more, 
or those that stole it from your somewhat less secured 
premises would come for the details I wouldn‟t dare to put in 
your hands. Either way I lose, Fury.” 

 Fury sighed, and ground out his cigar in the ashtray. 
“Humanity has never developed a weapon it hasn‟t used, 
Stark. I can let myself out.” 

 The door closed behind him. Stark sighed. He waited. 
Then he stood and walked to the window and looked out 
over his domain. Another invader repelled. 

 But for how long? 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 She gently lowered herself upside down from the cable 
she had planted in the ceiling. There it was, the prize she was 
after. She pulled out her electronic bypass, and in seconds 
she popped the case open. She reached in and grabbed the 
cylinder, about the size of a film canister. Her toned muscles 
pulled her around, and she was up the cable again. She 
kicked off the ceiling and slid down the rope, swinging, and 
landed to the side of the activated laser grid. She tapped her 
goggles, and she could see the infrared and ultraviolet 
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tripwires. She had deactivated the mass detectors and motion 
detectors before she entered the lab. 

 A code; then for the retinal scan; her eyes bulged and 
shifted, then the machine scanned her. 

 “Acknowledge passage,” the computer said, “Anthony 
Stark, Clearance Alpha Gamma G.” 

 She smiled, and her eyes shifted once again. Then she 
was moving through the hallway, past the unconscious guard. 
She had reset the systems, giving her a twenty minute 
window. Ten minutes to get in, bypassing the internal 
securities, and five to get out of the secure lab area. She had 
five minutes to leave the complex before the security could 
pick her up again. 

 While she waited for the elevator, she smiled as she read 
the fine print on the canister next to the Stark International 
logo: 

 Tymaz Nine. 

 She slipped it into her belt, then she was gone. 

* 

 Peter slung himself down into the car and slammed the 
door, his face red from cold and frustration. He smiled at 
Mary Jane, his eyes flashing. “Well, sport,” he said with a 
grin. “Let‟s go do dinner.” 

 “You‟re a mess,” she pointed out tactfully. 

 He shrugged. “I brought a spare jacket in the back, and 
the stuff on the rest of me is nothing a quick trip to the 
men‟s room won‟t fix.” 

 She smiled back. “Well well. When are our reservations 
for?” 

 “Seven,” he said. He glanced at his watch. Seven twenty. 
He looked back at her and smiled again. 

 Pumped the gas pedal three times. 
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 Turned the ignition. 

 It made several halfhearted efforts. Then when he 
turned the key it just… clicked. 

 He lowered his head to the steering wheel. Mary Jane 
sighed and leaned back. 

 “At least we have a movie,” she sighed. 

 “What?” 

 “Well,” she said, “You found your tire iron in the back, 
so I figured the jack might be there too. Sure enough was.” 

 “I had an extra in the trunk, just took some finding,” 
Peter said. He laughed, fast and high. “Always losing stuff.” 

 “Anyway,” she said, “You rented „Creature from the 
Black Lagoon.‟ I thought it was cute. I didn‟t know anybody 
watched those old movies.” 

 Peter went white to the lips. “I took that back three 
weeks ago,” he said. 

 She waggled the tape and raised an eyebrow. He sighed. 

 “This is not my day,” he said.  

 “But you‟re on a date with me,” she said, dazzling. 

 “And I‟m screwing it up,” he retorted with some heat. 

 She looked out the window. “You said you‟d take me to 
dinner. How about there?” she asked, pointing. 

 He looked through the windshield; Lucky‟s Pizza Pub. 

 Thought for a moment. 

 Shrugged. 

 “M‟lady,” he said as gallantly as he could, “would you 
care to accompany me to yon eatery?” 

 “I‟d be delighted,” she said, extending her hand, which 
he kissed. Then he got out, walked around the car, and 
opened her door. 
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 “After you,” he said with a deep bow. 

 The spattered young man and the dark jewel on his arm 
glided into the pizza pub. 

* 

 “Sir,” a security officer said to Stark. “I hate to interrupt 
you, but someone with your retinal pattern and security code 
just entered and left the lab.” 

 “Which one?” asked Stark. 

 “The biopharmaceuticals,” the security officer replied. 
Stark nodded. 

 “Prepare a recovery team, quietly. Notify the police we 
will be in need of their assistance. We are not, after all, 
vigilantes. Let‟s see where our thief wants to take the goods.” 

 “Yes sir,” the officer said. Stark sipped his wine. 
Interesting. Only a handful knew that Banner had sold 
Tymaz Nine to him. He would now find out which of that 
handful had the audacity to steal it. 

 He pushed the intercom button. “Get my car,” he said. 

* 

 The dark woman swung over the fence and dropped 
with a roll; just a twelve footer, nothing as sturdy as a posh 
place like Stark International should need. She headed for the 
street, feeling smug. Then her sub-audial alarm went off. She 
pulled out a box the size of a pager, and saw that she was 
now transmitting. Squatting in the shadow, she tugged the 
cylinder out of her belt and held the detector up to it. 

 It was bugged. Right now, it was squealing that it had 
been stolen. 

 Damn. 

 For a moment she indulged in self-recrimination. Should 
have guessed. Should have had a container that would seal all 
signals in, or had a jammer; even while her mind raced on 
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how she could have prevented this she was also thinking a 
mile a minute on how to get out of her fix. Couldn‟t take it 
back and call it a joke. Didn‟t dare try to evade them all and 
hide it. Even one as brazen as she did not dare to open the 
canister to get a sample; the consequences could be quite 
final. Had to ditch it. 

 Three blocks over, and she found an abandoned car. She 
whipped out her miniature tension bar; seconds, and the car 
was open. She dropped the canister in a camera bag on the 
floorboards, then slammed the door; in moments, she was a 
bag lady shuffling down the street. 

 Less than two minutes later the squad car pulled up, one 
of Stark International‟s security officers in the back seat. 
They checked out the car, ran its plates… 

* 

 “This is a defining moment in my life,” thought Peter as 
he twirled the delectable Mary Jane out to his fingertips then 
reeled her back in while the jukebox grooved. “This right 
here.” He looked into her eyes, and she was alive and her 
eyes sparkled with delight. Everything that could go wrong 
had. And she was having a great time anyway. 

 Heaven. 

 “Hey Pete,” Mary Jane said as they sat back down. 
“Whaddya say we go to my place and watch your movie? I 
think monster flicks are cute.” 

 “Okay,” he said with a grin, his mind going wild with the 
possibilities. 

 An hour or so later, they hit the street once more. He 
helped her into her shawl, and arm in arm they headed 
towards his car. He unlocked it for her, then for himself. As 
he slid down into the car, he felt an odd tingle; something 
was wrong. Alertness hit him, and he looked around and 
listened carefully. 

 “What is it?” Mary Jane asked. 
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 “Nothing. Just…nothing,” Peter said, shaking his head. 
“Let‟s see if it starts.” 

 First try, the engine roared to life then purred smugly. 
Peter would have growled at it, but he was too delighted. He 
put it in gear and pulled away— 

 With a squeal of tires, three police cars roared out of 
hiding and blocked him. He slammed on the brakes, and 
Mary Jane yelped. 

 The police surrounded them, firearms out. “Out of the 
car,” one barked. Peter fumbled with his seatbelt, blinking in 
the light, and managed to get out of the car. Rough hands 
grabbed him and spun him around; they searched him 
quickly. 

 Too quickly to find the flat mesh patch on his lower 
back. 

 “He‟s clean,” the cop said. 

 “So‟s this one,” said another. Peter met Mary Jane‟s 
eyes, desperate. This is not my fault! he thought. 

 “What‟s this all about?” asked Peter, eyes flashing with 
anger. 

 “Theft,” an officer said shortly. 

 “What?” Peter exploded. “When?” 

 “Half an hour ago,” said a policeman. 

 “We were on a date,” Mary Jane snapped. “We were in 
the pizza pub there. Go ask the bartender. We were there the 
whole time!” 

 The policeman nodded to his partner. “Go check it 
out.” 

 “Yes sir,” he said, and he headed to the pub. 

 “This is harassment! Why me?” asked Peter. 
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 “Because of this,” the officer said, holding up a canister. 
“It was found in your camera bag.” 

 Peter squinted at it. “I‟ve never seen it before in my life. 
What is it?” 

 “That is not important,” the security officer said. He 
turned to the policeman. “We drop the charges.” 

 “You what?” said the policeman. 

 The security officer shrugged. “He has an alibi. It seems 
clear the thief just dropped the evidence in his car to divert 
us from the right track. Isn‟t that right, son?” 

 Peter looked at him hard. “That‟s the way I figure it.” 

 “So we‟ll drop the charges. We‟ve recovered our 
merchandise, and our security systems were too sabotaged 
for us to build a case anyway. Thank you very much for your 
cooperation.” 

 “You‟re welcome,” the policeman said. “Well, you heard 
the man. Charges dropped before they‟re filed. You kids go 
on home now, and stay out of trouble.” 

 “Yes sir,” muttered Peter. He and Mary Jane got back in 
the car. He started it, and drove. 

 Stark watched through the window of the car across the 
street. “Interesting,” he said. 

 “You think he did it?” the security officer asked when 
he got into the car. 

 “Not a chance,” Stark replied. He handed a set of 
modified binoculars to the security officer. “Neither one of 
them has any kind of shapeshifting instability or high tech 
that would do what our thief did.” 

 “Just wrong time wrong place.” 

 “Looks that way,” Stark said softly, to himself. “We‟ll 
find out who our thief was when he returns.” 

 “Returns, sir?” 
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 Stark smiled, slow and sweet. “He still doesn‟t have 
Tymaz Nine.” 

 “Sir, what IS Tymaz Nine?” 

 “Classified,” Stark said. “Classified. Let‟s go back to the 
mansion.” 

* 

 Peter pulled up outside Mary Jane‟s apartment. They 
were quiet for a moment. 

 “Well, Pete, you sure know how to show a gal a good 
time,” Mary Jane said. 

 “Uh, about tonight, I‟m sorry. I should have known 
better than to walk under that row of thirteen ladders 
swarming with black cats, but there was this mirror I had to 
break. Can I make it up to you?” 

 “This was supposed to be making it up to me for 
abusing my roomie‟s cat, remember?” she said a bit archly. 
“You have a tremendous way of apologizing.” 

 “Sincere if unlucky,” he said quickly. “Look, I‟m really 
sorry about tonight. If you don‟t want to go out again… I‟ll 
understand.” 

 She looked at him a moment then wrinkled her nose; 
“You‟re so cute, Parker!” She kissed his cheek and slid out of 
the car, slamming the door, then into her apartment. 

 “She thinks I‟m cute,” Peter said with a dreamy grin. 
Then he blinked. “Aw, no, the camera!” But the whole 
camera bag was gone. “What am I going to tell Aunt May?” 
he wondered. 

 As he drove off, he did have one consolation; at last the 
day was over. 

* 

 She sat at the table in the dark, motionless and silent. 
She looked at the bottle of wine. Then, deliberately, she 
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grasped it and pulled out the cork with the corkscrew that 
had been in place since before she left. She poured herself a 
drink, and raised her glass. 

 “To next time,” Mystique said quietly to herself. “To 
next time.” 
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Mixed Signals 

Monday, January 14, 2002 

 Fury sat in the car, not talking on his cell phone, not 
even puffing on the cigar that he held in his hand as it 
smoldered in the unmoving air. He was watching his 
operative, weighing his options. 

 “Stark won‟t sell,” Fury said slowly. “I knew he 
wouldn‟t, but I had my hopes anyway.” His remaining eye 
narrowed. “I‟m going to give you your first assignment,” he 
said. “Since you‟re a prototype, you gotta come through on 
this one. No failures. Not this soon.” 

 “I won‟t let you down, sir,” the man said in a thick, slow 
voice. 

 “Stark is the only one with technology as advanced as 
ours,” Fury said. He looked out the window. “So you‟re 
disavowed and broken.” He took a drag on his cigar. “Only 
Stark can fix you. Save your life. He won‟t be able to resist 
that.” 

 “And if he does?” asked the agent. 

 “Then you better be convincing,” Fury said softly. “I‟ve 
got a mission I can send you on. When it‟s over, you don‟t 
come back. You go to Stark.” 

 “So how do I get disavowed?” the agent asked. 

 “Ever hear of Bruce Banner?” Fury drew on his cigar, 
the glow lighting up his face. 

 “No,” the man said. 

 “He‟s a scientist, a real egg head. Used to work for the 
Project, helped them dream up their monsters. He‟s the 
reason Tymaz Nine is out of our control. He sold it to Stark 
International for a tidy sum of money. Now he‟s in a small 
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plantation estate in Brazil outside Taguatinga.” Fury took a 
deep drag on his cigar. “He‟s brilliant,” Fury said, then he 
exhaled, the heavy fumes of the cigar shoving through the air 
then breaking into wisps, curling like incense. “We can‟t hold 
him. He knows too much about Extechops, and with his 
intellect he could do a lot of damage no matter how we try to 
shut him up. He must be silenced, Garrett.” 

 The big man sat hunched, unmoving, unblinking. 

 “Kill him,” Fury said. 

 “I won‟t let you down, sir,” Garrett replied in his thick, 
slow voice. 

Tuesday, January 15, 2002 

 Doctor Bruce Banner stood on the verandah, looking 
out over the thick lush jungle that pushed up to the 
crumbling brick walls of the small compound. He swirled a 
fine port in the tumbler he held. He breathed deeply as he 
looked up at the moon. The air was full of the musk of living 
jungle; rot, decay, wild spraying growth, blood, blossoms. He 
smiled. 

 This was a perfect night. 

 He felt dead inside. 

 In a quick practiced motion he popped a pill in his 
mouth, and he washed it down with the port. 

 Best to stay feeling dead inside. 

 He walked into the house. The gas generator was still 
noisily rattling to itself in the shed, so he turned his laptop 
on. It was strange to not have any email address at all, but he 
dared not allow himself the chink in his anonymity that even 
a simple email might afford. He spent twenty minutes 
browsing around the outside world‟s reflection in electronic 
space, then he shut his computer off. Refilled his port. 
Finished the bottle. Still not drowsy or buzzed. Damn. 
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 He sat down at his lab table and pulled out his notes. It 
only took a fraction of his concentration to follow the 
formula precisely, to make the beautiful poison that made his 
life possible. His mind wandered. Wandered to the three 
international accounts he had hidden his money in. 
Wandered to the helicopter, hidden under a camo net not far 
from here. Wandered to the assassins the Project was sure to 
send if they ever discovered where he was hiding. 

 An hour later he had a small stack of white capsules. He 
smiled and stood, stretching. Looked down at his thin body. 
Such a substantial body for a ghost. 

 He picked up his pocket tape recorder and walked back 
out on the verandah. “January fifteenth. Beautiful night in 
Casa Banner. Looking at the moon reminds me of when I 
was young and in love.” He smiled to himself. “It seems the 
poison I‟ve duplicated from the Project has worked perfectly. 
I‟ve been gone from there for about five weeks, and so far I 
feel as dead as I‟m used to feeling.” He paused. 

 “Seems like the Project‟s arm is not much longer than I 
had feared. So far I have not been detected, because I have 
not seen any of their agents. This cannot last forever. 
Therefore, I‟ll continue recording the results of my 
experiments.” 

 Banner snapped his tape recorder off and leaned his 
head forward on his hands. He breathed deeply for a minute 
or more, then snapped the recorder back on. 

 “Who am I fooling. There are no more experiments. 
The thin façade I managed to erect in the name of science 
has withered in the absence of the required discipline of the 
Project. I have lost all sense of time. With no work the lack 
of purpose is getting to me. I don‟t know how much longer I 
can hold up. None of this matters. Nothing matters. God 
help me I can‟t care. My life is worthless, my work is 
worthless, and I‟m finally rich.” He snapped the recorder off 
and slipped it in his pocket. 
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 He couldn‟t even weep. 

 Banner walked into his room, shedding his robe. He 
caught a pale reflection of his thin white body in the mirror. 
He turned to look at himself. He started to tremble with an 
emotion; he was too deadened to know what it was. He 
turned and toppled into bed, and he did not know if he slept 
or not. 

* 

 Air whistling. Falling. Falling fast. 

 Garrett looked through the night sky, seeing equally well 
in dazzling light and deep night. He saw the feral form of his 
partner on this mission, Victor Creed. Creed was huge, 
sailing down through the night as though he was leaping 
instead of falling. Creed glanced over at him and grinned a 
savage, horrid snarl. 

 Garrett looked down at the jungle that slowly spun 
below as they fell. His enhanced hearing could still detect the 
soft drone of the engines of the stealth plane they had leaped 
from twenty seconds ago. 

 The big, slow, ugly man tugged on his ripcord and felt 
his parachute blossom overhead. He jerked up, and began to 
glide like an unwieldy balloon. His „chute was specially 
designed to hold not only his incredible weight, but also the 
massive case strapped to the front of his body that weighed 
nearly a hundred pounds. 

 Creed was laughing as he smashed into the jungle 
canopy, ending his free fall. Garrett‟s enhanced hearing 
followed the crunch and crack of the tree and Creed breaking 
each other‟s limbs. Creed crashed into the jungle floor. 
Garrett couldn‟t be sure, but he thought he heard a chuckle. 

 A minute later he slashed the cords on his „chute and 
dropped into the canopy, battered a bit on the way down but 
thudding to the ground on his feet. 

 “What took ya so long, tinker toy?” asked Creed. 
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 Garrett looked over at him, then he turned his attention 
to the case. He unstrapped it and slung it to the ground. 
Kneeling, he opened it. 

 Guns. 

 “Cute toys,” Creed sneered. 

 Garrett snapped the first one together. Fifty caliber 
helical fed caseless over/under with grenade launcher, large 
frame. He slung that over his shoulder. Three backup ammo 
drums. Locked to the back of his belt. Silenced Glock ten 
millimeter pistols, one under each arm. Bandoleer with ten 
pre-loaded clips, strapped across his shoulder blades. 
Automatic grenade launcher, twenty round drum. Two 
backup drums. The launcher over his shoulder, the drums 
clipped to the bandoleer on his back. Trench knife. 

 “Yo, tinker, you ready?” 

 The ugly man slowly turned his face toward Creed. 
“Healed enough to walk?” he asked. 

 Creed glowered at him. 

 Garrett unfocused, activating his global positioning 
system. The satellite lit up the target. Three kliks. No 
problem.  

 Garrett started trudging up the steep slope. Creed rolled 
to his feet and followed. 

 “You plan on just blowing the place up?” Creed asked. 

 Garrett ignored him. 

 “I don‟t think I like you much,” Creed growled. 

 For the first time since Creed had met him, Garrett 
smiled. 

* 

 Garrett crouched in the shadows, looking over the 
walled compound. Creed crouched next to him, only slightly 
larger. 
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 “This is ridiculous,” Creed muttered. “Looks like you 
carried a lot of metal for no good reason, tinker. Not a 
soldier in sight. Looks like ol‟ Banner doesn‟t expect 
company.” 

 “Creed,” Garrett said. “Just pretend I‟m not here.” 

 “You got a real mouth on you, tinker toy.” 

 Garrett made no answer. He moved, graceless but no 
longer slow, loping up to the brick wall. His dark jumpsuit 
blended with the shadows of the night, but all his weapons 
glittered in the dim light of the moon. Garrett bounced up in 
an ungainly leap that put him high enough to catch the top of 
the wall. Noiselessly he slung his huge frame over and 
dropped on the other side. 

 Creed sprang forward and cleared the wall with a leap. 

 Garrett shifted his posture, and Creed heard a faint 
whirring. Garret moved forward, with a new fluidity and 
grace and silence. Creed raised an eyebrow and grinned. 
Then he followed, noiseless in the shadows. 

 It was not difficult to slip past the few outbuildings of 
the sleeping compound. One guard patrolled with a shotgun. 
They did not bother to dispatch him. Then they were to the 
large open house. 

 Garrett turned to Creed and whispered. “Split up. Cover 
more ground.” 

 Creed nodded. They crossed the verandah and then 
slipped through the open double doors; the night was warm, 
and the all the doors and windows were wide open. 

 Creed padded noiselessly across the living room, into 
what could be a study or den. On one side of the room was a 
fifty-gallon saltwater fish tank with pretty fish swimming 
around. It looked like someone had made a half-hearted 
effort to set up some kind of lab in this room; he saw 
medical equipment, rows and rows of pharmaceuticals, 
everything necessary for putting drugs together. Creed 
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shrugged and continued. He heard a door open and shut, and 
he squeezed his huge bulk into the shadow next to the door, 
listening and sniffing. 

 Kitchen, two rooms over. Banner just got himself a 
midnight snack; glass of milk, graham crackers. Must be 
having trouble sleeping.  

 Creed had just the thing for that. 

 He prowled closer to the defenseless Banner; past his 
bedroom door. Then he stopped, sniffed, and stole back into 
the bedroom. This was a better place. Banner wouldn‟t 
expect it here. He would walk into Creed‟s way instead of 
Creed having to stalk him. 

 His wait was less than five minutes. 

 He saw movement on the balcony. 

 Garrett slid into the shadows of the room, noiseless. He 
had his huge rifle out and cocked. Creed frowned. A bit 
overkill. 

 Banner walked back towards his room, his robe draped 
loosely around his scrawny form. He cleared the doorway, 
oblivious— 

 As Garrett raised the gun and lined it up in a smooth 
motion, Creed sprang across the room. In a heartbeat he was 
between Banner and Garrett as Garrett pulled the trigger. 

 A cascading stream of bullets flared into the night, 
lighting up the dark room with a deafening clatter of fully 
automatic fire. The bullets that would have sheared Banner 
in two instead smashed into the primal giant, Creed. He 
yelped as the bullets tore into him at point blank range, 
unerring in their accuracy. As he flew back, he knocked into 
Banner, who toppled into the hallway with the force of the 
impact. 

 Garrett‟s eyes narrowed. He made his decision. As 
Creed tried to roll over, Garrett strode up to where he lay, 
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gun explosively erupting, the bullets now slamming through 
Creed into the wall and floor, shoving him down and back 
with impacts like a kicking horse. 

 Garrett squatted by Creed moments later when the gun 
was empty. “Stay down,” he grunted. “Magnum fifty cal, you 
idiot.” He stood and turned his back on the gory mass of 
shattered bones and torn flesh that had been Creed, and he 
looked down the hallway. 

 Banner was gone. Garrett reloaded the smoking rifle. 

 Garrett loped down the hallway, looking through the 
walls, looking for the good doctor. 

 A setback, no more. Banner‟s time was up. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Banner popped two pills as his scrawny chest heaved 
and his ragged breath tore in and out. Found. He didn‟t 
know how, but the Project had caught up to him. He tugged 
feebly at the camo net on the helicopter, and after a few 
agonizing minutes of heavy work he managed to get it free. 
He hopped into the bubble of the stripped down helicopter 
and flipped switches; for a moment he was amused at the 
thought that he was running for his life dressed in boxer 
shorts, a loose robe, and house slippers. 

 Then the engine whined, kicked, kicked again, and the 
rotors started spinning. 

 Free and clear. 

 Banner pulled up, soared up above the jungle canopy— 

 It was pure chance that the chopper was heeling around, 
changing its bearing, when the grenade slammed into the rear 
fuselage. Banner was jolted in his seat, then instinctively he 
snapped out of the harness and tilted himself out; gas tank 
hit— 
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 The explosion shoved him down into the trees harder 
than gravity was pulling at him. Tearing leaves, whipping 
limbs, then a glimpse of something harder— 

 And he was laying on the jungle floor, dazed, without 
his glasses. He felt blood trickle down his cheek and 
forehead. He did not move; he was not ready to know what 
was broken. 

 Banner drifted towards unconsciousness again, but he 
feebly struggled to lift his arm. Into his pocket. His shaky 
hand pulled out a cracked pill bottle. He dropped it, and little 
white pills spilled on the dark loam. He scrabbled to pick one 
up, and dropped it between his lips. 

 Pain. So much pain. But he needed to swallow. He 
managed to get the pill down. 

 Now to stay awake. 

 Musn‟t lose consciousness. 

 Must stay awake. 

 Or a very bad thing would happen. 

* 

 “Not bad,” Garrett said as he slung his grenade launcher 
and pulled out one of his Glocks. “You evaded me for close 
to forty minutes.” 

 “Don do it,” burbled Banner. “Don shoot me.” 

 Garrett chambered a round and lowered the silenced 
weapon to line up with Banner‟s bloody face. 

 Proximity sensor going wild—Garrett glanced over his 
shoulder— 

 Creed dropped from the canopy and took one, two slugs 
in his chest. Then he was down, and his claws tore into 
Garrett‟s elbow, catching in the plastic and steel and yanking 
him off balance as Creed‟s fist crushed into Garrett‟s cheek 
bone, displacing an eye with a metallic crunch. Garrett was 
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airborne, smashing into a tree as the gun bucked again, but 
Creed wasn‟t finished. He was up close now, too close for 
Garrett‟s guns to come to bear. 

 Garrett lashed out with his fingertips straight; they 
rammed into the jugular and carotid in Creed‟s throat, 
throwing him back with their angular force. A lesser man 
would be killed. Creed slid back, one hand darting up to his 
throat while his other steadied him against a tree. 

 Garrett dropped the Glock and whipped up the assault 
rifle. As Creed spun away through the trees Garret streamed 
bullets after him, not missing but not hitting squarely either. 
They were both fast, and they were both distracted. 

 Banner crawled over the log and lay still on the other 
side, not moving, praying he would stay conscious… 

 Creed scuttled up a tree, coughing like a cat trying to be 
rid of a hairball. His throat was recovering fast; he had to 
hold his breath until it did. Garrett retrieved his Glock and 
holstered it, slinging the rifle. He unlimbered the grenade 
launcher. 

 Creed clung to the side of the swaying tree, looking 
down at Garrett, his eyes smoldering with hate. Then his eyes 
widened with shock, and he launched sideways as the 
grenade detonated not ten feet from his perch, spraying the 
trees with shrapnel. Creed caught a chunk in the forehead, in 
the chest, in his arm; then he was in cover. He grunted, 
furious, wishing his vocal cords would heal up faster. 
Another grenade exploded not far away, and the trees gushed 
fire. Creed dropped to the ground and slid behind an earthen 
bank. He took a moment to dig some shrapnel out and to 
think of a plan. It was quiet for a few seconds. Garrett must 
be looking for Banner. Garrett could not be permitted to 
find Banner. 

 Creed spun out of cover and into another patch; as he 
did, he saw Garrett reflectively pushing his eye back into its 
socket. It wouldn‟t fit perfectly, but it should still work. 
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 Garrett scanned the jungle looking for Creed. The 
breeze from the flaming canopy disrupted his motion 
sensors, his infrared was useless in this heat, and his 
proximity sensors were going berserk as it was. He was 
reduced to visual scanning. Of course Garrett didn‟t see 
Creed leap at the backs of his knees. 

 With a sickening crunch, Garrett‟s knees folded and he 
toppled backwards onto his assailant. Creed wasn‟t satisfied; 
his huge taloned hands dug into Garrett‟s knee and tore. 
Creed‟s muscles bunched, his sinews snapped taut, and the 
steel and plastic that connected Garrett‟s leg tore with a 
horrid rip. 

 Creed rolled to his feet as Garrett groped for his gun. 
Garrett felt a leg smash into the back of his head. It was not 
pleasant for him to realize Creed had torn his leg off so it 
could be a handy club. 

 Creed gripped the ankle and swung the leg with all his 
might, straight down on the top of Garrett‟s head. It 
slammed home, and Garrett‟s hair toppled off, exposing the 
tough plastic dome it was normally adhered to. 

 “Six million” whuk “dollar tinker” whuk “toy gonna 
get” whuk “smacked down” whuk “right now.” Whack, 
crack, whack. Creed stood breathing hard, Garrett‟s smashed 
leg dangling from one hand, and Garrett lay smoking and 
sparking on the ground, his arm twitching. 

 Creed inspected the shattered calf , shin, ankle, and foot. 
Then he sniffed, and poked at the calf. “Hey Garrett,” he 
said, tugging at a wad out that was almost baseball sized. “C4 
in your calf? You‟re a regular explosive piñata. Maybe I 
should string you up and beat you until all the pineapple 
grenades an flares an Inspector Gadget gear comes out.” 
Garrett said nothing. 

 Creed sniffed, then turned to look at the log. “Way I 
figure it, I just saved your sorry hide, Banner. Why doncha 
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come out where we can talk like civilized beins.” Creed 
tossed the shattered leg away and turned towards the doctor. 

