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Introduction and Foreword 

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

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

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

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

Andrew Shields, Author 

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

have borrowed for this. This book may not be sold. 
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To Don, who likes Peter Parker 

To Phyllis, who believes in redemption 

To Stan, for his imagination and his flaws
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Written in the Stars 
 

Wednesday, April 10, 2002 

 He watched from the doorway for a moment. The 
young man and the young woman waiting for him at the 
table could be brother and sister. He smiled. Their only 
relation was as his employees. Doctor Strange strolled up to 
the table, dapper in his dark suit. 

 “Doug, Valeria, have I missed anything?” he asked. 

 “Not a thing, my good Doctor,” the young man said. 
“We would not begin business without you.” 

 “Mm,” Strange said. “April agreeing with you, Valeria?” 

 “There is something about springtime,” she said. “Brings 
new life.” Her smile was, as always, dazzling. 

 “Indeed,” he said. “Which brings us to new business,” 
he said, gracefully taking his seat. “I plan to increase the 
Planetary‟s circulation. Have you ordered?” 

 Doug shrugged. “You‟re getting stromboli.” 

 “Ah,” Strange said. “Now then. Between the two of you 
we can put this magazine out faster than we ever could 
before. Between your flawless copyediting and 
proofreading,” he said, nodding to Valeria, “and your speed 
in checking out our facts and networking,” he said, nodding 
to Doug, “we are in a position to do some really fast 
turnaround on stories. Which is why it is time to increase 
circulation.” 

 “That shouldn‟t be too hard,” Doug said, tracing the rim 
of his glass with his finger. “We cover the unusual, the 
unexplained, and everybody‟s interested in that. A bigger 
advertising budget should to do the trick.” 
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 “Yes, that‟s true,” Strange said. “Also, we‟re going to go 
for some popular topics. No one will mistake us for the 
trashy tabloids. However, we can still capitalize on what is 
interesting to people. Next issue we work on, August, will 
have as its subject something like,” he gestured with his 
hands at an invisible headline, “Things that Eat People. Can‟t 
go wrong.” 

 Doug‟s eyebrows raised. “You‟re the editor,” he said. 

 “Trust me on this,” Strange said with a peculiar smile. 
“Also, I have arranged to interview a proponent of the 
occult, the ruler of the small country of Latveria, Victor von 
Doom.” He saw Valeria start. 

 “But,” she said, “but—” 

 “Ah,” Strange said, “he is not the armored dictator you 
remember. In fact, he‟s quite young; about twenty six. It is 
because of his unusual hobbies and his status as ruler of a 
nation that he will be included in our pages. I‟m rather 
looking forward to the trip. He invited me personally because 
I share some of his interests; cosmic spheres, the rhythm of 
life and the heavens, and esoteric readings.” 

 “I see,” Valeria said, still unsettled. “Takes some getting 
used to, this new world.” 

 “You have time,” Strange said quietly. He glanced at the 
door to the restaurant‟s kitchen. “Here comes the food. This 
afternoon, I do not wish to be disturbed. I have sensed a 
shift, and I need to spend some time in meditation looking 
for possible dangers.” His smile was slightly askew as he 
nodded and took his leave. 

 The waitress did not even notice that Strange lifted his 
food from her tray as she headed for the table. Then he was 
out the door. 

 Doug looked over at Valeria with a small smile as the 
waitress dropped off their food and left. “So,” he said. He 
cleared his throat, and looked down at his plate. 
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 “Things that eat people?” Valeria said to herself, looking 
after Strange. “Where does he get these ideas?” 

 “Big library,” Doug shrugged. He tapped his head. 
“Reads too much. So, Valeria, do your friends call you Val?” 

 “No,” she said, looking out the window. “I prefer 
Valeria.” 

 “Right,” he said, quickly nodding. He traced the rim of 
his glass with his finger as he stared down into the drink. 
“It‟s great having a business lunch with you, Valeria, but I 
was thinking maybe if you wanted we could go to a museum 
or a movie or something, and then dinner.” Gathering his 
nerve, he looked at her. 

 She was still looking out the window. “Please don‟t ever 
do that,” she said softly. “I can never really be one of you. 
Over time, you would come to resent me. You would feel 
inferior eventually. My fate is to be apart, Doug. Leave me to 
it.” 

 “Just dinner and a movie,” Doug said, forcing a grin,  

 Her eyes drifted over to him, and she sighed. She patted 
his hand, and stood, leaning over the table and looking into 
his eyes. “Don‟t,” she said in a gentle and merciless voice. 
Then she turned and walked out of the restaurant. 

 Doug let out a breath and rubbed his face. “Check 
please,” he said to a passing waitress. 

* 

 She heard the cup clattering against the saucer before 
she strolled in. Strange sat in the kitchen, haggard, his face 
white as a sheet, his hand trembling as he tried to sip his tea. 

 “What‟s the matter?” she asked quickly, slinging her 
backpack on one of the chairs and moving to Strange. 

 “Premonition,” he said, gesturing vaguely. “You 
remember I had a suspicion; then I took a look into it and 
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was hit with a premonition. I‟ve found the threat, and it can 
be averted. Still, it was unsettling.” 

 “Tell me,” she said, sitting on a chair beside him. 

 “Death,” he said, glancing at her. His eyes were haunted, 
deep. “I felt death on a nuclear scale. I felt the earth itself 
buckle and surrender it‟s orbit. I felt—“ he abruptly stopped. 
“I searched for the cause, and there is a vast meteor headed 
straight for earth. If I exert my power I can deflect it. It will 
take a little time and a lot out of me.” His hands still 
trembled. He saw her watching him, and managed a smile. 
“Sorry, the premonition was unexpected and… vivid.” He 
took another rapid sip. 

 “I‟ll help,” she said decisively. “I can push it out of our 
path and into the sun.” 

 “Thank you, but no,” Strange said. “This could make a 
mess of the Web of Light of done by strength alone, I need 
to use finesse. Besides, I need your help with more earthly 
matters.” 

 “Such as?” she asked, eyebrow raised. 

 “I know we are both protectors of this earth, but this I 
can handle, and I do not wish to turn down a rare invitation 
from the ruler of Latveria. I want you to go in my stead to 
interview him for the Planetary.” 

 She stared at him for a moment. “That‟s kid stuff,” she 
said. “A tasteless joke. I do not wish to be reminded of my 
past, a past that exists only for me, where I was Doom‟s 
apprentice. That is a world I am leaving behind. I don‟t want 
my nose rubbed in it. Find someone else.” She stood over 
him, fists clenched. 

 “Really?” Strange mused. “You aren‟t even a little 
curious to know what else Doom could have been? To see, 
had things gone differently, what would have become of 
someone you knew so well?” Strange looked down at his 
trembling hands. “I was a surgeon,” he mused quietly to 
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himself, “and now I will turn the earth‟s certain doom away.” 
He looked up at her. “Perhaps this is an opportunity to make 
peace with the world you left. Besides. You are my assistant,” 
he said, “and right now I need your assistance.” 

 She bit her lip. Then she sighed. “I‟ll go,” she said. 

 “Thank you,” Strange said quietly. “You will be 
escorting Doctor Kurt Connors. Doctor von Doom invited 
him to be a guest scientist for six months, so you‟ll go out 
with him, get the interview, and return.” 

 “I have my reservations about this. I don‟t like 
airplanes,” she said, shaking her head. “Pressurized metal 
tubes in the sky, with wings. The cabin circulates the 
breathing of all the sick passengers to cross pollinate 
international illness. And those tiny seats. Not my idea of a 
good time.” 

“Victor von Doom is sending a private jet to collect 
you,” Strange said. “You‟ll be fine.” 

 Valeria sighed. 

* 

 She drifted above the City that Never Sleeps, watching 
the traffic scurry through the city‟s arteries at three in the 
morning. “They have built themselves a steel and concrete 
galaxy,” she murmured, imagining that each of the lights 
below was a star. Vast, sprawling, a city that needed no wall 
or army of its own. From above, beautiful; at street level, a 
study in grime and corruption. She closed her eyes and flew 
higher, higher; opening her eyes, she flew as high as she 
needed to for the light pollution to fade. 

 High enough that for a moment she felt she could reach 
up and touch the stars. 

 “Damn you, Strange,” she whispered, almost feeling the 
silken drape of a tabard, the metal armor between her fingers 
and what they touched. She had not been away from the 
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Doom she knew long enough to forget her life before this 
place, before this time. Was she homesick, she wondered? 

 “I have no home,” she murmured to the sky, and the 
stars blazed back at her silently. For a moment she felt the 
disorientation of being out of time, out of place, an anomaly. 
She shook it off and gazed into the face of the moon, and it 
poured reflected sunlight back to her. 

 Back at the mansion, Strange was floating in the 
Sanctum Sanctorum, finding the meteor in the immeasurable 
vastness of space. Nudging it. Binding it. Deflecting it. 

 Mystics around the world felt a shift in the heavens… 

* 

 The pressurized hum of the jet‟s interior pushed against 
his ears. Connors sighed, and turned the page of the 
magazine on his lap with his one hand. A woman cleared her 
throat, and he looked up. 

 She was beautiful. Forest colors for her turtleneck and 
slacks and jacket, low heeled shoes, no purse, hair in an 
understated bun, eyes more blue than the painful endless 
deep of the sky in August. She smiled, and he tried to return 
her smile. She was perfect. Connors felt a twinge in his left 
hand; the hand he no longer had. 

 “Doctor Connors,” she said. “Pleased to meet you again. 
I never would hav expected we would be sharing a jet on the 
way to Latveria.” 

 “Doctor von Doom,” Connors said. “The pleasure is all 
mine.” He forced the words out. 

 She winced. “Please call me Valeria,” she said. “So as 
not to get me and our host confused.” She was seated across 
from him in the plush cabin. 

 “Are you related to the ruler of Latveria?” Connors 
asked. “Surely you studied at the University of Latveria at the 
same time.” 
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 “No,” she said slowly. “Not really. I‟d rather not talk 
about it.” 

 “I‟m sorry to pry,” he said. He looked back at his 
magazine; the Planetary. 

 “I see you have some reading material,” she said, casting 
about for conversation. 

 He curled the pages to look at the cover. “Altered States, 
the title of this issue. I thought if we were going to be 
traveling together it would be best if I could ask intelligent 
questions about your publication.” 

 “Have you formulated any yet, Doctor?” she asked with 
a grin. 

 “Tabloid,” he said with a shrug. “Only question I have is 
how someone with your knowledge could agree to work for 
such a questionable magazine when you could easily get a 
position with a real publication of scientific inquiry.” 

 “They are boring,” Valeria said simply. “The scientists 
that work for them are more involved with their 
qualifications and bragging rights and position than they are 
with the raw vitality of the universe‟s mystery. You may scoff 
at the tabloid,” she said, gesturing to the magazine, “but it 
certainly makes more interesting reading. Besides, scientific 
inquiry has moved to private corporations, and the purpose 
of the inquiry is the patent and trademark. I think of that and 
I feel… soiled,” she said. 

 “I see,” Connors said, raising an eyebrow. “You are a 
remarkable person,” he said. 

 “As are you,” she replied. “I took the liberty of reading 
up on you. You have done some fascinating work in reptilian 
regeneration, herpetology, cellular biology. You have some of 
the more interesting articles in the stuffy publications. Is your 
family still in Florida?” 

 “Still,” he nodded. “I‟m supposed to go home to them, 
but this offer came through, just at the end of my stint at the 
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University, and I couldn‟t resist the terms. The ruler of 
Latveria is a generous man,” he said, raising his eyebrows 
again. “So what do you plan to do with your brilliant mind 
and in depth knowledge of science and the mysteries of the 
universe?” 

 She smiled archly. “I thought about taking over the 
world, but now I‟m looking into the lecture circuit.” They 
laughed. 

 For different reasons. 

* 

 The sleek craft touched down on the runway and taxied 
to a halt in a single smooth motion. Shortly after, the door 
opened in the side of the craft, and Valeria followed Connors 
down the portable steps to the ground. 

 She looked around; the small air strip was next to a 
larger one. They were hemmed in by mountains here, but she 
could see forest at the edges of the air strip. There were no 
fences around the tiny airport. 

 A large man approached them with a slow rolling gait. 
“Honored guests,” he intoned with a thick voice, “Welcome 
to Latveria. I am Boris. I will take you to the palace.” He was 
tall and solid, with a thatch of white hair and a white 
moustache but no visible neck. Each of his hands could ball 
into a fist the size of a head. 

 “Thank you,” Connors said, inclining his head. 

 “I trust the journey, you found satisfactory?” Boris 
continued, turning and walking towards the road that led to 
the edge of the airstrip. 

 “Indeed,” Connors said. “That was the most luxurious 
aircraft I‟ve ever flown in.” 

 “The Master does not treat his guests poorly,” Boris 
said, the words taking their time rolling up from his chest to 
be spoken. 
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 They reached the road, and Connors chuckled. “We‟re 
being picked up by a carriage?” 

 “Please, let me to help you get in,” Boris said after 
taking their bags and tucking them behind the seat in the 
open air carriage. He assisted Valeria, then Connors into the 
carriage, then he heaved himself up on the seat. He pulled a 
whip from its boot by the springboard seat and snapped it 
lightly over the four beautiful horses, who immediately 
picked up to a trot. 

 “The Master thought you might wish to see some of his 
lands after your flight,” Boris said as they trotted down the 
road. They turned to a dirt track that curved beneath the 
spreading boughs of oak trees, branches meeting overhead 
and forming a tunnel. Valeria glanced into the depths of the 
dark woods and shivered for a moment. Shortly after, the 
road wound free of the woods and Connors and Valeria were 
treated to a view of the palace. 

 The road continued along the side of the cliff, but the 
land dove beside them into a valley full of trees and meadows 
and brooks. At the far end of the valley rose a stone palace, 
soaring below the mountains, built into the solid stone of the 
mountainside. A town collected at its base. Clouds drifted 
above the palace, wreathing the mountains in beards of mist. 
Valeria felt tears threaten; she had seen a castle, not a palace, 
in her world. Though she recognized the shapes of the earth, 
the only fortress she had seen here was an armored shell 
designed to repel invaders. 

 “Beautiful,” whispered Connors. “That castle is right out 
of Disney.” He gestured at the rest, lost for words. 

 Shortly afterwards they reached the town, and as the 
carriage rattled up onto the cobbles the townspeople 
dropped what they were doing and ran to line the road, 
hands behind their backs, and they began to sing a peculiar 
lilting melody that got into the pulse of the listener. 
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 “They sing,” Boris said, “to welcome you. They sing 
because they want you here. They want you here because the 
Master does.” The carriage rattled up the winding streets 
until they reached the wall of the palace courtyard. Guards in 
traditional livery hauled the doors open, and the carriage 
clattered inside as the people stopped singing and cheered. 

 “Wow,” Connors said, running his hand through his 
hair. 

 “The people love him,” Valeria said quietly. “They always 
love him.” 

 The carriage stopped abruptly as Boris spoke to the 
horses. The huge man swung down and extended a hand to 
the guests. Valeria, then Connors stepped down. 

 “Where is our illustrious host?” Connors asked. 

 Boris listened for a moment. “He is… here,” he said. 

 They heard clopping of a fast moving horse, then a 
shape sailed over the gate at the side of the courtyard, and a 
huge roan horse landed gracefully and slowed to a trot upon 
approaching the newcomers. The man on the roan‟s back 
easily slid his legs over the side of the saddle and dropped as 
the horse slowed to a stop. 

 He was lithe, strong, dressed in a simple turtleneck and 
canvas pants. His face was a perfect picture of aristocracy; 
heavy lidded eyes, aquiline nose, a mobile mouth, and high 
cheekbones and forehead. His wind-tossed hair looked as 
though it was meant to be slightly tousled, and there was not 
a streak of gray in his dark locks. 

 “Welcome to Latveria,” he said in lightly accented 
English. “Welcome to my home, Connors. Who is this you 
have brought?” he asked, smiling at Valeria. 

 “This is Valeria von Doom,” Connors said quickly, 
gesturing. “She is an associate—“ 
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 “von Doom!” the horseman said quickly, cutting him 
off. He took a step and looked at her sideways. “Surely we 
must be related? Our name is not a common one.” 

 “We share no family,” she said. “It is a lucky 
coincidence.” 

 “Indeed, indeed,” he said. “Strange has sent you in his 
place then?” 

 “Yes,” she said. “An inescapable commitment has held 
him in New York.” 

 “What a silly name for a vast city,” he said with a 
dismissive wave. “I am Victor von Doom, and I am ruler of 
this land.” 

 “Thank you for your hospitality. We have had an 
amazing trip,” Connors said. 

 “Think nothing of it. You are my guests, and that means 
a lot to me. You will be cared for like nobility until you 
leave.” 

 “Surely not French nobility?” Valeria said dryly. 

 He blinked, cocked his head, then understood. “Ah. 
That revolution business. I will interpret that as witty instead 
of insulting. There is no thought of revolution here. The 
people love me. They would sacrifice themselves without 
hesitation at my whim. But enough banter; surely you are 
hungry and would like to see your quarters.” He handed the 
bridle of the horse to a stable man who stood nearby. 
“Come!” He turned and jogged up the stairs and through the 
vast oaken doors into the palace. 

 Connors blinked. “A man like that would need a small 
kingdom to keep up with him.” 

 Valeria looked after him with narrowed eyes. “I don‟t 
like arrogant people,” she said. “They‟re dangerous.” 
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 “Please to follow me,” said Boris from right behind 
them. Carrying their bags, he followed the ruler into the 
palace. 

 They were not far behind. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 The dusk was settling over Latveria when they gathered 
for supper. The dining hall had a vast row of windows along 
one side that overlooked the sheltered valley and the village 
below. The curtains were drawn back, and the view was 
breathtaking. 

 Connors was wearing a suit, clean and pressed, and 
Valeria was wearing a pantsuit. Connors saw her standing 
gazing out the window and he hurried to join her. 

 “My suit was wrinkled, but three servants met me at my 
room and they pressed it and freshened it; when I left they 
were unpacking for me and setting a fire in the fireplace.” He 
shook his head. “I didn‟t know people lived like this.” 

 “Few do,” Valeria said softly. 

 “I value punctuality in people,” Victor said from the 
doorway. He strode to join them. He was fitted out in a 
forest green velvet suit, complete with coat tails. At his throat 
and wrists was lace. “Demonstrates control over the way 
your time is used. No matter what your circumstances, time 
is something that once spent gives no refunds, only receipts. 
Good evening my good Doctor, and my beautiful guest.” He 
took her hand and kissed it. She watched him. 

 “Actually,” Connors said, “Valeria here is a doctor as 
well. She holds multiple degrees from the University of 
Latveria.” 

 “Really?” Victor said. “Really! When did you study 
here?” 
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 “Check my transcript,” she said with a smile. “I like to 
keep my air of mystery.” 

 “Indeed,” he said, a smile spreading across his face. 
“Indeed, it is every woman‟s right, and the one thing that my 
studies will never unravel. Are you a wizard?” he asked 
casually. 

 “No, I cannot replace Doctor Strange,” Valeria said 
quickly. “He sent me to interview you for the Planetary.” 

 “Ah, an interview but I get no instruction! Ai! Still, it 
cannot be helped, and I would be a foolish man to tell this 
beautiful woman she cannot ask me questions about myself. 
Even in his absence Strange is cunning.” He turned to 
Connors. “Thank you for coming, Doctor. In the next six 
months I plan to become your best student ever, and I will 
know what you know about the details of herpetology and its 
relation to regeneration theories.” 

 “A bold claim,” Connors said. “I have spent my life 
learning about it.” 

 “But you are a good teacher,” Victor said, “and I am a 
good student. We have all the materials we will need, and you 
will find instruction does not go unheeded in my classroom. 
You will introduce me to the material, then answer my 
questions. In this way,” Victor shrugged, “I will become an 
authority.” 

 “It takes more than that,” Connors said, gesturing 
vaguely. 

 “Perhaps,” Victor said with an arched eyebrow and a 
suppressed grin. “We shall see in six months.” 

 “You are an excellent rider,” Valeria said. “Did you 
bring an instructor in?” 

 “Of course,” he smiled. “I brought in a Mongolian 
Cossack, a half-breed from two horse cultures. Perhaps I can 
show you more of my horsemanship in the coming time. 
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Besides, it is to be expected. I am good at everything,” he 
smiled. 