 “Which one of us is supposed to be civilized?” Banner 
asked from behind the log. Creed barked a laugh.  

 “I didn‟t say we were,” he said. “We can still pretend, 
like politicians do.” 

 “Sounds like my life,” Banner said, propping himself up 
on one elbow with some difficulty. “Copter crash,” he said 
ruefully. 

 “Yeah, tinker toy was kind enough to mark your landing 
site for you,” Creed said, stepping close to Banner and 
crouching. 

 “So you‟re not going to kill me,” Banner observed 
cautiously. 

 “Oh no,” Creed grinned. “No, I can‟t kill you. I‟m 
gonna cripple you, though.” 

 “Sure,” Banner half shrugged. “Why not. Just one thing, 
Creed.” 

 “What?” 

 “Don‟t knock me out. For any reason.” Banner‟s face 
was pale under the blood, his eyes shining in the dim light 
cast by the flaming canopy. 

 “Don‟t knock you out?” Why the hell not?” 

 “Because if you do I‟ll kick your ass,” Banner said, 
unwavering, deathly serious. Afraid. “Kill me if you want. I 
don‟t mind that. Just be finishing the job, really. But don‟t 
you dare knock me out.” 

 “You got acid for blood or something?” 

 “You work for the Project, Creed. Willingly,” Banner 
said, his eyes steady. “I worked in New Mexico at a 
specialized R&D lab. We were the experts they sent pieces of 
their agents to for analysis. But we didn‟t know what we were 
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working on. We didn‟t know what we had, when we got bits 
of you. Bits of Mystique. Bits of poor Duke. Bits that even I 
didn‟t figure out. I was too smart, Creed. Found out what I 
was working on. Decided to steal it all and expose the 
Project. This isn‟t the first time I‟ve been shot down. At least 
this time,” he said, his voice cold, “I didn‟t have samples. 
Remember Chimera?” 

 There was silence as Creed and Banner locked eyes. 
Garrett started crawling away, slowly pulling his battered 
form over the dark earth and into the undergrowth. They 
ignored him. He was finished. 

 Creed stood up straight and breathed deep. “Good 
bluff, but no dice. At least you survived the crash. Feels good 
to win one,” he grinned to himself. “About time, too.” He 
looked around. “Prisoner, check. Worthless partner turned to 
scrap, check. Casualties, zero.” He barked a laugh. “Damn 
I‟m good. Now to call in the airlift and we‟re through.” He 
pulled his miniature radio out of its case on his hip. 

 It was a gory mess, bullets and shrapnel and blood 
having rendered it totally worthless. 

 “Looks like we get to hoof it, doc,” Creed grinned. 
“Bird‟s parked about ten miles away. Piece of cake.” He 
looked into the underbrush. “Catch up when you can, 
tinker,” he barked.  He looked back at Banner, and his eyes 
glittered with cruelty. 

 “I‟m supposed to bring you in alive,” he said. “I don‟t 
like that idea. I figure you‟re too dangerous. So I‟m gonna 
cripple you here, then carry you back. Just to make sure 
there‟s no mistakes further along. Do me a favor and don‟t 
die, okay?” 

 Banner said nothing, his eyes narrowed and cold. 

 He tried to escape, but Creed didn‟t notice. Creed 
extended one talon and inserted it into Banner‟s spine, a few 
inches below his rib cage. Banner let out a shriek as Creed 
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twisted between his bones, inhuman strength and razor claws 
tearing at his nervous system. Banner went limp. 

 “Poor little doctor went into shock,” Creed said, 
staunching the blood. “Awright, Doc, let‟s go.” With that, he 
jogged into the forest, the hapless doctor over his shoulder. 

 Silence descended on the site for a few minutes. Then 
Garrett dragged himself back into view. His eyes glowing and 
harsh, he reached for his grenade launcher. 

* 

 Tired. Creed felt his breath coming in harsh ragged 
sheets. He touched his hand to his face, and it was still sticky 
with blood from the shrapnel wound. He hadn‟t healed all 
the way. He had taken a lot of damage, and not gotten as 
angry as he wanted to. Had to restrain himself. Couldn‟t cut 
loose. 

 The jungle pulled at him, catching at him with vines, 
dragging leaves across him, tripping him with roots. He 
stumbled on, but it was getting harder and harder, and 
Banner was heavy… 

 That woke him up. He stopped. Banner was getting 
heavy. 

 Creed slung him to the ground; for a plump skeleton, 
Banner weighed what he looked like he should weigh. That 
was changing. 

 Banner‟s skin was different. Creed‟s eyes were sharp in 
the dim light, and he saw that the skin was taking on the 
texture of shark skin. Banner was getting thicker. Creed 
reached down and grasped his upper arm. It was filling with a 
kind of gel fluid, chill and thick. Banner‟s face had flattened 
and widened; he was soggy inside his increasingly tough hide. 
Creed took a few steps back, suddenly uncertain, as he 
scented Banner‟s smell changing… Must be the light. He 
couldn‟t be six or seven inches longer, sprawled on the 
ground. 
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 Banner‟s eyes snapped open. 

 There was nothing in them but hate. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Creed stumbled back, but his senses kicked into 
overdrive. Like a nightmare, he saw a tremor run through 
Banner‟s arm. He saw the gel change. He saw it twist into 
solid muscle. Then he saw a fist whip out at him. 

 He was so startled, he didn‟t dodge as the thing that had 
been Banner rolled forward with a disturbing squelch and 
lashed out. A blow that felt like a wrecking ball smashed into 
his gut, knocking him back; he felt his back wrench sideways 
as he smashed into a tree, a rib snapped; then he caromed to 
the side and into the dark. 

 The thing that had been Banner swayed uncertainly to 
its sloppy feet. So much for crippling it. Creed felt the fear 
course through him, felt his healing peak, felt his bones re-
knit and his muscles tighten. What the hell was this then? 
Had Banner not been bluffing? Creed felt a chill in the jungle 
heat. 

 He sprang out of the night, claws out, tearing at 
Banner‟s guts. His claws plunged in; he felt his hands squelch 
in to the wrists; he tore out entrails. Ended the fight. 

 Guts spattered across him, unnatural and chilly. The 
thing roared. Then, as Creed watched, it hurled its arms up in 
the air. Its torso flexed, and where there had been only a sack 
of gel and hide, muscles twisted and rippled. It re-formed, 
and it was still growing; drawing mass from somewhere. 
Now it was taller than Creed. It glared down at him. 

 “Smash!” it shouted, and it slung a blow down at him. 
He spun to the side, incredibly quick, and the monster‟s fist 
whooshed past him like a subway train. He slashed across the 
back of its arm experimentally; the tough hide parted and 
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shredded, and a horrid gray goop sprayed out at him. The 
monster howled, and swung at him again. 

 Before Creed‟s eyes the rents in its hide sealed, and still 
more goop rippled under the skin. Twisted into muscle. 

 Creed darted back as he saw the new layer of flesh 
spasm and solidify; there was so much muscle on the 
monster now, he couldn‟t make out traditional human 
biology. He couldn‟t tell where one muscle left off and 
another began. This creature was just one monolith of raw 
power. Creed backpedaled into the jungle a short ways, 
rattled. 

 “Getting mad!” it bellowed. “Getting strong!” It 
threw its head back and screamed, an expression of primal 
fury that turned Creed cold.  

 It was so damn big… 

 “No more preddy lite!” the creature hollered, almost 
forlorn. Then it tensed, and its muscles swelled like tumors. 
“Just ugly dogman!” 

 “Dogman?” Creed snarled, his hackles rising. “I‟ll show 
you „dogman‟.” Creed launched out of the shadows again, 
shredding and tearing at the hulking creature‟s back, its gore 
spraying up at him. Its hide was… tougher… and its muscles 
were hard as wood. Now it seemed pressurized, too. Creed‟s 
razor claws slashed and tore as it stumbled in a circle looking 
for him. 

 He finally got down to a bone. 

 “OW!” the monster shouted, and its hand darted up to 
its back. Creed had already leaped clear, and he twisted in 
midair, landed facing the creature. 

 In time to see it plunge its hands into the earth up to the 
wrists; the jungle trembled. 

 The monster tore a chunk of ground the size of a semi 
engine out of the earth and hurled it in a mass at Creed. 
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 Creed leaped to the side, but the earth clod exploded on 
contact with a tree, spraying him, blinding him for just a 
second as he spun out of the way— 

 In a sickening moment he felt himself slap into the 
monster‟s palm. He dug in with his claws and launched as the 
monster‟s fist crushed into its hand where Creed had been an 
instant before. The impact shook the leaves on the trees, and 
Creed felt it in his chest even with his heart pounding as he 
flipped out of the way and landed upright. His gory skin was 
coated with mud, blood mingling with the deluge of earth. 

 “Uh,” he said as it swiveled to face him, hunched over, 
muscles still sprouting and twisting under its obscene hide. 
“Uh, right.” He spun and sprinted into the jungle. 

 For twenty agonizing minutes he raced through the 
jungle the way he had come. Sometimes he dropped to all 
fours to make it through tight spots, sometimes he leaped up 
to the lower canopy. Behind, but not too far behind, he 
heard the crashing of something huge through the jungle, 
making its own road. 

 Creed neared the scene of the helicopter crash, easy 
enough to find by light of the fires that flickered here and 
there in the jungle canopy. 

 “Garrett!” he hissed. “No time to shoot me. Save your 
ammo. Something a lot bigger than I am is on my trail, and if 
it finds us we‟ll need to work together.” 

 His inhuman reflexes spun him as the rifle snarled from 
the shadows under the brush. Creed caught the bullets on the 
shoulder instead of in the center of his chest. He was flung 
around and he slid down on the ground, marking Garrett‟s 
location and getting cover. 

 “I can see you‟re still peeved,” Creed said. 

 The unique phoot of the grenade launcher sent Creed 
scrambling as his cover violently detonated, sending lethal 
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shrapnel singing through the jungle. Creed hunched behind a 
tree, trickling blood. 

 “Okay! Okay! Cut it out! We gotta talk, Garrett!” 

 Creed felt an impact tremor in the ground. What the 
monster doing now? 

 Then Creed heard the shift and rustle of Garrett 
switching guns. “Come on, man!” Creed shouted. “Listen to 
me for once. The situation has changed, changed a lot. 
Banner‟s changed into a monster, and I can‟t even slow him 
down. If he catches up to us the game is over, get me?” 

 Silence in the steaming jungle. Then Garrett spoke. 
“What do you want me to do?” 

 “You still got a working radio?” Creed asked quickly. 

 A pause. “Yes,” Garrett said. “I do.” 

 “Call the drop ship. Hurry. You got that plastic 
explosive and a way to remotely detonate it?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “I have a plan. Give me the explosive and we‟ll wait for 
the drop ship. Gotta keep big ugly distracted long enough to 
get out of his range.” 

 The plastic explosive plopped down in the middle of the 
clearing. Creed would have to walk out in the open to get it. 

 “Don‟t shoot me, now,” Creed said. “I think I know 
what‟s coming after us, and if it‟s what I think it is, we can‟t 
stop it.” 

 “What do you think it is?” Garrett‟s voice said, thick and 
slow. 

 “Reminds me of a story they used to tell us, happened 
fifteen, twenty years ago. Project Chimera. They took 
samples from the agents created by the Project and tried to 
figure out how to distill their power down to drugs people 
could drink, to get those abilities for a short time. I guess 



 

146 

somebody defected from their remote site and tried to take 
all the goods. Banner said he was shot down while carrying 
all these samples.” Creed peeked out at Garrett, and was not 
greeted by bullets. “I always thought it was like the 
boogyman, if we misbehaved they‟d send the monster after 
us, bwa haa haa. 

“ See, one of the test subjects from another site was 
a teleporter. So the egg heads figured all this power was 
siphoned off into another dimension, and some poor human 
host became a portal, a wormhole if you will. So when a 
trigger was flipped all this mass and power would flow in 
from this other dimension and the human part would go 
there in its stead. We all thought it was a load of malarkey. 
But it was Banner the whole time, Banner right under our 
noses that was the walking human portal. He must have 
survived getting shot by going through the portal, and all the 
stuff around him gathered and became something else. 
Something that‟s chasing us right now. Maybe it can get as 
big as it needs to, as strong as it needs to. This isn‟t 
something we can fight, Garrett.” 

Creed was quiet for a moment. “Maybe Bryant 
could control the transformation, and that‟s how he kept 
Banner at the Project,” he mused. 

“Remember the drugs?” Garrett asked suddenly. 
“Those are poisonous. I analyzed one while you were on 
your hike. They kill brain cells.” 

“Which must grow back because of his freak 
power,” Creed said. “This is a lot to grasp.” He shook his 
head. 

“GRASP!” came a distant bellow; a whistle of 
displaced air, and then the upper, middle, and lower canopy 
were smashed by a hurtling object the size of a schoolbus. 

Wormhole crushed down into his own impact 
crater, tossing Garrett and Creed into the air. 
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Garrett didn‟t wait for instructions. He opened up 
with the underslung grenade launcher on the fifty cal, and it 
burped at the Wormhole. A moment later, pure white death 
flared painfully bright in the pit and the monster screamed. 

White phosphorus grenade. Capable of melting 
metal in moments. Wormhole screamed as the flesh sloughed 
off his face, his arms, his chest. Fire was sucked into his 
lungs, flaring, destroying him. Exposed bone became brittle 
fuel for the devastating reaction. Then the fifty cal rifle 
bucked and blasted, and bullets smashed through the flame 
so it swirled in unnatural patterns. The creature staggered 
backward under the onslaught. 

It roared, took a quick step forward, and brought a 
fist down on Garrett‟s back. There was a rippling tearing 
crunch, and Garrett‟s head snapped to the side at an odd 
angle, his limbs splayed like a squashed spider. Creed leaped 
to his side, horrified for a moment. 

 Distracted for a moment. 

The monster snatched him. Creed tried to scream 
but couldn‟t. The fingers were hard as iron, vise-like in their 
monstrous unreal strength. 

 It squeezed. 

 Creed snapped. His ribs shattered, his one arm that was 
trapped in the grip broke, his pelvis was buckled, organs 
shoved into and over each other, bone splinters pushed in; 
Creed‟s body was crushed like a paper cup. The monster 
dropped him. 

 Then the plastic explosive in the burning pit detonated; 
Garrett must still be conscious. The blast flung the monster 
into the jungle and tossed the two agents further back and 
away from each other. 

 Creed didn‟t know if he was alive or dead. 

 The monster didn‟t come back. 



 

148 

* 

 Maybe ten minutes later the searchlights of the 
helicopter lit up the forest. An agent rappelled down and 
found Creed and Garrett. They were attached to harnesses 
and pulled up to the gunship. Then they pulled away from 
the jungle and soared northward. 

 Another hour or so later Creed could talk. He nudged 
Garrett with his foot. “Please be alive,” he said. 

 “I.. live…” Garrett managed. He was splayed like a toy, 
his neck broken, his joints broken, his torso broken, his leg 
missing. 

 “Mind telling me why you went nuts back there?” Creed 
said. “No casualties, remember?” 

 “My orders were specific,” Garrett said slowly. “Kill 
Banner.” 

 “Mine were too,” Creed retorted. “Had ta prove myself 

to the Project again by not killing anybody, bringing Banner 

in alive. That‟s why I didn‟t kill you. Good thing, too.” 

 “Good thing,” Garrett muttered thickly. “Looks like I 
failed.” 

 “Failed?” 

 “Banner‟s still alive,” Garrett said. 

 Creed shook his head. “No, I don‟t think so. Banner is 
lost now, turned into that thing. I‟d say Banner is dead. But 
we didn‟t kill him.” Creed grinned. “We both win.” 

 “No,” Garrett said. “I‟m disavowed. Fury said I kill 
Banner or else. I don‟t want to risk him seeing it the way you 
do.” 

 Creed stared at him for a moment. “Who‟s gonna fix 
you up?” he asked. 
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 “Stark International,” Garrett said slowly. “Only ones 
with the tech.” 

 Creed thought for a minute, then nodded. “Tell you 
what. Our flight path will take us not too far from their New 
Orleans offices. You can escape the chopper over the 
swamp. Think you can do the rest?” 

 “I can do the rest,” Garret said. He was shifting, pulling 
joints back in alignment. “Damn, I‟m trashed.” 

 Where Creed lay, he had healed enough to speak. But 
his organs were crushed, his skeleton smashed, and his legs 
useless. “Gonna take me a while too,” he managed. 

 Garrett stirred. “And you said… I had too many 
guns…” 

 Creed‟s howl of laughter was lost in the thudding 
chopper blades. 

 Miles away, in the dark jungle, something else howled… 
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Not a Creature Was Stirring 
 

Tuesday, January 29, 2002 

 Mystique looked up, her pale eyes feral. Stark watched 
her with a smug grin from the other side of the bars. 

 “I see you‟ve regained consciousness,” Stark said, 
smiling. 

 Mystique said nothing. 

 “Sneak in once, shame on you,” Stark said. “Sneak in 
twice, shame on me.” 

 Her dark face hardened in an expression of cold 
contempt. 

 “I do appreciate your services, though I doubt I can 
afford them,” Stark went on, his charm impenetrable. “You 
are improving my security with each attempt. I‟ve half a mind 
to let you go and see what else you come up with.” 

 In the space of an excited heartbeat her features 
lengthened, her hair coiled and twisted like a live thing, her 
skin‟s color rippled and shifted, and her shoulders 
broadened. Stark saw himself sitting on the bunk. 

 They both smiled the same carefree charm at each other. 

 “Ah,” the Stark outside the cell said, “but I have the 
button.” 

 He pushed a button on the side of the cell door, and a 
low frequency pulse rippled through the cell. Mystique let out 
an agonized cry and slumped to the floor, herself once more. 

 “Every armor,” Stark said, “has its gaps.” 

 Mystique glared at his back as he walked away. 

* 
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 Garrett sat on the bunk, slowly raising and lowering his 
arm. He just thought about his hand moving; his elbow 
shifted, his wrist shifted, his hand raised. With the merest 
thought, he caused his fingers to clench into a fist, then relax. 

 Cybers. His expression shifted with a thought. He heard 
Stark approach down the hallway; no one else had that crisp 
swagger. Garrett slowly stood, and faced the door. He tried 
on a smile. 

 Stark strolled in. “Garrett, you‟re looking positively 
reconstituted.” 

 “Thank you, sir,” Garrett said. 

 “How do you feel?” Stark asked. 

 “I don‟t feel much,” Garrett replied with a bulky shrug. 
“Plastic arms, plastic legs, plastic torso, plastic skull. Not 
much of me left.” 

 “About eight percent,” Stark said, his smile unwavering. 
“Unbelieveable. You must be uniquely suited, to be so 
heavily cybered and not just snap.” 

 “Thank you sir,” Garrett muttered. 

 “At least you still have your mind,” Stark chirped. “That 
is more than some people in flesh bodies can claim.” 

 “Yes,” Garrett nodded. 

 “Now Garrett,” Stark said with his indefatigable smile, 
“I‟m expecting some visitors tonight, of the corporate 
espionage variety. If you‟d be so good as to stay in your 
room until it blows over, I‟d be much obliged.” His smile 
widened. “Otherwise I‟d have to think that your whole 
reason in coming to me was an elaborate plot courtesy of 
Nick Fury.” 

 “No sir,” Garrett said, shaking his head. “I‟m through 
with those losers. They left me to die in the swamp. If it 
wasn‟t for you, I‟d be done.” 
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 “Let‟s both try our best to remember that with no 
regrets,” Stark said, mirth dancing behind his eyes. He 
slapped Garrett‟s shoulder. “Rest well, my large friend. 
Tomorrow is a new day.” 

 Garrett watched him go. 

 “Tomorrow,” he murmured to himself, “is a new day.” 

* 

 “You heard me,” Stark said to his com unit as he 
strolled down the hallways in the sub-basement of Stark 
International‟s warehouse and laboratory complex. “Reduce 
the night shift to a skeleton crew.” 

 “But the reports of attempted break ins tonight,” Ms. 
Potts protest. “Surely—“ 

 “Hm,” Stark interrupted. “I suppose I could let my well 
trained security agents meet their demise facing foes they 
cannot stop. But do you have any idea what insurance would 
run me? Not to mention severance pay for those that were, 
well, severed. Wergild is a harsh force in the twenty first 
century.” 

 “Yes sir,” Potts said, her voice subdued. 

 “And,” Stark added, “you‟re thinking that Mr. Stark just 
wants to play with his new toy, aren‟t you.” 

 “Yes sir,” Potts said. 

 “You‟re right, my dear,” he agreed, his smile growing to 
unbearable proportions. “You‟re absolutely right.” 

 He snapped the com off and began working through the 
elaborate protocols between himself and his private 
laboratory. He headed in to the work station where he 
developed the least cost effective, most cutting edge designs. 
He smiled to himself as he considered the possibility that this 
station produced the clearest expressions of his genius. 

 “My toy indeed,” Stark said, satisfaction suffusing his 
expression. 
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 Well, that and the three platoons of special weapons 
teams designed to keep his intruders from leaving alive, 
should it come to that. 

 “Spies check in,” Stark chuckled to himself, “but they 
don‟t check out.” 

* 

 Creed shrugged and yanked at the armored suit he wore. 
“Me in armor,” he growled. “Ridiculous.” He looked down 
the long smokestack. 

 Grinned. 

 Jumped. 

 Even at the top of the chimney, he could feel the intense 
heat through the suit. As he dropped down towards the 
incinerator it was as though he was opening an oven. The 
suit began to melt halfway down the chimney, and when he 
crushed into the searing flame of the incinerator itself, the 
suit began to sag off. Blisters bloomed across his flesh; he 
dared not touch the walls. 

 The door was another matter. 

 Gathering every ounce of balance and strength he 
possessed, he lashed out at the inside of the door to the 
incinerator. It tore open, sending its latch zipping across the 
room to rebound from the far wall as Creed tumbled out of 
the intolerable heat, his flesh searing and burning. 

 He rapidly peeled the remains of the armored suit off, 
and he stood in his dark bodyglove, smoking and smoldering 
in the dim room. He reached over and turned the incinerator 
off. Smiled. Stepped over the slag of his armor. Far as he 
could tell, no alarms. Imagine; they didn‟t expect people to 
come in that way. 

 “Should put a doorbell in there,” he muttered to himself 
with a grin. “So I wouldn‟t have to knock.” 

 He prowled down the hallway, wary and alert and silent. 
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* 

 The face through the armored window was lean and 
dark and feral, surrounded by a halo of silky iridescent hair. 
Upside down. As the soldier‟s eyes widened, the spy‟s eyes 
narrowed; the soldier spun on his heel and ran for the door, 
clawing at his radio. 

 A muffled crack, and in the haze of smoke it came at 
him. He whipped his rifle up, but it was torn from his grip by 
something he did not see, then the lithe spy hopped up over 
him, and he felt a two-toed foot swiftly and expertly grip his 
windpipe. 

 He drew his knife with a rasp of steel on steel, but the 
other foot caught his wrist. His pulse pounded in his temples 
for a few moments as he struggled, then his consciousness 
ebbed. 

 Trespasser shifted his grip on the light fixture, glancing 
this way and that, then contracted the muscles in his torso 
and hauled the unconscious guard up to his perch. His tail 
teased the guard‟s handcuffs free of his belt, and the 
Trespasser handcuffed the guard‟s belt to the fixture‟s 
support. 

 Leaving the unconscious man hanging well above line of 
sight, Trespasser stealthed in further. 

* 

 Peter Parker stood in the shadow of a warehouse, 
looking across the street and down the block at the entry to a 
warehouse. Not just any warehouse. 

 If it was a regular warehouse, it wouldn‟t need the 
massive fence topped with loops of vicious barbed wire. 
Wouldn‟t need the closed circuit security system along with 
guards toting submachine guns. Wouldn‟t need the space, 
and definitely wouldn‟t be the back door to Stark 
International‟s complex. 
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 Peter pulled the creased note out of his pocket and 
opened it for the hundredth time. 

Hey Junior, 

Good times, good memories. Hey, I’m in town. 

If you want to drop by, I’m at 148 Bleeker Circle. 

Having a party Saturday night. Can’t miss it. 

Costume party, your fave. Be there or be square 

 And that was all. The note was on Stark International 
letterhead, scrawled in an uncouth hand. Peter was uneasy. 
The note found him at home, through the United States 
Postal Service, so whoever sent it knew him. Going through 
the mail system had denuded it of clues that would tell him 
more. 

 He wasn‟t nearly stupid enough to let curiosity lure him 
into breaking and entering. No way. Nothing to gain, 
everything to lose. 

 But if it was Logan, cloak and dagger wasn‟t his style. 

 No. Not a chance. No way. Not going in. 

 A truck rumbled past headed into the complex. 

 Peter couldn‟t even fool himself. In a few quick motions 
he was out of his clothes and stripped down to the mesh that 
clung to him like a second skin. He tugged his hood over his 
face and moved. He dropped to his fingertips and toes and 
almost slithered up to the truck. He bounced up from that 
position, flipping upside down and tugging himself sideways, 
clinging to the underside of the truck. 

 “This is filthy,” he muttered. “Reminds me of a school 
bus seat.” 

 The guards searched the truck, then waved them in. 
Peter dropped off and rolled up the wall, coming to a rest 
crouched in a corner of the ceiling. A quick crawl and he was 
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through the doors before they rumbled shut; he was in the 
motor pool for the complex. 

 “What am I doing?” he asked himself. “This is 
exercising? Just because I don‟t have school tomorrow…” 
He gave up and shook his head. “The folly of youth.” 

 He scampered along the ceiling and slipped deeper in, 
easily evading the views of the cameras. 

* 

 Stark stood facing the faceless armor. He saw the empty 
eyes, the smooth featureless mask. It might as well be a 
charming smile. He reached out and reverently touched the 
steel, forgetting about the microfilters, the modulation 
integrators, the polymers and fibric lifters, the lens flares and 
the feedback dampeners, the tiny joints and the gyroscoptics. 

 “I am Narcissus,” whispered Stark, “and you are my 
mirror.” He took a deep breath. “Almost time. Almost.” 

 The lights flickered and went out. A moment later, dim 
red backups glowed to life. 

 Emergency power cast Anthony Stark in a whole 
different light. 

 “Now,” he breathed. He snapped the main restraint on 
the armor to the off position. “Now, my darling.” 

 Stark suited up. 

* 

 Garrett snarled to himself as his eyes rolled back. His 
arm was wide open, wires leading from his wrist to the wall 
socket where he had torn the panel off to get at the 
fiberoptic access. His consciousness was moving with 
obscene speed, parts of his skull chatting with the Stark 
International security system. 

 “Security grid beta, off. Security grid alpha, off. External 
alarm, disengaged.” Garrett slapped back into his body and 
staggered, raising his good hand to his head. 
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 “Ow,” he muttered. He flexed, and the wires retracted 
into his arm, the flesh snapping shut. He stumbled into the 
hallway. 

 Tymaz Nine. Not far now. Almost there. He smiled. 

 The lights were dull red. He heard guards running down 
the corridor towards him. He pressed himself against the wall 
by the corner. Two guards ran into view, and he loomed over 
them. 

 Before they could react he was moving; his palms shot 
out and smacked into their helmets. Their heads snapped 
back and they were airborne, but their spines held. 

 Garrett bent down over them and took a radio as well as 
both machine guns. 

 Headed deeper in. 

* 

 “Hiya babe,” Creed leered through the bars. 

 “Creed,” Mystique said, suddenly breathless. “Are you 
here to kill me? Or get me out?” 

 “I‟m on leave,” Creed replied with a grin. “I‟m here on 
my own recognizance. I think that‟s the word they used.” 

 “Ah,” Mystique said. “Say no more.” 

 “So do I just rip this thingy off?” he asked, gesturing at 
the electronic panel  next to the high tech cell. 

 “No,” Mystique said quickly. “No, don‟t touch that. 
They‟re trapped.” 

 The power suddenly stuttered and died. After a moment 
of pitch darkness, the emergency power flickered on, and red 
lights glowed to life. 

 The cell‟s energy grid snapped off. 

 “Now rip the thingy off,” Mystique said. 
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 “You got it,” Creed said, and he promptly tore the panel 
out of the wall. 

 A moment later they were together in the hallway. 
Mystique gave Creed a quick hug. “Now,” she said with a 
smile that made her teeth gleam red in the emergency 
lighting, “Let‟s pick up Tymaz Nine on the way out.” 

 “Uh,” Creed said, shifting uneasily. “I just came for 
you.” 

 “And we‟re on our way out,” she said quickly, putting a 
hand on his arm. “We‟ll just swing through the lab. We‟re in 
Beta Zone, and Tymaz Nine is in the Alpha Zone, just one 
level down.” 

 “No way,” Creed said, shaking his head and gesturing. 
“We‟re going. Now.” 

 “You‟re saying „no‟ to me?” she said, settling to one side, 
aiming a sultry look at the giant. 

 “Uh,” he said. “Uh, let‟s swing through the lab on the 
way out.” 

 She dazzled him with a smile. “That‟s the Creed I 
remember.” 

 They wasted no more time. 

* 

 Peter clung to the ceiling looking at the blast door. 
“Yeah, that‟s magnetically sealed,” he muttered to himself. 
“Well, looks like the end of the line. I gave it a shot, and I‟ll 
just be on my way.” 

 The lights flickered and went out. With a dull click, 
something gave in the bulkhead. Then dull red lights glowed 
on. 

 Experimentally, without really wanting to know, Peter 
pushed gently on the bulkhead. 

 It swung open. 
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 “Who am I to defy fate,” he muttered, and with that he 
scooted through the portal and deeper into the complex. 

* 

 Trespasser glanced over the glowing bank of screens. He 
saw the Alpha Omega camera; the end in the beginning. 
Alpha level, Omega clearance. He smiled. 

 Then he disappeared in a muffled crack and a billowing 
haze of brimstone. 

 Kurt stood in the circle of light, looking at the 
laboratory table adapted to showcase a cylinder, a round tube 
the size of a film canister. Down one side it read “Stark 
International” and down the other it read “Tymaz Nine”. 

 Trespasser smiled, revealing small even white teeth and 
pointed canines. He pulled a small sphere out of his belt and 
tossed it. 

 The sphere detonated with a brilliant flash, and the 
electric systems around the table flared and died. The pulse 
grenade cleared the way. Trespasser moved to claim his prize. 

 “Drop it, fuzzball,” growled a voice from the doorway, 
fifty feet away. Trespasser turned to see a hulking brute and a 
refined woman. 

 He faced them. “The Project had their shot at Tymaz 
Nine,” he said in his hypnotizing Romany German accent. 
“Your claim is over.” 

 “Touch that canister and your claim is gonna be over,” 
Creed growled. He moved forward, fast and low. 

 Trespasser smiled at them curiously, then plucked the 
canister from its cradle. A muffled crack— 

 Trespasser screamed, dropping on his back, twitching. 
Creed pulled up short, and Mystique moved to the shadows. 

 “What the hell?” Creed said. 
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 “Simple,” came a voice from the shadows, flowing 
towards Creed from every direction. “The pulse-shielded mass 
displacement system detected a potential rapid mass shift and unleashed 
enough volts to singe his hair and knock him cold.” 

 “Yeah, I‟m pretty sure I don‟t like you,” Creed said, 
crouching for battle. “Come on out and we‟ll see if I‟m 
right.” 

 “Cover me,” Mystique said softly. She glanced around 
and catfooted up to the canister where it had rolled from 
Trespasser‟s senseless fingers. With a smile she knelt to pick 
it up— 

 The low frequency pulse was strong enough to vibrate in 
Creed‟s teeth. Mystique thrashed over to her back and 
writhed, making a peculiar squalling. The pulse ended, and 
she lay unmoving. 

 “Oho,” Creed muttered. “Dirty pool.” 

 “Controlled molecular instability can be a two edged sword,” the 
voice said, amused. 

 “Yeah, my molecules are stable, and my mass aint goin 
anywhere I don‟t want it to,” Creed said, stepping forward, 
his boots thudding on the floor. He crouched over the 
canister and glanced into the shadows. The whole damn 
place smelled like a factory showroom floor. “Whatcha got 
for me?” 

 A gleaming armored figure stepped out of the shadows, 
not twenty feet away. 

 “Raw force.” 

 Creed‟s face twisted into a smile. 

 “Now we‟re talkin the same language,” he said. “Bring 
it.” 

 

CHAPTER TWO 
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 Peter slowly shook his head. From his perch on the 
ceiling, he watched the huge hulking man stalk towards the 
armored figure. The armor was sleek and elaborate, not a 
baroque curl anywhere. The upper arms and legs had peculiar 
suggestions of muscle, while the greaves and bracers, boots, 
gauntlets, chest plate, plastron, and helmet were all one 
shaped suggestion of vision and style. Dark eye slits revealed 
nothing. The knight awaited the beast‟s approach. 

 “No sword?” Creed grinned. “This where you call for 
backup, or are you a dirty spy too?” 

 “I am not a spy,” the suit said. “Pretend I am the Grail’s 
guardian.” 

 “Not so good at make believe,” Creed said. “Let‟s 
pretend you‟re just so much scrap and smear. Yeah, I can see 
that. Any minute now.” 

 “Yap yap yap,” the armor said. “They use you for 
infiltration?” 

 Creed sprang, and the armor‟s hands snapped up. Peter 
gasped as a shock of light erupted, and a crack like a sonic 
boom rolled through the floor. Creed was airborne, sailing 
back. He flew a good fifteen feet before he crashed to the 
ground and slid another ten feet, sprawling and breathless. 

 “Ow,” grunted Creed. 

 “Neat,” the armor said, looking down at its smoking 
palms. Each one had a disc, an energy conduit.  

 “Les,” Creed drooled, trying to roll to his feet, “les try 
dat „gain.” 

 “Fair enough,” shrugged the armor. Twin lances of energy 
zipped out and snapped into Creed‟s smoking body, lifting 
him up and hurling him all the way back to the doorway this 
time. The repulsor beams cracked louder than a gunshot, and 
Peter began working his way to a different position. Just in 
case. That was a mean personal arsenal. 
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 Creed managed a drunken retreat, wobbling along the 
wall, blood pouring off his punctured skin. “Ow!” he 
grunted. Then he leaped up, coordination returning to him, 
and caught a pillar. He scuttled up the pillar like a massive 
lethal monkey, and he looked down. 

 “Can you climb in that thing?” he hollered down. 

 The armor shrugged. “The world may never know,” it said, 
and it took two steps and leaped into the air. Discs the size 
of dimes flared all over the soles of the armor‟s boots. The 
subtle, flat backpack let out a high pitched whine as it fired 
up into the air towards Creed. 

 Creed leaped out at him; the armor opened up its wide 
beam close range blasts and flayed the skin off his face and 
chest; skull gleamed. Then Creed smashed into the armor, 
momentum reduced but not eliminated. 

 The armor fired its jets, the backpack jets firing too. 
Creed clung to the armor, squeezing, and the armor rammed 
its palms into his ribs and opened up with a full power blast. 

 Creed could not scream; the blast might have killed him, 
but the power wasn‟t there. The jets sputtered out, and they 
dropped. 

 Creed twisted so they landed with the armor on the 
bottom. A muffled clang resounded through the room. 
Creed dragged himself up, his blood sluicing down his legs 
and spattering across the armor. He could not speak. 

 His muscles still worked. 

 Bending down, he picked up the suddenly tractable 
armor. He cranked back and threw the armor as hard as he 
could at close range into the pillar. A resounding gong 
sounded, and the armor clattered to the floor. 

 “Howzabout I rips er fath off,” Creed managed. He 
reached down and gripped the head. “Tuth to muv th no 
power. Hevy, innit.” 
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 “It speaks! Rolls over! Plays dead!” echoed a voice from 
the shadows. “But is it housebroken?” 

 “Not gin,” Creed managed. 

 Then the foot covered in deceptively sleek mesh 
rammed into Creed‟s exposed facial bones with the power of 
a sledgehammer. Creed staggered back, but Peter landed 
right in front of him and lashed out. 

 Peter didn‟t give him a chance. He kicked his knee, hard, 
then crushed a blow in to his exposed ribs. A satisfying 
meaty crunch there. Crushed his heel into his throat, and 
spun with a punch to the torso that knocked Creed sailing, 
gore arcing after him. 

 Peter spun, leaping, as the bullets zipped through space 
after him. He ended behind a pillar. 

 “Whoah,” he said, glancing around his cover. “I‟m one 
of the good guys!” 

 “Bully for you,” purred a smooth voice. “I‟m not. 
Creed?” 

 “Guth,” he managed. “Guth n mnt.” 

 “He‟ll be fine,” Peter reassured her. “Although he hasn‟t 
looked this bad since the time he chased that bulldozer; 
whooeee, he picked the wrong one to catch up to.” 

 “Har har,” grunted the blood-smeared cripple. “Laf whil 
yu can.” 

 “Okay, lady,” Peter said. “I‟m gonna take your gun 
now.” 

 There was a clattering slide, and the gun ended up at 
Peter‟s feet. He glanced around the pillar. 

 “I‟ll keep him busy for you, Creed,” Mystique said softly. 
“Get well soon.” She relaxed. 

 Peter strolled out. “C‟mon, you‟re making me feel guilty 
about this. You couldn‟t possibly know, after all. I‟m out of 
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your league, lady. Even if you are blue. I‟m fast, and fast 
trumps blue.” 

 “Well then,” she purred, “why don‟t you come to me.” 

 He sprang, but she took the smallest step to the side, 
just out of his reach. He whipped around in midair and 
landed turning, so the wicked blade she drew out of nowhere 
skimmed his back instead of plunging through his ribs. With 
a twitch he was to the side and facing her, but a sidestep 
moved her enough to slice a thrust at his face. He easily 
caught her wrist, but he did not sense her foot lashing down 
until it drove painfully between the bones of his foot, 
mashing his instep. 

 A lesser man would have been crippled, and his grip 
loosened. She whirled with almost lazy grace, whipping her 
elbow into the side of his head. He spun free as she slung 
around low, her leg sweep catching his ankle as he darted 
back. He landed unsteadily. She was there in a fluid recovery 
from the sweep, her blade flicking towards his thigh. He 
slapped it away in time to catch her distended knuckle in the 
back of his elbow, right in the nerve cluster. 

 He lashed out with a strike, but she moved just slightly 
and his fist slashed through her hair as her shin locked with 
his, her instep against his heel. He was knocked off balance, 
and he fell and rolled with superhuman speed, popping up in 
time to deflect her slash. 

 He knocked it to the side and would have been wide 
open for the spinning kick that went with it, but his reflexes 
dropped him under that too, and he zipped web into the 
ankle she stood on and hopped back, tugging. 

 She gasped as her ankle whipped out from under her, 
but she slapped the ground as she landed, channeling the 
force of the impact away. A quick twist and the lethal knife 
slid through the thin web strand and she did a kip up, landing 
in a spring. 
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 “Did I say fast trumps blue?” Peter said, catching his 
breath. “I meant fast trumps blue and sexy.” 

 She smiled. “Charming.” 

 Wrong Wrong Wrong 

 Peter‟s senses lit up, alarmed! He whirled as Creed‟s fist 
smashed into his back, sending him flying at Mystique. She 
neatly sidestepped with everything but her leg, so he tumbled 
over it and sprawled, sliding, on the floor. 

 Creed, feeling much friskier, pounced. Peter came up 
with everything he had, landing a blow square in Creed‟s 
chest. Bones snapped, flesh tore, and Creed lifted up off the 
ground and smashed down on his back. 

 “Oh look,” Mystique said coolly, inspecting the gun in 
her hand. “We‟re back to this.” 

 Peter was moving, the bullets lashing in his wake. Then 
his web zipped out, snagged the gun. 

 “I told you I was gonna hafta take your gun,” Peter said, 
shaking his head as he tugged it out of her hand. 

 “Yow,” he yelped as Creed loomed over him again. 
“Bad dog! Obedience school wasn‟t worth the paper you 
trained on.” 

 Peter leaped back out of Creed‟s slashing range. “Bad 
dog!” he shouted, bounding in. “Down!” He punched him in 
the eye. “Stay down!” He slapped his ear with a cupped palm, 
rupturing the eardrum. Creed grunted. “Play dead, dammit!” 
Peter said, driving a two fisted blow into his upper leg. 

 Creed connected with a backhand that sent Peter 
skidding across the floor, but it didn‟t have Creed‟s usual 
power behind it. 

 “Heh,” Peter managed, struggling to rise, “gettn tired, ol 
man?” 
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 The gun barked, and a bullet slammed into Peter‟s leg. 
He screamed as the impact spun him around; he clutched his 
leg and scrabbled back in one unwieldy thrash of limbs. 

 Creed was still fast. Peter got one shot in before Creed 
gripped him. 

 “Now,” Creed said. “Now we done.” 

 Then everyone in the room froze to the slow lethal 
sound of distending adamantium claws. 

 “Not nice,” Logan said, slowly shaking his head. “That‟s 
just not nice.” 

 “hep,” Peter said in a small strangled voice. 

 Logan nodded. “You got it.” 

 “Damn,” Mystique murmured, swiftly reloading the gun. 
“This is not good.” 

 Peter whipped both his legs up and crushed a kick into 
Creed‟s upper chest. Collarbones snapped and Creed let go. 
Peter twirled and landed on his feet, favoring one leg. Creed 
let him go, turning to face Logan. 

 Logan walked down the short flight of steps from one 
of the doors that had been sealed. His wild mane of fierce 
dark hair swept up behind him. His short, hard body was 
dressed in canvas pants and an undershirt. His claws gleamed 
in the dim light of the shadowed room. He squared off with 
Creed. 

 “Let‟s dance,” he growled, his eyes dark and smoldering 
with fury. 

 Creed lowered his head for a moment, and his shoulders 
sagged. He gathered his strength. Then he looked up, and 
there was death in his eyes. Logan slowly smiled. This time, 
Creed got to drop the hammer first. 

 “You know what, lady?” Peter said, squinting at her. 
“You are a cool customer. I‟ve enjoyed our little tango. 
Thanks for playing.” 



 

   167 

 “You think I‟m done?” she said, arching an eyebrow. 

 “Yep. That‟s pretty much the size of it,” Peter said. 
Then he was moving. 

 Web plopped across the barrel of the gun, wet and 
sloppy. As Mystique spun to remove the gun from Peter‟s 
line of fire, she felt web snap into her hair. Before she could 
react, she was jerked off her feet. She hit the floor and web 
slopped into her shoulder. She rolled as fast as she could, but 
after one roll she stuck to the floor. Another strand, and 
another. Webs piled on her as Peter used his devastatingly 
precise aim to slow her down, then disable her. 

 “On second thought,” he said, “I guess you can keep the 
gun.” Then another layer hissed out at her. 

 Logan walked towards Creed, shaking his head. “Creed, 
Creed, as much fun as this little reunion is, what are you doin 
here? Don‟t you know better? How the hell did you get away 
from the Swordbearer?” 

 “Aint here ta talk,” Creed managed. 

 Logan shrugged. “Come get some.” 

 Creed sprang, and Logan sidestepped, whirling low. 
Adamantium claws snagged in the muscle mass above 
Creed‟s knee and tugged his foot off balance while tearing a 
chunk of flesh out. Creed staggered and Logan pounded 
claws through the back of his knee. He ripped free and 
darted back before Creed‟s backhand arrived. Then he was 
moving; one set of claws rammed through Creed‟s elbow and 
the other through neck muscles, then Logan spun and tucked 
his back against Creed as he leaned forward, hurling. Claws 
slashed free of Creed with a disturbing spray of blood, but 
the behemoth flipped over Logan and smashed down on all 
fours. His knees cracked. 

 Logan lashed out, his claws going through Creed‟s 
shoulder muscles. Then Logan jumped back, his claws bright 
red, blood trailing in the air behind him. 
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 Creed struggled to rise, but his heart wasn‟t in it. He was 
racked with agony; so much pain. Too much pain. He wasn‟t 
psyched for Logan. The incinerator, then the repulsor blasts 
and the beating from Peter had worn him down too far. He 
had not gotten a chance to recover. 

 “Yeah,” Logan said, his voice soft and full of pity. “I 
guess that‟s it.” He moved to the side, and raised his claws to 
bring them down on Creed‟s exposed neck. 

 “What are you doing?” Peter demanded.  

 “Just look the other way, kid,” Logan said, and his claws 
lashed down. 

 Web snagged his fist and yanked him off balance. His 
forearm thudded down hard onto Creed‟s neck. 

 Logan twisted his wrist and the webs sheared through 
like tissue paper. For just a moment he stared at Peter. 

 Peter stared back, unmoving. Logan‟s eyes narrowed. 

 “I got involved to stop a cold blooded murder,” Peter 
said quietly, gesturing at the armor. “I can‟t just stand here 
and let anybody get killed.” 

 Logan let Creed slump to the ground. “If you decide to 
keep Creed alive, you murder a lot of people, kid. This may 
be the only chance we get.” 

 “Then we‟ll have to miss it. There has to be another 
way.” 

 “Stupid!” Logan growled. “Dance a round or two with 
him and you‟ll change yer mind. I‟m doing this, even if I have 
to go through you ta do it. I‟ve sacrificed too much, kid, I‟m 
sorry.” 

 Peter nodded. “I took a beating from him, but that 
doesn‟t change my mind. I‟m sorry it has to be this way.” 

 Logan flexed. “Your call. Let‟s dance.” 
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 Peter darted in, favoring his wounded leg, and cut loose 
with a punch. It slammed into Logan‟s head, a meaty ringing 
sound, and Logan took it. Before Peter could recover, claws 
flung themselves into his face— 

 Retracted at the last instant; a metallic thud as Logan‟s 
fist smashed into Peter‟s forehead. Peter‟s head snapped 
back, and he stumbled; Logan was a lot stronger than he 
looked, especially with his adamantium knuckles. Peter 
reached out and caught Logan‟s retreating fist with his 
fingertips. 

 Calling on all his adhesion, he stuck to the fist and spun. 
Power flowed through his body and Logan was yanked off 
the ground and sent sailing through the air. 

 The short man spun and slammed feet first onto the 
pillar, then flipped down and landed upright. Peter had 
caught up to him by then. 

 Logan popped his claws and slashed, and Peter leaped 
up backwards, the claws hissing under him. 

 “Hey Moe!” Peter yelped, conking the top of Logan‟s 
head with his fist as he sailed past. 

 “Hey Moe?” Logan grunted, trying not to laugh. Then 
he stopped, and his shoulders shook. He threw back his head 
and started laughing. 

 Peter stumbled on his bad leg then leaned back on the 
pillar and started laughing too. They both stood there and 
laughed, until their sides hurt, until they couldn‟t breathe. 

 Logan stopped laughing and stared hard at the door a 
moment before Peter‟s senses kicked into high gear— 

 Logan plowed into Peter as the spray of bullets slammed 
across where they had been. Peter‟s acute senses felt every 
thudding impact of the bullets that smashed into Logan‟s 
back as they tumbled. They landed rolling and ended up 
behind a pillar. 
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 Garrett moved in, low and fast, submachine guns 
smoking. “Creed, get up,” he said, low and urgent. He 
dropped a rifle and picked up Tymaz Nine where it lay on 
the floor. 

 Creed roused himself and crawled over to Mystique. 

 “Leave her,” Garrett said without emotion. 

 “No,” snarled Creed. “She can imitate Stark, be our 
hostage.” 

 Garrett scowled, picking up the submachine gun he had 
dropped. “Be quick.” 

 Creed tore at the webbing around Mystique. “When we 
get that thing out it‟s gonna transmit,” he said. 

 “I‟ll swallow it if it does,” Garrett shrugged. “Then it 
will be shielded.” 

 Creed ripped Mystique free of the web. She reared up, 
gasping. Creed scooped her up in his arms. “You okay, 
Misty?” 

 “Don‟t call me that,” she gasped. 

 Creed grinned. “She‟s okay. Just like old times.” 

 “Oaf,” she managed. 

 Mystique shifted to a very battered and abused Anthony 
Stark. The trio headed for the exit, slipping away. The door 
slid shut behind them. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 “Are you okay?” Peter asked, rolling Logan over. 

 “Fine,” Logan said, pulling out a cigar. “Just gimmie a 
minute to let the sting wear off. Better check on the armor.” 

 Peter gently slapped his forehead. “I forgot about him!” 
He limped over to where the armor lie in a crumpled heap. 
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 For a moment he let his hyper-alert senses play over the 
armor, then he reached down and gently undid several clasps. 
The faceplate slid off easily enough, demagnetized and 
disengaged. 

 A handsome aristocratic face was revealed. The injured 
man was still breathing, barely. 

 Peter heard Logan walk up behind him. “Stark, you 
alive?” 

 The man‟s eyelids fluttered, then slowly drifted apart. 
“Logan?” 

 “I‟m here, Mister Stark,” Logan said, bending down. 

 “Dija trip the exit alarms?” Stark slurred. 

 “You bet,” Logan nodded. 

 Stark relaxed. “Take me to the control room.” 

 “I don‟t think so,” Peter said. “You‟re in no shape to 
move.” 

 “Who are you?” Stark asked, his face pale but his eyes 
shining. 

 “This,” Logan said, putting his arm over Peter‟s 
shoulder, “is a friend of mine from way back. He saved your 
bacon while I was tryin ta get out of the security suite. I 
damaged some assets on my way over.” 

 “Forgiven,” Stark breathed. “You a spy?” he asked 
Peter. 

 “No,” Peter said, glancing at Logan. “I was invited to 
this party.” Logan grinned. 

 “I… I don‟t feel so good,” Stark said. 

 “Give me a hand, kid,” Logan muttered. 

 “I still don‟t think we should move him,” Peter 
grumbled as he helped pick up the fallen armor-clad warrior. 

* 
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 Creed leaned against the wall, Mystique propped up 
behind him. Garrett was dispassionately reloading. 

 “Gonna be a lotta bodies gettn outa this one,” Creed 
mumbled, trying to find the strength to go on. 

 “Yes,” Garrett said softly, cocking the rifle. 

 Then there was a muffled crack and a plume of 
brimstone. Garrett spun firing, but Trespasser was too quick 
for him. He bounded up in the air, snatched the canister, 
bounced off the rifle barrel, and clung to the ceiling. Then he 
smiled, and the smile seemed to linger as he teleported out, 
leaving a white afterglow in the blast of brimstone. 

 “Gone,” Garrett mumbled, staring at the slowly swirling 
smoke. “The whole reason… gone… just like that…” he 
quivered on the edge of being pushed too far. 

 “I got what I came for,” Creed said softly, and he felt 
Mystique rub against him. 

 “We aren‟t out yet,” she said crisply. “I‟ve been after this 
thing twice. Third time‟s a charm.” 

 “Gone,” Garrett mumbled… 

* 

 “Please don‟t,” Logan said softly as Stark flicked the 
cover off the trigger. 

 “He stole from me,” Stark said patiently. 

 “He stole the dummy,” Logan said. “An he‟s a friend of 
mine.” 

 “What are you two talking about?” Peter asked. 

 Stark looked at him. “The Tymaz Nine canister they all 
want. It‟s a decoy, a fake. In fact, it‟s a bomb. I push this 
button and a microburst blows away everything within 
fifteen feet.” 

 Peter felt cold. “Yikes.” 
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 “Don‟t,” Logan repeated. 

 Stark sighed. “I owe you gentlemen my life,” he said 
after a brief pause. He flicked the cover back down. 

 “What about them?” Peter asked, nodding at the screen. 
Three generations of the Project‟s finest were cornered; 
Mystique, oldest and most enigmatic, next to Creed, the 
largest and most savage, and in the lead the newest and most 
technological marvel, Garrett. 

 “I want to see if they can get out,” Stark said, his eyes 
gleaming. “I want to see if they are as good as they are 
supposed to be.” 

 “Mistake,” Logan said, lighting a cigar. “Corner them 
and they‟ll surprise you. So far there‟s been no killin.” 

 Stark looked at Logan long and hard. 

 Garrett snapped. He came around the corner, through 
the tear gas. He was among the security guards. His hands 
and legs darted out with vicious strength. He was an 
awkward whirligig of death. He leaped into the masses and 
yanked off heads, punched through armor, tore out throats. 
They were too close, too slow for the killing machine he had 
become. Stark watched in slack jawed awe as Garrett 
punched through fifteen troops in as many seconds, arming 
himself with the gun they had been setting up in an 
emplacement. 

 “My God,” he whispered. 

 Then Garrett was on the surface. He moved fast, and 
low, and he didn‟t miss. The two barricades went down, then 
the satchel charge took out a segment of fence. The three 
escaped into the night. 

 Stark sat stunned. 

 Logan sighed, and put a hand on Stark‟s shoulder. 
“That‟s about thirty dead,” he said. He took a deep drag on 
his cigar. “No class, that new guy. No respect for life.” 
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 “My God,” Stark whispered. 

 Then it was over. The radio crackled. “Mr. Stark?” said 
the captain of security. “Do we pursue?” 

 “No,” Stark said. “No, let them go. Inform the police.” 

 “Yes sir.” 

 Stark turned off the monitor, and the three of them 
were alone. 

 “Are you… okay?” Peter asked. 

 Stark winced. “I‟ve recharged the suit,” he said, 
gesturing at the cables plugged into the shoulder vents. “I 
don‟t know what shape I‟ll be in outside it. We‟ll just have to 
see. Creed… he‟s very strong.” 

 “Yeah,” Logan said, rubbing his jaw. 

 “Speaking of which,” Peter segued, “what the hell are 
you doing here, Logan?” 

 “Oh yeah,” Logan said. “Dija like my note?” 

 “It was great, why did you drag me into this?” 
 “Well,” Logan said, puffing on his cigar, “Stark tracked 
me down and invited me. See, I‟m what you‟d call an expert 
on Tymaz Nine.” 

 “What is Tymaz Nine?” Peter asked, frustrated. 

 “Classified,” Logan and Stark said in unison. “Anyway,” 
Logan continued, “When Mystique grabbed Tymaz Nine the 
first time, she ditched it in your car when she made her 
getaway. Pure accident, but when I saw your picture in 
Stark‟s file I knew you‟d want to get in on this little shindig. I 
missed ya,” he said, reaching out to ruffle Peter‟s hair; Peter 
reflexively moved without thinking. 

 “Yeah, but who was the furry blue guy?” 

 “Another friend of mine from way, way back,” Logan 
said. “He wasn‟t here for me, though. His bosses want Tymaz 
Nine pretty bad.” 
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 “So if that was the decoy, where is the real one?” Peter 
asked, frustration rising. 

 “I destroyed it,” Stark said softly. “I developed a 
temporary suppressant to counter its symptoms, then I 
destroyed the samples of the weapon itself.” 

 “That‟s a nasty joke,” Peter said with a grin. 

 “But not the best punchline of the night,” Stark replied 

enigmatically. “I thank you for your help. How can I reward 

you?” 

 “Three things,” Peter said. “Forget about me and erase 
all evidence I was involved in this mess.” 

 “Done,” Stark said. “And?” 

 “You owe me a camera,” Peter muttered. 

 Stark laughed. 

* 

 Peter and Logan stood outside the front gate to Stark 
International. 

 “Thanks, kid,” Logan said. “For everything.” 

 “I think we‟re even,” Peter replied. “You‟ve saved my 
life more than once tonight.” 

 Logan shrugged. “Friends don‟t keep score, kid.” 

 “Peter,” the young man sighed. “Name‟s Peter.” 

 “Yer so cute,” Logan grinned. 

 “I wish people would quit calling me that,” Peter 
grumbled. 

 “Well, ya got a good shooter.” 
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 Peter looked down at his new camera and smiled. 
“Yeah. I have a stop to make before I go home, so I‟d better 
get moving.” 

 He started to leave, hesitated. “What are you going to do 
now?” 

 “Life‟s big, kid,” Logan said. “Maybe the merchant 
marine. Always wanted to see the East. Maybe somebody will 
make me a better offer.” 

 “Stay in touch,” Peter said slowly. Logan grinned. 

 “Git outa here. We‟ll meet again „fore you know it. Get 
in some deep trouble and I‟ll be bound to show up.” 

 Peter smiled, turned and started walking. Logan watched 
him go, but he didn‟t go back inside immediately. 

 He looked up into the stars, lost in thought. “Take care, 
kid.” 

* 

 Amy answered the door. “Parker!” she said. “Any idea 
what time it is?” 

 “Hey, we‟re in college, right? I saw lights,” Peter said, 
blowing on his hands. “Mind if I come in?” 

 “Come on in,” Amy said. “MJ, it‟s the pit crew.” 

 “Ow,” Peter said softly. Amy smiled at him and went 
back in the living room. Mary Jane came out. 