 “Except modesty?” she asked, raising her eyebrows. 

 “Modesty is knowing true worth, not pretending to be 
less,” he said. “Shall we begin dinner?” 

 “Wow,” Connors muttered. 

 Victor took his seat at the head of the table, with Valeria 
on his right and Connors on his left. Another place on either 
side was empty, but there was a setting at the end. “Do we 
expect someone else?” Valeria asked Victor. 

 “Ah, yes, Mother. Don‟t concern yourselves. She moves 
to her own sense of time. She comes and goes as she is led. 
Tonight is a simple meal of five courses, to welcome you 
without overwhelming you with too much hospitality right 
away. The transition between Latveria and the rest of the 
world can be difficult. Shall we begin?” 

 Five courses. Connors swallowed hard. “Sure.” 

 They had finished the borscht and the garlic bread, 
worked through the peculiar salad, and were getting ready for 
the venison when the door at the end of the room opened, 
and a bent woman took several steps into the room before 
stopping.  

 She was aged, almost unnaturally for her years, and 
stooped. Her wild white hair was mostly contained under a 
kerchief on her head, but it formed a hazy cloud around her 
that caught the light. She was dressed as a gypsy, in a loose 
dress with scarves as belts, and her feet were bare. Her arms 
clattered with bracelets. She stopped and stared at Valeria. 

 Then she stood up straight, and gasped. She fired off a 
string of language, almost too quick even for native speakers, 
then she turned and loped out of the room. 

 Victor smiled. “Mother gives her regards,” he said. 
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 “That‟s not what she said,” Valeria said. “She said 
something about—about power and the earth.” 

 “You speak Romany?” Victor asked, raising his 
eyebrows. “I am impressed. Actually she was talking about 
you. She said,” he licked his lips, “you were unearthly, and 
fey. That you had too much power for this earth.” He smiled, 
and his eyes were bright. “Still, I did not lie. From Mother, 
such drama is welcome in and of itself.” 

 Valeria watched him, not moving. 

 “Perhaps you will tell me of this power,” he said. 
“Mother is not wrong. But I do not press, not tonight. 
Tomorrow, Connor, we will get you installed at the 
University to get your bearings and meet my key staff there. 
Then we can settle down to work in my private laboratory 
here in the palace.” 

 “When do you wish to be interviewed?” she asked. 

 “I‟ve been turning that question over,” he said, leaning 
back. Servants brought in the trays of venison. “I am quite 
curious to know what questions you will ask, but at the same 
time I do not wish to end your stay in my kingdom, not yet. 
You bring a breath of fresh air, so to speak.” 

 “You are not yet decided?” she asked. 

 “I am. Tomorrow, at ten o‟clock, we will meet at the 
dock on the other side of the mountain. I think a good 
setting for the interview will be aboard my yacht.” 

 “Of course,” she said. 

 “This is a wonderful meal,” Connors said as he took his 
first bite of venison steak. His had come out already cut into 
manageable bite sized pieces. 

 “Thank you,” Victor said with a nod. “All the food you 
are eating was acquired within ten miles of here.” 

 “Really?” Connors said. “That‟s amazing!” 

 Victor smiled graciously. 
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 Valeria did not relax. 

* 

 She stood on the dock, looking out over the rippling 
water. Tied to the dock was the small, sleek yacht. It was not 
as ostentatious as she had expected, but upon reflection she 
should have known better. Victor von Doom had no one he 
needed to impress, after all. And the yacht was supremely 
appointed for comfort. She asked the sun for the time, 
squinting up, and figured he had another ten minutes until 
ten o‟clock. 

 Just then he strolled out onto the dock. 

 “You‟re early,” she said. 

 “Regrettable, I know,” he said. “Connors is a bit jet 
lagged, so I will wait until he is adjusted to find out more of 
what he knows. I admit I am looking forward to some time 
alone with you, for the interview. As a ruler I get more 
privacy than most of my kind, but I value beauty where it 
may be found. Shall we?” 

 Two Latverians followed them up on board, and he 
moved to the open deck and seated himself. “By all means,” 
he said, “interview me.” 

 The Latverians started the yacht‟s motor and headed for 
the middle of the deep, clear lake. 

 She pulled out a mini tape recorder, snapped it on, and 
put it down. He smiled broadly. “You do not trust your 
memory?” 

 “That‟s not it,” she said. “I expect you will give me 
answers people will not believe. I wish to have something for 
them.” 

 “Excellent point,” he said. “Latveria is a very unusual 
place.” 

 “How do you maintain your life here without being 
absorbed into another European country?” she asked. 
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 “I thought this interview was to center around my occult 
practices,” he noted. 

 “It will,” she said. “I‟m just getting you warmed up and 
satisfying personal curiosity under the guise of journalism. 
It‟s a time honored tradition.” 

 “That I can respect, and I am heartened that you wish to 
know more about this place.” He gestured around at the lake, 
the mountains. A small village was on the far shore. “There 
are three basic principles to my policy of national 
invisibility,” he said with a smile. “For one, we need few 
imports because we are self sustaining. For another, we make 
an effort to avoid possession of anything anybody wants 
besides our tourism, and a difficult visa system makes that 
easier. Last, we cultivate friendships in key places that keep 
us out of the news, out of the public eye, and out of political 
issues.” 

 “I was looking over the village last night,” Valeria said. 
“I saw only firelight.” 

 “True,” Victor said with a nod. “The people here live 
without the benefit of electricity, which means no television, 
no radio, no power tools, no heating and cooling system. 
Each year I give them the opportunity to get electricity, but 
so far the answer is overwhelmingly no.” 

 “No?” she asked, surprised. 

 He leaned forward. “These people have no need of 
computers, Valeria. They live as people lived for hundreds of 
years before electricity. For amusement, they have a rich 
tradition of singing and storytelling. Electronics steal music 
from the people and put it in boxes, so they define their 
music by what they listen to instead of what they make. My 
people carve and make handcrafts. By day they work, by 
night they rest. Their homes are designed to keep them warm 
in winter and cool in summer, with fire and breezes doing 
the work of fans and heating elements. There is a rhythm to 
the life here that defines them. Everyone has a place, 
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everyone is of worth no matter how lowly the task, no one 
goes hungry. Electricity has not helped New York find that 
state of contentment.” 

 “What about medical care?” asked Valeria. “That‟s 
difficult without electricity.” 

 “The palace is fully equipped as a major hospital as well 
as research facility,” Victor said. “When someone gets sick, 
they come to the palace. For those who are enchanted by the 
machinery there, I have them educated and they become 
staff for my complex. Also, everyone gets a checkup once a 
year and dental care twice a year. Combine that with good 
eating habits and there are few major illnesses. Drastically 
less cancer, of course.” He smiled. 

 “So the people are content to live in ignorance?” she 
asked. 

 “Ignorance?” he said. “They do not know the politics of 
the outside world, it is true. Neither do a vast proportion of 
your high school and college students. Besides, I think we 
can agree that politics are a sordid subject best left 
untouched by the scrupulous. Scientific ignorance? They are 
not driven by the need to know. Those that are we educate 
and use as staff. Besides,” he said, “the people here have 
many useful skills. I have tailors, woodcutters, carvers, 
thatches, masons, and farmers with more skill, more inherent 
knowledge, and more ability than those in your city, who are 
addicted to power tools and electricity without which they 
can do nothing. Do not talk to me of ignorance.” He leaned 
back. 

 “This would make them vulnerable were it not for me,” 
he said. “I know enough of science to give them what they 
need. I know enough of the outside world to protect them. I 
am their king. They revere me for protection. In a world that 
is not as torn by war as the world of the past, my protection 
takes the form of information instead of armor. I am a 
politician so they need know nothing of politics.” 
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 She sat quietly for a moment in the rocking boat. His 
eyes were amused, he laced his hands behind his head and 
waited for the next question. Smug, she thought, he‟s smug 
about what he rules here. 

 “I did not create all this, of course,” he said. “I inherited 
the mindset, I have simply reinvented it for a modern age. 
The people here have never been what you would call free in 
the American sense. Reflecting on America, I find it difficult 
to wish that upon them.” 

 “When did you become king?” she asked. 

 “Seven years ago,” he said. “I was nineteen. The men in 
the von Doom family are cursed to die in their early thirties. 
My father was lucky to live until he was thirty eight. 
Everyone had hopes he would break the curse. At least I was 
not a boy king like my father and his father before him.” 

 “Curse?” she said. 

 “That I will not elaborate on; it‟s from the Romany side 
of the family and it is enough for you to know that it is likely 
that in between four and eight years I will be a dead man.” 
He smiled. “I am twenty six, and if I am to have a full life 
before I die I must fit three years in each year.” He gazed 
intently into her eyes. “Three months in each month, three 
weeks in each week, three days in each day.” He leaned close 
to her. “Three moments… in each moment…” 

 Her eyes widened and she pushed him. A bullet zipped 
between them, then cracked through the hull of the yacht. 

 Droning like mosquitoes, two inflatable boats flopped 
towards them across the lake. 

 “Look out!” Victor said, pushing Valeria down. He 
flipped a seat up, and pulled out a sleek pistol. 

 “I suppose you are an expert marksman,” Valeria said, 
droll. 
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 Victor only smiled, snapping off a shot. Valeria heard 
one of the assassins stop the bullet with his vest, then choke 
and stagger up, toppling out of the incoming boat. 

 “No head shots?” Valeria asked, unwillingly curious. 

 “Hah!” Victor replied, something wild in his eyes as he 
fired again. “No one dies today.” 

 Then blood sprayed over them as the pilot spun, his 
head blown apart by a shotgun fired from one of the 
inflatable boats. 

 “Jorge! No!” Victor shouted, the pain in his eyes 
freezing Valeria‟s blood. Valeria held her breath, watching 
him for a moment that seemed like forever as he turned and 
took aim once more at those on the boats. 

 He fired. A man shouted in pain, clutching his wounded 
shoulder. 

 “Still?” Valeria said, unable to say more, watching 
Victor. 

 He glanced at her. “Nothing has changed,” he said 
through his teeth. “I will care for Jorge‟s family, and 
remember him. But these men, too, have families.” 

 Valeria made a decision. 

 “Look!” she said, pointing the other direction. “More 
come!” 

 Victor glanced over the side of the boat at the clear lake. 
“I see no one,” he said, as Valeria peered over the railing at 
the two incoming inflatable boats. Searing lines of red energy 
leaped from her eyes to the boats, and their tension burst on 
the hard waves. Swearing and howling, the assassins plowed 
into the lake, the momentum shoving them into the water. 
Victor whirled to see them foundering around the limp skin 
of their boats. 

 Valeria‟s heart sank as she listened for a moment, 
hearing the thudding approach of a helicopter. She had not 
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been listening, and the mountain wall had absorbed much of 
its noise. Time was running out. 

 “Quick, we need to get back to the dock,” she muttered 
as she stepped over the dead pilot and took the helm of the 
boat. 

 A bullet snapped off the side of her head, ricocheting up 
into the sky. She turned, furious, to see one of the floating 
soldiers with a pistol lined up on her. For a split second, they 
stared at each other. Valeria whipped around to see Victor 
wide eyed, motionless. 

 “Hell with it,” she gritted out. She sprang up from the 
boat, shot through the sky as the helicopter roared over the 
ridge overlooking the lake. 

 No one else dies. 

 The pilots had one second to register the blonde 
goddess arrowing up at them, and they took advantage of 
that second to trigger the minigun to spin up. Valeria 
snatched the gun, tugged it off the chopper‟s stubby wing, 
and tilted it up into the blades. With a hellish clatter and 
bang, the minigun spun away and the broken blades sprayed. 
Valeria snatched the door off, yanked one pilot out, swung 
around the dropping wreckage, yanked the other pilot out, 
and tossed them none too gently into the canopy of trees, 
out of harm‟s way as the chopper staggered down. In a long 
arc, she swooped over the glittering lake, down, snatched up 
the foundering soldiers in the lake, and zipped over to the 
shore. She tossed them in a heap. Up on the ridge, the 
chopper hit the ground and exploded. 

 For a long moment, she looked back at the yacht. 
Clenching her jaw, she drifted over the intervening distance, 
lowering towards the awestruck monarch. She was radiant 
with power, her muscles subtle in their might as she was at 
rest. His eyes were wide and excited, and his breathing was 
fast. His hands trembled.  

 “You are amazing,” he said. “I have no words.” 
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 He reached out towards her, not to touch her, but 
because he had no other expression for his wonder. 
Something in his eyes; something in his eyes took her back to 
another time and another place. 

 She swiftly turned from him. “I‟ll see you back at the 
palace,” she murmured, then she took to the air. 

 Victor watched her go, his heart pounding. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Dinner. 

 Valeria sat across from Connors. He cleared his throat. 
“Not like him to be late,” he said. 

 “No,” she agreed. 

 “I toured the University today. It‟s an amazing place. I‟m 
frankly not at all surprised you did so well on the exams to 
transfer your degree. The education that is available here is 
quite superior.” 

 “Yes,” she agreed. 

 “How did your interview go?” he asked hesitantly. 

 She sighed. 

 Boris entered. “The Master has had pressing business 
emerge. He will be unavailable for dinner. Please proceed 
without him.” 

 “Sounds like a tiff,” Connors said quietly. “He didn‟t try 
anything did he?” 

 “No,” she said. “I‟m a stupid woman.” 

 “What?” 

 “Never mind,” she said. “No, nothing romantic like 
you‟re thinking. I just gave him more information about 
myself than I wanted to.” 



 

   27 

 “Easy to do,” Connors nodded. “He‟s sharp. Damn 
sharp. I‟m beginning to wonder if he can become an authority 
in six months.” 

 “Year and a half, to him,” she said, her thoughts distant. 

* 

 She was walking down the arched and torchlit hallway 
when Victor found her. “I have something to show you,” he 
said. 

 “Yes?” 

 He smiled and gestured; she followed him. 

 In the courtyard before the palace, two trucks were 
pulling out. 

 “What‟s this?” Valeria asked. 

 He sighed. “Sable is the ruler of the country next door, 
as you say in English. We had a fling.” He shrugged. “I 
couldn‟t afford the time she demanded, so I ended the 
relationship.” He smiled. “She took it hard. Keeps sending 
these silly soldiers to kill me. So I‟m returning them to her. 
Thank you for not killing them. She doesn‟t have as many as 
she sometimes needs.” 

 “That‟s a thoughtful gesture,” she said. “Did you take 
care of the business that kept you from dinner?” 

 “Of course,” he said. “I work quickly. Would you like to 
see my observatory?” 

 “Observatory?” she said. 

 He turned and pointed at the highest tower. “Here there 
is not the light pollution problem that is so often a disaster in 
America. From this tower you can see deep into space, even 
without telescopes. I did build a large telescope to put up 
there because I am fascinated with the stars. With things 
from the stars.” He looked at her in a way that made her 
blush. 
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 “I‟d love to see your observatory,” she said after a brief 
pause. 

 They wound their way through the palace and up the 
tight spiral staircase that went on and on and on. He was not 
winded when they reached the top of the tower. 

 “Here it is,” he said. He flicked a switch, and the roof 
slid open. The telescope was fifteen feet long, with two eye 
pieces, one on either side of the viewing end. 

 “The astronomer who assisted me in building this was 
always telling me how to find things. I built this telescope so 
I could see what he saw,” Victor said. “Is there… anywhere 
you‟d like to look?” he asked. 

 She watched him wordlessly. “I don‟t know how to say 
this,” she said. “Please don‟t tell everyone about my abilities. 
I acted without thinking. Something about this place reminds 
me of a time when I did not need to hide what I am. In 
America it is easy to remember that I must keep my ability 
secret, but there‟s something about this place, about you, that 
seems to trick me into revealing myself.” 

 “Good for me that you did,” he said with a smile. “Your 
secret is with me. These mountain walls, these forest deeps 
conceal their share of secrets, and there is room for yours.” 

 “I understand that you are attracted to me,” she said 
carefully. “We can never be together, Victor. I am not… 
from… this place… I was meant to be alone.” 

 He watched her for a moment, then smiled briefly. “The 
same can be said of kings, Valeria. The same can be said of 
anyone who is different. My life has taught me that the 
difficult must be attempted or we will become weak and our 
lives will be ruled by fear.” 

 “Are you afraid of anything?” she asked. 

 “Oh yes,” he said, his eyes shining in the dim. “I am 
afraid of many things. My fear is like my intellect, or my 
body. It can either limit me or give me strength. It is 
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precisely my fear that helps me find the drive to do what I 
must do. I will not let it rule me.” 

 “Nothing rules you, is that it?” she said. 

 He said nothing, and she lowered her head. Then she 
looked at the telescope, and out into the starry night. “This is 
beautiful.” 

 He smiled and shook off the mood. “Would you like to 
see my museum of the sky?” 

 “Sure,” she said. He flicked the switch and the roof slid 
shut, then they began the long trek down the stairs. 

 “I know this world,” Victor said as he led the way. “Not 
all of it, of course. I only speak ten languages fluently, but 
I‟m working on five more. I have a dream of being able to 
talk to anyone, from anywhere in the world, someday. No 
one is alive that does not know something worth knowing. If 
I could I would gather those gleaming gems of knowledge, 
whatever mud they be scattered in, and make them my own. 
There is nothing like learning to give you a sense of real 
wealth. I have never once felt lonely in the midst of my 
studies, and there is no subject that holds no interest for me. 
Do you study much now that you‟re in America?” 

 “A little,” she said. “I live with Doctor Strange.” 

 “Ah yes,” Victor said. As they continued down the 
curling staircase, she felt odd conversing with his back as 
they wound deeper and deeper. 

 “You know, I won‟t tell everyone that you didn‟t ever 
set foot in the University of Latveria,” he said, “because I 
believe at some point you did. Strange is a real wizard, not a 
dabbler, and I believe there are other versions of our world 
in existence, scattered here and there. Somewhere, sometime, 
you were in Latveria. I can tell. Perhaps some time you will 
tell me what might have been. The people love you already, 
Valeria, and they whisper that you are a goddess come down 
to live among mortals. Some whisper other things, but I 
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won‟t burden you with them. All good things. They love 
you.” 

 “What do you think?” she asked abruptly. 

 He stopped and turned to look up the steps at her. She 
felt heat rising in her face. 

 “Me?” he said, the lamplight shining in his eyes and 
shaping itself on his face. “I think you are from a more 
powerful world, and there you walked among gods. I think 
you took a wrong turn and ended up alone with mere 
mortals. My heart cries for your tragedy.” He abruptly 
stopped talking, turned and wended his way down the stairs, 
ever further from the sky. “But I do not ask, Valeria. I will 
not ask.” 

 Her shortness of breath had nothing to do with the 
stairs. 

 Some time later they left the staircase and were back in 
the open halls of the palace. “Quite a climb,” he said. 
“Reminds me that knowledge must be earned.” He opened 
one of the heavy doors and walked into a long gallery room 
full of exhibits and displays. 

 “This is my museum of the sky,” he said. “I have bits 
and pieces of all sorts of sky lore here. Take a look around. 
Ask any questions that come to you.” 

 She looked at the wall. “The Mappa Mundi,” she said. 
“This copy is in good shape.” 

 “Indeed,” he said. “I was fascinated in my youth that 
scientists once tried to make a map of the earth including the 
Garden of Eden, Tower of Babel, Hell, Heaven.” He 
chuckled. “It gave me hope. That these places, these things 
could be found.” 

 “What‟s this?” she asked, peering at a crumpled bit of 
metal in a case. 
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 “That,” he said, his expression darkening, “is a reminder 
to me of human nature. It is a bit of space junk, Valeria. We 
go into space and litter it just like we litter on the earth. This 
is to remind me that we must not surrender to that urge just 
because space is big and messy.” 

 She swayed on her feet, blinked to clear her vision. He 
was telling her something about satellites and decaying orbit, 
about the Sword of Damocles being that our information 
could crash down on our heads at any time. A wave of 
weakness and dizziness washed through her, emptying her 
strength. 

 In sudden alarm, she looked around the room. There. In 
the case in the center at the end. A fist sized ugly rock. She 
felt its green pulse. 

 Oh no. 

 “Victor,” she said quickly, “thank you for the tour. I 
need some fresh air.” 

 “Of course,” he said. “Are you feeling alright? You look 
like you‟ve seen a ghost.” 

 “Let‟s go,” she said. She leaned on his arm until they 
were out on the balcony overlooking the dim town below. 