 “What‟s up, tiger?” she asked. 

 “Aunt May wanted me to get pictures of our first date,” 
Peter said with a shrug. “Our camera, well, you know what 
happened. So, uh, say cheese.” 

 “You‟re kidding, right?” she said, her eyebrows raised. 

 Snap. 

 “Aw c‟mon, smile,” Peter said. She did. Snap. 



 

   177 

 “I‟m in my sweats,” she protested. 

 “I‟ll scan the pics into Photoshop and dress you as best I 
can,” Peter said with a grin. 

 “I don‟t like where that could go,” Mary Jane noted 
archly. 

 “Take one of me?” he asked, handing her the camera. 

 “Amy, why don‟t you get one of us together?” Mary 
Jane asked. 

 “You know, it doesn‟t matter,” Peter said as Amy 
trudged in. Peter looked into her eyes. “No matter what, 
you‟re the most beautiful woman I‟ve ever seen.” 

 “Good lovey look,” Amy said, too bored to sneer. “Very 
moon eyed.” She snapped the shutter. “Can I go?” 

 “Thanks a million,” Peter said quickly. He took the 
camera, glanced at Mary Jane, and left. 

 “Loser,” Amy muttered, heading back into the living 
room. 

 Mary Jane looked after him, and smiled faintly. “Wow,” 
she said. 

* 

 “So you have plans after this?” Stark asked casually 
when Logan returned. 

 “Merchant Marine?” Logan suggested. “I‟ve always 
wanted to see the East.” 

 “And if I made you a better offer? I could use a man of 
your caliber.” 

 They exchanged a long look. 

 Logan grinned. 

* 
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 Fury was waiting for them, the chopper set down in the 
park. By the time they reached him, none of them needed to 
limp. 

 “So?” Fury said, a cigar clenched in his teeth. “Did you 
get it?” 

 “No,” Creed said shortly. “The blue teleporter got it.” 

 “Yet you got the turncoat,” Fury said, his voice cold. 

 “We never woulda made it out without her,” Creed said 
fiercely. 

 “This true?” Fury asked Garrett. 

 “No,” Garrett grunted. 

 “I see,” Fury said. “Mystique, you served under Bryant. 
Didn‟t get along. You want another shot under me?” 

 She nodded. 

 “Then you have it. Probationary. I‟ve read your file. I‟m 
sure I‟ll be satisfied.” 

 She smiled. 

 “Okay, Garrett,” Fury said. “Let‟s go.” 

 They piled into the helicopter, and once they were in the 
air, Fury nodded to the tech that had been waiting for them 
inside. “Let‟s see what kind of parts you got from Stark. At 
least one phase of the mission went the way it was supposed 
to.” 

 The tech popped Garrett‟s forearm open. “This arm was 
replaced, right?” 

 “Right,” Garrett said.  

 The tech hesitated. “You mean your other arm, right?” 

 “No, this one.” 

 “What‟s this?” Fury asked, leaning over. 
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 The parts all bore the insignia of the Project next to 
Stark International. 

 “What?” Fury said, his face growing white and his eye 
flashing with rage. “Stark already took our plans?” 

 The tech glanced over at him. “We didn‟t manufacture 
these, but it‟s our technology, sir. It‟s hardly possible, but… 
he might have figured out how to reverse engineer and 
replicate these technologies from Garrett‟s remaining parts 
when he arrived.” 

 Creed started to laugh, and he laughed almost loud 
enough to cover Fury‟s passionate cursing. 

* 

 Somewhere miles behind, Stark and Logan raised a glass 
of wine to toast the Project. 
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Hole Breach 

Wednesday, February 6, 2002 

 She was humming a lilting tune as she strolled through 
the front door. She closed it behind herself, noting that the 
house was dark. She shrugged her coat and backpack off, 
tossed the jacket on the coat rack and slung the pack onto 
the bakers rack. 

 Dusk was gathering outside, and from the paneled 
hallway she could see into the kitchen, and see the door to 
the den, and the stairs up to the upper floor. All dark. No 
one had turned on lights yet. 

 “Strange?” inquired softly. “You home?” 

 “Yes,” he replied from the top of the stairs. One small 
step brought him into view, but not entirely free of the 
shadows that were always sifting through the house as 
though they were waves in an astral tide. “You are late.” 

 Her brow furrowed. “Yes, doctor, I suppose I am. I was 
tutoring for Advanced Calculus at Empire University, and 
my study group took me out for pizza afterward.” 

 His spare, almost gaunt face was inscrutable. His eyes 
were deep in shadow. “Valeria,” he said, “allow me to be 
blunt. You are a tremendous force to be reckoned with, as 
you well know. But there are things here on this earth that 
can kill you. If that happens I shall mourn you and life will 
then move on as all things must. But. There are also things 
out there that can control you. When you are six hours late, I 
grow concerned.” 

 She smiled, unruffled. “Doctor, I agreed to stay here 
because I believe we have much to offer each other and we 
both have much to learn. I did not sign a waiver of my 
autonomy, however. I assisted in the operations of a small 
country. I think I can handle my time management without 
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keeping you informed of my every movement. I am not a 
child.” 

 His expression darkened. He did not move. “I am not 
asking to approve your actions, just to be informed of them. 
The city is littered with telephones.” 

 Her jaw set and her eyes hardened. “Strange,” she said, 
“Lucky‟s Pizza is not out of the range of a simple astral 
probe, if you really were that worked up, and I will not stand 
here and be barked at for being late. Are you going to ground 
me, O Mystical Presence?” 

 “No,” he said, his voice tight. “I am not. I hope that 
events do not prove your cavalier approach to be folly. It‟s 
not just me, Valeria, and not for my sake. You need to be 
careful. Places you think are safe can be insidious traps. 
People you trust can be altered. I‟m not going to wander 
New York in astral form every time you‟re late.” 

 “You want me to be paranoid?” she shot back. “So I can 
get a big musty house and live by myself? So I can brood as I 
look up at the night sky seeing constellations that only I 
know the names of ? So the Vishanti can inform my interior 
decorating? Listen, I‟ve got psychic and mystic defenses. I‟m 
not the easy target you seem to think I am. I‟m here to live 
my life, not to entomb myself in a mansion. You think I 
should hide? That is what you would choose for me?” 

 He was silent and motionless at the top of the stairs, his 
expression dark. He said nothing. 

 She sighed. “Please excuse the personal abuse, doctor. I 
did not expect an ambush when I returned to what I have 
been thinking of as my home. I hope this incident doesn‟t 
change things between us, but I need to get a breath of fresh 
air that isn‟t laden with mystical dust. When I come back then 
I‟ll have reached a decision about my lodgings and your 
request and whether or not I should relocate.” 

 He said nothing. She smiled a rueful smile at him, then 
opened the door and strolled out into the chilly evening. The 
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door closed softly behind her. A moment later a shadow 
flitted over the roof of the house, and she was gone. 

 Strange took a deep, deep breath and then let it out 
again. “Damn,” he whispered to himself. He turned and 
padded down the hallway towards his sanctum. The door 
drifted open for him as he approached, and as he walked 
toward his reading table he gestured and a book floated to 
his hand. He put the tome down and let it fall open where it 
would; a small puff of dust drifted into the air. 

 Strange smiled ruefully, and wondered which of them 
was the greater fool. 

* 

 Soft and rapid tapping on the door roused Strange from 
his reverie. He closed his eyes and got his bearings; it was 
about ten o‟clock. Someone was standing by the street 
entrance to his mansion. Someone who, for whatever reason, 
did not choose to use the doorbell. 

 In a fluid motion the Sorcerer Supreme was on his feet. 
He absently extended his arm, and his red coat lifted from 
the couch and slid down his arm. He was through the door 
as he tucked his other arm through the other sleeve, and he 
was pleased to hear the staccato clicking of the protections 
snapping in place as his sanctum sealed behind him. 

 He spoke softly to the wind and it went to see who was 
at the door; a scrawny man in a baggy coat, edgy, eyes darting 
up and down the street as though he expected pursuit. 
Interesting. Strange wanted to see him with his eyes, to tell 
what he looked like. He reached the top of the stairs and 
gestured. The door creaked open. 

 “Huh-hello?” the thin man said, taking a step inside. 

 “The hour is late,” Strange said gently into the shadows. 
They chose their own way to carry his words to the man on 
the doorstep. “Come inside, then, if we have business.” 
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 The man drew himself up to his full five foot eight 
height. “I‟m here looking for Doctor Stephen Strange, Chief 
Editor of the Planetary.” 

 “You have found him,” Strange said, stepping forward 
into a thin surviving patch of light. 

 The man took a few steps inside, then turned and closed 
the door.  

 “I need your help,” he said. 

 Strange looked him over. He was painfully thin, with a 
thatch of dull hair that looked unwashed. His eyes were 
haunted and empty except for the spark of panic that had 
served to drive him here. He was dressed in cheap discarded 
clothes. But there was more, whispered Strange‟s Knowing. 
His senses touched the man‟s breath and slipped into his 
history: 

 Bruce Banner, astonishingly learnéd; degrees, numerous 
published papers; moved into the corporate sector, a man 
who had always been alone, liked Beethoven. The quick trace 
found a deep and immobile center of pain and secrecy, 
heavily shackled in his unconscious. Interesting. 

 “Would you like some tea?” Strange asked, reviving after 
only a few seconds. 

 “I didn‟t come for tea, I came for help,” Banner said 
quickly with an impatient gesture. Strange raised an eyebrow, 
and Banner cleared his throat. “I‟d love some tea.” 

 “And perhaps a sandwich.” 

 “Yes please,” Banner said in a small voice. 

 A minute later Strange was assembling a sandwich; he 
listened for a moment, then used ham and tomato, mustard, 
a fat slice of pickle, and cheddar. Glass of milk. Checked on 
the kettle. Then he put the feast before his guest and he sat 
down in the plain bright light of the kitchen. 
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 Banner set to his food as though he had not eaten in 
days. After a quick but brutal encounter the sandwich did not 
survive, Banner looked up sideways at Strange. 

 “That was a really good sandwich,” he said. “My 
favorite.” 

 Strange smiled a private smile. “That‟s fortunate,” he 
said. “Now to business.” 

 “Business,” Banner said, clearing his throat. “That‟s a 
nervous word, Doctor, and I hope my hunch is correct. I 
have a medical condition, a dangerous one. It‟s not 
communicable,” he added quickly, then he paused. “Just 
dangerous.” 

 Strange nodded, steepling his fingertips and leaning back 
in his chair. 

 Banner sighed. “If I go to the medical profession, there 
is a group that will be watching for me, a powerful group, 
and my life wouldn‟t be worth the backside of a hospital 
gown. They would have a fate prepared for me that was 
worse than death. I want to come to grips with my… 
condition… or find a cure. If I go to the corporate sector, 
they‟ll try to replicate my condition or at the very least cash 
in on me. You are the most public and open minded scientist 
my hasty research uncovered. Will you help me?” 

 Strange nodded. “I will do what I can for you. Tell me 
more about your condition.” He began to probe him more 
invasively, his senses working at Banner, still subtle. Banner 
did not seem to notice. 

 Strange‟s probes carried him deeper, into the man‟s 
bones. His eyes narrowed. There, there; there. Banner‟s body 
was laced with flesh matrix strands that, in the pattern they 
wove through him, created a dimensional rift. His body had 
extraordinary… restorative properties. There was something 
to his story. Strange withdrew and checked his memory for 
what Banner had said. 
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 “Well first of all, it‟s a little late I know, but my name is 
Bruce Banner. Years and years ago I worked for an 
unscrupulous group and came into contact with some really 
wild experimental stuff. Maybe I can tell you more later. 
After that, I became capable of… a transformation. Physical, 
mental, emotional, I become something else. Something… 
ugly.” He shivered. “I need to be in a place where I can think 
this through, talk this through, but I can‟t do it on my own. It 
might come out. We are never,” he said with a wry smile, “at 
the same place at the same time.” 

 “I have a safe place,” Strange said, his face curling into a 
smile. “Please come with me.” 

* 

 “Hardly scientific,” sniffed Banner. He sat on a carved 
chair in the center of a circular pattern on the floor. Strange 
was lighting and placing candles, and it seemed he was 
whispering to them. Strange glanced at Banner then resumed 
his work. 

 “No, not really scientific at all,” Strange agreed. “If you 
disapprove, the door is open.” 

 “What are you doing exactly?” 

 Strange smiled. “We are going to take a side trip,” he 
said. “While we‟re gone, I want to make sure nothing can use 
our bodies.” 

 “Ah,” Banner said, nodding. “So… this prevents outside 
interference?” 

 “Yes, there are things out there that miss the cozy feel 
of a flesh body,” Strange observed. “Now.” He placed the 
last candle and settled himself on a cushion in the center of 
another of the patterns; his was actually carved into the floor. 
“Now we will go to a meeting room.” He gestured, and the 
lights winked out instantly. Banner felt his heart speed up, 
then he couldn‟t feel it at all. He couldn‟t feel anything. His 
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body went numb. He opened his eyes. He opened his eyes 
again. Something peeled back, and he could see. 

 Strange sat facing him in a pale, empty space. 

 “Where are we?” Banner expressed, realizing he was not 
vocalizing. 

 “We are in the astral plane,” Strange said, nodding. 
“You may speak if you wish. I recommend it. Forming words 
for speech is very helpful in forming them for thought.” 
Something shifted, and Banner felt he could speak and hear. 

 “Astral plane?” he said. “Fascinating.” He looked down 
at his hand. “What about privacy? If we can move here, can 
others?” 

 “I have woven a screen around us,” Strange shrugged. 
“This is our personal meeting room, and you will never be 
safer.” 

 Banner heaved a huge airless sigh and relaxed, the 
borders of his body blurring. “This is disconcerting,” he said, 
looking down at his unfocused fingers. 

 “Very well,” Strange said, and the space rippled. 

 Banner heard a crackling fire, and they were seated in 
overstuffed chairs before a fireplace grate in a dim library, 
the doors locked and barred, the carpet an ancient oriental 
design. Banner blinked, looking around; he and Strange were 
dressed in smoking jackets. 

 “I can work with this,” he said, nodding. “Okay, I can 
work with this.” 

 “Well then,” Strange said, leaning back and steepling his 
fingers, “work.” 

 Banner got up and began to pace. “When I was in my 
mid twenties I graduated a few years early. I went to work for 
a prestigious company that shall remain nameless. My 
particular assignment was to work with altered genetics. As 
I‟m sure one of your occupation knows, there are strangers 
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among us. I don‟t know if they are aliens, or mimics, or 
altered humans, but there are those who are different. My 
task was to study what makes them different so we can 
benefit from our knowledge and assist them in adjusting.” 
He sighed. “I was tricked.” 

 He looked over at Strange. “It was August of 91, I was a 
stupid kid barely out of my studies, not even twenty five yet. 
When I found out my research was being used by a place 
called Ex-tech-ops, Project X, for military application, I 
became greatly disturbed. You see, what they were having me 
do was combine and recombine genetic samples they 
provided, so we could pick and choose what power we 
granted to embryonic humans. We were just beginning the 
process, really. Think of Mendel‟s peas, where you would 
choose whether you wanted white peas or green peas. Same 
notion. To begin with, for faster results, we were distilling 
drugs to simulate the effects. The Project planned to make 
super soldiers with our results.” 

 He resumed pacing. “I was distraught when I realized 
what they were proposing, so I resolved to steal the research 
and take it…” he gestured vaguely, “somewhere else. 
Somewhere more responsible. Or just destroy it, if the 
situation required desperate action. I packed up the case. I 
didn‟t know names at the time, but I do now. I had some 
elements of John Dukes, Victor Creed, a creature called 
Mystique, and Lila Cheney. I thought I could get away, but 
someone triggered the alarm. They were very careful to take 
me alive. I knew they must not be permitted to benefit from 
my research, so I disposed of the drugs that we had distilled 
from their genetics the only way I could think of,” he 
shrugged. 

“I drank them. But then, you see, then,” Banner 
went on, his expression hardening and his eyes lighting up, 
“they opened fire. Orders came through from the Project 
that I was a liability. So they killed me.” He shook his head. 
“Me, swimming in this stew that would probably have killed 
me anyway, and then I get shot dead bang through the chest. 
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When I came to, I was standing in the ruins of the research 
station plastered with blood that was not mine with one hell 
of a headache and a dead feeling here,” he said, putting his 
fist on his heart, “where I was shot. I was never the same 
after that.” 

He sighed and settled back down in his chair. “So 
the Project made yet another monster. This monster can‟t 
teleport, but it can use an otherdimensional link to draw 
mass into itself, which I suspect is a combination of the 
Cheny and Dukes materials. Then it can turn that matter into 
muscle, courtesy of the shape changing element. The creature 
you end up with is ferocious and can heal at a disturbing rate 
and has some excellent sensory acuity. I chalk that up to 
Creed. Perhaps with time I could have adjusted, and instead 
of blacking out every time it comes out we could be together, 
or perhaps I could have conscious control. As it is…” He 
shook his head. “The mass bleeds off, the wounds finish 
healing, and I‟m just Banner again.” 

“The pills you take,” Strange said. “They destroy 
your emotions. Deadening feeling denies the creature passage 
through you.” 

 “Yes,” Banner said slowly, raising an eyebrow. “I was 
just getting to that.” 

 “Were you?” Strange asked. “I can help you, but you 
must be honest with me.” 

 “Seems I don‟t need to tell you anything,” Banner said. 

 “Knowing,” Strange said, “is different from being told. 
It is as important for you to speak it as it is for me to hear 
it.” 

 “You have a solution in mind?” Banner asked. 

 “Perhaps,” Strange said, his expression unreadable. 

 Banner sighed. “It is difficult… difficult to trust.” His 
eyes widened. “Um, you do know that while I‟m not „home‟ 
Wormhole comes into being?” 
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 Strange raised an eyebrow. “I see. Well, the binding 
should have no trouble holding as long as nothing riles him 
up. Everything will be fine.” 

 “Ah,” Banner nodded, not entirely reassured. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Valeria closed the door behind her, and glanced into the 
kitchen. The dishes were neatly done, the kitchen 
impeccable. She peeked into the den; it was empty. Up the 
stairs, she glanced around. Strange must be sleeping in the 
Sanctum, the one place in the house she couldn‟t see into. 

 She sighed. “I hate to wake him up,” she murmured to 
herself. But they needed to have a conversation. She stepped 
softly up to the sanctum and opened the door a crack. It 
opened for her, as Strange had instructed it to. 

 She saw Strange sitting serenely in lotus position, his 
expression peaceful, his body empty. She opened the door 
and stepped in. 

 Then she saw the other circle. The chair was knocked 
over, and a huge man had an expression of wonder on his 
ugly face as he probed at the barrier. Then she gasped. 

 It was not human. The creature‟s tough gray hide was 
loaded with soggy flesh, and its hair was a tangled mess, but 
she saw its eyes and realized it was something… else. 

 It looked over at her, and then its expression darkened. 

 “SMASH!” it said. It hunched over, and she took a step 
back as she saw its soggy flesh coil and ripple into solid 
muscle. Its eyes flared, and it pushed with its legs. She saw it 
was growing, becoming larger with each passing moment. 

 It filled the entire protection. The chair was crushed. It 
knelt and shoved up with all its bulk, and the binding 
splintered with a sharp crack, its shards vanishing before they 
hit anything, the candles whiffing out. 
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 “SMASH!!!” the monster bellowed, hide laced with cuts 
from bursting the binding. Thick pale glop oozed out. 

 “Okay, big boy,” Valeria said, “we‟re taking this outside.” 

 She bounded forward, and its fist tore through the air 
towards her. She ducked easily and popped a jab into its face, 
almost gently. She didn‟t want to kill it or explain to Strange 
why she smashed his Sanctum. 

 Its head rocked back with the blow, then it screamed, 
and books fell from the shelves as the house was shivered to 
its foundations. 

 “Enough!” Valeria shouted, and she grabbed its fist and 
burst up through the roof of the sanctum, flying up into the 
night sky, barely flexing as she tore Wormhole through the 
roof after her. With practiced ease she tossed him higher, 
then she zipped up into the underside of his mass. 

 This time she didn‟t pull the punch. 

 She aimed at an angle so her fist wouldn‟t be lost inside 
the creature, and she calculated the blow to land directly on 
bone instead of pulpier muscle. She rammed its 
shoulderblade, and realized she needn‟t have bothered; its 
body was hard. Hard as wood. Getting harder. 

 The creature sailed up into more rarefied air. Knock it 
into orbit, yes, Valeria thought. That should freeze it, end the 
fight. She sailed in again, quick as lightning. 

 It was faster. Tumbling through the air as though it was 
inert, it waited until she was close then snapped out an arm. 
Got a grip. 

 She gasped as it clenched. It was strong. Almost as strong 
as she was. She had no leverage, but she tried to wedge her 
hands between it‟s finger and thumb, unpry the grip that was 
squeezing her; she felt her bones flex in its grip; she focused 
on getting free— 

 And did not see his other fist slashing down. 
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 With the force of an express train, the fist crashed down 
into her face and chest; her spine wrenched as she was bent 
at a steep angle, then snapped back. Something gave; a rib? 
She was startled by the sharp splash of red on its gray hide. 
Her nose. Please let it just be her nose bleeding. 

 Enough mincing. Time to fight. She felt pain; real pain. 
She grinned, feral, glad to be free of the restraint her new 
situation had compelled her to observe. It drew back for 
another hit. 

 She was not going to take this lying down. 

 Her fist shot out and buried itself in the monster's 
gripping hand, punching easily through hide and snapping 
hard into the joint where the thumb met the hand. With a 
gritty pop the joint unhinged. She twisted quickly, expertly, 
and was free. 

 “Can‟t fly, huh?”she gasped as it fell.  

 Free of the compression, she ached. That thing was 
strong. She had not met power like it in this world. 

 Below, the monster fell, spreadeagled, relaxed. Her eyes 
widened as she saw it fall against a backdrop of… 

 Lights. City. People. 

 It must not be allowed to land. 

 She lashed down with the speed of thought, her mind 
whirling with tactics and options.  

 Wormhole lazily turned over in midair as she darted 
down below him, then adjusted for angle. She feinted, and he 
went for it. Then she pulled back at the last possible 
moment, his grip hissing past, and she gave the punch 
everything she had. She heard the monster grunt, felt ribs 
snap and internal bleeding blossom in the monster as it shot 
through the air away from her at desperate speed. No arc to 
its flight yet. It roared through the night air like a dark comet. 
Away from the city. 
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 Over the ocean. 

 Valeria grinned, and then she was off like a shot, 
following in its turbulent wake. 

* 

 “You wanted to meet in a safe place,” Strange said. 

 “Yes. The trigger for the transformation is negative 
feeling; rage, depression, helplessness. Usually I can fight it 
off if I‟m conscious. If I‟m knocked out or mortally 
wounded, then the dimensional connection opens. Myself, as 
I recognize myself, goes somewhere else, and the creature 
comes through. Eventually it calms down and begins to 
siphon mass back to the other dimension, and then I… 
surface, if you will.” Banner‟s voice was calm, but there was a 
tremor in it as well. 

 “Your drugs destroy the part of your brain that 
processes deep emotion,” Strange observed. 

 “More than that,” Banner said. “The goal is to damage 
emotional response, and emotion is really a physical reaction 
to a mental idea. It‟s technical, but my body can‟t react to my 
feelings. The drugs go into my bones, into my heart, not just 
burning part of my brain away. Thing is,” he said, leaning 
forward, “the connection to Wormhole still exists, and those 
parts don‟t stay dead. So I have to keep synthesizing the drug 
and taking it.” 

 “You invented this concoction?” Strange asked. 

 “No, it was researched by Bryant, with the Project. 
That‟s the irony of my situation. In the end, the only people I 
could turn to who would understand were the people I was 
trying to cheat of their prize. Eight months after I escaped, 
Bryant made a very simple deal with me. He would provide 
me with an antidote to my condition, temporary as it is, and 
in exchange I would use the progress I already made in my 
studies to assist him at the Project directly instead of working 
for one of the proxy companies. So I got in on the big 
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picture and all his dirty little secrets, and he controlled me 
with the chemical flow. Of course, it couldn‟t last. Under 
those conditions, neither of us was to be trusted. 

 “Really?” Strange said, a peculiar smile on his face. 

 “I discovered how to synthesize the chemical on my 
own. It took some doing, but I‟m not stupid,” Banner said. 
“I knew one day he‟d tell me to do something I could not do. 
The way it worked out, I just got angry and left, but it was 
satisfying when I detonated the power generators under the 
lab. Turned the whole Project base into a crater. So you see, I 
can‟t go back. They had their uses for me, and I had my uses 
for them. We‟ve dealt one another some considerable 
damage, and I‟m ready to call it quits.” 

 “Ready to be free of the wormhole,” Strange said. 

 “Yes.” Banner‟s face was troubled, and he looked into 
the fire. “Yes. I want to be free.” 

 “How badly?” asked Strange. 

 “How badly?” Banner repeated incredulously, glaring at 
Strange. “Haven‟t you been listening? I was a bright kid, 
Strange. I believed in love and peace and justice. Science 
improved the standard of living around the globe, wealth 
could be distributed equitably, human beings were essentially 
worthwhile. Then when this happened, my illusions were 
destroyed, and after that I couldn‟t feel anything. Do you 
know what it‟s like, to be afraid of any depth of emotion 
sweeping you away? Any disruption in life, and you could be 
responsible for God only knows what? My hopes for a 
family, a wife and kids, hell, a pet were crushed.” 

 Strange was quiet for a moment. “No one can ever go 
back,” he said softly. “Your only choice is to go forward. 
Sometimes forward is a return trip to where you used to be. 
Sometimes it is another direction entirely. When you are 
wounded,” he said, his voice distant, “time closes the wound. 
But that is not the same as healing.” 
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 “It‟s not a question of healing,” Banner said, shaking his 
head. “It‟s a question of what to heal.” 

 “You are correct,” Strange agreed. “Indeed, what. To 
bring you into the monster, or to sever the wormhole entirely 
and leave you half a man?” 

 “And of course there‟s a general cynicism,” Banner said 
ruefully. 

 “That you must attend to on your own,” Strange said. 
He licked his lips and leaned back. His eyes flared. “I can.. 
seal the wormhole.” 

 “But,” Banner said slowly, “I would be left unable to 
feel anything but surface emotion.” 

 “How badly,” Strange said, his eyes bright, “and what, 
do you want healed?” 

 Banner lowered his head, deep in thought. 

* 

 Valeria could still see the city, but they were some 
distance out to sea.  The monster whistled through the air, 
headed further offshore. Valeria swooped beneath it to 
knock it back up, and its thick leg shot out like a mighty 
piston. 

 The kick caught her squarely in the chest, and she heard 
a dull crack as pain flared and her breath vanished. Was it 
stronger than she was now? But there was no time for 
reflection. She slammed down into the heavy swells of the 
Atlantic, shooting into an angled wave and pounding deep 
into the dark embrace of the water. Her jaw worked as she 
adjusted, but she couldn‟t have breathed even if she had 
wanted to. 

 Enough of this. 

 She streaked out of the water, a plume following her 
fifty feet up as she soared into the creature. It swung around 
in midair, grasping, but she darted right between its hands 
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and plunged a blow into its face at her most furious strength. 
Bones crumpled like the plastic of a milk jug, and she was 
sprayed with pale glop as her fist crushed into it. It was hard 
as stone. 

 So what. 

 It bounced up into the air, reversing its fall with the raw 
force of her blow. Her eyes flexed, shifted; refined red beams 
hissed up, searing into its back as it sailed up. Its thick hide 
crisped, boiled, flared, and then with a violent hiss its blood 
began to burn. 

 Wormhole sailed up, and with an odd gurgle and 
uncrumpling sound she saw its face fill out like a balloon, 
then shift and remold. 

 Its skull was much, much thicker. It no longer looked 
even remotely human. 

 “SMASH!” it roared. 

 Valeria hung in the air, watching the monster spin 
upward. It was getting heavier. Each time she hit it, the 
monster gained mass. She realized that if she did get it into 
orbit or beyond, that was no guarantee of finishing this. She 
would have to send it into the sun. 

 Just gripping it long enough to get free of the earth‟s 
pull… She shook off her trepidation. Then that‟s what had 
to happen. She soared after it. Breathing was difficult; she 
was pretty sure she had at least two cracked ribs, and she 
could feel her pulse in her face. Her back hurt abominably. 
She would last. She would stop this thing. 

 Somehow. 

 She leaped up through the air after it. Her eyes 
compacted as they shifted, and the red beams slashed 
through the air and bored into Wormhole. 

 Played across its skin. 

 Traced thin dark lines on it. 
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 She relaxed, the beams winking out. Right. 

Whipping up past it as fast as she could fly, she 
hoped it hadn‟t noticed her zipping past.  She punched 
into its shoulders and gripped muscle under its hide, then 
hauled up. Now it was over fifteen tons. She was strong 
enough and to spare. Weight wasn‟t the problem. Yet. 

 It tried to reach for her, but she wrenched and shoved 
on the muscles between its shoulders and its neck, and she 
weaved between the gripping paws. 

 The monster grunted, and she felt its torso contract; a 
moment too late she saw the massive bare foot slapping at 
her. Surprised, she was smacked in the face. Her passenger 
twisted, and snagged her ankle. It wrenched with all its 
strength, and the muscles she held tore free in her hands as it 
swung her around. 

 Slap. 

 Its hand was as big as her whole body now, and she 
slung around. She vaguely wondered how far the blow would 
have thrown her before hitting something; but it was still 
gripping her ankle between two fingers. 

 Slap. 

 Her blood spattered; she felt her teeth cut her cheek, 
blood sprang from her eyes. The world wobbled. How high 
now? How high? 

 She jerked her leg and tucked against its hand, and the 
next slap went wide. She gritted her teeth, ignored the pain, 
and twitched just so. Her foot was free. In an instant she 
would be beyond— 

 Its hand snapped around her torso once more. 

 “DOWN! Want go DOWN!” it bellowed. It squeezed, 
just a bit. 

 As darkness loomed, souring the edges of her vision, 
and she smelled her own blood in her nose, she felt absurd as 
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she faintly wondered if this is how Tinkerbell felt against 
Captain Hook. She held absolutely still. 

 “Down,” it grunted as they started to fall once more. It 
nodded. “Down good.” 

 The sea glittered below, and the creature smiled as they 
began the long, long descent. 

* 

 Banner got up and started pacing again. “It‟s easy to talk 
big,” he said. “Talk about walking away from it all, making 
this state of mine permanent. But when it comes down to it, 
that‟s a lot to sacrifice.” 

 Strange said nothing. 

 “Is there a way to… integrate us somehow?” 

 “No,” Strange said. “I cannot do that. Only you can do 
that.” 

 “What do you mean? How?” 

 Strange raised an eyebrow. 

 “You mean accept Wormhole?” Banner said. 

 “I don‟t know,” Strange replied. “I suspect you do.” 

 “You suspect a lot, don‟t you,” Banner said with half a 
grin. “Suspicious type.” 

 Strange narrowed his eyes. His smile… changed. He 
looked dark, and strange indeed, for that moment. “I‟m a 
magazine editor,” he said. 

 “Yeah, and I‟m a scientist,” Banner shrugged. “How can 
Wormhole be controlled?” 

 “You are not the first nor I suspect the last to wonder 
that,” Strange replied.  

 Banner‟s eyes narrowed. “What aren‟t you telling me?” 
he said. “I thought you said you would help.” 
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 “I have helped,” Strange said. “I am helping. But I 
cannot do it for you.” 

 “Do what for me?” Banner said impatiently. 

 “Well,” Strange replied slowly. “When you know the 
question I can help you answer it.” 

 “Dammit!” Banner exploded. “I didn‟t come here to 
solve the riddle of the sphinx!” 

 “What did you come here for?” Strange asked. “How can 
I give you what you want if you don‟t know what you want? 
Frankly, I don‟t plan to give you anything at all. But I will help 
you if I can.” 

 “Let me make sure we‟re on the same page,” Banner 
said, struggling to regain his composure. “You can seal the 
wormhole, leaving me free of the thing on the other side, but 
destroying my emotions. Or I can look within and find 
another solution that I don‟t need you for.” 

 “Precisely,” Strange said. 

 “And it‟s probably some hokey ridiculous bit of wisdom 
I could find on a gum wrapper,” Banner continued. He took 
a deep breath. 

 “As you say,” Strange said, “Probably. More likely a 
fortune cookie.” 

 “Don‟t toy with me, doctor,” Banner said. “You have no 
idea how hard it was to come here.” 

 “I‟m not toying with you,” Strange replied. “I‟m waiting 
for you.” 

 “Waiting, huh,” Banner said. 

 “Pretend, for a moment,” Strange murmured, “that this 
is an intellectual exercise. Perhaps that will be the easiest way 
for you to come to grips with it.” 

 “So,” Banner said, “There‟s Banner and there‟s 
Wormhole, and there‟s Banner‟s emotions and there‟s the 
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transdimensional, oh, portal. So Wormhole and the emotions 
are on one side and Banner is on the other side. When the 
emotions come across the bridge, the Wormhole follows.” 
He paused. “Would it be possible to get on the cusp of a 
transformation and then seal the gap?” 

 Strange shrugged. 

 “No, you‟re right,” Banner said. “Somehow they are too 
closely connected. My fracturing idealism and my pain were 
peaked when I was shot, like the bullet knocked them out of 
me to this other place, where Wormhole is from. I can‟t 
connect with them until I… what, disconnect from him?” 

 “You are focused on disconnecting,” Strange said. “It is 
possible the solution lies in connecting.” 

 “What, make friends with Wormhole and then explain 
to him that this dimension is invitation only?” Banner said 
wryly. 

 “Just so,” Strange replied softly. Banner sobered 
immediately. 

 “How?” he said. “We are never in the same place at the 
same time. Even if we were, I‟m not sure it can reason.” 

 “I think this intellectual exercise may have taken us as 
far as the intellect can go,” Strange said. “It grows late.” 

 “But that‟s just it, isn‟t it,” Banner said. “That‟s as far as 
the intellect can go. Because Wormhole is a creature of 
passion, right? So if I can reconnect with him on an 
emotional level…” He shook his head. “It‟s crazy. I don‟t 
even know how to begin.” 

 “There is the other option, as well,” Strange said. 
“Psychic surgery would remove the two of you from each 
other. Or a closing of the dimensional rift, which is more 
along my line. It all depends on whether or not a complete 
life is worth the struggle.” 

 “That should be obvious,” Banner said uneasily. 
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 “But it isn‟t,” Strange observed. 

 “You know,” Banner said slowly, “I just realized a 
possible connection. You said I was talking about severing 
and disconnection, and I keep saying that Wormhole and I 
can‟t be in the same place at the same time.” 

 “Yes,” Strange said. 

 “So I have to face what I cannot face?” 

 “That is quite possible,” Strange agreed. “It is more 
difficult to face what is inside than it is to face what is 
outside.” 

 “Maybe that‟s it,” Banner mused. “I have run from 
emotion for so long, suppressed it and buried it and feared it 
because it is Wormhole‟s way to reach me.” His eyes lit up. 
“Bridges go two ways.” 

 “Yes,” Strange observed. “They usually do. I believe this 
one does.” 

 “So if Wormhole reaches me through anger and fear…” 
Banner said, “the other direction in that spectrum…” Banner 
looked up, a new thought dawning. “This is a unique 
opportunity,” he said. “I know that, right now, I could re-
enter Wormhole, fully conscious. Maybe… meet him.” 

 Strange smiled. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 They crashed through the surface of the water together; 
Valeria wondered if she had ever fallen so far in her life. The 
creature let go and started to swim away, discarding and 
ignoring her. She floated in the water for a few seconds, 
feeling its cradling embrace, feeling herself expand now that 
she was freed. She looked after the monster and saw him 
steadily plowing through the water. His obscene strength was 
sufficient to propel his tremendous weight. 
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 Must… not… allow… she thought. Must not allow it… 
to get away. 

 She streaked through the water, under the monster, and 
came up in front of it. In the dark, under the water, she could 
feel its displacement, feel the water shoved away from its 
bulk. Maybe, maybe it couldn‟t see her. She darted in, 
speeding through the water, exerting little more effort than 
she used speeding through air. She felt the powerful well of 
pressure shoved away as it swam through the darkness. 

 She let the current of the monster‟s wake tug her close 
to it, and she cut loose with a backhand stroke that bashed in 
its forehead. She followed that with a kick; she gave it 
everything she had, and she was yanked after the monster as 
it sluiced through the water backwards, its whining grunt 
reverberating. Fish died with the force of the shockwave the 
blow sent rippling out from its point of impact. 

 The creature roared, and the water danced far above. 
Spread-eagled, the creature slowed itself, then in a single 
powerful sweep it brought its hands together in a massive 
stroke; it clapped. The shock caught Valeria by surprise and 
sent her spinning in the water. She couldn‟t hear, couldn‟t 
feel; for a moment she was numb. That moment was all it 
took for the monster to reach her. 

 “Deeper!” it shouted. It tugged her close into its arms, 
folded into a ball, and sank much like a stone. 

 Yes, deeper, Valeria thought. To the very bottom. Crank 
up the pressure. But not like this. 

 She flexed, then punched her straightened fingers into 
its arm, one hand above and one below where the bicep 
would be. Her tough hands dug right through its incredibly 
dense mass, and she felt her fingertips touch bone as the 
monster screamed. 

 With her hands dug in the monster‟s flesh well past her 
wrists, she flexed her hands into claws and tore; a massive 
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slab of muscle ripped loose. The creature roared, and she 
used the distraction to whip free of it. 

 As she slid through the cloud of its ichorous gore, she 
hoped sharks wouldn‟t identify the scent as blood. Then she 
dove, dove deeper. 

 Down through the depths the two raced, she staying 
ahead and it pushing after her. The pressure was condensing 
it, refining it; muscles were tight and hard, compacted by the 
unreal pressure. Its pulse throbbed in a network of veins and 
arteries pushed to the surface by the unrelenting crush. 

 Still it grew bigger. 

 Valeria felt the squeeze of the ocean depth; she gave 
herself a moment to adjust to it. The pressure upped the 
stakes, but she was ready to show this creature what it was 
tangling with. 

 It roared, and her damaged hearing registered that well 
enough. She moved to the side as its fist thudded down into 
the sand and mud only feet from where she had been. Then 
it stretched, and snapped down with the force of its whole 
body, rupturing the ocean floor. A shockwave trembled and 
rolled outward; above, a tremendous wave began to build. 

 Valeria pushed down through the pressure, and crashed 
into the creature from above, ramming it straight down into 
its own impact crater. It was punched into the silt and rock, 
then it clambered loose.  

 A tremor rumbled through the water, then the earth 
buckled, and a gout of brilliant orange gusted from the stone. 
Valeria stroked back through the water as a small fissure tore 
open in the crater. 

 Oops. 

 At least now there was light. 

 As the temperature shot up towards boiling, Valeria 
squared off with the monster. 
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 It was huge. Now it towered, even in this crushing 
pressure, at over twenty five feet tall, and she wasn‟t sure 
what its armspan would be. As she watched, more muscle 
piled on. 

 Was it without limits? 

* 

 “Do you wish to return?” Strange asked. “I can restrain 
Wormhole gently so you will have a chance to work it out, 
just between the two of you. He will be in a docile state. I 
don‟t imagine that has ever happened before. You have 
never tried to activate the wormhole, have you.” 

 “Not once,” Banner shrugged. 

 “If you want to stay with me, for a time, until you get it 
sorted out, you would be welcome,” Strange said. 

 “I appreciate that,” Banner replied. “I just might take 
you up on it. Would that really be alright?” 

 “I am pleased simply to have the power to assist those in 
need,” Strange said, gesturing. “Think nothing of it. And 
now it really is late, and we should be getting back. Just wait 
here for a moment.” 

 He went to the door of the study and opened it; Banner 
saw the shifting energies and emptiness of the Astral Plane, 
and he shivered. 

 “This is a chance,” Banner said. “I could walk through 
that door and down into Wormhole. I could begin to work 
this out for the first time in too many years.” 

 Strange nodded. “That is possible.” 

 Banner squared his shoulders and approached the door. 
“One small step for a scientist…” 

 Strange graciously allowed him to leave first. 

* 
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 Difficult to use martial arts; the creature was just too 
massive for the usual holds or pressure points to work. She 
whirled in close, feeling wary. The feeling was not one she 
was familiar with. Her hand punched into one monstrous 
wrist and gripped a tendon that was only three times as thick 
as a normal wrist. Spinning, she pounded a blow to its 
abdomen to get the momentum going right, and whipped it 
around. Wormhole ponderously plowed through the deep 
crush of the ocean and crashed down in the molten lava 
boiling out onto the sea floor. 

 She had not thrown it gently, and for a moment it was 
mostly submerged in melted rock. Then it roared out, 
shrieking, flesh melting with a horrific sound. It tore the 
molten lava off of itself, its hands flayed to the bone, gore 
clouding the waters; great, again with no visibility. 

 Valeria darted in and snapped a hard blow into its back, 
feeling the sting of rapidly cooling lava on her fist as she sank 
it into the monster‟s guts. It flew forward, and she sailed 
after it, blow after blow trying to overcome the brutal 
compression of water that slowed its rush through the sea, 
pushing to keep it flying forward until she found a handy 
rock face to beat it into. 

 Maybe she could whip it after all. Lava tended to take 
the fight out of anybody. Or anything. 

 Pop to the ear, roundhouse to the thigh, jab to the spine, 
kick— 

 The creature snatched her leg. 

 “NO MORE HIT!” it growled, and it gripped her shin 
and her upper leg and flexed— 

* 

 As Strange descended towards his body, he easily passed 
Banner in the ether. Then, he saw the room in disarray, the 
burst binding, the shattered chair, the hole in the ceiling. It 
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took only an instant for him to realize that Wormhole was 
free and roaming.  

 Thinking fast, he tossed a binding back at Banner, 
suspending him. No time for reassurances. This could be bad 
indeed. 

 Faster than thought, he asked the air where Valeria had 
gone; it told him, and he skimmed instantly across the vast 
space looking for her. What he found were towering waves 
inexorably roaring towards the city harbor. 

 “Oh dear,” he murmured, and he asked the water where 
Valeria was. Then he was down through the sea, searching. 
The plume of superheated rock caught his eye, deep below. 

 He touched Valeria‟s mind, and she became aware of 
him a moment before the monster‟s muscles flexed. 

 “Busy,” she grunted, and she twisted in its grip and 
exerted every ounce of will and strength she had to fly away. 
Lava-stripped muscles in Wormhole‟s hands contracted, and 
her leg tore loose of what was left, rasping against bone as 
she slid free of his grip. As she turned to look back, she saw 
Wormhole‟s hide creeping back over his wounds, and already 
raw pulsing muscle was flowing over his violated frame. 

 Strange gathered his power to make contact from the 
Astral plane. “Take him to the surface,” he managed. “Stop 
the waves.”  

 Valeria nodded. She could not see Strange, but she felt 
him, and she knew his mind. No words had come through, 
but his intentions were clear enough. She eyed the monster 
and saw that it was almost intact; an understatement indeed. 
It bore few visible signs of weakening from their battle so 
far. 

 She hurt. 

 Not enough, though. She sliced through the water 
around the creature, then bore into its lower back, pushing 
with all her strength, arcing the creature up. It allowed itself 
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to be propelled toward the surface; indeed, it seemed to be 
getting lighter. She couldn‟t be bothered by the possibility it 
would get the bends. After what seemed like an eternity, the 
monster punched through the surface. Valeria took it up with 
her, above the surface. It was getting lighter, it wasn‟t her 
imagination. She streaked towards the city. 

 No time, no time. She was pretty sure Strange was 
speaking into her mind, but she ignored him for the moment. 
She darted over the towering waves, then all the way to the 
docks. She dumped the rapidly-shrinking gray creature onto a 
dock and she tore back out to sea. 

 Back and forth, back and forth, skimming the waves, 
confounding their energy, disrupting their path. She still 
couldn‟t hear; the battle under the water had denied her that 
for a time. She got busy, knocking the waves down. She 
hoped Strange could handle the monster. 

* 

 Banner lay on his back on the dock, freezing, watching 
his breath mist up above him. 

 “Are you all right?” Strange asked, leaning against a 
piling, half shadowed. 

 “One hell of a headache,” Banner shrugged. “Sick to my 
stomach. Nothing unexpected. I seem to have missed 
Wormhole.” 

 “I am truly sorry,” Strange said. “I underestimated 
Wormhole.” 

 Banner shrugged. “Hard to overestimate it. I think its 
strength is limitless.” He grimaced. “It must have gotten truly 
huge. I feel like a half-frozen sponge.” 

 “Let‟s get you back,” Strange said. 

 “I didn‟t see your car,” Banner noted, glancing around 
with a grin. 
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 “Taxis. Much faster.” Strange‟s smile was positively 
unsettling. 

 A short time later they were back in the kitchen in 
Strange‟s mansion. 

 “Did you get what you came for?” Strange asked gently. 

 Banner leaned forward, putting his face in his hands. “I 
think so. I don‟t know. As you pointed out, I don‟t know 
exactly what I want.” 

 “But to learn it,” Strange said, “to have a desire before 
you. That is, in a way, the greatest gift you could ever desire. 
Without meaning life is a cold, lonely place.” 

 “Are you an authority on that?” Banner asked, half 
kidding. 

 “I was once,” Strange said. “Now, if you would like 
somewhere to sleep, take the second room on the left 
upstairs. It would be wise not to… explore.” 

 Banner nodded. “Fair enough.” 

 “Oh, there does happen to be something you could do 
for me,” Strange said, pulling the kettle from the stove and 
pouring the tea. 

 “Yes?” 

 “I‟m always looking for contributions for my magazine. 
Perhaps you could do a paper for me with speculation on 
mass transfer between dimensions.” 

 Banner sighed, and smiled. “I suppose you think I‟m an 
authority.” 

 “Something like that,” Strange replied easily. 

 The door opened, and Valeria limped in and took a seat. 

 “Hello,” Strange said. “How are you feeling?” 

 “Squashed,” Valeria muttered. “Hello, my name is 
Valeria,” she said to Banner. 
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 “Bruce Banner,” he offered with a smile. His expression 
clouded. “Have… we met?” 

 “What?” she said, squinting. 

“Have you met?” Strange said directly to her in a 
way she did not need to hear. 

“No,” she said slowly, eyeing Banner. “No, I don‟t 
believe so.” 

 Strange smiled. “Good night, Doctor Banner.” 

 “Good night,” he said, standing and stretching some of 
the stiffness out of his joints. “Ugh, I feel terrible.” 

 He left, and Valeria and Strange were alone. 

 “I… can barely hear,” Valeria said apologetically. 
Moments later, she felt the tatters of her hearing amplified. 
She nodded. “Thank you. Things got a little tense for a while 
there.” She glanced at the clock. “It‟s almost one thirty,” she 
observed. “Kind of late, don‟t you think?” 

 “It is late,” Strange said. 

 She set her jaw. “You didn‟t tell me we had company, 
doctor,” she said. “You didn‟t so much as leave me a note to 
give me an idea of what was going on. If I had not come 
when I did, there could have been tremendous damage. I had 
a right to know what was going on.” 

 “Your assistance was invaluable,” Strange said. 

 “Because I knew how to think on my feet and handle 

the situation,” she pointed out. “I‟m afraid if we are going to 

be partners, you are going to have to trust me.” She paused. 

“Just as I trust you.” 

 A smile grew across his face. “Your point is gently put 
and well taken,” he said. “Doctor Banner will be staying with 
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us for maybe as much as a few weeks. He has some issues to 
sort out that I believe I can help him with. Also, he is going 
to write a paper for the magazine.” 

 “Him and everyone else you know,” she sighed. 

 “That reminds me,” Strange said. “About that paper on 
potential reactions between solar radiation and altered 
mass?” 

 She was grinning as she shook her head. “So much for 
compassion. Well, doctor, would you like to at least make an 
effort to patch me up after my heroic battle, or are you going 
to badger me for my homework?” 

 “Within your heart,” he said sagely, nodding his head, 
“you know the answer.” 

 The laughter was worth the pain in her ribs. 
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Primal Shift 
 

Friday, February 8, 2002 

 Peter sat quietly, his eyes crossing and re-crossing the 
ceiling tile. Two hundred thirty small holes in that panel. 
Two hundred and eighty in the next. Fifty tiles across the 
room. One hundred and eight tiles spanning the length of 
the room. That would be how many dots? 

 He let his eyes drift shut as his mind told him and he 
ignored it. His eyes seeped open and settled on the lecturer 
again. Considering the money he was paying for this course, 
he really should try to get something out of it. Dr. Connors 
was considered one of the best guest lecturers the college had 
managed to acquire in years. 

 “—which is why death is such a mystery,” the professor 
was saying. “Since most of the cells in our bodies are 
replaced every seven years, the question arises. At what point 
do our cells forget how to remake themselves? Why do the 
chemicals we are made of shift so we become old, brittle, and 
forgetful? That is why research into cellular level memory, 
RNA, and related venues is currently enjoying a resurgence. 
Perhaps we can even discover the secret to regeneration,” he 
said, gesturing to his empty sleeve, pinned up at his shoulder.  

 “The fountain of youth might be within each of us 
waiting only the proper key to unlock it,” he continued. “If 
we could teach our cells, our bodies, our autonomous 
functions to replicate themselves indefinitely, only our more 
permanent cells would need to be rejuvenated. We could 
possibly go on forever, unlike this lecture,” he said with a 
smile. “For next week, chapters four and five. Dismissed.” 

The students got up and shuffled to the door, 
chatter rippling through their ranks. Here and there a student 
laughed. They were moving to the door immediately; almost 
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every student had packed up books and notes ten minutes 
before the lecture ended. 

As Peter walked out into the hallway, he saw several 
people waiting for friends. He headed past them, his head 
down, mapping out his weekend. It was Friday, which was 
good, but he had some nasty tests on Monday. Plus, his lab 
with Connors was Monday, and those were pure torture if 
you got behind in class. 

“Peter Parker?” came a hesitant voice. He stopped 
and turned, coming face to face with a pretty young woman 
with bright blue eyes. 

“Yeah, that‟s me,” he said with half a grin. 

She smiled, and her cheeks turned a bit pink. 
Blonde. Cute. 

Really cute. 

“Well, Mr. Parker,” she said, half teasing, “I was 
wondering if you had plans for tomorrow night. I had a date 
and it turns out he‟s had something come up, so I was 
wondering if you‟d like to do dinner and a movie.” 

Peter glanced to the right and the left. “Me?” he 
said with a grin. “Well, sure, I guess. Did you have a 
particular movie in mind?” 

“Oh, we can figure that out over dinner,” she said 
with a shrug. “How about Golden‟s?” 

“Sure,” Peter nodded, mentally reviewing the sit-
down-cafeteria-type restaurant and quickly working through 
the menu price range. “That would actually be fine. I didn‟t 
catch your name, though.” 

She laughed silently to herself for a moment, then 
she held out her hand. “Gwen. Gwen Stacy.” 

He took her hand and before he could think it 
through he kissed the back of it in a single swift burst of 
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gallantry. “Well, Gwen Stacy, I‟ll look forward to Saturday. 
Shall I pick you up?” 

“Sure,” she said. “I‟ll meet you in the Student 
Center at five.” 

“Five is good for me,” he nodded. 

“Plus,” she said with a shrug. “Golden‟s is in 
walking distance.” She flashed him a smile and lost herself in 
the crowd. Peter looked after her, wondering what had just 
happened. 

Someone jostled him. He turned to see a bright, 
grinning face. 

“Yo Pete.” The young man facing him had a tight 
mat of curly and immaculately trimmed auburn hair, an 
ironed shirt, dockers. He looked suave and relaxed and a bit 
elfin and mischievous. 

“How‟s it going, Harry,” Peter said. “You got the 
lab results ready for Monday?” 

“Transposition from my notebook is cake,” Harry 
said, confident. “I have real news for you, Mister Bookworm. 
You know how you were always kow-towing at my feet and 
acknowledging my studliness?” 

“Uh, that‟s not quite how I remember it,” Peter 
said, rubbing the back of his neck and arching an eyebrow at 
his lab partner. 

“Well it‟s time to start. Guess who I have a date 
with tonight.” 

“The Dean‟s wife?” 

“Ouch,” Harry said, still grinning. “No sir, tonight 
is all class.” He shifted his bag and made a Hitchcock camera 
view with his fingers. “‟Tonight: Harry and Mary Jane.‟ Has a 
nice ring to it, doesn‟t it, tiger?” 

“Yeah, that‟s great,” Peter said, suddenly confused 
by his emotions jumping two directions at once. He slapped 
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his lab partner on the shoulder. “Just great, Harry. You show 
her a good time now.” 

“You got it, pit crew,” Harry said, his grin 
insufferable. “Gotta jet.” He slipped back into the crowd 
before Peter could think of something witty and fun yet 
absolutely crushing. The moment was lost; he stood in the 
hallway, his brain still groping around for something clever to 
say. 

“Better not wake me up at two this morning with a 
good comeback,” he muttered to himself, and he trudged 
down the hallway. Then he thought some more. 

“What the hell,” he said. “I have a date too.” He 
smiled and picked up the pace. 

Saturday, February 9, 2002 

 “So how‟s the schoolwork,” Doctor Connors asked as 
he looked out the window at the afternoon sun slanting 
across the campus. Working on Saturday was easier 
somehow, with no classes in the building. 

 “Good as yours,” said the impudent young voice on the 
other end of the line. Connors smiled. 

 “Keep it that way,” he said. “Now I‟ve got a stack of 
papers to grade that‟s as big as you are, so why don‟t you give 
me back to your mother.” 

 “Kay,” the boy said. “You comin home soon, dad?” 

 “Soon,” Connors replied. “Just two more weeks here.” 

 “Here‟s mom.” The phone bumped and rattled, then he 
heard his wife clear her throat. “Hello,” she said. 

 “How‟s the homestead,” he asked. 

 “We‟re making do,” she smiled. “Billy‟s fine. He‟s aced 
his report card.” 
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 “I think I‟ve aced mine too,” Connors said, watching 
students walk along the brick sidewalks, talking and laughing. 
“I think I‟m close to a breakthrough.” 

 There was a hesitation on the other end. “Curt,” she 
said, “don‟t be gone too long. We want you back. I wish you 
wouldn‟t work on the weekends.” 

 “I‟ll be back,” he said with a smile. “This tour has been 
good for me. And good for my research.” 
 “Just… be careful, okay?” she said, trying hard to 
conceal the worry in her voice. 

 “I will be careful,” he assured her patiently. “I‟m a 
scientist, not a corporate worker drone. I take careful 
consideration before each step.” 

 “Okay,” she said. “Well… we look forward to seeing 
you in two weeks.” 

 “Keep Florida together for me,” he smiled. “This is 
Doctor Curt Connors, signing off.” 

 “Be safe,” she almost whispered into the phone. He 
hung up. 

 The room suddenly seemed silent and dim. 

 He stood and walked over to the lab table. He reached 
out with his one arm and flicked on the Bunsen burner; his 
eyes caught the pale ropy white scars on his wrist as he did 
so. His expression darkened. 

 “I have my work,” he whispered to himself. “I have my 
work.” He straddled the stool and glanced over at the cages 
that lined the wall. “You lot could make yourselves useful,” 
he said with a rueful grin. “Don‟t suppose you‟d fetch my 
notes for me, Kaa?” 

 The massive ball python flicked its tongue in and out 
once, but remained quiescent in its massive coils. Connors 
sighed, and bent over the microscope. 
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 His one hand flicked to the adjustment knob, then to 
the slide, then to the knob. Frustration was never too deep in 
him; he sat back at once and rubbed his eyes. “Can‟t focus,” 
he muttered. The room was growing dimmer, it seemed. 
Clouds over the sun. He leaned forward again. 

 He lost all touch with the passage of time until he had 
finished the concoction in the tube. Looking at it, he blinked. 
The liquid was pale and yellow, and it looked quite 
innocuous. He tried to remember what he had done to make 
it, but he felt clouded, almost compelled. He shook his head, 
shook off the odd feeling. He walked across the room. 

 A rat looked at him out of the cage. It was missing a leg. 
Connors put the tube in a rack. He had to think through the 
process more carefully than most people, since he could only 
do one thing at a time. He opened the top of the cage, then 
picked up the syringe, then loaded it from the tube. He 
lowered the syringe towards the suspicious rat. 

 “Let‟s see if we can grow you a leg,” he whispered, his 
eyes bright. 