 “I‟m sorry, it‟s just been… a very long day,” she said. 

 He looked at her sideways and said nothing, but she 
could see him thinking it through. He smiled. “Think 
nothing of it,” he said. 

 “So tell me,” she said. “Back to the interview.” 

 “If we do this in sections, you might need a permanent 
room here,” he smiled. 

 “Heh heh. You invited Doctor Connors this time. What 
other experts have you had?” 

 He shrugged. “Language teachers, horsemanship, 
fencing, martial arts, painting, physics. Others. I started when 
I was fourteen, so I‟ve had twenty three.” 
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 “Martial arts, huh,” she said. “I don‟t believe anyone 
could master martial arts in six months.” 

 “I agree with you on that,” he said with a nod. “I did, 
however, learn a great deal.” 

 “Think so?” 

 “Are you a martial artist also?” he asked. 

 “I learned a different style,” she said. Her mind flashed 
back, just for a moment, to long hours under the tutelage of 
a different version of the man before her. Suddenly, it was an 
itch she had to scratch. 

 “I had a damn good teacher,” she said with a grin. 
“Maybe you could show me what you learned.” 

 “Certainly,” he said. “With pads on the mat, or more 
practically?” 

 She shrugged. “I‟ll be gentle.” 

 He squared off, his posture perfect. She lined up on 
him, then darted in— 

 She had meant to grasp him, but he simply stepped to 
the side, leaning forward with his arm extended, and caught 
her in a clothsline blow that startled her. His arm wrapped 
around her neck and he stepped on the top of her calf, 
folding her knee in her moment of surprise. They tumbled to 
the stone floor of the balcony, and he rolled over on top of 
her. 

 “Not what you expected?” he asked, face a dark shadow 
framed in a blaze of starlight. 

 “Not what I expected,” she whispered. No no no— 

 She was so soft; he ducked in close to her, unable to 
resist the impulse, and his lips brushed hers. In that moment, 
he kissed her— 
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 She tossed him, unthinking, and he whipped through the 
air and thudded hard against the wall, falling ten feet to the 
balcony. She was gone by the time he hit the floor. 

 “Ai, stupid, stupid,” he wheezed, gripping his ribs. 
“Stupid man, stupid.” He rolled over on his back and gazed 
up at the stars. “Ah, bless my stupidity…” 

 Valeria stood in her darkened room trembling, 
trembling, not knowing what she felt. Could it be? Could it 
be…? No. She was meant to be alone. 

 She looked out over the darkened valley, trying to slow 
her breathing. 

* 

 She woke in the morning to a gentle tap of a cart being 
wheeled through the door. By the time she sat up and 
opened her eyes, the door was closing. 

 On the cart was a mass of roses, at least fifty; beneath 
them, ornate wooden boxes of exotic chocolates, and a 
basket of fruit in the middle. She swung her legs out of the 
bed and approached the cart. On the basket was a simple 
note: 

 “I‟m sorry.” 

 She couldn‟t help but smile. Then, upon reflection, her 
expression darkened… 

* 

 Evening was stealing across the valley again when she 
returned to the dining room. Connors stood looking out the 
window. He turned as she came in. Raised his eyebrows. 

 “I like your outfit,” he said. 

 She looked down at her flowing gypsy skirt with bells at 
the waist and the puffed sleeves of her blouse, the small 
sandals. Her hair was up in a scarf. “Victor sent me out with 
some of his people to see his kingdom. They wouldn‟t take 
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no for an answer when they were showering me with gifts.” 
She shrugged. “I rather like this look,” she said. 

 “It certainly is fetching,” he said. “My day was not nearly 
so entertaining. I‟m exhausted.” 

 “Really?” she said. “Tell me about it.” 

 They sat at the dinner table. Connors scratched his jaw. 
“He‟s a genius, Valeria. Certifiable. I got started telling him 
what I know, and I thought he was ignoring me. He was just 
gazing out the window, like his mind was a million miles 
away. Then he‟d interrupt me to ask for clarification, or he‟d 
sum up what I was talking about with some brilliant analogy 
from physics, or music, or philosophy. The man speaks 10 
languages fluently, and he said he‟s more comfortable in 
German than English so he was mentally translating my 
comments and taking notes in another language. He‟s… 
incredible.” 

 At that the door swung open, and Victor strolled in. He 
was dressed in gypsy style, with baggy pants and heavy 
leather boots, a poet‟s shirt and a kerchief on his head. “I am 
glad to see you both punctual for supper,” he said with a 
devilish grin. “The plan has changed. I‟ll be taking dinner 
with my friends, who have stopped in town for the time 
being. Would you two care to join me?” 

 “Oh, thank you, but I‟m exhausted,” Connors said, too 
quickly. “If I could get something simple…” 

 “You will have dinner brought to you in your room,” 
Victor said with a gesture. “Valeria?” 

 “Sure,” she said with a shrug. They left the dining room 
together, and Connors watched them go with misgiving in 
his eyes. Boris stepped in from another door. 

 “When you are ready,” he intoned, his eyes fixed on 
Connors. 

 



 

   35 

CHAPTER THREE 

 They walked over a gentle rise and saw the source of the 
cookfire smoke. A caravan of wagons was circled up around 
several campfires, and already the music and laughter were 
drifting into the clear air. 

 “My mother‟s side of the family are gypsies,” Victor said 
as they walked closer. “It has been tradition in my family for 
the ruler to marry the Rom, giving the wanderers a place to 
go in time of trouble and giving us the news we have always 
needed. Tonight you will feast as few gaije do, Valeria.” 

 She said nothing, and neither of them mentioned the 
night before. Valeria vaguely wondered what day of the week 
it was, but it was too late for musings. She was pulled into 
the circle. 

 She tasted their strong drink, and ate their odd spicy 
food, and sat at the fire with them, but time itself had 
become surreal and moved sideways. This was as it had 
always been, as it would always be, and through the smoke of 
the fires, across the circle, she saw Victor moving, talking, 
but never straying far, and when she looked for him she saw 
that he was watching her. She did not drink enough to 
become drunk. 

A distant part of her mind said it could be magic, a 
taste of the Old and the Deep, but it was too late to listen, 
and she was a part of the night, a part of the music, she felt it 
in her bones, she felt herself wanting to sing but not knowing 
the words, aching to be a part of that music, to let it carry her 
across the world and across all boundaries, and she began to 
dance. 

 Only then did she see Victor had picked up a fiddle; the 
music stopped, and he tuned with the quick expert grace of a 
master. He touched the bow to the strings, and the viol sang; 
he was singing, and the instrument was his voice. He started 
slow, and turned in a circle; others joined in, and his playing 
was a keening song of desire, of need, of wandering and of 
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home; his eyes were bright as he watched her, and she could 
not help but dance; she thought she heard him in her mind: 
dance, my goddess, fly, he murmured, and she felt her dance 
taking her higher, and she was moving and she was free and 
all doubt was gone, all thought was gone, she was a goddess, 
she was worshiped, and she was free— 

 These people were out of time, out of place, and they 
knew. She found others who knew, and built their lives on 
that knowing. They were outside. 

 The last thing she remembered, in the firelight and the 
laughing and the dancing, and those giving her welcome 
open looks as guest of the king who was even here royalty in 
a court with no castle, was the reflected firelight in his bright, 
deep eyes… 

 In the palace, Mother rocked back and forth, holding 
herself, mouthing half complete thoughts of despair and 
destruction, of the end of the world. 

* 

 Breakfast. Connors was waiting for her when she walked 
in, rubbing her eyes. 

 “Sleep well?” he asked, a bit catty. 

 “In my own bed, yes,” she said. “Did you?” 

 “No,” he said, “I did not sleep well. I‟m worried about 
you, Valeria. I know it‟s none of my business, but you need 
to be more careful around Victor. Kings are used to getting 
their way.” 

 “Thanks, Connors,” she said. “I‟ll bear that in mind.” 

 “I‟m serious,” Connors said. “I don‟t trust him. I don‟t 
like the way he looks at you, Valeria.” 

 “I know,” she said. “I can handle him. I don‟t trust him 
either. But he‟s so… exciting somehow. If he wasn‟t a king, 
he‟d be a good actor. He has a dramatic flair. You know he 
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actually apologized to me? I can‟t believe that comes 
naturally to him.” 

 “I don‟t like it,” Connors said, shaking his head. Just 
then the door opened and Victor strolled in. 

 “Good morning, esteeméd guests,” he said. “Today is 
Sunday, and for me it is a day of rest. No studies today, my 
good doctor. Can you find other ways to enjoy my lands?” 

 “I believe I can work something out,” Connors said. 

 Victor turned to Valeria. “I was wondering if I could 
persuade you to stay on for another month. There is much 
about this land you have not yet seen.” 

 “I do need to be getting back,” she said. “I can‟t leave 
my life in the States for another month.” 

 “A week then,” he said. “Surely you will not deny me a 
week.” 

 She exchanged a look with Connors, whose eyes spoke 
for him. 

 “A week it is,” she said. 

 Victor gave Connors a dismissive smile and returned his 
attention to Valeria. “Perhaps then you could come with me. 
I‟ve arranged for a basket lunch, and I want to get up the cliff 
as soon as possible.” 

 “Cliff?” Connors said sharply. 

 “Yes, my good doctor,” Victor said. He smiled. “I‟m 
going hang gliding.” 

 “Valeria, have you ever done this? It‟s dangerous,” 
Connors protested. 

 “I‟ll be fine,” she said as though she had not even heard 
him. 

 Connors watched them go, and slammed his fist on the 
table. 
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 A servant brought him food. 

* 

 The wind poured past Victor, thrashing in his hair, 
singing across his protective suit. He smiled hugely as he 
looked down at Valeria flying on her back, looking up at him, 
twenty feet down. He manipulated the handles, banking, and 
he caught an updraft from the warming rocks below. 

 The palace was nested in the other end of the valley, and 
from here they had a spectacular view of the small villages 
and fields and deep forests of the area. 

 Valeria lazily rolled over and shot over a village; people 
ran out and waved at her as she flew by, jumping up and 
down and laughing. She waved back, and soared into the sky. 
She was accepted. Here, she was whole. Victor banked his 
glider again, curving down. She looked at him, looked at the 
palace, and sighed. 

 Then she heard the click. 

 And another click. 

 The rustle of fabric. 

 She turned, alarmed, to see Victor shrug off the last 
restraints and drop from the glider. 

 Her breath froze for a moment in alarm as he 
plummeted. The glider, bereft of weight, heeled and 
cartwheeled. Valeria darted over to the falling man, and for a 
moment she caught his eye. 

 Fearless. He had no fear. He was smiling as he fell. And 
she understood the choice. 

 She caught him, and for a moment they were pressed 
together, far above the forest. With a dull crack the glider hit 
the cliff and began to tumble down. 

 She looked deep into his eyes and could no longer resist. 

 She kissed him. 
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 They kissed. 

 Neither one looked down. 

* 

 They dropped to the balcony of the palace, both 
breathless. 

 “Dinner, tonight,” he said. “I do not want to… destroy 
what we are making.” 

 “Dinner,” she said, nodding. 

 “I wish I was quite as free as I pretend,” he said, “but I 
do have some state issues to tend to this afternoon. I will 
meet you here, on the balcony, at six.” 

 “I will be here,” she said, something dreamy in her 
voice. He smiled and went inside. 

 She closed her eyes and could still feel the kiss, the 
tender force, his weight in her arms. She tingled. But there 
was something else. She opened her eyes. 

 Mother stood at the far end of the balcony, eyes full of 
hate, watching her. The old woman turned and went inside. 

 Valeria suddenly felt cold. 

* 

 “This is my favorite restaurant in the world,” Victor said 
as they walked across the cobbled street to the small building. 

 “Meneché!” he said to the man behind the counter. “We 
are here for dinner.” 

 “Will you perhaps play the piano tonight?” asked the 
round faced owner, switching to English. 

 “Maybe,” Victor said. “If dinner is good.” 

 “Only one dinner is that good,” Meneché said from long 
experience. “The kitchen is yours!” 

 “What just happened?” asked Valeria. 
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 “Remember? I am good at everything!” Victor said with 
a grin, shedding his jacket and rolling up his sleeves. “I am 
going to cook you, and everybody here, a fabulous dinner!” 

 He switched to German and began giving orders to the 
kitchen staff as he walked in. The staff‟s faces lit up when 
they saw him, and they quickly jumped to do his bidding. 
Valeria did not speak German, but she began quickly slicing 
onions and potatoes and carrots. They laughed and whooped 
at her speed, so she moved as a blur, slicing and tossing, until 
in a matter of under a minute the vegetables were prepared.  

 Meanwhile Victor was measuring out the spices by 
instinct and taste. The ovens clanged and rattled as meat 
went in. 

 It was less than half an hour before the entire restaurant 
was applauding and laughing, the food being served. A 
peculiar spiced chicken, with stone soup and crescent rolls. 

 Victor sat down with Valeria. “What do you think?” 

 She tried the chicken. “Amazing,” she said. “This is the 
only restaurant I‟ve ever seen a guest cook in.” 

 “This is a very special country,” Victor said. 

 Through dinner he was introducing her to those who 
came by the table, then he nodded at Meneché and people 
stopped coming over. After they ate, he stood and walked 
over to the piano. 

 “In honor of our American guest,” he said in English, 
“here‟s something from Latveria.” 

 He sat down at the piano and looked it over for a 
moment, then touched the keys experimentally. He smiled to 
himself and played a tune that moved like jazz but haunted in 
a minor key. Valeria could feel a faint echo of the Old and 
the Deep in it. 

 Then applause, and Victor took Valeria outside. They 
walked along the cobbled street. 
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 “Hardly a private date,” he said with a smile, “but there 
will be time for that. The people love you. I would hear no 
end of it if I did not show you off.” 

 “They are very open and sharing,” Valeria said. 

 “I do not take guests out who are not fully deserving, so 
they don‟t know any better,” Victor shrugged. They started 
up a short bridge over the stream that ran through town. 

 “There is no better time,” he murmured to himself. He 
turned to face her, on the height of the bridge, in the middle 
of the quiet town. 

 “Valeria,” he said, “for you alone on this earth will I 
kneel.” The moon sailed clear of the clouds as he knelt, and 
he reached into his pocket and produced an ornate wooden 
box with leather hinges. He opened it, and within was a 
diamond ring. It splintered the rays of the moon. 

 “Oh,” Valeria said, her heart jumping in her mouth; she 
felt as though she had been punched. “Oh, Victor,” she said. 
“Oh.” 

 “Please,” he said. “Will you marry me? I am a mortal, 
but I will see to your every need.” 

 “Your studies,” she faltered. 

 “have prepared me for this,” he finished. “For this 
moment.” His eyes were bright. “For you.” 

 “This is too sudden,” she said. 

 “Life is sudden,” he said quickly. “You came to me, and 
I was ready. You are an opportunity I cannot allow to pass. If 
you return to America, away from me, and listen to those like 
Connors, I may never have another chance. You are the 
meaning that my life has sought through its studies. Please.” 

 “I… I…” 

 “Please,” he whispered. “I beg you.” 

 “I can‟t decide like this,” she said. 
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 “A simple yes or no,” he said, looking deep into her 
eyes. 

 “If those are my only choices,” she said, feeling a 
horrible pit opening, “I must choose no. I‟m not ready.” She 
reached out and gently closed the box, sealing the ring away, 
and closing something inside herself. 

 He could say nothing. 

 “I really, really must go,” she said. “Goodbye, Victor.” 
She turned and sprang into the sky, so he could not see the 
tears that welled in her eyes. 

 He felt them nonetheless. 

* 

 The shadow flitted over the skylight, and Strange headed 
for the stairs. Valeria opened the door and came in, dressed 
in her professional pant suit. 

 “How did the interview go?” he asked. “And how was 
your flight?” 

 “Isn‟t it more important whether the meteor was 
averted?” 

 “It was,” Strange said with a gesture. “It will miss us by 
millions of miles. I have averted disaster.” 

 “I may have created one,” she murmured. 

 “Excuse me?” said Strange, raising his eyebrows. 

 She looked at him directly. “I‟m not a reporter. I didn‟t 
learn anything we can print.” Then she went into the 
bathroom and closed the door. 

 Strange stood, quiet for a moment, listening to his 
instincts. 

* 

 The room was dark. 

 “Connors was asking for you,” Boris rumbled. 
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 “How could she not see it?” Victor whispered. “How 
could she not feel it? Destiny, Boris! Destiny!” 

 “I shall tell him you are unavailable,” Boris said, and 
backed out of the room. 

 Victor was alone with Mother. 

 He looked out across the dark room, seeing nothing. “I 
must have her, Mother. I must.” 

 Mother said nothing. 
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Ambush 
 

Sunday, April 6, 2002 

 Gwen leaned her chin on her hand and looked at Peter 
fondly. In her other hand, she slowly spun the chain her 
locket depended from. “Hey, hot shot photographer,” she 
said. “What about giving me a picture already?” 

 “I thought you wanted to keep the locket empty so you 
could remember all our good times together,” Peter grinned, 
leaning back in his chair. 

 “Maybe now I have something to remember,” she said. 
“It‟s been a good time tonight, Peter.” 

 “Aw shucks,” he said. “Gonna make me blush.” He 
went for the mock-bashful look. 

 “Yeah, aw shucks,” Gwen said, covering a smile with 
her hand. “So tell me, Mister Parker. What‟s a girl gotta do to 
meet the famous Aunt May? MJ got to meet her right off the 
bat.” 

 “Hey, you just say the word, pretty lady,” Peter said. 
“Maybe we can arrange something that doesn‟t involve you 
barging into my room and scolding me when I‟m sick.” 

 “I am many things, Peter,” Gwen said. “I am not 
pushy.” 

 “Good thing you‟re persistent though,” Peter said, his 
eyes merry. 

 “Entirely different story,” she sniffed. 

 “Hey, let‟s get out of here. I‟ll take you home.” 

 “Sounds good,” Gwen said. She stood and stretched, 
and Peter was distracted for a moment, whatever he was 
about to say slipping out of his mind and entirely replaced. 
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 “God you‟re gorgeous,” Peter said. 

 Her cheeks turned pink, and she turned to pick up her 
coat. “You are shameless,” she said, but there was a glow of 
pleasure in her voice. 

 “I have to be,” Peter shrugged. He moved to help her 
with her coat. “Otherwise I‟d just curl up in my room and re-
live my embarrassments. Brr.” He shuddered. 

 They had paid for dinner half an hour ago, so it was a 
simple enough matter to walk out of the restaurant and into 
the blustery night. It was not deeply chilly, but the wind 
whipped along the streets, howling and moaning in the steel 
and concrete city like a mournful beast, lost and hunting. 

 Peter sniffed the air. Felt his blood quicken, his muscles 
relax, his senses awaken. What a night. What a fine night for 
flying. 

 “On a night like this,” he said, “I feel like I can let the 
wind carry me anywhere in the city. Seems a shame to take a 
car ride when you can fly.” 

 “Well, that makes one of us,” she said a bit archly. “I 
have to get home somehow, and I‟d feel indelicate flying with 
this skirt on. By the way, you‟re deflecting me.” 

 “Deflecting?” he said, puzzled for a moment. 

 “Dinner, your house, Aunt May, sound familiar?” she 
said. 

 “Ah. That persistence you mentioned,” Peter said. 
“Well, seeing as how today is Sunday, April 6, and the 
beginning of Spring Break at school, I‟m pretty available. 
When do you want to get together?” 

 “Thursday‟s good for me,” she said. “I may not have 
classes, but I‟m working and I have some extra-curricular 
activities that I‟m committed to. Flash is having a party, has 
MJ reached you yet on that? And—Peter? Are, uh, you 
okay?” 
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 He stood rigid and alert, his eyes bright and focused, his 
posture unnatural. It seemed like he was listening, sensing, 
sifting the wind. She felt the hair on the back of her neck 
rise. “Peter?” she asked, her voice small. 

 “Ever feel like you‟re being watched?” he asked, his 
head slowly turning, as though he was studying something 
she could not see. 

 “Peter, this is creepy,” she said. 

 He blinked, and looked at her, and smiled. “Yeah, sorry 
about that. Uh, Thursday. Thursday is fine. Five o‟clock 
sound good?” 

 “Sure,” she said. She took his arm and snuggled up 
against him as they walked. “Thanks for a great evening.” 

 “It‟s the least I could do,” he said. “The very least.” 