 The rat squealed and leaped away; startled, Connors 
pulled back. Then his eyes grew cold. He jabbed with the 
syringe, caught the rat, and injected. The rat squealed. 
Connors pulled the syringe out of the cage, tossed the 
syringe aside, and dragged the top back over the cage. 

 Then he settled himself on his stool once again, 
struggling with the dark feelings that never seemed far from 
overwhelming him. 

 “Let‟s see,” he murmured. “Let‟s see if we can make a 
whole rat of you.” 

 The rat squeaked piteously; almost mewled.  Connors 
felt the darkness sweep over him; like despair, only more 
active. 

 In the back of his mind, a thought flashed: too long 
away from family, too long alone. Then he was lost to it. 
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 “I don‟t see what the big deal is,” he said, scooping up a 
large syringe and jamming it into the pale liquid. He drained 
it all into the needle and regarded it for a moment. “I really 
don‟t.” 

 Then he jammed the needle into his leg and squeezed. 

 All the sound that escaped him was the hoarse cough of 
a brief scream. Then he was overwhelmed by the darkness. 
He fell to the floor and knew no more. 

* 

 “There has got to be a way,” Peter muttered as he walked 
across the campus. “I need to find a way to take all the time 
I‟m early and put it into all the time I‟m late.” He glanced at 
the clock tower and saw it was four thirty. “Thirty minutes,” 
he muttered. “Might as well check my email.” He headed 
towards the library. Then he slapped his forehead. “Gotta get 
my camera from my lab locker,” he muttered. “If I go on 
another date without taking pictures, I might never live it 
down. Stuck on campus on a weekend. I gotta be damaged.” 

 He headed into the science building. Then stopped. 
Something was wrong. Something out of place. His senses 
kicked into overdrive, his expression intent and searching. 

 A dragging sound, an odd smell. 

 Peter slowly walked into the hallway. He glanced down; 
he was wearing his best corduroy academia jacket, khakis, 
even decent loafers. He was in no condition to get mixed up 
in anything. He was reassured by the mesh mat stuck to the 
small of his back. Don‟t leave home without it. 

 He glanced down the hall and was startled to see the ball 
python slowly and leisurely pushing his way back and forth, 
headed towards the chemistry lab. 

 “I don‟t think you‟re supposed to be out,” he muttered. 
Then his senses kicked into red alert. 
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 Something breathed, not too far away. And it was like 
no breathing Peter had ever heard. That‟s what his senses 
seized on; strange, sibilant breathing, slow and deep.  

 He headed further into the science building. First get the 
camera. He passed the snake, leaving it alone for the 
moment. He dashed to the back of the chemistry lab and 
whipped his locker open, grabbed the camera bag, then was 
headed out to find the source of his unease. 

 When he reached the advanced studies lab, where the 
animals were kept, he knew he was close. The strange 
breathing had stilled, as though it detected his approach. 

 “Hello?” he called out, not sure what else to say. An 
iguana scuttled under one of the chair desks; the room was 
otherwise eerily silent. “Anybody back there?” 

 He cautiously made his way towards the laboratory that 
abutted the back of the classroom. “Doctor Connors?” he 
said. “Uh, Doc? I have some questions about Monday.” 

 He reached the doorway, and smelled a peculiar thick 
and musty smell; reptilian, ancient. “Is everything okay?” he 
asked in a small voice. 

 Movement. 

 As he threw himself forward in a roll and popped up, 
lethal claws slashed through the air less than an inch above 
his head. Peter‟s blood ran cold when he saw the powerful 
reptilian thing clinging to the ceiling above the doorway. 

 “Yikes,” he whispered. Then it launched at him before a 
normal man would have seen that it was there. 

 He slid to the side and lashed out with his foot, catching 
the creature in the side of the neck. The creature struck, 
tearing up the tiles on the floor before Peter‟s kick sent it 
smashing through a table. Empty cages shattered and 
snapped. 
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 Peter sprang up, as did the lizard thing. Peter‟s senses 
read the monstrous creature in a glance; its face was almost 
humanoid, but with a savage jaw like a crocodile. Its eyes 
glittered with almost-human intellect. Its skin was tough, 
armored, and brutal. Knotted ropy muscle bound the 
creature together under the hide, and it lashed its prehensile 
tail. 

 Then Peter whirled to the side as it slashed after him. He 
was clear of the claws when the tail snapped into his lower 
back; he was airborne. He slapped into the wall, but his shoes 
scrabbled. He kicked them off and sprang up to the ceiling. 
The lizard thing glared at him, then bounded up from the 
floor, flipping midair, digging its claws into the tile. For just a 
moment they regarded each other, almost face to face, on the 
ceiling. 

 “Stealing my shtick,” Peter said, bounding to the wall 
and down to the floor. “Bad lizard.” He slid out of his jacket 
as the lizard dropped and sprang. Peter whirled his jacket at 
the lizard. The beast wasn‟t quick enough, and for a moment 
the jacket flapped around its face. 

 “Night,” Peter said, slamming his fist into the back of its 
head. Its momentum carried it forward, and it crashed 
through the wall and toppled into the lab next door, spraying 
shattered glass and mangled equipment in all directions as it 
slammed into a heavy tile-topped table and knocked it over. 

 Peter started dusting off his shirt. “I guess I‟ll look okay 
without the jacket—” 

 Then a rasp of scales on drywall; he looked up in time to 
catch a heavy backhand across the face, sending him 
sprawling. No time to spin, so he crushed into the wall 
between the lab and the classroom, bursting through it like a 
wrecking ball and shattering a chair desk as he slammed to 
the ground. 

 “Ow,” he muttered, shaking his spinning head to clear it. 
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 The lizard was already airborne, and Peter lashed out 
with his feet. He felt and heard the air knocked out of the 
heavy creature as he slammed into its shoulders, absorbing 
the impact of its spring and kicking it back. The lizard 
stumbled, shreds of lab coat sloughing off, arms and legs and 
tail flailing. Peter sprang and came down with a knockout 
blow, snapping into the lizard‟s head between eye and snout. 
Something gave, and the creature almost flipped as it 
slammed to the ground. 

 A split second later it popped back up, its snout catching 
Peter in the chin. He sailed back through the air and his head 
plowed through the drop-tile ceiling, ringing off a rafter, 
dropping him back down onto the desk chairs and scattering 
them in a jumble. 

 “Wanna play it hard, huh,” he mumbled as he dragged 
himself to his feet, tossing a desk chair aside. “Okay then.” 

 His sleeves were already shredded. His forearms itched. 
The creature hesitated. 

 “Let‟s go,” Peter said, settling his stance. 

 It sprang, and Peter launched himself to the side, over 
the ranks of chairs. With a splintering clatter, the lizard 
crashed down among the chairs, then spun and hopped up. 
This time it caught the drop-tile ceiling, which could not hold 
its weight. The tiles tore loose and the scrabbling lizard 
dropped. 

 Peter snagged his camera bag and rooted in it for a 
moment as the creature righted itself. It was fast, but not as 
fast as Peter. He hoped. 

 It sprang again, and this time he spun in time to dart 
straight up, catching the ceiling as the lizard blundered past 
under him, crushing into the wall. It pulled free, mashed 
drywall sifting down from its now-pale form. 

 Peter dropped in front of it, and it snatched his throat 
with one hideously fast hand, then the other. 
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 Peter felt his neck squeezed, and he knew he had less 
than a second before he choked or broke; his hand whipped 
up and he pushed the button. 

 The flash popped, and the lizard wheezed a squeal. It 
dropped him, spun, and darted back into the dim lab. 

 For just a moment, Peter hesitated. Then he pictured the 
college rent-a-cops against this thing, saw their bodies 
sprawled on the ground. 

 No one else was fast enough. 

 So he went in after the lizard. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 He cleared the doorway in time to see it dart through 
the hole it had made into the next lab, then it scuttled up the 
wall. 

 With a sinking feeling, Peter realized he knew where it 
was going. He moved with a burst of inhuman speed and 
bounded up, just missing the lizard‟s tail as it sprang up 
above the ceiling. He was right behind. 

 Upside down, they raced through the gap between the 
drop tile ceiling and the concrete ceiling, dodging supports 
and wiring and plumbing and insulation. The lizard reached a 
supporting wall, tore out the braces in the way, and slid up 
behind the walls to the floor above. 

 “For this I stand up my date?” Peter muttered to himself. 
It took all his spread adhesion and small size to wriggle and 
dart through the tangled infrastructure of the science 
building, but he didn‟t lose the lizard as it moved like 
lightning amid the tangled and confused wiring and piping 
behind the walls. The building was old and huge; as musty 
and stifling as this space was, there was enough room for the 
agile opponents to move through between walls, between 
ceilings and floors. 
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 After almost two minutes of the chase, Peter clung to 
the side of an air duct, his back to the water pipes, and 
caught his breath. His head was still throbbing from the 
lizard‟s hit; a good clean hit, had him dead to rights on that 
one. Peter was panting, for the air was dust laden up here, 
and worse; he was so filthy and cobwebbed he almost looked 
like he was wearing his mesh. 

 Not far ahead, his fingers told him, the lizard was 
clinging to a pipe and catching its breath. A thousand 
questions seemed to spin through Peter‟s mind about what it 
was, and where it came from, and what it wanted. Then he 
felt the lizard moving again, and he squirmed to catch up. 

 Peter‟s eyes widened in alarm as he saw the lizard 
scrabbling, tearing, and battering the wall. He pulled a final 
burst of speed out of his flagging muscles in time to almost 
catch up to the lizard as it tore through the wall of the 
science building and sprang clear, falling two stories to the 
greening grass. 

 Peter reached the hole. He fired out a webline that 
caught the creature‟s tail, but it was quicker than he expected, 
and it jerked reflexively away from the line. Peter was tugged 
out of the hole and sent tumbling through the air. 

 He shot out another webline and caught the building‟s 
edge, swinging up to it and slapping against the brick. His 
chest heaved and his muscles quivered with the prolonged, 
unusual demands he had placed on them. The lizard, now 
entirely devoid of clothing, hopped into the lake and swiftly 
swam towards the storm drain. 

 “Damn,” Peter whispered. “Don‟t dare chase it into 
water.” 

 He caught his breath on the side of the building for a 
moment. Something felt very wrong. He checked his internal 
timekeeper. 

 Precisely five o‟clock. 
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 He gasped. “Gwen!” he said. “Oh no!” He looked down 
at himself. 

 His shirt was entirely gone, his pants shredded and 
hanging from him in ribbons. He had some of one sock, and 
part of his belt. Head to toe, he was thickly coated in filth 
from scrabbling behind the walls, and his face was bloody 
from battering. 

 He wasted no more time. Springing off the wall, he 
landed rolling in the grass then popped up, running as he had 
never run before. Reaching the edge of the campus, he fired 
his webs and whipped up into the trees, springing and diving 
and web spinning as fast as he could go. 

 Shower. Fresh clothes. Shoes. Yes. Then to date. Yes. 
Then return and try to get camera back. Again. Dammit. And 
maybe his shoes. 

 Wind whistled and tore at him as he slung through the 
air, taking daring and desperate chances with the thinnest 
lines, over traffic. Height of rush hour. Dammit dammit 
dammit. 

 As he sailed through the air, upside down, his mind 
calculating his next webline‟s angle, he vaguely wondered if 
MJ and Harry were having a good time. 

* 

 Peter was thoroughly out of breath when he spun into 
Golden‟s. After a quick glance around, he didn‟t spot her. He 
did see Amy, MJ‟s room mate. 

 “Amy,” he said quickly, “have you seen Gwen Stacy?” 

 Amy slowly raised her eyebrows. “She was waiting for 
you, huh. Figures. She left about ten minutes ago.” 

 “Ten minutes,” Peter said, glancing at the clock. Five 
forty. “Ten minutes. Thanks.” 

 As he moved out the door, he managed a pained smile. 
She waited half an hour. She must really like him. 
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 As he jogged around the corner into the alley, he shot a 
webline up to the edge of the roof and sprang off the 
sidewalk. From the rooftop, he surveyed his surroundings. 
Okay.  

 Plan. 

 His mind whipped through options and narrowed his 
choices down very rapidly. He nodded to himself and leaped 
from the roof of Golden‟s to the parking lot. From there it 
was a quick two blocks to get to the florist. 

* 

 Peter knocked, cleared his throat, and waited as he 
practiced a sorry smile. Knocked again. 

 The door opened, and a heavyset young woman with 
shifty eyes answered the door. “Yes?” 

 “Uh, yes,” Peter said. He cleared his throat. “Is Gwen 
in?” 

 “You must be Peter Parker,” the woman said, 
pronouncing his name like it was a disease. 

 He tried to be charming. “Yes.” 

 “Yeah. Gwen would be here. But she bumped into MJ 
and Harry. They were going out clubbing, and took her along 
to cheer her up.” 

 “Ah,” Peter said. 

 “Yeah, „ah‟.” 

 “Well,” Peter said, “uh, if you could give her these 
flowers, and this chocolate…” he trailed off. 

 “You bet,” the roomie said. “Sure thing, Parker. Car 
break down? I mean, I thought Gwen planned it out to be a 
pedestrian date.” 

 “Have a nice night,” Peter said, heading down the 
hallway, waving. 
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 The door slammed behind him. 

* 

Peter lay in bed. His fingers were laced behind his 
head as his mind picked at him, thinking and not sleeping. 

 Maybe he was meant to be alone. Yeah. Maybe his 
power meant he had to be a solitary figure. Or maybe he was 
trying to blame fate for his screw-ups. Maybe he was just a 
loser. 

 “Maybe I should get some sleep,” he said aloud. 

 He glanced at the clock. Ten thirty. Probably would be 
getting out of the movie about now. Damn. 

 He looked back up at the ceiling. First MJ, then Gwen. 
And what was MJ playing at? Did she still like him or not? 
Had she ever liked him? Or was he just a shiny toy in her box 
of boy toys? And was that a bad thing? And since when did 
this Stacy girl know he walked the face of the earth? 

 “You,” he muttered to his brain, “need a hobby.” 

 What was a relationship worth to him? Would he really 
trade all his abilities to be normal? He thought for a moment 
of the wind whipping through the trees after him as he 
bounded from branch to trunk to empty space. Was that 
really better than women, better than a normal life? 

 “Oh yeah,” he whispered to himself, and he grinned in 
the dark. “But I want to have my cake and eat it too. And I 
want to go to sleep. So shut up already.” 

 Voices in your head, Parker, they’ll lock you up. And what 
about that lizard thing? Who was it? Or what was it? It had 
been in Connors‟ lab. Peter couldn‟t help but like Connors. 
Good sense of humor, modest, brilliant, well adjusted to 
missing an arm. Peter wondered what he would be like as a 
friend. 

 “Wonder what it‟s like to go to sleep before midnight.” 
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 You would. Let’s go for a swing. Tomorrow’s Saturday, won’t 
have to get up, and besides, Harry will be sleeping in after a hot night 
on the town with both the girls you’re trying to date. 

 “Oh shut up,” Peter grumbled, rolling over and sticking 
his head under the pillow. 

 Four hours a night. Just four hours. All you need. And 

by tomorrow you’ll never get your shoes and camera back. 

Unless we break into the police station, and interesting as 

that idea is… 
 “Fine,” Peter said, his voice muffled under the pillow. 
“Fine, let‟s go.” 

 A minute later he was wrapped in his mesh suit and out 
the window. 

 A fine night for flying. 

* 

 No police tape over the hole in the wall. The back wall 
of the science building faced the lake, and it was entirely 
possible that no one had noticed it yet. Peter slipped inside, 
and worked his way through the guts of the building until he 
had returned to the hole over the lab. Silently, he proceeded 
through the ceiling. Voices ahead. 

 “—thugs, I guess,” one voice was saying. 

 “Some pretty pissed off thugs, you ask me,” said another 
voice, more skeptical. “They‟d have to be hopped up on PCP 
or something to get through this wall.” 

 “It‟s just sheetrock,” shrugged the other voice. “No big 
thing. I could push you through it.” 

 “Yeah, well, let‟s not find out. These chairs are sturdier 
than they look, too. And it took four guys to stand that table 
up; those things have stone tops.” 

 “If they got Connor, he‟s in some trouble, anyway,” the 
first voice said. Peter gently adhered to one of the drop tiles 
and lifted it. 
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 A security guard and a policeman were idly talking in the 
classroom. The place looked like it was waiting for a 
forensics team. Peter saw his shoes in a corner, unnoticed so 
far. He grinned and stealthed over that way, upside down 
above the ceiling. 

 “Think guns would stop somebody that mad?” 

 “Oh yeah,” the cop said. “Thirty eight special magnum 
load will stop anything. You knock a hole in it, boom, it goes 
down. End of story.” 

 “What about vests?” 

 “Still knock you down,” the cop said, confident. “Break 
your ribs. Catch two of them and your vest won't be worth 
much any more.” 

 “Ever shot anybody?” 

 “Never had to,” said the cop as Peter silently lowered a 
web line, stuck it to one shoe, the other, reeled them in. The 
shoes drifted up through the air, unnoticed by the guards. 
Good loafers weren‟t cheap, and Peter found these to be 
quite comfortable. 

 “So whaddya think the doc was working on?” asked the 
security guard. 

 “Who knows. Smelled nasty, whatever it was.” 

 Peter stopped, thinking. The doctor was working on 
something in the lab… then he disappeared… the lizard 
appeared… lab coat shredded… Peter couldn‟t help but 
wonder. He worked his way back over the lab, down into the 
one next to it, and through the hole in the wall. 

 The doctor‟s computer and monitor were untouched, to 
the side out of the way of their fight. Peter grinned. He put 
the tower case against the front of the monitor and quickly 
webbed it in place, put the keyboard on top and gobbed it in 
place, quickly gathered up all the cords and secured them. 
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Then he lifted the assembly easily with the fingertips of one 
hand. He glanced out at the guards. 

 “I figure either he wasn‟t here or we‟ll get a note by 
tomorrow,” said the campus guard. 

 “I don‟t know,” the cop said, shaking his head. “Kids 
these days…” 

 Peter was through the unguarded door, moving lightly 
down the hallway gripping the ceiling with three limbs, 
holding the computer bundle lightly out to the side with the 
other. 

 Clean night air. He breathed deep. 

 “Oh no,” he muttered, glancing back. “Forgot my 
camera…” 

 Just then the forensics van pulled up. Two techs started 
unloading their kits from the back. 

 Peter was gone, only the night breeze watching now. 

* 

 An hour after he left, Peter dropped back in through the 
window and set up the computer on his meticulously clean 
homework-free desk. No password protections, nothing. 
Peter grinned. “Let‟s see what you‟ve been working on, doc,” 
he said to himself. 

 He started checking through the files; there was a folder 
for Connors. Good. Shared computer. Probably nothing vital 
on here, though. 

 Formulas, class notes, presentations, yeah, et cetera… 
journal. 

 For a long moment, Peter stared at the file. Journal. As 
in, private, personal, and none of your business. 

 He opened it.  

 Dropped down to the end. Looked like several months 
were recorded in here. Peter started a few days back. 



 

228 

 

 February 8. Classes going well here, and 

I have hope for the next generation of scholars. Even if I 

cannot solve this puzzle, perhaps my work will give them 

the tools they need to solve it. As it is, the despair is 

sometimes overwhelming. This is the time I am the 

loneliest, I think, absorbed in my work with no one else 

that understands. But if they did, then ethics would enter in 

to the equation, and what I do alone in the lab is immune 

to questions of ethics. Or so I tell myself. And then I think 

back to those dark days in Green Acres, and I remember 

what can happen if you step far enough away from the 

beliefs of the world. You are a genius or you are mad, and 

too often they walk hand in hand. I should attend to my 

studies, my teaching, and leave my research in the hands 

of others. 
 

 Peter hesitated, and saw that there was more. This 
journal could contain clues that would save Doc Connors 
life. At the same time, Peter could not imagine Connors 
being pleased by one of his students reading his personal 
journal. Peter glanced at the time. Oh, sure, only one o‟clock. 
He read on. 

 

 February 9. Success. I have amputated a 

leg off of one of the rats, and I found a concoction that did 

indeed regenerate most of the leg and several toes. The rat 

survived for two days and then developed a fast, lethal 

cancer and died. Is cancer the price of instability? The 

chaplain at Green Acres told me that suffering is so 

prevalent in the world because it is through suffering and 

accepting our limitations that we become stronger and 

more wise. I cannot accept that. If everyone did, scientific 

advance would become heresy. Besides, I am reaching a 

point where I am willing to accept cancer, if only I could 

be a whole man again. Adjusted, they call me. I do not 
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choose to adjust. There must be a way. I will find it if it 

kills me two days later. Still I have a little patience. Refine, 

refine. Smelt the impurities of the science, not the man, and 

you will find wisdom. 
 

 “Wacko,” Peter muttered to himself. “Maybe,” he added 
uncertainly. He looked into the screen. A rather unpleasant 
idea was forming in his head. 

 

 February 10. At last, Friday. I don’t 

know what I was thinking, to try to abandon my research. 

My family is safe in Florida, and now, out here, I have a 

chance to finally try out my newest attempt. I promised the 

doctors that I would leave off research and use my mind 

and skills and knowledge to train the next generation, but 

patience has faded since then, and I do long to be whole. I 

will do anything to become once again the man I was. 

Today may hold the secret. I have a feeling that I’m close 

to a breakthrough. 
 

 The journal ended. The cursor blinked idly and 
rhythmically at the base of the screen. Peter stared, absently, 
absorbing the implications. This was more than science. This 
was… what? Spooky. 

 “Doc Connors,” Peter said to the screen, “I‟ll find you, 
and see what we can do about this. And if you are that lizard, 
then we‟ll just have to find a way to bring you back.” He 
shook his head and shut the computer down. “Or we could 
let the swat teams kill you.” 

 He slept uneasily. 
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Sunday, February 10, 2002 

 The cash register sang it‟s song, and Peter smiled 
uneasily at the clerk. Then he hit the street. In the bag under 
his arm he had three packages of powerful barbiturates. 

 “No good to catch you if I can‟t keep you,” he muttered, 
and he crossed the street. “Okay,” he said, “warm wet dark. 
Warm wet dark. If I was a lizard, I would go somewhere 
warm, wet, and dark.” He glanced down the sidewalk and 
started walking. “Movie theaters, the zoo, the aquarium… 
Looks like a long day.” 

 Long day, short on cash. Between the flowers, 
chocolate, and drugs, Peter had precious little disposable 
income left. Looked like a day on foot. 

 He got started. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Peter came through the front door and closed it quietly 
behind him. He saw a message blinking on the answering 
machine, and he punched the play button. 

 “Peter,” said Mary Jane‟s voice, “You‟d better remember 
how to use the phone pronto. Gwen got let down pretty 
hard when you dumped her last night, and the ninny even 
feels guilty that she wasn‟t there for you to give her flowers. 
Don‟t know what you‟re thinking, champ, but this is not 
cool.” Beep. 

 “Thanks, MJ,” Peter muttered. 

 “Oh, Peter, you‟re back,” came a wavering voice from 
the kitchen. Aunt May came out, wiping her thin hands on a 
dishcloth. “Some girl called for you three times.” 

 “Mary Jane?” asked Peter. 

 “I don‟t remember,” Aunt May said thoughtfully. “She 
didn‟t leave her number.” 
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 “So you don‟t know who it was and I can‟t call her 
back,” Peter said patiently. 

 “Sorry, Peter,” Aunt May shrugged. “Girls are so forward 
these days. I hear some even ask boys out on dates.” 

 “Shocking,” Peter said, utterly dejected. “Am I too late 
to help with dinner?” 

 “You can set the table,” Aunt May nodded. “I just 
finished a casserole.” 

 Peter followed her into the kitchen, where the afternoon 
sun slanted in through the windows. A small television 
burbled quietly to itself on the counter. 

 “In other news,” the announcer said, “a bizarre tragedy. 
An escaped crocodile broke into the kennel, „Paws of Love‟, 
and ate four dogs before escaping.” 

 “Four dogs?” the other announcer said. “That is 
bizarre.” 

 “Police are on the case, but as of this report they have 
not captured the animal. Those in the neighborhood are 
advised to lock up their pets—” 

 “Peter?” Aunt May said, looking around. He wasn‟t in 
the kitchen. She peered into the living room. “Peter?” 

* 

 Of course, the lizard had to eat. Peter lay flat on his back 
on the bus, watching the light poles go by. Should have just 
watched the news. Saved himself some precious admission 
fees that were ultimately dead ends. A kennel, just brilliant. 

 “My stop,” he muttered, bounding off the bus and 
scrambling up a power pole. He hopped to the building 
twenty feet away, over the top of the next, and he saw the 
kennel. 

 “Now,” he murmured, “warm wet dark.” He slowly 
scanned the area. 
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 “Perfect,” he said, smiling. 

 He swung off. 

* 

 Light slanted through the thick water at an angle, 
lighting up amber shafts in the deep pool. The lizard floated, 
motionless, eyes and nostrils above the surface. Sun warmed 
the metal room. Aside from the hole the lizard had made to 
get in, the water tower was a contained area. 

 The lizard tensed, nictitating membranes slipping up. It 
sniffed. Danger was near. 

 Peter silently scrambled up the support of the water 
tower. Yes. The lizard was inside. The water tower used to 
service an industrial plant that went out of business, so it was 
probably abandoned. So no one would notice the hole torn 
in its wall near the top, the hole just big enough for the lithe 
shape of the lizard. 

 Peter reached the top and peered into the dim gloom of 
the tower‟s interior. A few thin beams of light poked through 
the steel where rivets had rusted away. Peter sniffed, and the 
heavy stench of the lizard was strong; musty, ancient, 
reptilian. 

 He poked his head in. Wrong move. 

 A powerful leg snapped into the back of his head, and 
he tucked his chin to take the hit on the lip of the hole, 
instead of slamming his throat down on the edge. He felt his 
jaw wrench, and he tried to drag his head out. Too late. 

 The tail whipped around his neck, and in a flash he was 
jerked into the tower. Through the explosion of pain through 
his neck, Peter got an impression of his foe; dark, strong. 
Peter lashed out and caught the creature on the shoulder. 
They spun apart and crashed down into the thick water. 

 Peter caught a flash of nightmarish teeth and eyes as the 
lizard swirled through the water at him, and his fist shot out 
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of its own accord, knocking teeth down the lizard‟s throat. It 
banked to the side, and he caught its shoulder with one 
adhesive hand, jerking it up out of the water enough to 
punch it square in the chest once, twice, before it twisted and 
tore at his ribs with its savage feet. He clanged hard against 
the side of the rocking tower, and they spun apart in the 
sloshing wake of the assault. 

 He was up the side and moving, diving down like a bird 
of prey, his fists crashing through the thin layer of water and 
thudding deep between the lizard‟s shoulder blades. It gasped 
as its air was knocked loose, and as it tumbled for position 
Peter sprang clear and clung to the ceiling in the tower. The 
tower‟s rocking registered in his senses, and he realized the 
position they would be in if it fell. 

 Acting with the speed of thought, he tore at the ceiling, 
and made a rent in the metal big enough to slip through. He 
was almost clear when that horrid grip snagged his ankle; the 
metal was torn up, and if he was tugged down on it, metal 
would shear deep into his leg. He braced and yanked with all 
his strength. With a deep gong, the lizard slammed into the 
ceiling of the tower and was shaken loose. Peter controlled 
his fall from the tower with a webline, then waited for a 
moment. 

 The lizard was not ready to let him go. All right then. 

 Peter felt his blood ooze out of the gashes in his side. 
Not good. 

 The lizard dropped down from the tower and stood 
looking at him, breathing heavily. 

 For what seemed like forever they just stared into each 
other‟s eyes. Then the lizard turned and darted away on all 
fours, slithering under a fence. Peter sprinted after him. 

 Peter came over the fence in time to catch an uppercut 
with all the lizard‟s coiled strength behind it. The blow 
crushed into his gut and lifted him through the air, tumbling 
further above the broken industrial park than he cared to 
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believe, unable to draw breath, unable to think, unable to 
roll, wondering if he was hemorrhaging. 

 He thudded to the ground after flying forever, and he 
lay crumpled in a heap, trying to force his body to breathe. 
Some part of his mind knew that the lizard had gone, and it 
also knew that the docks were near, and he did not want to 
follow it into the water. Most of his energy was devoted to 
breathing and not throwing up. 

 He tore at the mesh, clearing his face, then he threw up. 

* 

 Night. 

 He rolled off the bus and shot a webline to the trees 
lining the street, swooping up into an elm. Dizzy from the 
exertion, he lay in the tree trying to breathe for a short time. 
Pain. Fire in his guts. 

 Not far to his house from here. Springing and leaping 
were beyond him, and the houses had never seemed so far 
apart as they did now. 

 Patience, Peter. Just be patient. One tree at a time. He 
stopped to rest in a tree across from his house. Then one 
more concentrated effort took him across the darkened 
street, up on his roof, and down into his bedroom. He 
stripped off the mesh. Away from his skin, it started to 
dissolve. He tossed it towards the trash can, and it draped 
over the side. For a moment it looked very much like the 
skin cast off of a molting lizard. He shuddered, and went into 
the bathroom, where he stayed for quite some time. He took 
a shower. Brushed and counted his teeth. Swabbed his cuts. 

 The gashes in his side were nasty. He spun some web 
and taped them shut; better than stitches. He stretched. He 
stood looking at his bed, aching in every joint, his stomach 
pulsing with his heartbeat. 

 Oh yeah, he hadn‟t eaten dinner. He felt faintly ill at the 
thought of eating, but he knew what would happen if he 
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didn‟t. Hunger made him… grumpy. Grumpy and weak, too, 
and that was something he could not afford. The lizard was 
still out there. Maybe molting. What a disturbing thought. 

 “I should go to bed,” he said aimlessly. 

 But while he was tired and broken, he wanted food. The 
thought of rummaging for leftovers briefly crossed his mind, 
and it left the way it came. He needed grease, fat, cholesterol, 
starch, food that was horrible for sedentary people. Food 
that his system reveled in. 

 Hey look, cash. 

 Peter sighed and picked up his wallet, then quickly 
dressed. “Need to get more clothes,” he muttered glancing at 
his depleting wardrobe. He shrugged. “First things first.” 

 He left through the front door. 

 Peter walked down the street, head down, a bit unsteady, 
wondering what people would think if they knew that he had 
stopped enough velocity to crush a car and he was out for an 
evening stroll. 

 Peter walked past Lucky‟s Pizza, breathing in the fresh 
pizza smell. He pulled the dogeared five dollar bill out of his 
pocket and sighed. He kept walking, headed for the golden 
arches. “I gotta jack up my price range,” he muttered. 

 He felt a peculiar sensation, a warning sensation. He 
became alert, glancing from side to side. There; that laugh, 
that perfume. 

 Oh no. 

 Harry and Mary Jane came strolling out of the pizzaria. 
They swung around and casually strolled down the sidewalk 
towards where he was parked. They had the sidewalk to 
themselves. Harry opened Mary Jane‟s car door for her, then 
walked around to his side. Then with a flaring engine roar, 
they were off. 
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 Peter watched through the glass windows of the gas 
station next door. He sighed, and felt a deep and empty 
moment. 

 “Altered States,” said a headline from the rack between 
him and the window. He looked more closely. A magazine, 
had two silhouettes of faces with brains behind them. Peter 
pulled the magazine out of the rack. 

 “The Planetary,” he muttered to himself, reading the 
cover. “Altered States: Another World of Communication” 
the subheading read. He quickly flipped it open and glanced 
at the table of contents. Odd stuff. Wacky even. On the back 
page it had a picture of the editor; Stephen Strange. Form 
echoes content, he thought, smiling. He read the last text 
box; it was curious… 

If you have encountered something peculiar and thought 
provoking enough for the open minds of the editors at the Planetary, 
please feel free to contact us by our toll free number. Insane people have 
great ideas and encounters just like the rest of us, so be assured we will 
take your initial inquiry seriously. Confidentiality assured, a fair 
hearing likely, and esoteric problems made simple. Our policy on hoaxes 
and pranks; make them interesting or don’t bother. 

Dr. Stephen Strange 
Editor in Chief 

 Peter smiled at that last bit. Then his smile faded. 

 “Hey,” the cashier said. “You gonna buy that? We ain‟t a 
library, pal.” 

 “Yeah,” Peter said, shrugging. He put down the 
magazine and his five dollar bill. Moments later he was the 
proud owner of the February issue of the Planetary. 

 He got precious little change back. 

* 

 Once again in his room, Peter picked up the phone and 
curled the magazine cover back. He punched in the number. 
The phone rang twice and picked up: 
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 “You have reached the office number for the Planetary. This is 
Doctor Stephen Strange. Please leave a message with your name, 
number, address. If the planets are aligned properly, you never know: we 
might get back to you.” BEEP 

 “Hi,” Peter said, feeling supremely stupid. “My name is 
not important, but I hope you get back to me anyway and, 
uh, don‟t have caller i.d.” He closed his eyes and cursed 
himself for a moment, but it was too late now. “I have a 
college professor who I think got somehow turned into a 
giant lizard, and even if he‟s brought into custody I don‟t 
know if the cops or the doctors can help him. I saw your 
magazine and I thought maybe you could shine some light 
on my esoteric problem. Make it simple, like it says in the ad. 
Anyway, if I could maybe get him to come in, could you 
help? Uh, I guess that‟s it. Look forward to hearing back. Uh, 
thanks.” He hung up quickly. 

  He looked over his desk and sighed. Then groaned and 
lowered his head to his hands. 

 Tomorrow. Monday. Tests. Damn. 

 “I suppose now you want to sleep,” he said to the 
mirror. 

 Ten minutes later he was gently snoring in the chair. 

Monday, February 11, 2002 

 Phone. Ringing. 

 Peter jerked awake, answering the phone before his eyes 
were really open. Sunlight. Phone. Noise. Ack. 

 “Peter Parker speaking,” his voice said crisply as he 
struggled to wake up. 

 “Yes, this is Doctor Strange,” the cultured voice with an 
unplaceable accent said on the other end of the line. “I was 
intrigued by your call.” 
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 “Yes,” Peter said, sitting up straight and clearing his 
throat. “It is a fascinating case. If the lizard could be 
delivered to you, could you, as your magazine says, take a 
look at it confidentially?” 

 “If nothing else, you can trust my discretion,” the doctor 
said. 

 “Great. What‟s the address?” 

 Strange relayed it as Peter scribbled it down. “When 
were you thinking of stopping by?” the doctor asked. 

 “Do I need an appointment?” Peter said, shifting 
uncomfortably. “I can‟t guarantee timeline.” 

 “No,” Strange replied. “So there is an element of 
uncertainty remaining.” 

 “Yes, basically,” Peter said cautiously. “I‟ll do my best to 
wrap it up as fast as I can.” 

 “Then I will await your contact,” Strange murmured. 

 “Thanks,” said Peter. “I wanted to be sure you‟d help 
before bringing him to you. He will, uh, need restraint.” 

 “I have the best that are available. Our guest will not 
misbehave,” the doctor said. “Until we meet, then.” 

 “Yeah,” Peter nodded. “Later.” He hung up and blinked 
properly. Glanced at the clock. 

 Ten twenty seven. 

 Halfway through his science lab. 

 “Dammit!” he said, snatching at his coat and stumbling 
towards the door. “Harry‟s gonna kill me…” 

* 

 “I‟m gonna kill him,” Harry muttered through his teeth 
as he walked out of the lab. “He dogs me to get the lab 
results prepared for today and then he can‟t be bothered to 
show.” 
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 “Yeah,” Gwen sighed. Peter came limping towards 
them. 

 “Hey, Parker,” Harry said. “Glad you could make it.” 

 “Whad I miss?” Peter said, out of breath. 

 “Lab,” Harry replied, a touch of coldness in his voice. 
“We had a sub and they moved the class, so nobody took roll 
and noticed that a certain deadbeat didn‟t make it.” 

 “Sorry, Harry,” Peter said. “Wild night last night. Had to 
get caught up on my reading. Slept in.” 

 “All caught up then?” Gwen asked coolly. 

 “Uh,” Peter said, scratching the back of his head. “Uh, 
I‟m really sorry about Saturday, Gwen.” 

 “I‟ll leave you to it,” Harry smiled, and he walked by 
Peter. 

 “Yeah,” Peter said, looking after him. 

 “Nice flowers,” Gwen noted. “Somebody die?” 

 “Ooh,” Peter winced. “Actually those were my apology. 
Something came up; something unexpected. When Aunt May 
sees a pest in the house I just can‟t leave until she‟s satisfied 
that it‟s dealt with. She‟s scared to death of little animals.” He 
smiled ruefully. 

 “That sounds like a very sweet fabrication,” Gwen 
murmured. 

 “Fabrication?” Peter said innocently. 

 “Lie,” Gwen clarified. “I‟ll let it slide, Parker. I hope you 
have your essay done for English.” 

 “Oh, yeah, that thing,” he said with a wave and a smile 
as his heart sank. All weekend to do it, all the time in the 
world. Damn. 

 She hesitated, then turned back to him. “Hey Parker,” 
she said. “You can make it up to me if you want. We could 
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go to a movie this afternoon. I‟m all caught up in English, 
and you‟re hopelessly behind in there anyway. Want to go to 
a movie?” 

 He brightened immediately. “A movie? Sure!” he said. 
Right before he remembered he was flat broke. Well, he 
could write a check for it; buy a day or two to get money in 
his account. “Let me drop this off in the lab.” 

 “Better not leave me standing here,” she said archly. 

 “Wouldn‟t dare,” he replied with a grin. He moved like 
he had a purpose, resisting the urge to speed things up by 
using the ceiling. 

 He dumped the books, slammed the locker, and was 
headed out the front door of the science building when his 
pace slowed, and an unnatural awareness settled on him. 
Something wrong. Something out of place. 

 A woman‟s voice, alarmed: “Muffy? Muffy, here girl! 
Muffy?” 

 He heard the slosh of the water, the sharp desperate yip. 
Oh no. 

 The lizard returned to familiar ground. To a nearby lair? 

 Peter was torn for a moment, undecided. 

 Gwen. Peter steeled himself then walked up to her. 

 “Gwen?” he said. “I‟ve found out about a project I 
forgot about that I need to do this afternoon, I promised, 
and I can‟t get out of it. I would be delighted to go to a movie 
with you, and I swear I will this week. I need to do this first, 
though. If I can get through it in good time, I‟ll call you, 
okay?” He was already backing away. 

 “Oh, Peter,” she sighed. “Should I bother giving you my 
phone number?” 

 “I have it, but thanks,” he said with a grateful smile. 
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 “You sure?” she said softly. She waved goodbye, and 
headed for her English class, head down. 

 “Peter Parker,” he muttered, “you are a class A-1 jerk 
and a half. Either you have commitment issues or you‟re 
stark raving mad or maybe blind. Need to give up this 
gallivanting about in silk pajamas and get a haircut and a real 
job and meaningful relationship. And floss once a day.” He 
sighed, moving down towards the lake. 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 He immediately spotted the lizard, half in the water by 
the bank. It saw him at the same moment, and propelled 
itself out of the water with one lash of its tail, moving fast 
and low towards the science building once more. Peter set 
his aching jaw, feeling the thud of his pulse in his guts, the 
ringing of his ears, the ache of his head. Once more into the 
breach. And he was moving. 

 Peter was right behind it as it scuttled up the side of the 
building and wormed with disturbing swiftness into the hole 
it had clawed to get out. Then through the interior, Peter 
stripping as he went; today he had worn the mesh beneath 
his clothes. 

 The lizard ducked through a side grate and into an open 
space. Peter hesitated and sensed out into the room for a 
moment before following, having been taught the hard way 
that too rapid a pursuit could be deadly. 

 Large open room. Pitch black. Dome? 

 Great. Peter breathed out slowly. 

 The observatory. 

 Peter shot out of the grate and rolled to his feet, his 
senses flaring all around him. He was paranoid, blind. He 
waited, patient, his heart thrumming, his muscles tight. 
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Another outfit gone. He was almost out of khakis. Must 
remember to strip before crawling around in tunnels. 

 Movement. He didn‟t think, his body reacted. He spun, 
lashing out with a kick, and he landed a glancing blow on the 
lizard‟s shoulder. Even a glancing blow had serious power, 
and the lizard was slung onto its back as it slid away. Then it 
bounced effortlessly to its feet. It resumed silent running, 
and Peter relaxed. He let his senses make decisions for him. 

 From above. 

 He whipped to the side, lashing out with a two fisted 
strike that slapped home into the creature‟s hip; the lizard 
slid awkwardly, then bounded up to the wall. 

 On the metal. Peter shot strands out, feeling them tug 
into metal or stone; then one jerked in response, and he 
hauled swiftly. Felt the lizard hissing through the air towards 
him. Let a punch go with everything he had. It hit something 
solid that still had give to it. The lizard grunted as he 
smashed into it, then it clanged against the wall. 

 “Need light,” Peter muttered. 

 Then it was on top of him again; in the pitch dark, his 
razor sharp senses screamed as his mind went blank and he 
deflected an unreal series of slashes and kicks, bites and tail 
lashes, driven back but almost untouched by the creature‟s 
barrage of feral slashing blows. It hissed, and he felt its chill 
breath, its hate for all things that breathed out warm air. 

 He reflexively slung a webline up to the dome and 
bounded out of the lizard‟s reach for a moment. Slapping 
against the metal dome, he found a seam in the metal. He 
applied his strength. 

 The dome creaked open a fraction, enough for him to 
slide out. The lizard did not give him time to escape; before 
he squeezed out, it crashed into him and propelled them 
both into the air, thrashing and without leverage. 
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 They crashed into the top of a tree, then bounded out 
and hit the slope that led down to the lake. 

 The lake. 

 The lizard was moving. 

 “Not this time,” Peter gritted out. And he let go. 

 The spider sprang at the lizard, crashing into its lithe 
back, feeling it twist. Fight, he willed it. Fight your best. Show me. 
Show me what you have. 

 It spun with its claws. His fist slashed into its incoming 
wrist. Bone splintered. The lizard snarled and snapped at his 
face, and rather than ducking he put a calculated blow across 
its nostrils, jerking its head painfully to the side. They rolled, 
and he threw out a leg to stop them. The lizard clawed at 
him, and his rage swelled. He attacked with a cold calculated 
burst of speed. 

 He lashed his knuckles into the soft flesh under its 
jawbone, and as its head whipped up he cracked his head 
into its collarbones. Snapping his knee into its ribs, he hurled 
it up and spun so his leg arced above him, slashing into it. It 
clawed at his leg as it was crushed with a kick that bounced it 
off the tree. It gagged and made an odd chirping noise, but 
his fist was already hissing through the air, slamming 
between its eyes. He jumped up and kicked straight down 
into its gut, bouncing it off the ground, he dropped with his 
elbows on its chest. The lizard vocalized desperate clicks and 
scrabbled feebly to escape; he smashed a blow home to the 
back of its head, grabbed the loose skin of its neck and 
swung its head into the tree hard. 

 The lizard lay motionless. 

 “Not in the water,” Peter said in a voice he did not 
recognize. “I don‟t like the water.” 

 He came to his senses as every muscle in his body 
screamed with abuse. 
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 “Ow,” he said softly. “You,” he growled, pointing at the 
inert form. “You are boots, luggage, a belt, and a wallet. I 
mean, damn,” he said. “Lots of mean, action packed hide on 
you.” 

 Shame swept him for a moment, and he fell to his knees 
and felt for the lizard‟s pulse. 

 He found one. It was thready, dim, uncertain.  

 “Okay, big guy,” Peter said, his voice shaky. “Don‟t die. 
I‟ll take you to the doctor.” 

* 

 The door creaked open. “Hello?” Peter said, steadying 
himself on the door frame. 

 “You must be Peter Parker,” came the cool voice from 
inside. 

 “You must be Strange,” Peter said. “I mean, you must 
be Doctor Strange. I‟m not saying you‟re strange, or that 
you‟re not, just your name, it‟s unusual—” 

 “Are you alone?” Strange gently interrupted. 

 “Oh, ah, no,” Peter said. “I, uh, have him wrapped in a 
tarp in the trunk. I would have gotten him by now but it‟s 
hard to walk with a foot in my mouth.” 

 “Please get him. You will not be observed,” Strange 
said. 

 Peter shrugged. “You‟re the boss.” He walked down the 
steps to his car and opened the trunk, then he hauled out the 
heavy tarp. The lizard shifted feebly, and Peter felt cold, 
hoping he had not permanently crippled the beast. He hefted 
the lizard, and entered Strange‟s mansion. 

 The door shut behind him. 

 “I know this sounds weird,” Peter said as he carried the 
body up the stairs, following the doctor, “but I hope the 
lizard is okay. I mean, I know we had our differences, but it 
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was just doing what it does. Me, I should know better,” he 
said. He glanced around at the heavy dark paneling and 
tasteful, if grim, décor. The doctor was dressed simply in a 
tasteful expensive suit. “He‟s, uh, sticky, doc. You might want 
to get some scrubs.” 

 “Please do not concern yourself, Mr. Parker,” the doctor 
said. “I have things well in hand. Now, if you will please put 
him down on this bench I will take him from here.” 

 “You have a gurney or something?” Peter asked. 

 The doctor smiled. “And how did you restrain the 
lizard?” 

 “Oh,” Peter said, rubbing the back of his aching head. “I 
borrowed a friend‟s car and ran over him a couple times. It‟s 
a really big car. But I forgot to wear a seatbelt.” He gestured 
at his puffy face. “Damned steering wheel.” 

 “As you wish,” the doctor said, suppressing a smile. 
“You may either wait in this study, or in the kitchen, 
whichever is more comfortable.” 

 “I think I need some ice for this,” Peter said, gesturing 
vaguely at his face. Strange nodded, and easily picked up the 
heavy bulk of the lizard, moving into the depths of the 
house. 

 Peter watched him go for a moment, toying with the 
idea of following him. Then he decided that ice sounded 
pretty good right about now. 

 He lounged in the spacious kitchen. Glancing at the 
clock, he sighed. English would be finishing up right now. 
He and Gwen could be cuddling together in a dark theater at 
this point. He leaned his head back and lowered the ice pack 
over his aching face. Yeah. He could also be scratching the 
foil off the winning lottery ticket, or lounging on the beach 
watching dolphins play in the tropical waters. 

 “At least nobody‟s called me a hero lately,” he muttered 
to himself. 
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 The sun sank in the sky, shining between the buildings 
on the skyline. Peter had made himself some hot chocolate, 
filled out a crossword puzzle that was handy, called Aunt 
May to let her know he would be missing supper again, tried 
to remember Gwen‟s number and failed, and tried to 
remember what he had due for tomorrow‟s classes. He even 
had a bad patch where he couldn‟t remember what classes he 
had tomorrow. 

 “I wonder if all my college learning is being knocked out 
of my head a piece at a time,” he muttered, gently rubbing 
his aching jaw. 

* 

 “Where am I?” Connors asked. All was dark. 

 “That is not important,” came a smooth and peculiar 
voice. “Do not open your eyes yet. Do not open your 
senses.” 

 Connors relaxed. “What happened? I remember… I 
don‟t know what I remember.” 

 “You may never sort it out,” the voice said gently. 

 “Am I dead?” 

 “No,” the voice replied, with perhaps a touch of regret. 
“There is to be no release for you yet. You have been granted 
a respite.” 

 “A respite?” 

 “From the darkness,” the hypnotic voice said. “From 
the rage.” 

 “The rage,” Connors echoed, his thoughts throbbing. “I 
remember… the lab… and then…” 

 “The damage that was done has been contained,” the 
voice said, emotionless. “You are now more whole than you 
were then.” 

 “My arm?” 
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 “Your arm is still gone,” the voice said. “Your spirit has 
been given a chance to heal.” 

 “Can I open my eyes now?” Connors asked. 

 “Yes,” the voice replied. 

 Connors opened his eyes, and he saw a thin man sitting 
on a chair not far from him. The man had hawkish features, 
and burning eyes. His dark hair was swept away from his 
face, white streaks fading back from his temples. He sported 
a mustache and small goatee; dark, but peppered with white 
hair. Incense trailed its smoke up from a brazier behind the 
thin man. 

 “Who are you?” asked Connors, noticing that his voice 
had grown hoarse. 

 “I am a doctor, in many ways like you,” the man said 
softly. “You may call me Doctor Stephen Strange.” 

 “Well, Doctor, thank you,” Connors said, feeling the 
strain in his throat. A thudding pain woke in his head. 

 The thin doctor smiled. “You are welcome,” he 
murmured. “The pain in your chest will fade in a few days.” 

 Connors looked down and saw a brilliant black and red 
design, a peculiar eye-tugging knot pattern woven on the 
flesh of his right pectoral. “What in God‟s name is that?” 

 “That,” Strange said, “is a tattoo.” 

 “I signed no consent forms,” Connors said, anger 
growing in him. 

 Strange smiled gently. “That is true. You may sue me if 
you wish. But the demon that has haunted you has been 
stymied in that pattern. As long as it is not disrupted, you are 
free of the darkness, for while it cannot be taken from you it 
can yet be bound within you.” 

 “Demon? Within me?” 
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 Strange inclined his head. “There are many ways of 
viewing the same issue from different angles, doctor. Let us 
say that the impulses, the uncontrollable darkness, the rage, 
and the temptation have been reduced to levels that you will 
be able to contend with. Your family… they will be 
delighted. I would pull the demon from you entirely, but you 
have… given it a home. Willingly and freely given it a place 
within yourself. Given it a form, as well.” 

 “I don‟t follow.” 

 “It is not necessary for you to understand,” Strange said 
simply. “You may resume your normal life now. As for your 
arm,” Strange added, looking out the window, “there are 
worse parts to lose.” 

 Connors nodded slowly. “I remember a young man,” he 
said. “He was… he figures prominently, my memories,” he 
said, halting. 

 “Yes,” Strange nodded. 

 “Can I go?” Connors asked. “What is today?” 

 “Monday, February twelfth,” Strange answered. 

 “Days,” Connors said softly. “I‟ve lost days.” 

 Strange steepled his fingers. “Perhaps it‟s time you were 
getting back.” 

* 

 “You know my address, should you ever need 
anything,” echoed the voice from the upstairs hallway. Peter 
was awake in a moment. 

 “This guy has a knack for waking me up,” he muttered, 
standing and moving to the hallway. Strange was coming 
down the stairs, Connors behind him. 

 “Doc!” Peter said. “Doctor Connors. Good to see you. 
Are you okay?” 
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 “I… I will be,” Connors said slowly. “Parker. You know 
Dr. Strange?” 

 “I do now,” Peter shrugged. Strange moved discreetly to 
the side for a moment. 

 “I… remember… you,” Connors said slowly, looking at 
Peter sideways. In a sudden move he stepped to him and put 
one arm around him, pulling him into a surprisingly strong 
hug. “I will remember that you saved me,” he said quietly. 

 Peter patted him awkwardly on the back, not sure what 
else to do. Then Connors released him and looked into his 
eyes for a moment. 

 A car horn tooted outside. 

 “Your cab,” Strange said. 

 “Thanks, doctor,” Connors said, extending a hand. 
Strange met his grip. Then Connors was out the front door 
and down to where the yellow cab waited. Strange and Peter 
made eye contact, waiting for the car door to slam, the cab to 
drive off. 

 “Your friends car. A big one,” Strange repeated. 

 “Uh,” Peter said. 

 Strange nodded to himself. “Peter Parker,” he mused. 
“I‟ve seen your work.” 

 “You have?” Peter asked, genuinely shocked. 

 Strange nodded. “I take an interest in photographers and 
photography. Reliable ones are so hard to find in my line of 
work.” 

 “You gotta be kidding,” Peter said reproachfully. 
“Where did you see my work?” 

 Strange smiled a peculiar secret smile, strolling into the 
kitchen and filling a kettle with water. “Last year, the art 
department‟s photography exhibit. You submitted a 
fascinating collection of spider web photos. You are regularly 
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represented in the yearbook the last two years, since you 
were their staff photographer, and I have also had the 
opportunity to see some of your work for your photography 
classes, since Mr. Freeburg is a friend of mine.” 

 “Wow,” Peter said, struck by something between awe 
and paranoia, suddenly feeling very small and vulnerable. 
“You sure do know a lot about me.” 

 “There‟s a trick to it,” Strange smiled.  

 “So… why me?” 

 “Well,” Strange said, putting the kettle on the stove. 
“For one, you have the knack for being in the right place at 
the right time to experience the most… fascinating subject 
matter, if you could keep your wits about you. For another, 
you have an absolute talent for then being able to walk away 
from these situations. Taken together with your contacts in 
the world that my magazine happens to be about, the world 
within and beyond this one, and your… particular other 
talents, I‟d say you were worth the investment.” 

 “Just one hitch,” Peter said ruefully, hoping he wasn‟t 
talking himself out of a job. “I tend to leave my camera 
behind.” 

 “That,” Strange said with a gesture, “can be remedied.” 
Peter looked where Strange pointed, and he saw a bag on the 
counter. He walked over to it, unzipped it; his camera! 

 “Oh man,” he said with a delighted grin. “Oh wow!” 

 Strange smiled to himself and said nothing further on 
the camera‟s mysterious presence. “I‟ll be in touch,” he said. 

 “Do you need my number or address or anything?” 
Peter asked. 

 Strange‟s small secret smile turned positively saturnine. 
“I have caller i.d.” he explained. 

* 
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 It was close to eleven when Peter finally returned to his 
room. He sighed. “I‟ve been going all day,” he said to 
himself. “When they say Doc Connors gives a mean final, 
they have no idea.” 

 He flopped down on the bed and pulled out the camera 
Strange had returned to him. “Neat,” he said to himself. He 
popped it open to load film. 

 Tightly rolled into the interior of the camera were a 
number of bills. Peter‟s eyes shot wide open as he pulled the 
money out and unrolled the rubber band that kept it tight. 

 A short sentence was scrawled on the back bill in silvery 
flowing script: Consider it an advance. 

 “Must be two hundred bucks here, easy,” Peter 
whispered, freeing the bills.  He slowly smiled as a plan 
began to form in his mind. 

Wednesday, February 13, 2002 

 At least he wasn‟t late. Peter sat in the lecture hall across 
the building from the normal advanced lab; the usual 
classroom was closed for remodeling. He sat waiting, and 
keeping a sharp lookout, because she was always early too. 

 Sure enough, Gwen came in and took her customary 
seat on the front row. Peter sidled up behind her. 

 “Hi Gwen,” he said. “Mind if I sit?” 

 “Is that the only trick you do?” she asked, looking away. 

 “I‟m good at „heel‟,” Peter said. He sat. “Look, Gwen, 
I‟m really sorry about yesterday. I know there‟s no point in 
going into my reasons, but they aren‟t about you. This is.” 

 She looked down as he put a small necklace on her desk, 
a necklace with a heart locket. 

 “Now,” he said, “there‟s no picture of me in there or 
anything. I didn‟t know who you might want pictures of. You 
might want, you know, your folks or something. Anyway,” 
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he rushed on, “I have these two tickets to the movies 
tonight, and I‟ve made dinner arrangements at Constantine‟s 
for eight. These tickets are yours, so if you had somebody 
else in mind you wanted to take, that‟s cool too. I just wanted 
you to have a happy Valentines Day.” 

 She looked at him, genuinely surprised. “Peter,” she 
said. “I‟m not sure what to say.” 

 “Wanna invite me on a date again? Since you have one 
all set up?” he asked, arching an eyebrow. 

 She shook her head. “I guess so. Peter, you busy 
tonight?” 

 “I sure hope so,” he said. “With you I mean. I‟ve taken 
care of everything else. Just you and me.” 

 She snapped the locket open and looked at it. “I think I 
won‟t put any pictures in it,” she said, her tone a bit arch. 
“Then I can look in here and think of all our times together.” 

 “Ow,” he said. “Easy!” 

 She looked at him and smiled, a real smile. 

 She might just like me, Peter thought. He smiled back. 

 Doctor Connors walked in, and the class settled down. 

 “Hello, class,” Connors said. He looked haunted, but 
much better than he had the last time Parker saw him. “I‟ve 
had the flu bug, it laid me low for a few days. I understand 
the lab was vandalized while I was gone, but we‟re re-
convening here. Now, I see what the substitute covered in 
the lecture Monday, and I must say that I think we need to 
start again, from the top.” His eyes moved over Parker. 
“Shall we begin?” 

 “Indeed,” Peter murmured with a glance at Gwen. 

 They started over. 



 

   253 

Lay Down With Demons 

Thursday, February 21, 2002 

 Strange lay the paper down on the table and gazed out 
the window. Behind him, Valeria polished the last of the 
dishes and put them in the cupboard. She closed it, tossed 
the towel on the dish drainer, and turned to face his back. 

 “Well?” she said. 