 They reached his battered old car. “Well, here we are,” 
he said. He opened her door first, then went around to his as 
she settled in. He opened the door and stopped short. 

 On his seat was a plastic Halloween spider ring. 

 The spider‟s head had been melted off. 

 Peter picked it up, and looked quickly around. He 
couldn‟t see anyone, but he felt… a presence… 

 “Peter?” Gwen said. 

 “Yeah,” he said shortly, and he slung down into the car. 
“Yeah. Sorry, I‟m a bit distracted. Okay, taking you home. I‟d 
love to stick around, but I‟m bushed, it‟s been a long day, 
and I‟ve got some things around the house I told Aunt May 
I‟d do,” his eyes roving the buildings, hunting, searching, he 
left his mouth running while his other talents kicked into 
overdrive, “so if it‟s all the same I‟ll just give you a call 
tomorrow, will that work—“ 

 “Peter,” she said, a slight quaver in her voice, “you‟re 
scaring me.” 
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 Something in him closed, and he looked over at her, the 
Peter Parker she knew. “Sorry, Gwen. Don‟t know what 
came over me.” He flashed a smile at her that she uncertainly 
returned. 

* 

 He rolled out of bed and stretched. First week day of 
Spring Break. He glanced over at his alarm clock. It‟s display 
was filmy and dim, and it was stuck up against the back of 
the shelf. “Note to self,” he muttered. “Must stop shooting 
web at alarm clock before I wake up.” He shuffled into the 
bathroom. 

 “Stupid spider senses never miss it,” he grumbled. 
“Bring bring bring spizz fwap, every morning. Must be a 
timex.” He cupped his hand and breathed into it and sniffed. 
“Gads,” he muttered. His breath was acrid, bitter, steaming. 
“Woo. No more pre-bed coffee for me.” 

 He brushed his teeth and combed his hair at the same 
time. Spit and rinse. He sniffed his breath again. 

 Reek. 

 “Come on,” he muttered. He flossed, brushed again, and 
used mouthwash. Then he went and got dressed, checking 
the time. Nine a.m. Still three hours before he was supposed 
to meet Mr. Ramsey for lunch at Morano‟s Pizza. Time to 
develop some film. 

 He hopped into his new dockers and pulled one of his 
new shirts out of the closet. “Ah, WalMart, how I love thee,” 
he grinned, adjusting himself. He put on his most 
comfortable loafers and picked up his camera bag. Sniffed 
his breath. 

 “For crying out loud,” he muttered. He had no time for 
further breath adjustment. 

 “Bye Aunt May,” he called over his shoulder as he was 
through the door. 
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 “Oh, Peter!” she called from the kitchen. She poked her 
head out of the kitchen, but he was gone and the door was 
shut. 

 She sighed and wrote him a note. 

* 

 Peter poked his head around the corner and looked into 
the dim booth at the back of the restaurant. “This is cozy,” 
he said. 

 “I don‟t do crowds,” said the blond man in the booth, 
his voice quiet. “Please take a seat, Mr. Parker.” 

 Peter slid to a halt in the booth. “Mister Ramsey,” he 
said, extending his hand. “Glad to meet you.” 

 “Just call me Doug,” the young man across from him 
smiled distractedly, his dark eyes blue and his flaxen hair 
pulled back. He clasped his hand briefly. “Doctor Strange 
has nothing but praise for your work.” 

 “Really?” Peter said. “Good deal. I‟ve only done one 
assignment for your magazine so far.” 

 “Here‟s your chance for another one,” Doug said. 
“First, what do you like on your pizza?” 

 “Whatever,” Peter shrugged. 

 “Right,” said Doug. He flagged down the waitress. 
“Supreme. Everything but what you find on the floor,” he 
said. She smiled at him and headed for the kitchen. 

 “Now,” Doug said. “The issue we‟re collecting material 
on now has the theme „Things That Eat People‟ so if you can 
get some good shots we‟ll buy „em. So far we‟ve come up 
with,” he leaned back in his chair, ticking off topics on his 
fingers, “bacteria, cannibals, cancer, sharks, and age.”  

 Peter grinned. “Never seen something that eats more 
people than the subway. At least it spits them back out 
without chewing.” 
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 “Hey, you know, that‟s good. Doc‟ll go for it.” Doug 
blinked, then slid his pager out of its housing with a practiced 
motion. He read it over. “Gotta check on this. Sit tight,” he 
said. He stood and headed for the phones in the back of the 
restaurant. 

 Peter leaned back against the booth‟s cushions and 
sighed, running his hands through his hair. He felt seconds 
tick in his pulse and he checked the time; ten after twelve. 
His senses were immediately bored and started running 
around like spoiled children; he took in the worls of the fake 
wood veneer on the table, the rough wood on the walls that 
made the place “rustic,” the cook grumbling to the 
waitress— 

 The door to the restaurant closed and a sudden hush fell 
across those in the front area. Peter‟s senses spun into 
overdrive. He heard heavy boots taking slow deliberate 
strides towards him. He moved to peek out when a figure 
swept into view. Peter looked up. 

 The man was tall, and broad, built like a heavyweight 
boxer. His clothes were dark, and his coat swept the edge of 
the table as he turned to face Peter. His forehead was high 
and wide, his cheekbones aristocratic. Dark hair was combed 
back away from his face, out of the way. His eyes were deep 
set and brooding. His square jaw had a dark trim beard 
peppered with white, and as he bared his teeth at Peter in 
what could be a smile they seemed square, bright, strong, 
sharp. 

 “Spider ghost,” the man intoned, his voice deep and 
solid, “I will hunt you, creature. Be ready.” For a moment 
that seemed like forever, they made eye contact and each 
took the measure of the other. Then, before Peter came to 
grips with the situation, the huge man spun on his heel and 
strode out. 

 Peter blinked. 
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 Then he vaulted out of the booth and shook off 
whatever hypnotic effect those eyes had. He dashed to the 
front of the restaurant and bashed open the door, springing 
out onto the sidewalk and glancing around. 

 Predictably enough, the man was gone. Traffic bustled, 
pedestrians threaded their way around each other, and open 
businesses all around provided an environment that quickly 
made the dark stranger untraceable. Warily, Peter backed into 
the restaurant and headed for the back booth. 

 “Nuh uh,” he muttered. “We are not having this.” He 
saw Doug returning, and an idea came to him. “Doug, would 
you do me a huge favor?” 

 “What kind of favor?” Doug asked. 

 “I need the security tapes for the last fifteen minutes 
from this establishment,” Peter said. “While you were gone, 
some nutcase came in here and threatened me. I don‟t want 
to involve the police. Please?” He smiled his best smile. 

 Doug sighed. “I don‟t like it,” he said, shaking his head. 
“I‟ll see what I can do.” 

 “Could you give the tape to Strange and get me an 
appointment with him?” 

 “I‟ll give the tape to Strange,” Doug said shortly, “but 
your photos are going to have to get you an appointment.” 

 “That‟s fine,” Peter said. “That‟s just fine.” 

 “Take care,” Doug said. 

 “I‟ll see you around,” Peter said with as much of a smile 
as he could manage. Then he was outside, almost running, 
ducking into the alley. 

 “Yeah, „be ready‟ this,” he muttered as he ducked out of 
his shirt, hopped out of his pants and shoes, quickly twisted 
web around his clothes and hid them behind the dumpster. 
“Spider ghost indeed.” From its tightly wrapped patch on his 
back he unfolded his spider mesh and slipped into it, feeling 
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his body temperature rise, his senses open like a clenched fist 
uncurling, his muscles relaxing, his speed coiling. 

 Mid day. Lots of people. Stealth in order. He bounced to 
the wall and scuttled up to the roof, rolling onto it and 
peeking over the side. 

 Nearby. The hunter was still nearby. Peter felt him. 

 With the mesh over his face, he smelled his breath. 
“Blegh,” he muttered. “Like I need this on top of everything 
else.” Then his stomach gurgled. “Oh yeah, no lunch,” he 
grumbled. “So much for the first day of spring break.” He 
felt a sudden chill. He thought and focused for a moment, 
trying to identify it. 

 Vulnerability. 

 He shivered. “Enough of this.” He glanced around and 
sprang to the building next door, then scuttled up it. He 
stood to his full height on that building, and looked around. 
Urban, daytime. He never exercised downtown. Under the 
mesh, he smiled. Time to start. His smile faded. Get some 
distance. Get the spider mind busy with action so he could 
do some serious thinking. 

 His eyes were drawn to a skyscraper that lunged far up 
into the sky. Yeah. That‟s the ticket. 

* 

 The side of the building blurred beneath him as he 
jinked and juked, scrabbled and hopped upward. Like 
running, only fighting a gravity that was stronger than wind. 
Ten floors up so far. Peter felt it in his muscles, in his chest, 
the beginning of the end of his breath. 

 Specific to general to specific. That‟s how questions run. 
So the specific began; he was a “spider ghost” and because of 
that some whack job wanted to kill him. He heard a gasp 
through the thick glass as he shot past a window; oops. 
Someone must have been reflecting on the view of the city 
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from twelve floors above it when he flashed by. Peter 
couldn‟t help but grin. 

 So this time someone wanted to kill him because he was 
different. The hunter had chosen a time to make contact 
when Peter was on a date. What if it had been a 
confrontation instead of a warning? What about Gwen? 

 Peter darted past a flagpole. No resting. No cheating. 
Just counting floors and moving up, leaving the risk of falling 
unseen behind him, steadily growing while he looked forward 
to his goal. 

 Yes, what about Gwen. What would she say, what would 
she think if she knew what he was capable of? One thing not 
to tell your date that you are a great soccer player and can 
paint like Van Gogh, another thing to keep from her the fact 
that you can stroll across the ceiling and spin your own 
leotards. What if he was attacked because of his powers and 
the enemies those powers made? What of her? What if she 
found out from someone besides him?  

 He skimmed around to the west side of the building to 
get more shade and he kept propelling himself upward, 
feeling the distance to the ground growing as though it was a 
weight beneath him that gripped him more firmly as he 
ascended. 

 Specific to general. Twenty one years of life; at the end 
of college, what then? What sort of honest work can a man 
get when he can shoot webs out of his arms and punch a 
normal mortal to death with an accidental blow? Would the 
spider be sacrificed for the normal life, or the normal life 
given up in an ascent to power and wealth? 

 He felt the tugging of his breath in his chest as he hit 
thirty floors. He pushed on, up, his speed undiminished, his 
thoughts spinning wildly. 

 His webs would always threaten his normal life, and his 
normal life would always pose a threat to his unnatural 
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powers. But the threat of surrendering either loomed above 
him, and he raced towards it.  

 General to specific. What about this hunter? Could Peter 
justify the hunter‟s death to save his own life? And what 
about… what about Gwen? 

 The top, at long last, the top. Peter launched up in the 
air, caught the lip of the roof, and swung himself up, his 
chest heaving and his heart hammering. Forty floors. 
Damnation. He peered down. 

 From up here, the cars looked like tiny insects. 

 And Peter was the spider. 

 He stood and looked at the pucker marks of the 
spinnerets in his forearms; they were currently drooling a 
little web. “The question is not who I am,” he murmured, 
“but what I am. How thick is the line between man and 
beast?” 

 On an impulse, his blood still a fury in his veins, he 
leaped off of the building and began to spin in free fall. It 
was the man that pushed him off the side; the wind whipped 
past him, waking him up to a razor point of experiencing life 
that cut him to the bone. 

 Webs shot out; his descent became an arc. 

 The spider carried him through whatever the man in 
him started. 

 Maybe, just maybe, that was the answer. 

 A troubled creature swung towards its lair. 

* 

 Peter Parker strolled through the front door and walked 
up to the answering machine. Blinking. Messages. He 
touched the Play button. 

 neep “Peter, this is MJ, remember we got a party for 
Flash tomorrow night, it‟s his birthday, gimmie a call back 
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and I‟ll give you the lowdown on time and stuff. Figure 
about twenty bucks will work for the gift and party, so we‟ll 
look forward to your contribution. I would just expect you to 
miss the bash, but Gwen will be there, so the way I see it you 
have no good reason not to show up. You have my number, 
tiger.” neep. 

 neep “Pete, this is Harry. You up for some apartment 
hunting this week? Look for some space in the urban jungle 
to set up our hunting platforms? Really, though, Wednesday 
is good for me, noon. Gimme a call.” neep. 

 neep “Peter, this is Gwen, just wondering when you 
planned on picking me up for Flash‟s party tomorrow. How 
about four? This is no time to get mysteerious on me, big guy. 
Be in touch.” neep. 

 Peter heaved a deep sigh. “I gotta lay my hands on some 
cash,” he muttered. “This poverty bit is really cramping my 
style.” He picked up the note by the answering machine. 

 “Peter—I have an appointment at hairdressers. Pick me 
up at 4:30? Aunt May” 

 “Yeah, sure,” he muttered. “Car still works.” He trudged 
up the stairs and down the hall to his room. Glanced at the 
clock. Almost two. He had time. He opened the closet and 
pulled out a small mannequin of a child. “C‟mere, Chuck,” 
he muttered. “Daddy needs new long underwear.” He picked 
up a can of black spray paint and two small round pieces of 
posterboard. Back down the stairs, all the way down to the 
basement. 

 He set up the child mannequin and stepped back. Then 
he rolled up his sleeves. His forearms flexed, and a thin mist 
of spray hissed out of his arms over the figure. As the 
webbing spattered over the plastic figure, it thickened. He 
walked around the short figure, spraying as he went, until it 
was evenly coated. He stepped back and took a critical look 
at his work. 
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 “Not bad,” he said. The pale gray webbing was already 
drying into dense fabric. Peter stuck the two circles of 
posterboard on the face. “Eyes,” he muttered. Then he 
shook the rattling can of black spray paint. He worked over 
the webbing for a few minutes until every inch was black. 
Then he peeled the posterboard off, revealing pale eyes. 

 “Stretched, it‟s just right for a friendly neighborhood 
wall crawler,” he said to himself. He grinned, and pushed the 
figure back behind a sofa. He would return and strip the 
webbing off and fold it into a thin black patch to conceal on 
the small of his back later. 

 Right now, he had a sweet old lady to pick up from the 
hairdressers. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 They sat at a stoplight, Peter with his arm casually 
hanging out the window and Aunt May with her purse primly 
gripped with both hands in her lap. “Your hair looks great, 
Aunt May,” Peter said with a smile. 

 “Why, thank you, Peter,” she said, blushing and patting 
her hair, which looked exactly the same to him as it had 
before she went in. “And thank you for being on time 
picking me up, too.” 

 “Hey, nothing‟s too good for my girl,” he said. “Which 
reminds me. Are you terribly busy on Thursday?” 

 “Hm, no, nothing going on Thursday,” she said. “Why?” 

 “Well, right now I‟m seeing this girl, her name is Gwen 
Stacy. I was thinking about inviting her over to dinner, you 
know, to meet you,” Peter said casually. “How would five 
o‟clock on Thursday be?” 

 “Oh Peter,” Aunt May said, positively beaming, “that 
would be fine, just fine. We could have some roast, yes, and I 
could make some stuffing. Does she like pie?” 
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 “Well, I‟m pretty sure she‟s a red blooded American, 
Aunt May, so whatever you make will suit her just fine.” 
Peter got a sinking feeling as he watched Aunt May‟s 
excitement meteorically rise. 

 “That‟s good, that‟s wonderful. I‟ll get out the china for 
this. Peter Parker bringing a girl home to meet me. Must be 
serious, hm?” 

 “What can I say,” Peter said with a pained smile. “She‟s 
special.” 

 “Special, yes, special,” Aunt May said as her plans took 
wing. 

 Peter wondered if he had perhaps given her too much 
time to prepare. 

* 

 Tuesday. 

 Peter melded with the rush hour crowd headed into the 
subway to get to work. He had a shoulder bag on one side 
and his camera bag on the other. He was one with the crowd 
as they punched their tickets going through the turnstile, 
then he moved to the side and took some shots of people 
coming through, lining up the turnstiles and taking a picture 
like a race track with commuters hot out of the boxes. He 
wandered down the stairs, deeper into the subway station 
and snapped a few shots of roof joists. They were always so 
filthy. Difficult for a self-respecting wall crawler to stay clean. 

 Then he was down to the actual subway station. He 
snapped a couple shots of people flowing on and off the 
train, a shot or two of the train barreling in and streaking out, 
people waiting. Then he casually slung his camera, slipped off 
his shoes, and nonchalantly hopped sideways off the 
platform. 

 He listened for a moment to see if anyone had noticed 
his exit. Hearing nothing, he scuttled up the wall and 
adjusted himself on the ceiling of the tunnel. The next train 
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was not long in coming, and from this vantage he got some 
unique shots of the front of the train, its loading and 
unloading, the conductor watching the screen in the train to 
see when the platform was clear enough to pull out. The 
train pulled away, and Peter dropped, holding the camera in 
one hand. 

 With his other hand and his feet he snagged the top of 
the speeding train. The train rocketed through the confined 
space, whisking adrenaline into Peter‟s blood as he snapped 
shots no other photographer could get. He grinned. 

 About twenty minutes and three rolls later, he was ready 
to call it quits. He had been under trains, in trains, over 
trains, beside trains, and all over several stations in town. He 
had as many shots as he needed. Rolling up onto a platform 
from the track, he brushed at himself and glanced around, 
slipping his shoes on. 

 What a lucky coincidence. This station was right by the 
park. He grinned and trotted up the stairs. 

 It had turned into a beautiful day. He smiled and soaked 
in the sun as he walked along a jogging path in the park, not 
exercising so much as taking in the scenery. The path took a 
turn, and he saw a construction crew working on rebuilding a 
burned down gazebo. 

 He couldn‟t help but smile. He took a few shots for a 
friend of his, and a few for himself. 

 For old times sake, he took a couple shots of pigeons 
and one of an old woman feeding the birds. 

* 

 Peter stood holding the bar on the crowded subway 
train, half alive like the other passengers, simply enduring the 
ride until it was his stop and life could resume. The car was 
half empty at mid morning. Then his senses perked up. 

 He blinked, and glanced around. Sifted for a moment; 
what was it? Some smell, some sound? He examined what his 
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senses were telling him, looking for the thing they had picked 
out, the thing that did not belong. Then his senses almost 
vibrated with alarm; close, too close! 

 Peter spun around and found himself face to face with 
the man from the restaurant. Now that they were both 
standing, he found himself still looking up at the big man. 
How did he move so quietly? 

 The big man took a swing at him, and Peter easily 
evaded without moving his feet. “You‟ll have to do better 
than that,” he said. He grabbed the big man‟s wrist and 
tugged him off balance, to the side where he couldn‟t lash 
out effectively. 

 The big man grinned. 

 Peter gasped as he felt an iron grip clamp down on his 
wrist; a quick twist combined with surprise released the 
hunter from Peter‟s grasp. Then the big man was turning, 
and Peter‟s eyes widened as too late he saw the blow 
incoming— 

 Some part of his mind noted the brass knuckles as the 
big man‟s solid fist crashed into the side of Peter‟s head, right 
at the hinge of his jaw. Peter‟s neck muscles elongated with 
the stress, his skull shifted with the blow, and he rocked back 
with its force. Another punch lashed downward, into his gut, 
and he barely rolled with it. Whoever this joker was, he 
wasn‟t kidding. The blow thudded home, and Peter spun out 
of the way and back. Now he was tense, alert, more than 
human. No more. No more punching. He vaguely registered 
screaming, people scrabbling to get out of the way of the 
fight. 

 “Just taking your measure,” the big man said. His smile 
grew. “This will be good.” 

 Peter tensed to spring as the train slowed for the station. 
The hunter pulled something out of his belt and tossed it on 
the floor of the train. A flash, and smoke roiled out in all 
directions. 
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 Peter reeled for a moment as his senses probed and 
darted through the smoke, distracted and disoriented by its 
billowing shapelessness; motion everywhere, but was it 
smoke or something more dangerous? The doors on the 
subway train snapped open automatically, and Peter felt 
people moving, but he struggled with his senses for a 
moment as they tried to grasp what could not be grasped. He 
tumbled out of the train coughing, and looked around, 
furious. 

 There were a lot of people on the platform, and more 
moving up and down the stairs, a stairwell on either end of 
the platform. 

 Damn. Damn. 

 Peter was trembling as he leaned against one of the 
supports. He gingerly touched his jaw. Peter‟s attacker 
seemed to be nothing more than an insane, physically fit 
man, but he was a big strong man with brass knuckles and 
the reflexes of a panther. Peter felt pain as he opened his 
mouth and shut it. Must count teeth later, he mused. 

 The train pulled away, and only then did Peter look 
down at his bags. 

 His camera bag was gone. 

 Must have fallen off during the battle. 

 “Just what I need,” he snapped. He kicked off his shoes, 
stuck them in his remaining bag, and darted off in pursuit of 
a train. 

* 

 Peter slammed the door behind him just after two in the 
afternoon. “I‟m home,” he called. 

 “Oh, Peter,” Aunt May said, coming out of the kitchen, 
“two people called for you while you were gone. One was 
Gwen, something about a party tonight. Then that odd 
fellow from the Planetary called.” 
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 “Thanks,” Peter said, giving her a swift peck on the 
cheek. “I‟ll call „em back.” He bounded up the stairs. 

 Tossing his bags on the bed, he scooped up the phone 
and kicked off his shoes. He consulted his post-it notes 
tacked up over the phone until he saw Doctor Strange‟s 
number. He punched it in. 

 Three rings, then: “Hello, speak your mind.” 

 “Doc,” Peter grinned, looking out the window. “Did 
you call me?” 

 “Yes,” Doctor Strange said. “I got some information 
from that tape, and I am concerned for you. Are you busy?” 

 Peter glanced at the clock. “I have a little time,” he said. 
“I‟ll be over.” 

 “Very good,” Strange said, “come to the office,” and he 
hung up. Peter tossed the phone at the cradle, where it 
landed flawlessly. He picked up the note with Gwen‟s 
number on it. 

 “Memorize this,” he muttered to his brain, which 
obliged. He scooped up his camera bag and headed out. 

 Twenty minutes later he walked into the lobby of the 
office building that contained the Planetary magazine. He 
took the elevator up and stepped out into the executive 
office. 

 Strange was seated at a glass table, some papers before 
him, a television behind him. Doug was ensconced in a desk 
setup that surrounded him with screens and keyboards. 

 “Hello, Doug,” Peter said. “How‟s it glowing?” 

 “Vicarious and inimitable,” Doug said, his face awash in 
dim light from the monitors. “You?” 

 “Yeah,” Peter said. “Doctor Strange, I presume?” 
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 “Charming,” Strange said. “Have a seat.” Peter sat. He 
saw the tape from the restaurant was playing on the 
television, looped. 

 “As you can see,” Strange said, leaning back, “the man 
was quite careful not to reveal his features to the camera 
directly. However, Doug was able to build an algorithmic 
reconstruction that allowed us to run a search for him.” 

 “Sounds like a lot of trouble,” Peter said in a small 
voice. 

 Strange looked at him sideways. “I value those who 
work for me,” he said. “Think nothing of it. At any rate, we 
have an identity for your menacer. His name is Sergei 
Kravinoff.” Strange watched him for a moment. 

 “Doesn‟t ring a bell,” Peter said with an apologetic 
shrug. 

 “Hm. Well, this sly fellow has a bit of a record that 
Doug could get to immediately. Currently Doug is looking 
for the rest of the information that is surely out there on 
such a famous figure. Kravinoff is known in his mother 
country of Russia as simply „The Hunter‟ and he‟s built a 
reputation across the third world as an extraordinary 
poacher. He‟s wanted in a dozen countries for poaching, 
across Africa and India and Australia and even here in the 
United States. If it‟s dangerous, he‟s killed it,” Strange said. 
Then he leaned forward. “This is where it gets odd, Mr. 
Parker. It seems last year our trophy collector sold his 
collection.” 

 “Sold it? Like, lion heads and claws and buffalo and 
whatever?” 

 “Exactly. He sold over a million dollars worth of 
trophies in one gigantic sale,” Strange said. 

 “Why?” Peter asked blankly. 

 “Perhaps,” Strange said, steepling his fingers, “they had 
grown stale.” 
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 A chill rippled up Peter‟s spine as he began to 
understand. “Gotcha,” he said, and he swallowed hard. 
“Now he‟s out to mount photographers.” 

 “I think we both know it‟s more than that,” Strange said. 
“Be careful, Peter.” 

 “I don‟t suppose this guy would pay attention to a 
restraining order,” Peter said. 

 “Seems unlikely,” Strange agreed. “So what are you 
going to do about it?” 

 Peter looked at him for a long, long moment. “I‟m going 
to do what I have to do to make him stop.” 

 “A word of caution,” Strange said softly, his eyes 
seeming to gleam in the dim light. “I sense a vengeful streak 
in you. It can be your undoing.” He paused, choosing his 
words carefully. “Remember the fate of monsters, Peter.” 

 Peter watched him for a moment. “What, that‟s it? 
„Remember the fate of monsters‟? If they‟re cool enough 
they get a movie franchise. Speaking of monsters, though, 
maybe you can help me out with this mystery. It‟s 
embarrassing, but since it‟s never happened to me before I 
wonder if you might have an idea as to what‟s causing it. I‟ve 
had hella awful breath. This morning I brushed my teeth five 
times and used a half a bottle of mouthwash and my breath 
still reeks. I haven‟t eaten anything different. Do you have 
any idea what could be wrong with me?” 

 “Can anyone else smell it?” Strange asked. 

 “You‟re the first person I‟ve asked about it, but nobody 
seems to notice,” Peter said. 

 “Interesting,” Strange said. He produced a tissue from 
his pocket. “Suck on your tongue and spit in the napkin,” he 
said.  

 Peter did so. He looked down at the sticky glob of spit 
in the napkin. Its smell was powerful. 
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 Strange sniffed. “I smell nothing,” he said. “Can you 
smell it?” 

 “Oh yeah,” Peter said. 

 “This is just a hypothesis,” Strange said, “but it could be 
your body is secreting a phermonal tracking device. If you 
spit on someone with this,” he said, gesturing at the colorless 
glob in the tissue, “you might be able to scent it and track it 
from some considerable distance off. I know of some other 
creatures who can do the same. If that‟s true, no ordinary 
soap and water could remove the smell.” 

 “Creatures? Like animals?” Peter said, a small tremor in 
his voice. 

 Strange hesitated, then shook his head. “No, Peter. Not 
like animals. Creatures.” Strange stood. “I wish you good luck, 
Mister Parker,” he said. “If we can help you deal with this 
hunt, we will. You know how to reach us.” 

 “You‟ve already given me a head start,” Peter said, 
standing and extending his hand. “Sorry about the attitude. 
I‟m a little rattled.” 

 “You should be rattled,” Strange said as the shadows 
shifted behind him. “This is a very dangerous time for you.” 

 “Well, thanks a lot, I‟ll look forward to hearing from you 
guys,” Peter said on his way out. 

 Strange watched him go. 

* 

 “Hi,” Peter said, leaning against the side of the phone 
booth. “Is Gwen there? Thanks.” He shifted positions. “Hey, 
Gwen,” he said. “Peter. Uh, I‟ve had something come up. 
I‟m not gonna be able to make the party tonight. I have this 
heinous deadline for some photography. Can we get together 
on Wednesday so I can give you a briefing on dealing with 
Aunt May, just the primer course? Sure, lunch on Wednesday 
sounds great, I‟ll pick you up. Look, sorry to miss out on the 
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party. You know I love Flash like a brother. Okay, well, good 
deal. MJ already offered to take you? Mighty sweet of her, 
give her a kiss for me, wouldja? Heh, no, have a great time, if 
I can wrap this photo essay up in time I‟ll drop by tonight. 
See ya, hon.” Peter hung up and thunked his forehead against 
the phone. “God I‟m a heel,” he muttered. 

 He walked into the science building and headed down 
the hall towards the photography lab. “Get these suckers 
developed and I‟m on my way to fiscal security,” he 
muttered. “Lunch with Gwen—ah, no,” he said. “I‟m 
apartment hunting with Harry on Wednesday! No, no, we 
can do this, just do lunch at eleven, meet him at noon. I‟m 
okay. I can do this.” He got to the lab and moved to open it; 
the door was locked. He saw the note on the door. 

 Lab closed for cleaning Tuesday—staff 

 Peter counted to ten very slowly. 

 Then he counted to ten again. 

 “It‟s okay,” he whispered. “I‟ll swing by home and then 
pick up Gwen and take her to the party and give MJ the 
money afterwards. We‟re still okay. It just maybe is possible I 
need to relax anyway. Maybe.” 

 He turned and with measured deliberate steps left the 
building. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Peter was halfway up the stairs when he registered what 
he had seen; he went back down and glanced into the 
kitchen. 

 Aunt May was unloading grocery bags. 

 “There sure is a lot of stuff here, pretty lady,” Peter said, 
glancing around. 

 Aunt May turned, beaming. “Oh yes,” she said. “We‟re 
going to have a perfectly lovely dinner on Thursday.” 
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 “There‟s only three of us,” Peter grinned. 

 “And supper will be just perfect for three people,” she 
said primly. “Now leave me be, I have planning to do.” 

 “It‟s Tuesday,” Peter said. 

 “Which gives me plenty of time so I won‟t have to rush 
around at the last minute,” she sniffed. “I want things to go 
well, to make a good impression on your special lady.” 

 Peter successfully tried not to laugh. “Okay, well, don‟t 
wear yourself out. I‟m going to a party,” he said. 

 “Have a good time,” she said with a wave as she peeked 
into one of the bags. He trotted upstairs. 

 As he walked into his room the phone rang. He picked it 
up. “Yellow.” 

 “Peter, this is Doug,” came the voice. “I hit paydirt on 
this Kravinoff guy. You sitting down?” 

 Peter sat down. “Hit me.” 

 “He‟s the son of a czar family, if you can believe it. 
Peter, I‟ve found out some about his hunts. This guy is a 
loon. He killed a bull elephant with a katar, Peter. I have a 
record of him killing a lion with weighted fists, beat the poor 
thing to death. He‟s killed a shark with a knife. Here, five 
years ago in the Rockies he killed a grizzly bear with a 
weighted chain, for God‟s sake. Three years ago he headed 
north and took out a moose with a hatchet. With a hatchet. 
I‟m worried for you, Peter. This guy is fearless and 
unhampered by self preservation or common sense. Watch 
yourself, man.” 

 “Don‟t worry about me,” Peter said. “I‟ll be fine. Just 
give me this guy‟s address and phone number.” 

 “Wasn‟t easy to get,” Doug said. “He is a fugitive in this 
country. You could get him jailed.” 

 “No good,” Peter said, shaking his head. “He‟s declared 
the hunt on me. If he goes to jail, then either I have to keep 
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track of when they release him and start this ridiculous 
business over again or I get nailed when I least expect it. 
They got anything on him that would be more than a couple 
years in jail?” 

 “Not if he has a good lawyer,” Doug said. “I see your 
point.” He read the address and phone number to Peter. 

 “I‟ll take care of this,” Peter said shortly. “See you later.” 
He hung up. 

 Vulnerability moved to fear, which moved to anger, 
which moved to hate, all in a seamless motion through 
Peter‟s chest. He felt that anger coiling in him as he looked at 
the address he had quickly written. Hunter, indeed. 

 He didn‟t realize he had completely forgotten about 
Flash‟s party. Such a petty notion was alien to the creature 
that slipped into mesh and stole out the window. 

* 

 Dusk. 

 The spider ghost hissed through the air on his webs, 
slinging towards where he knew the hunter was hidden. 
Hunters were not soldiers. They didn‟t fortify their positions, 
they concealed them. If the position was found, then the 
hunter had to be ready to deal with it. 

 An hour later Peter found himself in a run down part of 
town. Tenement houses backed up to a switching yard for 
the railroad. The whole neighborhood seemed a uniform 
dreary brown. Peter stalked along the rooftops until he found 
the building he was looking for. 

 Marvelous. It had a fire escape. 

 Peter crouched on the roof and thought. He should 
probably wait until three in the morning, when everybody 
should be asleep, even psychopathic hunters. However, the 
longer he waited the greater his chance of being discovered 
by some devious and unexpected trap the hunter would 
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doubtless prepare around his lair, and if the hunter escaped 
Peter wasn‟t sure he could find him again. 

 Then deeper, older thoughts came to him; not with 
words, but with anger. Pride. This hunter would take him for 
a trophy. This hunter‟s arrogance must be schooled. This 
hunter must be educated about the foolishness of his pride. 

 Peter shook his head. “If I hurt him, scare him, maybe 
he‟ll leave me alone,” Peter muttered. 

 Or just maybe you‟ll be in a position where you 
accidentally kill him on purpose. 

 Peter gritted his teeth. “Enough of this,” he gritted out. 
“Let‟s just do it.” 

 Not trusting any direct access to the apartment, Peter 
stole down to the end of the building and climbed down 
headfirst to the second floor, where the hunter‟s apartment 
was. He opened the window, and slipped inside. The lights 
were erratic and dim at best, so he hopped up to the ceiling 
and moved around them, keeping his body tight and close to 
the ceiling. 

 A tired woman opened the door to an apartment, her 
television blaring to her children. She closed the door. She 
looked like she was going to work. Peter waited for her to 
shuffle down the hall before he continued down the hall. 
Almost nine now. Should be quiet around here. 

 Peter rolled the mesh up off his mouth. He adjusted 
himself above the hunter‟s door, his back to the seam where 
wall met ceiling. He lowered his heel and bashed on the door 
a few times. “Landlord, open up,” he said in as coarse a voice 
as he could manage. He rolled the mesh back down and 
waited, curled almost upside down, fingertips on the wall 
over the door. 

 Chain, bolt, lock. The door opened. “I am paid 
through—“ 
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 Peter spun down, uncurling, his legs whipping out at the 
hunter. 

 The hunter had good reflexes; he put his power into 
trying to slam the door, and the spider ghost was deflected 
and knocked inside the apartment instead of connecting with 
the mighty kick. They squared off. 

 Senses whirling, the spider ghost saw it was a two room 
apartment, spare and almost empty. A rack of hand to hand 
weapons was on one counter, and that was all the adornment 
in the place. The hunter stood before him, dressed in canvas 
pants and a t-shirt, wearing heavy boots, eyes flashing with 
excitement. 

 They did not speak. There was no need. 

 The spider ghost sprang, and the hunter lashed out with 
his fist. Peter was ready for his speed this time, and he 
slapped the fist aside and connected with the force of his 
leap carried through his forearm into the hunter‟s chest. The 
hunter flew backwards and crashed into the wall, bashing a 
hole in the plaster with his torso. He spun out of the way as 
Peter followed with a blow that carried his fist through the 
plaster, lathe, and plaster on the other side. 

 The hunter slashed out with a nasty punch that would 
have caught the spider ghost on the side of the head had it 
not been deflected. 

 “You caught me once,” Peter said, “and I fell for it. No 
more.” He pulled his arm free and sprang out of reach. “No 
more.” 

 “Show me,” whispered the hunter, his eyes bright and 
excited. “Show me what you can do.” 

 A snap and a hiss; web spat out at the hunter. The 
hunter dove out of the way and flipped the table over, 
catching the next two strings on it instead of on himself. 

 Peter tugged on the webbing and the table jerked up 
through the air towards him. Peter punched it in the middle 
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and it shattered. The hunter scooped a couple items off the 
floor where they had fallen from the table when it toppled. 

 The hunter rolled out of the way as another web zipped 
after him. Peter sprang towards him, caught his shoulder, and 
tossed him up against the wall. The hunter thudded back, 
and dust sifted down from the ceiling. 

 The spider ghost grabbed the hunter‟s ragged shirt and 
tugged him close, eye to eye. 

 “I did nothing to you,” the spider ghost hissed. “You 
came after me unprovoked.” 

 “Life is hard,” the hunter said. The spider ghost shoved 
him back into the wall once, twice, three times. The plaster 
exploded outward, the lathe cracked, the lights flickered. 
Peter glanced away; then his senses screamed and he let go to 
jump back as he heard— 

 The whicker of a razor sharp blade leaving its sheath— 

 The hunter was no match for the spider ghost in raw 
speed, but he was not slow either. Peter  heard the knife and 
he was ready for it. 

He completely missed the pepper spray in the 
hunter‟s other hand. It hissed loose, beading on the mesh 
mask. 

 Agony erupted through Peter as his hyper-alert senses 
explored the effects of the pepper spray saturating his mask. 

 He took a few quick steps back, gripping his face and 
howling. Where was the hunter, where was the hunter, close 
by— 

 The spider ghost forgot all about the pepper spray as ten 
inches of razor knife rammed into his gut; Peter thought he 
could feel the blade‟s tip scratch against his spine. Not 
pressing his advantage, the hunter tore the knife free; sure 
enough, the back of the blade was serrated. Peter stopped 
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screaming, bounded back, slapping against the wall and 
gripping his gut, beyond screaming.  

 must not pass out must not pass out must not 

 Peter grabbed the mesh on his face and tore it off, 
throwing it away. He was already recovering from the spray; 
the mesh had stopped almost all of it. He gasped in agony, 
feeling his organs shift, the raw screaming pain of a severe 
gut wound. Time. Need time. 

 “Impressive,” the hunter rumbled. “But you are losing 
blood. Shall we finish this here?” His slow Russian accent 
gave extra menace to his words. 

 Heavy footsteps in the hall. A figure at the door. 

 “Dammit, Kraven, there goes your deposit—“ 

 Landlord. 

 The spider ghost spun web out that hit the door and 
slapped it shut, then more that sealed it with a glob of 
adhesive. “Just between us,” he gasped hoarsely. “Just us.” 
He felt blood soaking his mesh, trickling down his legs, 
running down the wall. Can‟t keep bleeding or— 

 Can‟t keep bleeding. 

 The spider ghost sprang at the hunter, shoving him, 
hard. The hunter slammed out through the closed window, 
taking some of the frame with him, and bashed into the fire 
escape. He rolled to his feet and slid down the fire escape. 
Peter‟s shoulders sagged. This guy was tougher than he 
looked, for a normal man. 

 Oh yeah. Insanity. Helps tremendously with durability. 

 Peter tore some mesh off his torso and pinched the 
three inch wide gash shut with his fingers. He sprayed a 
sticky glob of web over the wound, sealing in most of the 
blood. It had to hold. It had to. Then he crawled along the 
wall towards the fire escape. Upon reaching it, he saw the 
hunter clear the fence around the rail yard like an Olympic 
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athlete. Peter controlled his fall down the fire escape, and he 
walked to the fence and clambered over.  

 Must end this tonight. 

 There, in the shadow of the boxcar, stood the hunter. 
Waiting for him. 

 “You know,” the hunter said in his slow voice, “I had a 
more elaborate hunt arranged, since you are the first of your 
kind I will hunt. You were going to help me refine my 
technique. You are too clever for that, so you force us to, 
how you say, cut to the chase. Which is also fine.” He smiled, 
his teeth pink with blood. Reached into a pocket in his pants. 

 Pulled out brass knuckles. 

 His smile widened. 

 Peter felt a wave of raw pain course through him, 
draining his strength; he felt his knees weaken, and he leaned 
back on the fence. Tired; he was so tired. 

 The hunter came towards him. 

 The spider ghost took over. Web shot out and slapped 
into the hunter‟s foot; he stumbled, off balance, as the spider 
ghost scuttled low across the ground to where he was. The 
hunter cut his boot out of the web in time for the spider 
ghost to slam a blow into his shoulder as he spun to evade. 
Flipping in the air, he crashed into the metal side of a boxcar 
and dropped to the ground. His knife glittered as it spun out 
of his hand, clattering to the ground somewhere in the maze 
of rails. 

 The wind howled through the rail yard, rattling the fence 
in its sudden force. Rain; the spider ghost scented rain on the 
wind. 

 A fine night for flying. 

 The spider ghost flung web at a boxcar and was tugged 
by its elastic length towards the car; he slapped onto it and 



 

72 

crawled over the top, every move steeped in liquid fire pain 
that coursed through his belly. Good. More boxcars. He hid. 

 Listened. 

 Crunch of boots on gravel. 

 “Please do not go so soon,” came the slow Russian 
voice. “This was always my favorite part of the hunt; tracking 
the wounded predator to where it goes to ground, where it 
has nothing to lose and is pushed to its limit by hate.” The 
hunter slowly and carefully walked between the boxcars, 
where visibility was low and the ambush was inevitable. He 
was careful in his recklessness. 

  “I feel you nearby, spider ghost. I feel your blood, your 
energy, running from you.” The hunter‟s eyes probed the 
dark spaces, and he was careful to constantly look up. “There 
is no shame in your fear. You are in a tight corner now. I will 
find you and I will kill you.” 

 “Have you ever been afraid?” echoed a faint voice. The 
hunter stopped, ears working, his attention and focus fierce 
and intense. 

 “Only once,” the hunter said, changing the tack of his 
search. “Only once.” 

 “So what happened?” echoed the voice from a different 
direction. The hunter smiled. 

 “I was in the Democratic Republic of the Congo,” the 
hunter said. “I was hunting, and I had shot a water buffalo. It 
went into the tall grass, and I followed. I found what was left 
of it, spider ghost, and something had utterly destroyed it. 
Whatever ate it had jaws bigger than your body,” the hunter 
said as he worked his way around a car, homing in on his 
prey. “So I followed it, seeing I had a bigger and better 
creature to hunt. That‟s is when I felt the Beast for the first 
time,” he said, eyes bright in the darkness. “I was eighteen.” 
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 “I probably wasn‟t even born,” came the voice, the wind 
carrying it. The hunter smiled brutally, lowering himself and 
continuing along his course. 

 “No, you weren‟t,” the hunter said. “In the darkness of 
the depths of the jungle, alone, I caught the Beast and found 
that it was no animal after all. We fought. I lost. But it was 
pleased with me, and gifted me as no mortal hunter has ever 
been gifted. I smell your blood, spider ghost.” 

 “You are an amazing hunter, I‟ll give you that,” came 
the voice, this time from another direction. “Why me?” 

 “You are the beginning of my true destiny,” the hunter 
said. “I was not made to be wasted on mere animals when 
such demons as you stalk the world.” 

 “Oh, then we can end this right now,” the spider ghost‟s 
voice reverberated in the sudden stiff wind. “I‟m one of the 
good guys.” 

 “Are you?” the hunter asked, his face cruel. “For now, 
perhaps. But you are dangerous, my friend, and powerful. I 
will kill you.” 

 The hunter spun and lashed out, even as the spider 
ghost punched at him. The brass knuckles crashed into the 
spider ghost‟s knuckles with a dull crunch, and the spider 
ghost gasped and whirled away as the hunter‟s face suddenly 
paled. 

 The spider ghost reeled back and leaned against the side 
of the box car, chest heaving with gasps, and the hunter 
dragged the dented brass knuckles off his trembling fingers 
and shifted them onto his other hand. 

 Nothing to be said. The hunter moved first. 

 He swung with his weighted fist and the spider ghost 
easily deflected the blow, but did not see the steel toed boot 
whipping up and thudding into his groin, jolting his gut 
wound. He staggered, and the hunter smashed a blow home 
on the side of his head with the knuckles. So big; the hunter 
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was a big man loaded with muscle. Right now, normal 
muscle was doing the job. 

 The spider ghost whipped out with superhuman speed 
and punched the hunter in the gut, the force blasting him off 
his feet and through the air. The hunter slammed into a box 
car at an angle and rebounded, slapping down on the gravel 
and sliding. He lay curled, struggling to straighten, as the 
spider ghost shook his head to clear it. 

 Thunder rolled through the sky, echoed by the blast of a 
train horn approaching. The spider ghost closed in on the 
hunter. Reached for him. 

 The hunter rolled over suddenly, his foot lashing out 
and snapping the steel toed boot sideways into the spider 
ghost‟s knee.  The spider ghost stumbled, and the hunter 
rolled forward and whipped out with the knuckles, catching 
him in the same knee, directly on the cap. The leg flew back, 
leaving the spider ghost unbalanced for a moment. The 
hunter reached for him. 

 Unbalanced was not enough for the spider ghost; he 
bounded up on his good leg, into the air, flipping, twisting, 
and came down ten feet away. The hunter was up and 
charging, unexpectedly fast as he launched through the air. A 
hasty backhand caught him in the shoulder and knocked him 
away, so he plowed into the gravel again. He rolled and came 
to his feet facing the spider ghost, bleeding. 

 The ground trembled as the coal train rumbled nearer. 

 “I was going to use traps,” the hunter gasped, chest 
heaving, blood trickling from a dozen cuts. “I was going to 
use tricks and strategy to get close. All along, though, this is 
what I wanted. What I longed for. Face to face. I want to 
beat you, spider ghost. You are my prize.” 

 “This…” rasped the spider ghost. “This aint no cracker 
jacks box…” That‟s all he could manage. 
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 The spider ghost was fading fast. Time to finish it while 
it could still end in victory. He sprang. 

 Caught the hunter, they tumbled to the ground, in a 
quick motion the hunter jabbed his stiff thumb into the 
spider ghost‟s windpipe. In that moment of distraction, the 
hunter pushed the spider ghost up with one hand and 
smashed a calculated blow across his left eye socket. The 
spider ghost‟s head snapped back, and the hunter squirmed 
for position to land a knee blow in the torn gut. 

 The spider ghost‟s head snapped back down and caught 
the hunter square in the forehead, knocking his head back to 
rebound against the gravel. For a moment the hunter lost 
focus, maybe lost consciousness. The spider ghost rolled to 
his feet and hauled him up. 

 Humanity burned clean in the cleansing fire of agony, 
the spider ghost was ready to finish this. The spider ghost 
was shorter than the hunter, but in a burst of strength he 
lifted him up off his feet. He spat on the hunter, and drew 
back for the killing blow. 

 The hunter rallied, and kicked the spider ghost‟s 
wounded knee with all the strength he could muster. Letting 
out a hoarse gasp of pain, the spider ghost let go, and the 
hunter smashed a blow across his face with both hands laced 
into a single mighty fist. The spider ghost was airborne, 
flipping, landing on its feet. 

 The hunter stooped and raked a handful of gravel into 
his fist, flinging it at the spider ghost, who raised his hands 
but did not dodge— 

 Did not notice the fist weight also thrown until it 
whirled between his fingers and smacked into his forehead; 
he reeled. 

 Consciousness was mostly gone when he launched 
himself in a fury at his tormentor; his move caught the 
hunter by surprise. He blasted into the hunter with his 
shoulder, and the hunter was lifted off his feet and sent flying 
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through the air. He smacked down on the railroad ties in 
front of the incoming coal train. Made clumsy by pain, he 
rolled to the side and off as the train let loose an earsplitting 
blast, then it raced between the hunter and the hunted. 

 On a good night, the spider ghost would vault over the 
train and pursue his quarry. 

 Tonight he was glad to crawl away. 

 The first fistfuls of rain spattered down over the city. 

* 

 The car pulled up to the curb next to the pay phone; the 
receiver was clacking against the plexiglass side of the booth, 
slowly twisting upside down on its cord. The car door 
opened, and the Doctor stepped out. He adjusted his collar 
against the wind, and glanced up and down the deserted 
street with his keen sight. 

 He moved to the phone, standing in its light, and looked 
around. 

 “Doc,” came a whisper. The Doctor looked to the side 
and saw the blood slowly trickle down the side of the booth. 
He stepped back and looked up into the pale face and 
deadened eyes of Peter Parker. 

 Doctor Strange caught him as he toppled off the top of 
the phone booth. He lowered the crippled man to the 
sidewalk, then stood and shrugged off his coat. 

 “Keep life in him,” he whispered to his coat as it was 
wrapped around the young man, “at least until I get him 
home.” 

* 

 “Am I dead?” Peter meant to ask, unwilling to find out 
if he was able to open his eyes or not. What he actually said 
was “gnuh?” 
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 “Lie still,” came a voice from very far away. Peter wasn‟t 
sure if he heard it or imagined it, but he knew who it 
belonged to. 

 “Strange,” he thought to himself. 

 “I am here,” the voice came to him silently. 

 “I‟m in a lot of pain,” Peter thought. 

 “I can ease that, or you can heal,” Strange thought. “The 
pain brings healing with it.” 

 “Thank you for coming for me,” Peter thought. 

 Silence. 

 “You can open your eyes,” Strange said aloud. 

 Peter opened one of his eyes, the other was swollen 
shut. Sunlight poured in the window. He found himself on a 
comfortable bed in a sparsely furnished room. 

 “You are in my home, and very fortunate to be alive, 
Mister Parker,” Strange said. “I had to operate, but I believe 
you‟ll pull through. I also put four teeth back in their sockets; 
fortunately they were still in your mouth when I found you. I 
fixed the cracked ones. I think you‟ll be able to chew in a few 
days, if your jaw mends.” 

 “My knee?” Peter managed. 

 Strange shrugged. “You‟ll probably be able to walk 
again, due to your unique physiology, but I can‟t promise full 
function. Maybe, maybe not. It wasn‟t fully healed from 
another experience; looked like a tearing wrench.” 

 “Yeah,” Peter said. “That knee has a bulls-eye painted 
on it, I think. How about my…” he gestured vaguely at his 
abdomen, “guts?” 

 Strange watched him for a moment. “You very nearly 
died,” he said quietly. “I‟ve repaired what I can. Your body 
has to do the rest.” 
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 Peter closed his eyes and tried to sense what time it was. 
His senses had completely lost the rhythm of his heartbeat, 
and did not know. “What time is it?” he asked, his voice 
hoarse and torn. 

 “Just after noon,” Strange said. “You aren‟t ready for 
food, but I‟ll see if I can find something to re-hydrate you 
after your extensive blood loss.” He smiled, his face 
saturnine. “Don‟t go anywhere until I get back,” he said, and 
he was gone. 

 “I‟m sorry, Harry,” Peter whispered. “Can we reschedule 
our apartment hunt?” and an emotion welled up in him that 
he could not identify. “Gwen… what am I going to tell 
Gwen?” He slept a few moments later. 

* 

 Sunset. 

 Peter sipped his chicken soup gingerly. 

 “I‟ve set your hand as best I can,” Strange said. “I‟ve put 
dissolving stitches in your internal injuries, and stapled you 
shut. I operated on your knee and lined things up in there so 
you have a chance to heal, and put a brace on that. Your 
concussion is fading already. I did what I know to do with 
dental work. So, in a few weeks you‟ll be well on your way to 
recovery.” 

 “I don‟t have a few weeks,” Peter said, his voice 
haunted. 

 Strange was silent for a moment. “I can create an 
illusion of wholeness for you, and dull the pain, but you will 
not survive another fight.” 

 “Because you can‟t heal me or because you won‟t heal 
me?” Peter asked, his voice oddly quiet. 

 “It doesn‟t matter, does it?” Strange replied, his eyes 
glittering. “Deal with the reality.” 

 They looked deep into each other‟s eyes.  
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 “I have a lot to think about, Doc,” Peter said, looking 
away. “How about those illusions?” 

 The Doctor opened an ancient calligraphy set. “Here 
you are,” he said, exposing the bandage over Peter‟s waist. 
He dipped the long brush in a peculiar foul-smelling ink, 
then in a swift series of motions painted a calligraphic glyph 
on the bandage. Then another. 

 “Keep these bandages on for seventy two hours,” 
Strange said, “and after that you can dispose of them.” 

 “Gotta love alternative medicine,” Peter said with a wry 
smile. “After that, will I still look… mangled?” Peter asked, 
his voice worried. 

 “Depends on how much pain you accept, how fast you 
heal,” Strange shrugged. His smile was almost wicked. 
“There‟s always makeup.” 

 Peter slowly levered himself up off the bed. The Doctor 
wordlessly offered him a walking cane, which he accepted 
with a sideways glance. 

 “Be in touch,” Strange said softly. 

 Peter nodded without making eye contact, and he left. 

* 

 The science building was deserted; oh yeah, spring 
break. Not much going on Wednesday night, anyway. Peter 
limped through the building, reached the photo lab. This 
time he‟d rip the door off its hinges if he had to. 

 Ah; no sign. Good. Peter went into the darkroom and 
locked the door. 

 Total darkness. 

 That felt somehow appropriate to him. He worked 
quickly and easily in the dark, tugging the film canister out 
and prying open the cartridge, unrolling the film. In a few 
quick motions he had attached the film to the reel. 
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 Peter worked with human speed, still aching and 
stinging in every pore of his skin and every fiber of his 
muscle. Working as a human would have to do. He 
wondered if perhaps it wouldn‟t be a better idea to surrender 
this alternative life, to move away, escape the hunter. He felt 
that raw rage, that dim memory of pain and combat that he 
wasn‟t really present for. Next time? What would he do next 
time? If the hunter had not escaped, he would have been 
killed. Peter felt the agony that randomly streaked through 
his right hand. At least there was still no blood on that hand. 
None that would not wash away. 

 Peter dropped the reel into the plastic canister and 
screwed the lid on. He snapped on the dim red light. He 
poured developer in the canister. 

 Peter leaned back against the counter, turning the 
canister upside down. “Agitate it, indeed,” he muttered under 
his breath. His senses monitored the process; he always got 
good pics from his film. 

 “So it all comes down to one question, Peter Parker,” he 
said to himself in the quiet isolation of the darkroom. “Is 
Sergei Kravinoff right about me? Am I human?” In that 
profoundly quiet moment, he came face to face with his 
power and his mortality. 

 He turned the developing canister over, and sighed. 
“Yeah, deep thoughts in the dark sniffing fumes. Do my best 
thinking here.” He shook his head. 

 He poured the developer out of the canister and poured 
water in, then set it on the counter. “So what are you going 
to do with your life?” he asked the canister, and the question 
was reflected back.  “There will never be a better time to 
decide who and what I‟m going to be.” In the dark and the 
quiet he reflected on that, his eyes adjusted to the bloody red 
glow that suffused the dim room.  

 After a while, he poured out the water, and poured in 
fixer. Periodically turning the canister over, he brooded over 
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the possibilities. Tried to imagine a life ignoring his power, or 
a life without Gwen or Aunt May or Harry or MJ or anyone 
else. His mind examined the issue from several sides, 
working carefully and systematically through the tangled 
issue and finding no relief. He turned the issue and the 
canister over slowly and carefully as he was lost in thought. 

 He drained out the fixer chemical and poured more 
water into the canister. “Right,” he muttered. “So maybe 
that‟s not the answer. Maybe there is no answer.” That 
sobered him. He stopped thinking and began to simply feel. 

 A few minutes later, he blinked. “Hm,” he said. 
“Maybe… maybe the questions… are the answer.” He 
looked at the canister, and drained the water. “If I wasn‟t 
human,” he murmured, “could I wonder if I was?” 

 He unscrewed the canister and snapped on the light. He 
looked at the light through his negatives, and slowly smiled. 

 Most interesting developments indeed. 

 Time to get to work. 

* 

 It was late when he stole into the house. He saw Aunt 
May asleep on the couch opposite the door. He moved over 
to her and knelt by her knee, touching her arm lightly. 

 She woke with a small gasp, and her worried face relaxed 
into relief when she saw him. She leaned forward and hugged 
him with surprising fierceness. 

 “Peter Parker,” she said, “where have you been!?!” 

 “I‟m sorry I forgot to call,” he said quickly. “A friend 
from school was in a car accident, and I‟ve helped his family 
with bedside duties. I didn‟t think to call. Spring break,” he 
shrugged. “I‟m so sorry.” 

 She sighed deeply. “I‟m just glad you‟re safe, Peter,” she 
said. 
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 “We still on for supper with Gwen tomorrow?” he 
asked with a rakish smile. 

 “I hope so,” Aunt May said worriedly. “She called, and 
she didn‟t sound very happy.” 

 “I‟ll talk to her tomorrow,” Peter said. “For now, 
though, you better get to bed, young lady.” He smiled at her, 
and helped her up. 

 “Don‟t do this again, Peter,” she scolded. “I was really 
worried.” 

 “I‟m sorry, Aunt May,” Peter said. “It won‟t happen 
again.” 

 Then she was in her room, and he was in his. Tomorrow 
was going to be a busy day. But he had much to do before he 
could sleep. He checked the time. Half past midnight. Plenty 
of time. 

* 

 He wobbled along the sidewalk unsteadily on his 
borrowed bike, sniffing. The docks seemed a reasonable 
place to start. He pedaled slowly, testing the air as he went, 
winding up and down the streets. Almost two in the 
morning; he had to find the object of his search soon. 

 There. There, in the wind, that bitter acrid tang. Peter 
smiled, and steered his bike that direction, up the hill towards 
a run down residential area. 

 He had spat on Kravinoff, and now he would be able to 
track him to his new lair. 

 Less than an hour later, he pulled his bike up outside an 
empty apartment building. Slowly, gingerly, he climbed up 
the wall. 

 From the roof he glanced down into a large empty loft 
apartment. Far below, in a bathtub surrounded by incense 
and candles rested a broken and bloody man. Peter watched, 
fascinated, as Kravinoff lay motionless in the dim water. His 
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face was swollen and discolored, and the bathwater was rusty 
pink. Peter focused a moment to make sure he still breathed. 
For a moment, watching the hunter in his vulnerability, he 
felt something like shame. 

He shrugged it off and crept along the roof to the next 
skylight. After briefly examining it, he determined it was not 
trapped. Opening it, he slowly crept in, across the ceiling. He 
spun a very thin thread, and lowered a piece of paper on it to 
rest on Kravinoff‟s table. Then he crept to the skylight and 
left, down to the bike, on towards home. 

Smiling. 

Kravin slowly opened his eyes. Prey. His prey was close. 

 No more tussling. Kravinoff reached out of the tub and 
down to the double barreled shotgun next to him. Hauled his 
broken body out of the tub, water sluicing down his body. 
He sniffed. Damn, he was slow and sore. 

 He padded into the next room, ignoring the chill air of 
the dark of night. There, on the table. His eyes narrowed as 
he saw the folded piece of paper. He picked it up, glancing 
around. Opened it. Read it. 

 His forehead wrinkled in perplexity. 

 “What‟s your game?” he murmured to himself. One last 
glance around, and he backed out of the room. He sat back 
in the tub, running more hot water, and he brooded over the 
note. 

 Far away, Peter Parker slept like a baby. 

* 

 Mid-morning, and Peter Parker was mobile. He walked 
up to the student newspaper office, and peeked in. 

 The office got very quiet. Peter held his breath and 
strolled in. “Hi, guys,” he said. “Where‟s Gwen?” 

 All fingers pointed to a counter at the back. Peter 
headed to the back, where two girls were standing by Gwen, 
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one on either side, and Gwen was bent over a broadsheet 
with her back to Peter. 

 “Hi, Gwen,” Peter said. “Your dad said I could find you 
here.” 

 “Where else would I be?” she said, her voice chilly. 
“You think I‟d give up my work here to just, what, sit at 
home by the phone waiting for it to ring? I‟d have to be a real 
idiot to do that, don‟t you think, Parker?” 

 Peter winced. “Ouch. I deserved that in spades, Gwen, 
but… can we talk?” he asked, glancing around at the 
newspaper staff pretending to not follow the exchange with 
rapt interest. “In private?” 

 She looked at her assistants. 

 “We got it here,” one said. “I mean, if you got 
something to do, this issue‟s in the bag, Gwen.” 

 “Go on,” said the other, making a small shooing motion 
with her hands. Gwen sighed, and turned to look at Peter. 

 “Fine, let‟s go,” she said, and she brushed past him and 
snatched her coat and bag off the table. He followed her out, 
rubbing the back of his neck, ignoring the scattered giggles 
and applause that followed him out. 

 The wind was raw and a bit chilly after the rain that had 
dropped now and then over the previous day. Peter winced 
with the pain but managed to keep up with Gwen‟s rapid 
pace. 

 “So you want to tell me what happened?” she said, not 
facing him. “Did your phone break down?” 

 “Not at all,” he said. “I just had a kind of identity crisis. 
Life after college,” he said. “Trying to figure out what I‟m 
good at, what my fate is, and who is in my future.” He 
looked out across the campus, stopping. She stopped too, 
but did not face him. He took a deep breath. “You know, 
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when you come face to face with what you‟re doing with the 
rest of your life, it really changes the way you look at things.” 

 He could feel the tears that were building behind her 
eyes, closing her throat. He turned and walked up behind 
her. 

 “Gwen,” he said softly, “there is no doubt in my mind 
that I want you to be part of my life. I just had to come to 
grips with that. I‟m sorry I missed our date. Please come 
tonight.” 

 She turned to look at him, her eyes bright with tears. 
“Peter,” she said with a helpless gesture. 

 He quickly took her hand. “Aunt May has been cooking 
since dawn. It‟ll kill her if you don‟t come.” He smiled. 
“Please?” 

 “Peter,” she said, “what do I do with you?” 

 “Just what you‟ve been doing,” he said quickly. “Just be 
patient with me. I‟ve been sorting some things out. I think 
everything is going to be okay. I know it is if you stay with 
me.” 

 “Oh Peter,” she said, tears spilling out of her beautiful 
eyes, “how could I do anything else?” 

 They embraced, and the wind whipped around them 
undeterred. 

 “I‟ll pick you up at four,” he whispered, “or die trying.” 

 

CHAPTER FIVE 

 Peter‟s arms ached; he sat on the couch unmoving while 
his forearms itched uncontrollably. He smiled to himself. His 
gut felt like it was on fire. Maybe, just maybe he‟d live long 
enough to heal. 

 “Peter?” said Aunt May from the kitchen. “Will you set 
the table?” 
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 “You betcha,” he said, gingerly levering himself off the 
couch and heading for the kitchen. 

 “No, silly, the dining room,” Aunt May said. 

 “Oh, right,” Peter said. “Now you‟re sure you‟re okay 
with four and not three for dinner?” 

 “Of course,” she said. “I like meeting your friends, 
Peter.” 

 He kissed her on the cheek and snagged placemats and 
plates, heading into the other room.  

 “I don‟t figure him for being late, but I gotta go pick up 
Gwen,” he said. 

 “I thought her name was Stacy,” Aunt May said. 

 “It is, Aunt May, her name is Gwen Stacy.” 

 “Oh,” Aunt May said, and she resumed mashing the 
potatoes. “Supper will be ready by the time you get back.” 

 “You‟re the best,” Peter said, and he wasted no time 
setting the table and scooting out the front door. His car 
loved the month of April; started right up and purred like a 
kitten. He parked in front of the Stacy residence and left the 
engine running as he took the stairs one at a time, something 
that felt alien to him. 

 He knocked on the door, and it was opened by an older 
gentleman with a worn face and white hair. 

 “Hello, you must be the elusive Peter Parker,” he said in 
a gentle baritone voice. He smiled and stuck a pipe in his 
teeth absently as his eyes roved the young man. Peter 
nervously wondered if he had combed his hair. 

 “In the flesh,” he said with a grin. 

 “Mm,” the gentleman said, his eyes narrowing and a 
small smile curling his lips. 
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 “Daddy,” Gwen said from behind him, “he‟s not a 
criminal, quit. Hi Peter,” she said, coming out from behind 
her father. Peter blinked. 

 Her hair was up and back in a twist. Her dress was very 
springtime; floral, all tight and loose in jus the right places, 
skirt below her knees but long enough to be almost naughty, 
backless. He absently noted her shoes matched perfectly, and 
happened to see the ankle bracelet. Woo. He smiled at her, 
just drinking her in for a moment. 

 Gwen‟s father chuckled, patted her on the shoulder, and 
headed into the interior of the house. Gwen tossed a fond 
and exasperated look back after him. “Come on, let‟s go,” 
she said. “He‟s retired from the police force, he was a 
Captain and the best detective they ever had. When I get 
home he‟ll tell me all about you.” 

 “Really,” Peter said, suddenly nervous. 

 She shrugged. “Nothing personal. It‟s habit for him. 
And he‟s a bit protective of his little girl.” 

 “That I can understand,” Peter said, letting his eyes 
wander her again. “You are flat out gorgeous, you know 
that?” 

 “Let‟s just get to your house,” she said, trying to restrain 
a smile that wouldn‟t be restrained. 

* 

 “Ta daaaa,” Peter said, swinging the door open and 
gesturing her in with one gallant sweep. Gwen walked in, 
glancing all around, uncertain. 

 “Aunt May, we‟re back,” Peter called. She appeared out 
of the dining room, in her good dress. 

 “Hello,” she said, “I‟m May Parker.” 

 “Aunt May, this is Gwen Stacy,” Peter said, 
remembering his manners. 
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 “Pleased to meet you,” Aunt May said, a blush in her 
cheeks. 

 Gwen stood tightly holding her bag. “I‟ve heard a lot 
about you,” she said with a smile. “All of it good.” 

 “Has our other guest arrived?” Peter asked. 

 “Not yet,” Aunt May said. “I have a few last minute 
things.” She smiled, and headed into the kitchen, leaving 
them alone together. 

 “Other guest?” Gwen asked, arching her eyebrow at 
Peter. 

 He shrugged, hands out. “I didn‟t want it to get too 
personal the first time out, so I invited another friend of 
mine. Is that okay? He‟s not going to help me take you 
home, pretty lady,” Peter said, sweeping her into his arms 
and ignoring the stab of pain in his gut. 

 “Parker,” she said, shaking her head with a smile, “You 
are a loon.” 

 klud klud klud. Heavy blows hit the front door. 

 “Easy, easy,” Peter said under his breath. He moved to 
the front door and opened it. 

 “Sergei, old pal, glad you could make it,” he said to the 
hulking man on the doorstep. “You okay? That car accident 
must have been a doozy. Glad you‟re up and around.” 

 “I am… up and around,” Kravinoff said to him. One 
eye was swollen shut, he had scratches on his face, and great 
pain was written in his posture. 

 “I‟m just glad they let you out of the hospital,” Peter 
said. “I‟d welcome you to my parlor, but… heh… nobody 
has a parlor anymore.” They exchanged a tense look. “Come 
on in and have a seat before you fall over.” He led the huge 
man into the dining room and helped him into his seat, 
ignoring the stare the big man gave him. “Okay, we‟re all 
here. Ah, Aunt May. Sergei Kravinoff, this is May Parker. 
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May, this is Sergei. He‟s the one who was in that car accident 
that kept me busy yesterday.” 

 “You poor thing,” Aunt May said, worry creasing her 
forehead. “Was it one of those sport utility vehicles? I hear 
they‟re so dangerous!” 

 Sergei‟s thin nostrils flared, and he looked sideways at 
Peter. “Indeed, it was one of those American trucks.” He 
shut his mouth in a thin line. 

 “Well, buddy, I hope you‟re hungry,” Peter said with a 
grin. “We have roast beef, potatoes, carrots, cabbage, 
biscuits, gravy, corn, and for dessert cherry pie and ice cream. 
You have come to the right place for dinner.” 

 “It seems so,” Sergei muttered. 

 He was seated at the end of the table, opposite Aunt 
May. Peter and Gwen sat facing each other. Aunt May 
brought out the salad, and they got started. 

 “Isn‟t this great weather for April?” Peter said. Great, 
Parker, the weather. Genius. 

 “Bit windy for my tastes,” Aunt May said. 

 “I like rain,” Sergei said abruptly. “My place has 
skylights. I can watch the rain come down. It is very 
relaxing.” He didn‟t take his eyes off Peter for more than a 
moment. 

 “I like the wind,” Gwen said airily. “Great weather for 
flying.” She smiled at Peter, and he just got lost in her 
dimples. 

 “Uh, so Mister Kravinoff, what do you do for a living?” 
asked Aunt May. 

 “I am a collector,” he said. “Very boring.” 

 “Yeah, and he‟s an amateur boxer, too,” Peter grinned. 
“A little slow, but he‟s got some power if he can ever hit.” 
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 “Would that make you student of the ballet?” Kravinoff 
said, eyeing Peter. 

 “Oh, Peter was never a dancer,” Aunt May said, “but 
when he was in elementary school—“ 

 “No, come on,” Peter said, “mercy!” 

 “When he was in elementary school,” Aunt May 
continued primly, her eyes sparkling with excitement, “He 
was a spider in the school play, and he had a crush on the girl 
that played Miss Muffett.” 

 “Amy Lobowski. Great story. So who do you figure for 
the playoffs this year?” 

 “A spider?” Gwen said. “How cute! Did they lower him 
from the ceiling?” 

 “Oh no, they would have, but he was afraid of heights, 
so they let him creep over the hill behind her,” Aunt May 
said. 

 “Still afraid of heights?” Sergei asked pointedly. 

 “I got over it,” Peter gritted. 

 “After supper,” Aunt May said, “I have a picture of it if 
you want to see.” 

 “Do I ever!” Gwen said with a giggle of delight. She 
threw a look at Peter, who groaned. 

 Aunt May had lots of pictures. 

* 

 “Great supper, Aunt May,” Peter said, pushing back 
from the table. “Now while you and Gwendy look over the 
Albums of Shame, Sergei and I are going to take a walk. 
Settles the digestion.” 

 It was not much longer before the two men were 
limping down the sidewalk, getting out of sight of the house. 

 “Glad you came,” Peter said with a suppressed smile. 
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 “You offered most intriguing bait,” Kravinoff said, 
removing the creased paper from his pocket. He cleared his 
throat. “‟Sergei Kravinoff,‟ it begins, „Please come to dinner 
at my house tomorrow night. The Spider Ghost.‟ What is 
your game, spider ghost?” growled the hunter. 

 “I figured supper was the least I could do to thank you,” 
Peter said, looking straight ahead as he walked within arms 
reach of the big man. “Because of you, I was forced to come 
face to face with my life and with who and what I am.” 

 The hunter waited. Peter lowered his head. 

 “I am more than a beast, Kravinoff. I am a man. For 
you to kill the spider ghost, you have to kill the man who 
shares a body with it. A human life is bound up in your 
quarry. I don‟t have the mouth to go on about this all day.” 
He stopped and faced Kravinoff. 

 “Animals may have camouflage, and suspicion, but they 
cannot doubt. When you came hunting me, I doubted, 
Kravinoff. I doubted whether I was truly human or not. In 
wondering about that, I realized only a human could ponder 
that question. One thing more,” he said, opening his coat. 
He reached in and pulled out a long serrated survival knife, 
still bearing traces of blood. 

 “An animal cannot sacrifice itself for an intangible 
ideal,” Peter said. “If after eating with my aunt, meeting the 
woman that loves me, and seeing where I live you still think 
you need to harvest the spider ghost, even at that cost, then 
do it. I will not stop you. I will not kill you, and I‟m through 
playing tag. This is your chance.” Peter handed him the knife. 

 The hunter slowly reached out and took the knife, then 
glanced around. No one was nearby, no one would see, and 
behind him were bushes that could hide the act. He warily 
sifted through, looking for the trap. 

 His face hardened, and he put the knife away in his belt, 
out of sight. A smile toyed with the corner of his brutalized 
mouth. 



 

92 

 “You surprise me again, Peter Parker,” he said. “I don‟t 
know what to say. You make a compelling case, well done, 
and you have courage I cannot deny.” He sighed and shook 
his head. “You have outdone me. The spider ghost has 
found cover I cannot bring myself to breach.” 

 Peter let out a breath, and noticed he was trembling. 
“Thank you,” he said. “But after all your effort, I don‟t think 
you should leave without a trophy.” He reached into his coat, 
and so did the hunter. 

 “Easy,” he said. “Relax.” He pulled a small bundle from 
his coat, and tugged the string off. 

 “You succeeded in your hunt, Kravinoff,” Peter said. 
“You made me come face to face with what I could be, and 
you made me choose my path. I didn‟t like it, but you sure 
did give me inspiration. Because of you, I will not let what 
you feared happen to me.” Peter gave a tug, and the bundle 
unreeled. 

 “A silk tie?” Kravinoff said, his voice amused. 

 “I made it for you myself,” Peter said, his voice serious. 
He opened his other hand; a tie tack made of a molar. He 
smiled. “You earned this one, pal.” 

 Sergei Kravinoff took the tie and the tie tack, and 
looked deep into Peter Parker‟s eyes. Then he shook his head 
and chuckled. 

 “You are full of surprises, spider ghost,” he said. He 
held his tie up to the light. “Fine work, this.” 

 “Oh, one other thing,” Peter said. 

 “Yes?” 

 “If I ever become the menace you thought I was?” Peter 
said, his voice grave. “Finish the hunt.” 

 Sergei offered his hand, and Peter took it. Left to left, of 
course; neither got much use out of their right hands. They 
looked into each other‟s eyes once more, then the hunter 
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spun on his heel and strode down the sidewalk without 
looking back. 

 Peter smiled, breathed deep, and noticed how wonderful 
the spring air suddenly smelled. 

* 

 “Oh, Peter, you‟re just in time for junior high!” Gwen 
called as he came back inside. 

 “Oh God,” Peter muttered. “Don‟t go through them all 
at once, save some for later,” he called back. “Besides, I 
should take you home.” 

 “Thanks, Aunt May,” Gwen said as she gave her a quick 
kiss on the cheek. “See you around!” 

 “Goodbye!” Aunt May said. 

 “I‟ll be back later; you know, later,” Peter grinned as he 
helped Gwen into her coat. “Bye!” 

 They headed down the steps toward the car. “Come on, 
slowpoke!” Gwen said. “Usually I can‟t keep up with you.” 

 “I‟m a tired, worn out man,” Peter said. 

 “Too tired for a movie, hot shot photographer?” she 
said. 

 “What did you have in mind?” 

 “Well,” she said, batting her eyes, “I rented Creature from 
the Black Lagoon. A little birdie told me it was your favorite.” 

 “I‟ll bet,” Peter muttered. “You like those old Universal 
monster movies?” 

 “Of course,” Gwen said as they approached the car. 
“The hero always beats the monster against all odds then 
ends up with the girl. What‟s not to like?” 

 “Yeah,” Peter muttered, thinking of Strange. “I guess 
the monster always loses.” 
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 “At least in the good movies,” Gwen sniffed. “And a lady 
has to like a movie where she gets the hero of the piece.” 

 “Is that so?” Peter said, unlocking the car. 

 “That‟s so,” she said, wrapping her arms around him 
and looking him in the eye. 

 “Looks like you caught me,” Peter said. 

 “Damn straight, man o‟ mine,” she said, her voice low. 

 Their kiss was gentle, which was just fine with Peter 
Parker. They disengaged, and he grinned. 

 “I chased you and chased you and chased you until you 
caught me, is that it?” he said. 

 “Something like that,” she said, looking positively elfin 
as she grinned in the moonlight. 

 Peter couldn‟t help but laugh. 
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Love Takes Wing 
 

 He hissed through the air upside down, his mind 
whirling as it fused distance and velocity and location into a 
kaleidoscopic four-dimensional awareness.  He extended his 
fingertips. He could make it. He had enough room. No need 
for webbing. 

 Extended his fingers a little more. 

 There! 

 He sailed under the railroad bridge. At the last moment 
before he fell away from it he caught the edge of the last 
girder with his fingertips. His strength and adhesion held. He 
kicked at the edge of the bridge to brake, then swung gently 
back and forth, hanging by two fingertips in an upside-down 
ball, looking down over traffic, out to the water. 

 “I love exploring new territory,” he muttered. His mind 
uneasily wandered back to the cameras on tripods in 
windows, three of them, along his old route. He wondered if 
“they” were trying to catch him. A shiver crawled down his 
spine, and he hung full length, only his arm slightly flexed as 
his two fingertips easily held the weight of his body. 

 “Well, Parker, how far do you think you can push your 
luck?” he whispered to himself, looking across the city at 
night. He felt a sudden chill, and he rubbed his arm absently. 
“Not quite summer,” he muttered. “I think I‟ll be getting 
back.” He checked with his subconscious, which had been 
studiously timing his pulse, allowing for recalculation as his 
heart sped up and slowed down over his exercise, and still 
kept track of the time. Half past midnight. Or, if you‟d 
rather, twelve thirty one and fifty two and a half seconds. 

 “Thank you,” he muttered. “Just guessing on that last 
half second, I‟ll bet.” 
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 He fired off a strand of webbing and slung around, the 
downward rush from the bridge giving him all the 
momentum he needed to vault over the three story 
warehouse and sail through the air, not knowing where he‟d 
come down, his senses whipping across the cityscape 
instantly marking leverage points, routes, web targets. 

 Under the black mesh over his face, Parker grinned like 
a madman and slowly somersaulted downwards in free fall. It 
may be risky to exercise in the city, but this was too damn 
gorgeous to give up. 

 Suddenly; something out of place. Parker‟s eyes 
narrowed, and instead of firing web to sling him around or 
up, he calculated distance to the nearest roof. Not too much 
of a drop, not if he bled off some momentum first. Whistling 
down out of the murky sky, he touched a chimney; a few 
bricks ripped off and he was slowed, spinning; he kicked off 
a wall, then rolled across a roof and popped up to his feet 
with his back to a wall, heart going a little faster than it 
needed to be.  

 He relaxed, paying close attention to his senses as they 
unreeled, looking for the strand that had tugged with 
something unusual in the sensory net that was always spun 
around him. There. Men on a roof, all dressed in black. He 
moved around the wall, absently climbing up on it and 
scooting around over a four story drop to get a better view. 

 Quite an operation on the roof two buildings down. A 
tented skylight, one panel open, a miniature block and tackle 
set up over it. Four men on the roof. Three dressed like 
cliché terrorists, the fourth with peculiar hair that swept up 
on both sides and a mask with round goggles. He wore an 
English greatcoat, and as Parker squinted at him he saw 
ruffles at the wrist and a bunch of lace at the throat. He 
blinked, and looked again. 

 Well, it wasn‟t Logan at any rate. 
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 The cable that led down into the building was twitching 
and jerking like someone was climbing it. Parker popped off 
the side of the building and slapped into the one next door a 
story down, whirling around the side of the building and 
skimming along its edge to come up on the edge of the 
building with the party on its roof. He peeked up, much 
closer now. 

 The three men in black helped haul a large fourth man 
up out of the skylight. He went down on one knee 
immediately, offering a black box to the man with the 
greatcoat. The goggled and cloaked man stepped up and 
opened the box. A smile twisted his face, and Parker noticed 
his teeth were a bit too sharp. Reaching in, the cloaked man 
pulled forth a small metal disc, like an amulet or a broach. 

 “Well done,” he hissed, and the four stood and bowed. 
But now the rope was jerking again; was someone else down 
there? 

 Peter angled around the building to see where they were. 
Looking down, he saw the sign; Arronod‟s Antiques and 
Gallery of Antiquities. 

 “Shouldn‟t you loons be robbing a diamond store?” 
Parker muttered under his breath. Then he casually bashed in 
a window with his foot and scuttled clear. 

 Raucous alarms blared, and steel bars crashed down 
behind all the windows. Parker reached the roof in time to 
see the cable hanging from the block and tackle get pinched 
as steel shutters rolled up over the skylight. He grinned. 

 “Oops,” he whispered to himself. “A captive should 
give the police enough to work with here. My job is done.” 

 He hesitated. 

 “Almost,” he amended. The five that were getting away 
quickly ran across a plank hastily placed between the antique 
display gallery and the next building. Parker shadowed them, 
a dim shape on the wall. 
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 They reached a fire escape and began to move down it, 
quick and efficient and without panic. Parker looked at the 
bottom of the fire escape and saw a stack of empty boxes in 
the alley blocking view of the shiny yellow cab parked under 
the escape. His eyebrows raised. Not bad, not bad at all. Two 
motorcycles behind the cab, so they could split up with the 
loot. This warranted a closer look. 

 Moving slowly and surely now, he reached the wall 
opposite the fire escape, moving low so he would be level 
with them when they got that low. Sticking to the wall with 
his toes and heels, he leaned his back against it and rolled his 
mask up to his nose. As one of the thugs scooted down the 
fire escape moving as fast as he could, Parker sucked on his 
tongue for a moment then spit a thin streak of something 
like saliva. It hit the man on his jacket and spattered a bit; 
some got on his hair, his neck. Parker smiled. Waited. The 
man in the cloak whirled down the fire escape. Parker let fly 
again with the spittle, catching him in the top of his hair 
where he‟d be least likely to feel it. 

 The man abruptly halted, looking around. His eyes were 
invisible, unreadable beneath the ridiculous round goggles. 
Suddenly Parker got a chill looking at him. Maybe he was 
funny looking, but he was also… dangerous somehow. 

 Below, the five men piled into the taxi and roared out 
through the boxes, leaving the motorcycles. Then they 
merged with traffic, the taxi brazenly cutting off a sub-
compact. Parker raised his eyebrows again. “They even drive 
like a cabbie,” he muttered to himself. He shrugged. “I‟ve 
done my good deed for the night. Time to be headed back.” 

 Of course, it was just about impossible for him to get 
lost. He sprang off the building and whizzed home. 

* 

 “Thanks for a great lunch,” Peter said, pushing back 
from the table. 
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 “No problem,” Gwen smiled. “Want to convince me 
you mean it and help with the dishes?” 

 “Only fair,” Peter said. He looked over at the brooding 
man who was also at the table. 

 “Daddy,” Gwen said. “We have company.” He turned to 
Peter. “When a case is in the papers, his brain gets rolling 
looking for clues so he can solve it from his armchair.” She 
sighed, exasperated, but there was a smile in her eyes. 

 “Which is, of course, not very practical,” the older man 
said. “They never get the details right. Don‟t even know what 
to look for.” He was tall, and while he was no longer as solid 
as he had been in his younger days there was still strength in 
his shoulders, and his eyes were bright and keen. His white 
hair was combed in a style right out of the fifties. His clothes 
and breath smelled slightly of pipe smoke. He didn‟t miss 
much. 

 “What case would that be?” Peter asked. 

 “Now you‟ve done it,” Gwen said, rolling her eyes and 
standing up. “You have until the dishwater is run to satisfy 
your curiosity,” she said. “I can‟t do anything about Dad, but 
you I can convince to drop it.” 

 Peter smiled and looked at her father, who had raised 
one eyebrow but couldn‟t keep from smiling. “Well, Peter, 
turns out a handful of crooks broke into Arronod‟s last night 
about half past midnight. But there are things that don‟t add 
up in this case. The only thing that was stolen was a single 
display of an ancient amulet; they ignored priceless treasures 
that would be as easy or easier to fence to private collectors. 
They set up a miniature crane to get in and out, circumvent 
the security for that wing remotely, and then vanish into the 
night. They left hundreds of thousands of dollars worth of 
material down there, making off with one amulet that, while 
priceless, would probably go for no more than ten 
thousand.” He shook his head. “They didn‟t even put a 
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picture of the amulet in the paper. How is the population 
supposed to help?” 

 “They aren’t,” Gwen said. 

 “And the police,” he continued, tapping the paper. “No 
comment, of course, but I‟ll bet they think this is a trial run; 
you know, practice, hazing if you will. A demonstration of 
determination and a test run for something bigger. I want to 
believe that, but I can‟t.” He looked sideways at Peter. 
“Something very odd is going on here, and it‟s taking all the 
willpower I‟ve got not to drive down to the scene and give it 
a real looking over, like the police used to before we were 
lulled into the belief that chemicals and equipment would do 
the looking for us.” 

 “So all the burglars got away?” Peter asked casually. He 
got up and started stacking the plates. 

 “No,” the older man said slowly. “Actually, there was a 
prisoner. A young man, late teens. Won‟t say a word. But 
that came from the station, not the newspaper. Did you think 
there would be a suspect captured?” 

 “You know,” Peter said, “I always thought it was funny 
that they could capture a guy in the robbed store while he was 
holding the loot and still call him a suspect.” 

 “Well,” the former captain said with a peculiar smile, 
“things are not always what they seem, and it‟s important to 
give the truth time and a way to come out properly. 
Otherwise, the law might as well be a lynching mob.” He 
sighed. “That happens enough as it is. Due process is one of 
the most important things our country has to offer its 
citizens and the world.” 

 “You want to wash or wipe?” Gwen asked pointedly. 
Her father chuckled, and rose from his chair. 

 “If you kids will excuse me,” he said with a smile, “I‟m 
going to go have a pipe and mull this over.” 
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 “You do that,” Gwen said. “Go mull.” She shooed him 
out with her hands. 

 “Looks like I‟m washing,” Peter said meekly. “I don‟t 
know where stuff goes.” 

 “Then you better get started,” Gwen smiled. “Pay 
attention while I put stuff away. You do the dishes a lot?” 

 “Uh, I help Aunt May,” he said. “I always do the drying 
at my house.” 

 “Well, let me tell you how to do the washing right. First 
wash the cups, those are the least dirty so your dishwater 
doesn‟t get messed up. Then silverware, then plates, then 
pots and pans. Got it?” 

 “You bet,” he said, trying to suppress a smile. Then he 
looked down at his buttoned long sleeve shirt. “Um, actually, 
can I wipe?” Stupid, stupid, stupid, he thought. Can‟t let her 
see my forearms. Not yet. 

 She raised an eyebrow and smirked. “Afraid to ruin your 
manicure?” 

 “On no!” he simpered. “Dishpan hands!” 

 She couldn‟t help but smile. “You‟re such a weenie, 
Peter.” 

 “Yeah,” he said, “but don‟t tell anybody. You gonna 
start or what?” 

 She plunged a few glasses into the foamy water. “Hey 
Peter,” she said slowly, “can I ask a big favor?” 

 “You can ask anything you like, pretty lady,” he said. 

 “I feel so awkward,” she said with half a smile, staring 
down into the water as she swirled the dish rag in the glasses. 
“I mean, I don‟t quite know how to ask this. Seems like a 
stupid request.” 

 “Go on, I promise not to think it‟s stupid.” 



 

102 

 “Well,” she said, “My mother, she‟s not around 
anymore. My grandma lives in California, about as far away 
as you can get. So… I don‟t really have anyone to celebrate 
Mothers Day with.” She looked him in the eye. “I know it‟s a 
lot to ask, but will you let me help celebrate Mothers Day 
with Aunt May?” 

 Peter blinked. 

 “Sure, Gwen,” he said. “If I‟d been thinking, I would 
have asked you to. This is great! What did you have in mind?” 

 “Well,” she said, looking down into the dishwater as she 
pulled cups out, plunked them in the rinsewater and stuck 
them on the drainer, “Today is Thursday and Mothers Day is 
Sunday, so I figured I‟d just help you with whatever you were 
doing.” 

 His mind whirled through a rapid recalculation of his 
finances. It didn‟t take long; there wasn‟t much to calculate. 
“I was thinking I‟d take her to church in the morning, maybe 
lose a couple games of scrabble to her, something like that. I 
bet you could really put a shine on the event.” 

 “We should at least cook her lunch,” Gwen said. “Have 
you put in reservations for flowers? They might get sold 
out.” 

 “I‟ll double check that,” Peter said, nodding sagely. 
Maybe a small plant… yeah, and maybe he could dig up 
something in the park. He shrugged off that feeling and 
vigorously toweled the glasses. 

 “Oh, thanks, Peter. It really means a lot to me that 
you‟re willing to share Aunt May with me.” 

 “Believe me,” Peter grinned, “There‟s enough mothering 
in Aunt May to go around.” 

* 

 Peter walked down the sidewalk, wrapped up in his 
thoughts. Fifteen minutes to do a ten minute walk to 
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Advanced Organic Chemistry II. He shrugged against the 
weight of his backpack. Lots and lots of books. Eyes to the 
sidewalk, he trudged along feeling half dead and not wanting 
to look up to see all the speed he was missing by hoofing it 
instead of swinging. 

 “Just breathe, Parker,” he muttered. “Take it slow. Stay 
close enough to the ground to smell the roses.” He glanced 
around. “I mean to suck the exhaust. Up there, just smog. To 
get the real deal, gotta be down here. Hello, my name is 
Peter, and I‟m addicted to sucking car exhaust.” He sighed. 
“Hi Peter.” He glanced around, and felt a peculiar tug in his 
senses. He looked back down at the sidewalk and let his 
senses find the reason for him. 

 While his senses heightened, he thought of Aunt May. 
He hadn‟t even guessed Mothers Day was closing in. What 
could he do? How could he make it special? Then he smelled 
his spider tracer, acrid and bitter and not far away. 

 There. Blue car. Peter glimpsed the blue car out of the 
corner of his eye, and let his mind work. Nothing special 
about that car. Except it had been parked outside Gwen‟s 
house. And he had seen it for the first time this morning at 
the crosswalk four houses down from Gwen. Now it was 
here. And it reeked of his spider tracer. Hm. 

 Peter ducked into an alley and jumped at the wall. He 
kept his legs clear as he used his momentum to whip his 
hands along the wall, guiding his momentum up over the 
second story wall at the back of the alley. Then he tipped 
over and dropped, doing a backwards somersault and landed 
in the alley on the other side of the wall. His socks felt sticky; 
his feet wanted to help.  

 “That‟ll lose „em,” he muttered. “Must do chemistry. 
Must go to class. Must not let spider ghost get in the way of 
studies. Must not abandon future and education to prance 
about in a homemade leotard. 
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 His senses grabbed his attention as he hopped a hedge 
and stood across the street from the campus. 

 The blue car rolled around the corner and idled in the 
no-park zone in front of the campus entrance. Traffic 
swarmed around them, and a steady flow of students entered 
and left the campus. Peter‟s blood chilled. 

 There. In the back seat. The glint of goggles, the 
silhouette of up-swept hair. Peter‟s senses zeroed in; the man 
in the back of the car still wore a great coat, but this time, 
around his neck; that amulet they had stolen. Peter heard a 
round chambered in an automatic weapon. His nostrils 
flared, his heart rate shot up, fever uncoiled in him, his limbs 
loosened, his clothes felt strangely bulky, the backpack on his 
back became dead weight. 

 They might not pursue him on campus. But if they did, 
they might be willing to kick up a ruckus with lots of people 
to get caught in the crossfire. 

 As if in slow motion, Peter heard the shutter trip on a 
camera, slide down and back up. He saw the photographer in 
the front seat and realized they had been following him all 
day, they could have pictures of the Stacys, of him…  

 The front seat passenger side window that faced Peter 
slid down, and a hand beckoned him. Looking both ways 
before crossing the street, Peter jogged over. 

 “A message,” the thin faced man in the front seat said. 
“This is not the time or the place. We know you now. We 
know where you live, we know about your dad, your sister. 
So if you don‟t come to a meeting tonight they have an 
accident. Here.” The man handed him a small square of paper 
with the address printed in clear block letters. “Midnight. 
Don‟t be late.” 

 “But tonight‟s a school night,” Peter said. The window 
rolled up, and Peter glanced at the back seat before the 
window closed. Under the goggles, the weird man was 
smiling. 
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 Peter hopped out of the way as the car screeched out 
into traffic and around the corner. He realized he was 
trembling a little. 

 Suddenly it sunk in. “I don‟t have a father or a sister,” 
he murmured, then his eyes widened. He rushed inside, up to 
a pay phone. No change. He glanced around and darted into 
the Registrar‟s office. 

 “Can I use a phone please it‟s real important,” he said to 
the harried woman behind the desk as he pushed past six 
people in line. She gave him a cold look and pointed at the 
phone. He snagged it, spun it around, and grabbed the 
earpiece as he punched in the Stacy‟s number. 

 After three rings the phone was answered. “Stacy 
residence, this is John.” 

 “Hi, Peter here. Hey,” he said, and his mind blanked. 
How to warn him of the danger without blurting the truth? 
His first three lies were shot down before they were fully 
formed; Stacy was a smart man not easily bamboozled. “er,” 
he said. 

 “Yes?” 

 “I just heard on the news that it‟s a killer day for UV, so 
you probably don‟t want to go out,” he said in a rush. The 
registrar looked at him sideways, and a couple students in the 
line giggled. 

 “That so?” John drawled, a smile audible. 

 “Yeah, I gotta go,” Peter said as a blush fired up 
through his face, “but you should stay inside and keep an eye 
out today. Too much UV makes people do crazy things. 
Okay?” 

 “I hear you, Peter,” John said. “I think I understand 
what you‟re saying, but we need to have a talk about this 
later.” 
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 “Later is great,” Peter said. “I‟m gonna be late for class, 
bye.” He hung up and ducked out of the office without 
making eye contact, followed by a burst of laughter. 

 “Just what I need before chemistry,” he muttered, 
ducking his head and sprinting towards the science building. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 “I hate lying to Aunt May,” Peter muttered as he 
crouched on the roof of a building, looking up at the dimly 
glowing clouds. The city‟s light was trapped, unable to reach 
the sky through the clouds. Peter shrugged his shoulders, 
loving the feel of the mesh. “Okay, so I don‟t forget; I‟m 
spending the night with Harry tonight and we‟re studying for 
chemistry. Right.” He shook his head.  

 “So,” he murmured to himself, “I have finals next week, 
it‟s a Thursday night, I haven‟t even started studying, and I‟m 
gonna be on bodyguard duty. This is not good. Oh yeah, and 
Sunday is Mother‟s Day. That‟s just peachy.” He sighed. 
“Guess I‟ll just have to take care of Mr. Goggles tonight.” He 
pulled his mesh down over his face and dropped to the 
street. 

 The address was a squat concrete building surrounded 
by a twelve foot chain link fence with barbed wire along the 
top. Dogs roamed the fenced area. Peter grinned. 

 In a bound he was over the fence. Dogs bounded 
towards him, snarling and snapping too much to bark. In a 
single easy move he bounded to the side of the concrete 
building and clung to it. A dog leaped at him, snarling, and 
he swatted it; the dog flew through the air and slammed 
down on the ground, then sprang up yipping and sprinted 
away. Two more dogs jumped, and he sighed as he batted 
them away as well. For the moment, he had the place to 
himself. He dropped in the doorway and knocked politely. 
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 The door swung open. At the far end of the room was a 
throne carved of wood. Upon the throne sat the cloaked, 
goggled figure. About fifteen thugs stood in the room, all 
heavily armed. 

 “Avon calling,” Peter said. 

 “Come in,” said a big man standing next to the throne. 
Muscles in his jaw flexed; he crossed his big arms.  

 “First, mind telling me what this is all about?” Peter said. 

 “We will do that when you have come inside.” 

 Peter quickly gauged his chances of beating the snot out 
of everyone in the room, guns or no guns, then punching his 
way through the steel door to get out in one piece. Not bad 
odds. He stepped inside. 

 As he approached the chair, he looked it over. A stylized 
owl was carved into the back of the throne, with spreading 
wings. Peter tried not to smile. 

 “I‟m here,” he said to the seated figure. “So what do I 
call you?” 

 “Master,” the big man said. “You will call him Master, as 
we do.” 

 “Hm. No. Okay, I‟ll make up my own name. Nod your 
head when I get to one you like. Mister Goggles. The 
Moussed Madman. Mental the Dental. Flap the Light 
Fingered?” 

 “That‟s enough,” the big man growled.  

 “I always like a selection,” Peter pattered. 

 “Owl,” came a hoarse voice from the throne. Peter‟s 
eyebrows shot up. “You call me the Owl.” 

 “It talks,” he said. “What a hoot.” 

 Behind him, a number of rounds were chambered in 
various weapons through the room. Peter sighed. “Oh, come 
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on, enough flexing and growling. Can we come to the point? 
I‟m missing beauty sleep for this.” 

 “The Master wishes to make your situation clear to 
you,” the big man said. Peter looked at the Owl, seeing 
himself reflected in the round dark goggles. “When you 
triggered the alarm, when you interfered with our business 
you caused one of our number to be trapped.” 

 “How do you know it was me?” Peter asked. 

 “The Master sees many things, knows many things,” the 
big man said. “Do not interrupt again. The one you caused to 
be trapped was the Master‟s son.” He paused for effect. 
“Now, beyond the reach of the Master‟s protection, the 
Master‟s enemies will kill his son and we can‟t stop them. So 
basically, you are responsible for the death of the Master‟s 
son.” 

 Peter waited a moment. “You‟re going to kill me?” he 
said. 

 “Eventually,” the big man said, his eyes hard and cold. 
“Eventually.” 

 Peter‟s eyes narrowed. “How did you find me?” he 
asked. The thug smiled, but did not speak. 

 Something missing, something missing, Peter‟s senses 
did not find something they expected to. A shiver rolled up 
his spine as he looked at the Owl and his greatcoat, 
something missing… 

 “Where‟s the amulet?” he asked. 

 The Owl smiled, then chuckled, a peculiar light liquid 
sound. Then he laughed, and he threw his head back and 
gripped the throne and cackled, a sound so full of hate and 
malice that Peter took a step back. The other thugs in the 
room laughed, their eyes fixed on him as they howled, as 
shrieks of wicked mirth tore the night. Peter backed out and 
they made no move to stop him. 
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 He fired web and whipped over the fence and into the 
city, but the hideous cackle of the Owl seemed to follow him 
into the glowing darkness of the urban night. 

* 

 Peter slapped against the wall and hung there for a 
moment, his blood racing, his mind whirling. His first 
instinct had been to race to the Stacy house and—stand 
guard, or something.  

 “My home away from home,” Peter murmured to 
himself, looking across the street at the library. If he didn‟t 
study, his grades would reflect that; much of the time he had 
spent away from schoolwork over the semester was justified 
by a hard push at the end, getting good grades on the final to 
pull up his GPA. 

 Web snapped out of his wrist, hissing across the open 
space, and he flung himself away from safety. His body sliced 
through the air and snapped into the wall. Crawling swiftly 
and silently he approached an upper window and stuck to it. 
He tugged, snapping the simple latch. He was in the library. 

 He scrambled down the window and dropped to the 
balcony, then stepped to the edge and looked down over the 
vast room. He dropped from the balcony to the floor, then 
padded around to the very back of the resource section and 
tugged his backpack from where he had hidden it that 
afternoon. He carried it to the table, unzipped it, snapped on 
the lamp on the table, and sighed as he began to pull slabs of 
textbook out of his bag. 

 “Isn‟t this heroic,” he muttered. At the bottom of the 
bag were his crumpled street clothes. He pulled them out, 
shook them and tried to smooth some of the more offensive 
wrinkles out, then dragged them on over his mesh. He sat, 
sighed, and cracked his Physics II book. 

 His mind was still whirling, and as he glanced at the page 
his mind did not register the words. He sighed, put his head 
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on the book, and whispered “can we please not do this, 
brain?” 

 Once again, those close to him were endangered by his 
web slinging. 

 “I know,” he whispered. “I‟ll make it right. But tonight I 
have to study.” 

 The clock on the wall read one o‟clock when he started 
taking notes. 

* 

 Peter walked up to where Gwen was sitting on the 
bench. “Hey there, pretty lady. Missed you in Chem II.” 

 “Oh, Peter, hi,” she said, turning to face him with a 
startled jump. Their eyes met, and Peter saw in her eyes a 
change; a flash of realization? Something. She smiled a guilty 
smile. 

 “What‟s up?” Peter said. “Not like you to miss class.” 

 “Maybe I just happen to skip all the same days you do, 
or even half of them,” she said with her eyebrows raised, not 
making eye contact. 

 Peter‟s heart froze in that moment. 

 “Where did you get that amulet?” he asked breathlessly, 
pointing at the metal disc hanging from her neck. It was 
about the size of a palm, with wedges cut out of the top and 
the bottom so it had two sharp tines at either end. Its surface 
was greasy looking and hypnotic, pearlescent gray black. 

 “It‟s mine,” she said casually. “I got it last night.” 

 “Where?” Peter repeated. 

 “At the mall.” 

 “What, at Spencers?” 

 “No,” she said. “What‟s with the cross examine? I got it 
from one of those peddler guys with the pushcart booths.” 
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 Peter looked at her hard for a moment. “Can I look at 
it?” he asked. 

 Her brow furrowed. “Not after being so rude to me, 
Mister Parker. God, you‟re a heel.” She stood up, spun on 
her heel, and strode away. 

 Peter watched her go, his heart still cold. “Forgot your 
book bag,” he said under his breath. He picked it up and 
stood watching her walk away. She did not look back. Fear 
he could not explain gripped Peter.  The Owl‟s amulet. On 
Gwen. Peter shivered and wondered what that could mean. 

 “Definitely time to return this bag,” Peter muttered. He 
hefted her book bag and took off towards the Stacy house at 
a trot. 

* 

 Glancing around, Peter pretended not to notice the large 
man that stood at the corner, barely in view of the Stacy 
house. The big man saw him and smiled, but made no move 
to stop him. Great. The Stacys were under surveillance. 

Peter bounced up the steps to the Stacy house and 
knocked on the door. A few moments later, the door opened 
and Peter was face to face with John Stacy. 

 “Afternoon, Captain,” Peter said. “Gwen forgot her 
book bag at school. I thought I‟d bring it by.” He flashed a 
winning smile. “Finals next week; she‟ll need this to study.” 

 “Indeed,” the Captain smiled. “Come on in.” 

 Peter followed him in to the den. “Have a seat, son,” the 
Captain said. He sat behind his big desk and Peter took a seat 
in a chair in front of it. “Something‟s on your mind, Parker.” 

 “I‟m worried, Captain,” Peter said frankly. “Gwen‟s not 
acting like herself today. And she has a new piece of jewelry, 
an amulet. I don