 “Good job,” he mused. “Fascinating material. Your 
explanation of the condensation of skin and muscle tissue at 
a molecular level is intriguing.” He shook his head. “Normal 
flesh acting like chain mail. As pliable as mere mortals, but 
incredibly damage resistant. The notion of microfiber 
muscular composition affected by solar radiation opens up 
new avenues of thought. Which leaves an important 
question,” he said, turning to face her. “You‟ve laid out what 
the power is, but not how it works. Also, this doesn‟t address 
your myriad other abilities.” 

 “For one, my good doctor, I don‟t know how it works. 
And for another,” she said, arching her eyebrow, “I don‟t 
want to know. If I knew, and if others knew, then it would 
lead them to attempt to duplicate the effects. Is that not the 
aim of good science?” 

 “I see your point,” he conceded with a nod. 
“Verification of the principles you put forth in this article 
would lead to other, for lack of a better term, super people. 
Those driven to find results like this are seldom altruistic,” he 
said, tapping the paper. “I think you have chosen a wise 
course. This is plenty of grist for our readers‟ mills in one 
go.” 

 “Besides,” she said a bit archly, “it would be a shame if I 
wrote all the material into one article. This way there‟s more 
of the story to be told, a bit at a time.” 



 

254 

 “You wound me,” he said with a winning smile. “You 
make my endless search for the enlightenment of the human 
soul sound like a moneygrubbing enterprise playing on cheap 
sensationalism.” 

 “Expensive sensationalism more like,” she said, walking 
to the window and looking out. “After all, this is America, 
and you are not without bills.” 

 “Indeed,” he said, a smile arching his face. “I do in fact 
have some accounting to do.” He rose from the table, and 
tapped her stack of papers into order. “I‟ll take this with me 
and send it to our copy editor.” 

 “Let me know if he finds a mistake,” she said with a 
smile. 

 “I won‟t hold my breath,” Strange murmured fondly as 
he left the kitchen. 

 Valeria watched the sunset with an imperceptible sigh. 

* 

 Hours later, Doctor Stephen Strange leaned back in his 
chair and gently squeezed the bridge of his nose, closing his 
eyes. Bills to pay, indeed. But his magazine, The Planetary, 
was increasing in circulation and in scope as his network of 
contacts broadened and deepened. 

 He hesitated. The door to his Sanctum Sanctorum down 
the hall was touched, but not by Valeria. He waited, listening. 
It was touched again. Words were spoken. 

 It opened. 

 He stood, intrigued. So, a trespasser, and one who was 
familiar with the Art. With a gesture he called his red coat 
through the air and slipped it on, then he stepped out into 
the hallway and looked at the bolted double door at the end 
of the hall. 

 Interesting. 
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 The Sanctum no longer held as many critically important 
articles as it once had, for he had outgrown the crutches of 
mortal wizards. He was Sorcerer Supreme, and he had 
redefined the role. However, many useful tomes and 
divination devices and so on still resided within those 
armored walls. Things that could be troublesome if released. 
He stealthily approached the closed door and listened 
through it with more than his ears. 

 Someone inside moved, quickly scanning the shelves. 
Reached for a book. 

 The door boomed open at the command of its master, 
the Sorcerer Supreme, whose power was unveiled for just a 
moment. The interloper spun, startled. 

 “May I help you?” he asked mildly, his eyes flaring. 

 The trespasser was a shapely young woman with straight 
blond hair and an attractive face. Her beauty was marred by 
cruelty. Her tail whipped around in surprise, and Strange saw 
that she had goat-like legs ending in cloven hooves. 

 “I have come to partake of your knowledge, wizard,” 
she said, her voice soft and low. “Partake I will, whether you 
like it or not. We can do this the easy way, or the hard way.” 

 “By all means,” Strange said with a small smile, “I prefer 
the hard way.” 

 “As you wish,” she growled, extending stiff fingers 
towards him. 

 He chose not to be moved. Her eyes widened. 

 At that moment Valeria cleared the top of the stairs, her 
incredible hearing alerting her to the intrusion. Strange half 
turned. 

 A disc of weird light, pale and dark and wreathed in 
flame, spun up from the floor and swept over Valeria. In less 
than a heartbeat she was gone. 
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 “She is in my power,” the interloper said. “You must do 
as I say if you wish to see her again.” 

 When Strange turned to face her, the mildness was gone 
from his face. His features looked as though they were 
carved from stone. 

 “You have miscalculated,” he said, his voice even and 
restrained. He gestured, and bands of wilder magics sprang 
from the ether and snarled around the trespasser, then 
snapped into her. She tried to scream as eldritch energies 
swathed her and constricted until she was almost crushed. 
She felt her bones shift in the grip of the binding. 

 “Crush me if you dare,” the interloper hissed. “You will 
never find your woman again without me, for I am the sole 
ruler of the realm where she is now kept. If I do not return 
she will die.” 

 Silence. “I see,” Strange said. He gestured, and she was 
snapped upright to slowly spin in mid air. “Relax and this 
won‟t hurt a bit.” 

 She didn‟t relax. 

 It hurt a great deal. 

 Strange let his mystic probe fade. “You have… so 
little… formed magic knowledge,” he said. 

 “I have a lot of potential,” she gasped, her breath 
heaving in and out. “My teacher. He failed me. I have… no 
technique.” 

 “Hence your visit,” Strange said. She nodded. “How did 
you find me?” 

 “Scrying,” she gasped. 

 “I see,” he murmured. “Yet I did not feel your 
observation.” 

 “I am not a fool,” she said, gathering her composure 
and her breath. “I learned of your existence from others, 
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then I observed you when you were in the midst of 
distraction. I can have a very light touch.” 

 “Impressive,” he said, unimpressed. “I find nothing in 
your extremely limited arcane knowledge about how you 
travel back and forth to this other realm.” 

 “It isn‟t magic,” she hissed. “It is… natural talent, if you 
will. Only I can travel to and from this place, though others 
can move near it, near enough for me to catch them. I am 
the key. Damage me and you will never see the woman again. 
Free me and give me a few books and you can have the 
woman back.” 

 “No,” he said, shaking his head. “I do not deal with 
thieves or terrorists.” 

 “Nasty words,” she said, narrowing her eyes. “Would 
you like to know what is happening to your sweet little 
woman right now?” 

* 

 Valeria crushed the demon with a slap to its chest, but 
others came, ranks and ranks of them. She took to the skies, 
but demons with wings lifted from the mass that clamored 
below her. She was weakening. She threw a flurry of punches 
and kicks around her, but the demons piled on oblivious to 
death and dismemberment. They packed on her, clawing and 
gouging. Her superhuman toughness resisted the damage, 
but she felt her strength draining. She looked up at the sky 
and gasped. 

 The sky was a slowly roiling sheet of dark flame. No 
night on Earth had ever looked like this. There were no 
demons like this on Earth. 

 Even at night, the planet Earth soaked up the outpoured 
generosity of the Sun somewhere, and Valeria could feel the 
Sun‟s energies carried through the atmosphere, protecting 
and nurturing the life of the world, protecting and nurturing 
her power. 
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 The sky here was empty. Empty and dark, an eternal 
twilight. 

 Her strength faded. 

 “Strange!” she shouted as she began to sink through the 
unnatural air under the weight of the demons. 

 The sky was silent. The carpet of demons below 
gibbered and shrieked as she drifted closer to their reach. 

 She scowled, and lashed out in all directions. Demons 
and bits of demon sprayed through the air before her wrath, 
but this did not feel like killing. This was different, and life 
was not sacred here. She was not even certain that the 
demons were possessed of life. She killed and killed, her 
martial arts training kicking into high gear. Slashing, parrying, 
hurling demons from her, she fought desperately. 

 Her strength was going fast. She punched holes in the 
demons, pulling out all the stops. They no longer flew apart 
at her touch. 

 “STRANGE!” she shouted. “Can you hear me?” 

 The hissing and squealing of demons was her answer, 
and she had no breath left for talk. 

* 

 “I may be ignorant,” the interloper snarled, “but I am 
not powerless. Nor am I a fool.” 

 “Then surrender the woman to me,” Strange said, his 
voice hard, “and I will be lenient. I would prefer to discuss 
this. We can find another solution. You still have a chance to 
accomplish through negotiation what will get you killed if 
you continue with coercion.” 

 “Killed?” she said, her lips curling back in a derisive 
smile, revealing sharp little teeth. “How final.” 

 “There are,” Strange said, his face taking a peculiar and 
disturbing cast, “worse fates at my disposal.” 
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 “It‟s been a joy,” the interloper snapped, jerking in the 
binding, “but I must go.” Suddenly a sheath of silver armor 
slid up her forearm and flowed over her body. For a moment 
she was mystically frictionless, and she squirmed free of the 
binding, into a flaring disc ringed in unhallowed flame. 
Strange lashed after her, but she was beyond his reach a 
fraction of an instant before he reached her. 

 “I think not,” he said, his face dead white. “I think not.” 
His lips compressed to a thin determined line of fury, and he 
lay into his bookshelf and whipped out several tomes. “Not 
in my house.” 

 He began to hunt. 

* 

 The demons suddenly withdrew. Valeria stood drenched 
in their gore, her chest heaving, her clothes in ribbons. She 
wasn‟t sure, but she suspected her blood was intermingled 
with the demon ichor. She turned to face the direction the 
demons were facing. 

 A woman stood regarding her from a rise in the tortured 
rock. Valeria took a good long look at the cloven hooves, 
goat legs, and shapely torso, her gaze traveling up to the cruel 
eyes in the pretty face. The woman held a long, glittering 
sword sheathed in sparkling runes, a weapon of deep magic. 

 “Hello,” the woman smirked. “I am the Swordbearer. 
Who are you?” 

 “I am Valeria von Doom,” Valeria replied. 

 “Impressive,” the Swordbearer said, nodding at the piles 
of demons. Already, small imps swarmed on the carrion, 
wolfing it down. 

 “Release me at once,” Valeria demanded. 

 “Do I bind you?” asked the Swordbearer, amused. “I see 
no shackles.” 
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 “Return me to Earth,” Valeria said, struggling to keep 
her temper. 

 “Hm,” The Swordbearer said, tapping her lips with one 
finger. She shrugged. “No.” She smiled. 

 “Then face me in single combat. If I win, you send me 
home. If you win, I‟ll stop crushing these demons. They are 
yours, aren‟t they.” 
 “Yes, they are,” the Swordbearer said. She beckoned a 
hulking mass of bone and meat, and she petted its head 
between its horns. Its eyes rolled back and it gurgled 
something like a purr, its tongue lolling out. “Each time you 
slay one, it is reformed in the heart of my realm. You simply 
cannot win,” she said with a smile. “But your offer intrigues 
me. Very well. Let us fight.” 

 She settled into a ready stance, her sword poised. 

 “Hardly fair,” Valeria said, eyeing the sword. 

 The Swordbearer shrugged. “I don‟t intend to lose,” she 
grinned. 

 “Alright,” Valeria said, wiping her nose with the back of 
her hand. It came away sticky. “Let‟s do this.” She trudged 
up the broken cliff until she was level with the Swordbearer, 
who shifted and lashed her tail in anticipation. 

 Valeria sprang, calculated to come up short of her target. 
The Swordbearer extended the blade to impale her on her 
own momentum, and Valeria spun, knocking the blade to the 
side with the flat of one hand and gripping its crosspiece 
with the other. A simple jerk and the weapon was hers as her 
foot lashed out and caught the Swordbearer on the hip, 
knocking her away. Valeria rammed the sword into the stone; 
it sank in with a ringing clang and slowly swayed. 

 The Swordbearer faced her, jaw slack with amazement. 
“That was cool,” she said. She smiled and gestured. The 
sword sank into the rock and sprang free in a jet of gravel at 
her side. She scooped it up. “Do that again!” 
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 Valeria got a sinking feeling, but she squared off. Those 
countless hours of training under red sunlight were paying 
off. Sore muscles, patterns of tiny fang and claw marks, and 
pulled muscles went away as her disciplined mind locked into 
combat readiness. “This time,” Valeria murmured, “you come 
to me.” 

 A single wicked grin was all she got by way of answer, 
then the Swordbearer sprang, uncomfortably quick on her 
cloven hooves. Valeria smiled; the Swordbearer charged her 
directly. So many ways to end the rush. 

 And no reason to be gentle. 

 A quick sidestep carried her just past the blade‟s path, 
and her hand snagged the Swordbearer‟s wrist. Startled, the 
Swordbearer had no time to react as Valeria swung her 
around with her own momentum; the Swordbearer was 
airborne, then she smashed down flat on her back on the 
rock. Valeria had not surrendered her wrist; she slammed the 
Swordbearer‟s elbow down on the rock next to her knee and 
she twisted the wrist at an angle it was not meant to twist. 
With a tearing sound, the tendons in her arm gave and her 
forearm cracked as her elbow just shattered. The 
Swordbearer screamed, her sword clattering to the stone. Her 
eyes flared with rage and agony. Valeria sprang up and back 
as the Swordbearer kicked at her with her sharp cloven 
hooves. 

Valeria stood breathing hard as the Swordbearer 
rolled over and slowly rose, cradling her shattered arm. 
“That,” the Swordbearer said, “was wicked cool.” She shook 
her arm out, and it reformed itself. The very air and stone 
around her dimmed, then she was whole again. She grinned. 
“Bet you can‟t do that again.” 

 “If you want to learn how to do that throw, there are 
simpler ways than unpleasant experience,” Valeria said, her 
voice level. “I could show you how to do that particular trick. 
It isn‟t hard, once you know the secret.” 
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 “Really?” the Swordbearer said, trying to sound superior 
instead of curious. 

 “Really,” Valeria smiled, blood trickling down her face. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Doctor Strange could have been a statue. He sat 
focused, his face a study in determination. After what seemed 
an eternity, he relaxed. 

 “So,” he murmured to himself. “Wherever you took her, 
neither of you are still on Prime.” He stood, his legs 
trembling slightly with his weight. Even in Astral form, 
asking every spirit on the way, covering the Earth in a search 
for a familiar face was deeply draining. 

 He wiped his face on a towel and took a deep drink of 
water. Waited for his mind to clear. 

 “At least it happened here,” he murmured to himself. 
He touched the wall in the corner, and his consciousness 
scattered through the many layers of protection in the walls 
and air. Runes and protections that could track a careless 
teleporter who escaped the space. None could enter, but 
leaving… that was permitted unless he forbade it, and the 
direction and distance were remembered by the walls and air. 

 Strange bent his will to the cipher, burying his intellect 
in the puzzle, reading the riddle. He got a sense of a distant 
layer of reality. His brow furrowed. 

 The trail got close but escaped the range of his senses. 
He would have to search more… personally. But the planes, 
that far out… to even scan them sometimes fractured and 
split them, they could be so unstable. He had taken so long 
already. 

 No surrender. He thought of Valeria. 

 Then he began to split hairs. 

* 
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 Valeria rose out of the pool, feeling oily and slick. At 
least she was no longer slathered with gore. A fresh change 
of clothes lay on the rock, and she quickly put on the jeans 
and the sweater. She was still barefoot. 

 “Good,” the Swordbearer said from her throne. “You‟re 
almost the same size as me.” The sweater bulged 
uncomfortably; they were not exactly the same shape. The 
jeans were quite tight. But the fit was better than the gluey 
ribbons Valeria had stripped off, thinking incongruously of 
papier mâché… 

 “My legs are a bit different.” Valeria strolled into the 
throne room, noting the massive throne and the scrying pool 
before it. Demons hovered in the shadows, paying court to 
their young queen. 

 “Your legs are different at the moment, I‟ll grant,” the 
Swordbearer said. “But not always.” Her legs shifted; she 
developed human knees before her calves swept down into 
dainty fetlocks over her cloven hooves. “This is my land, 
Valeria, and I appear as I choose to appear.” 

 Valeria let that go. “We had best work out what we‟re 
going to do when Strange arrives,” she said. 

 “When?” the Swordbearer scoffed. “I think you mean 
if.” 

 “No,” Valeria shook her head. “Doctor Strange may be 
peculiar, but he will not forgive a slight to his privacy, not 
with a kidnapping on top. He will find you, and when he 
does, he will kill you.” 

 “Really?” the Swordbearer said smugly. Valeria heard the 
doubt in her voice. 

 “What do you think?” Valeria asked. “What would you 
do?” 

 “I escaped him once,” the Swordbearer said airily, 
waving her hand. “This is my realm, and I am invulnerable 
here.” 
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 Valeria shrugged. “That is your chance to take. Strange 
is a man whose power I have not tested to its limits. I would 
not dare.” 

 “Hamming it up a bit, aren‟t you,” the Swordbearer said, 
her anger sparked by fear. 

 For a long moment, Valeria gazed into her eyes. “Maybe 
it‟s better this way,” she said finally. 

 “What do you mean?” the Swordbearer asked 
suspiciously. 

 Valeria gestured around. “This place is very dangerous 
for you, Swordbearer,” she said quietly. 

 The Swordbearer blinked once, gripping the arms on her 
throne. “Have you not been paying attention?” she said 
rapidly. “I am the absolute ruler of this place!” 

 “I did not mean you are vulnerable to attack,” Valeria 
clarified, looking around in the shadows, feeling the 
unpleasant grip of gravity. “I meant you are vulnerable to… 
weakness.” 
 “Weakness?” 

 “Yes,” Valeria said, nodding. “How do you know?” 
 “How do I know what?” the Swordbearer asked, 
exasperated. 

 “How do you know what to do with your power?” 
Valeria asked simply, shrugging. “If you simply sit here and 
rule the demons, over time you will grow to be more and 
more like them. Doesn‟t some part of you long for the open 
sky? For sunshine, and grass, and beauty?” 

 “I can make all that and more here.” 

 “Can you?” Valeria asked simply. “Would you force that 
upon your demons? Or transform them too?” 

 “What‟s your point?” the Swordbearer hissed, eyes 
narrowed. 
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 “Part of you is of this world,” Valeria continued. “But 
part of you… part of you is connected to the Earth. You are 
able to move back and forth between them, and I think they 
both have claim to you.” 

 The Swordbearer waited, glaring at Valeria. 

 “When I came to the Earth, to Prime, I was alone and 
wounded and afraid,” Valeria said quietly. “He gave me a 
place and the information I needed to get started here. He 
gave me a gentler way in to the world than raw experience, 
which is always a harsh teacher.” 
 “Strange?” the Swordbearer spat. “I would not kneel 
before him!” 

 “Nor would I,” Valeria said. “But neither would I steal 
from him. He can be savage when roused.” 

 “You must be his press agent,” the Swordbearer 
sneered. 

 “As you wish,” Valeria shrugged. “Believe what you 
want to believe. There is a way you can see for yourself.” She 
gestured at the scrying pool. 

 “Wouldn‟t that be neat,” the Swordbearer said 
contemptuously. “You think he wouldn‟t notice?” 

 “What does it matter?” Valeria shrugged. “You‟re 
unbeatable here, right?” 

 The Swordbearer looked sideways at the pool. 

 “Think of it,” Valeria said. “If you returned to Earth, 
then for a time you could surrender the heavy burden of 
rulership of this land.” She looked intently at the 
Swordbearer. “Haven‟t you missed conversation? Laughter 
of friends? Is that not why you stopped your fight with me? 
Because you have heard the voices of demons day in and day 
out, except for the pale and distant reflections in your pool?” 

 “Enough!” the Swordbearer shouted, springing lightly 
up to stand in the seat of her throne. “Enough, already! 
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There is no place for me on Earth! Earth has only betrayal 
and pain! Here there is no one to betray me but my demons, 
and no pain that is not more power.” 

 “What if you‟re wrong?” Valeria whispered. “What if 
Earth has more to offer? What if you don‟t discover that 
until it‟s too late and you can no longer bring yourself to 
leave this place? What if I have found something on Earth 
that you have not?” 

 “Shut up!” screamed the Swordbearer. “Shut your 
damnéd mouth! Not another word! Not another Word!” and 
the Binding swirled up in a creaking rush of stone. 

 Valeria was silent, barely able to breathe. 

 The Swordbearer slumped in her throne, gnawing at her 
knuckle, staring at the scrying pool. 

 “Not another word,” she murmured. 

* 

 Strange sat motionless, blood slowly trickling out of his 
nose and losing itself in his mustache. So much to cover. 

Regions of the dimensional reality that no sane wizard dared 
to tread, and he was skimming too fast, looking for 

something he wasn‟t sure he‟d recognize. 

 The lightest touch ghosted through his Sanctum‟s 
defenses, and he instantly dropped his search and flashed his 
consciousness back up the path of the scrying. Slinging 
through the emptiness of Astral space he followed the 
desperately retreating touch; it was faster than thought, but 
his skills and the power of his will shot him through insane 
thickets of Astral protections between himself and the region 
he sought. 

 There. The flat black barrier between the Astral Space 
and this paltry little dimension. Close to the underspace, a 
shade of limbo. Fine. She wished to hide here. 

 Strange could not permit it. 
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 His thought drifted back to the red coat wrapped 
around his body. 

 “Come to me,” he soothed in a language long forgotten 
by intelligent races. “Bring my body to me.” 

 An unimaginable distance away, his body folded into 
itself and left reality for the far reaches of madness, where 
the body‟s master awaited. 

* 

 The Swordbearer clutched her chest and trembled. She 
knew. He was outside. She knew it. She touched the hilt of 
the sword that was embedded in the stone of this place, and 
sent a message to all her demons. 

 Come. Come ready for war. 

 She trembled. 

 Faint noise came from the stone pillar around Valeria. 
The Swordbearer relaxed the stone enough for Valeria‟s head 
to be exposed, and for her to draw more than tiny sips of 
breath. 

 “He‟s coming,” Valeria said. “Release me. I can speak 
for you. You can still survive this.” 

 “Shut up!” the Swordbearer snarled. “I will defeat him! 
You will watch!” 

 “I will watch,” Valeria said. 

 The sky began to twitch.  

 “No!” shouted the Swordbearer, whipping her blade up. 

 The sky tore and fell. 

 An intolerable moment later, the ground was on fire, the 
sky was cracked, and Doctor Stephen Strange, Sorcerer 
Supreme, stood before them with mist streaming from his 
coat and fury smoldering in his eyes. 
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 The Swordbearer whipped her blade up, but she could 
not think of anything to say. 

 “This is your last chance,” Strange ground out, his voice 
tight with rage. 

 “Come thrust your heart on my blade, wizard! My 
demons will feast on you!” the Swordbearer said, but her 
voice was thin and she was unsteady on her feet. 

 No more words. 

 Strange‟s arm lashed out, and pure twisting flame tore at 
her, knocking her off her feet. She flew back through the air, 
keeping her sword between her and the flame. Armor 
whipped around her, sheathing her in gleaming eldritch steel. 

 She darted in at Strange, and he let her come. Springing 
into the air, she came down with a two handed slash that he 
easily sidestepped; two of his fingers flexed and the joints 
snapped; a concussive force whacked across her whole body, 
hurling her away as though she had been hit by a truck. 

 He shucked his coat and stood in his shirt sleeves, 
waiting.  

 She stood, weaving, drawing on the power of her 
ruptured realm to fight him. “What are you?” she gasped. 

 “Your biggest mistake,” he said softly. 

 She roared, a horrible high sound, and leaped at him 
again. This time his coat whipped up off the ground and 
slithered around her sword as Strange gestured again, searing 
flame slashing her sword arm off. Her roar became a scream 
and she stumbled and fell. Strange grasped the coat. 

 “You cannot free your sword from my artifact until I 
choose to allow you to,” Strange said. “I am no longer in a 
lenient mood.” 

 She hissed, a deep and inhuman sound. A new arm 
bulged and tore out of her stump, and she crouched, ready to 
rise again. In a minute. 
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 “Strange!” Valeria called weakly. He turned, and 
gestured. His magic tore the column of stone that bound her 
to gravel. 

 “Are you alright?” he asked, tucking the coat and sword 
under his arm and kneeling by her side. 

 “No power… here…” she managed. “I feel… so 
mortal…” 

 He quickly scanned her. “You will be fine, back on 
Earth,” he said. “Just one more minute to attend to our 
host.” His voice was cold. 

 “No, Strange,” Valeria murmured, gripping his arm. 
“Wait. She‟s lost. She‟s lost in this world and can‟t find her 
way back on Prime. She‟s hiding here, ruling in Hell because 
she fears serving in Heaven. You can help her, Stephen. You 
helped me.” 

 “You were different,” he said in a low voice. “You were 
a hero. Still are. I fear she has given in, lost a battle to her 
inhuman side that she did not dare to begin to fight.” 
 “If I‟m wrong,” Valeria said, her grip tightening on his 
arm, “you can defeat her. But what if I‟m right?” 

 For a long, silent moment he gazed into her eyes. 

 “What if I‟m right?” Valeria whispered. 

 Many factors were weighed in the Sorcerer Supreme‟s 
mind in that moment, and many weights tested on his heart 
and soul. Responsibility. Humanity. Foresight. Hindsight. 

 He sighed deeply. “It seems I must accept another 
responsibility,” he murmured to himself. “Very well. I accept 
it.” He lay Valeria down and stood, facing the Swordbearer. 

 “Valeria has pleaded your case,” he said. “You first came 
to my domain seeking knowledge. Do you still seek it?” 

 A demon army ringed them in, but Strange ignored 
them. 
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 “Can you teach me the power… the power you showed 
getting in?” she asked in a small voice. 

 “Yes,” he nodded. “I can, on one condition.” 

 “Condition?” 

 Strange nodded. “I can teach you this power, but you 
will then be responsible to me for how you use it.” 

 “Do I have to give up my realm?” she asked, her voice 
trembling. 

 “I‟m not sure you can,” Strange replied. “You may keep 
your realm.” 

 The Swordbearer was quiet for a moment, thinking 
hard. Valeria stood unsteadily. 

 “Swordbearer,” Valeria said, “this is the chance you have 
been waiting for your whole life. This is your chance to find 
your place in the world. You will never find… better 
friends… than those who stand before you.” 

 Strange glanced at her sideways, then looked back at the 
Swordbearer and said nothing. 

 In that deeply painful moment, for the first time, the 
Swordbearer dared to hope. 

 “My name is Illyana,” she said, her voice trembling. 
“Please… take me with you.” 

 For a moment Strange‟s shoulders bowed, as though 
under a great weight, then he straightened. “Follow me to my 
Sanctum.” He was silent for a moment. “You know the way, 
I believe.” 

 Valeria smiled. 

 Then they were gone. 

 Illyana stood alone, shaking, unable to stop shaking… 
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Friday, February 22, 2002 

 The next morning. 

 Strange walked into the kitchen. Valeria and Illyana sat 
at the table. Illyana was bent over her knees. 

 Putting on shoes. 

 Strange noticed it was an… unfamiliar task. 

 “Good morning, ladies,” he said. 

 “Morning,” they said. He noticed Illyana was in her early 
twenties; this was the first he had seen of her when she 
looked human. 

 “We‟re going out today,” Valeria said. “Find Illyana an 
apartment, set her up with the beginning of a life here.” 

 “Excellent,” Strange said. A moment alone? he thought to 
Valeria. 

 “Go on, I‟ll be out in a minute,” Valeria said to Illyana. 
The young woman smiled at them and left the kitchen. 

 “I have my reservations,” Strange said quietly to Valeria. 

 “Let me do this,” Valeria said earnestly. “You brought 
me in, made me feel welcome in this world. Let me be that 
for her.” 

 Strange was silent. Then he slowly nodded. Valeria 
flashed him a quick smile, then headed for the hallway.  

 She hesitated in the doorway, turning back. “Would 
you? Would you have killed her?” 

 “No,” Strange said. He paused. “Did you think I 
would?” 

 “How could I be sure?” she asked softly. 

 Strange slowly sighed. “I guess… I guess you can‟t 
know. About anyone.” 

 She smiled at him uncertainly, then sighed. She moved 
out the front door. 
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 “Come on,” she said. “Daylight‟s burning.” 

 “Indeed,” Strange murmured as he watched them 
through the window. Slowly he turned and mounted the 
stairs, headed for his Sanctum. 

 First order of business for the day. Triple protections on 
the Sanctum. Beef them up to where they used to be. Do 
some research on his guest, see what he could find out about 
her past. And then? He moved into his Sanctum. 

 He looked at the floor and saw the print of a cloven 
hoof. His face darkened. 

 And then… he would deal with “then” when it arrived. 

 Strange looked out at the sky through his skylight and 
contemplated the future. 

 Not far away, Illyana laughed. 

 


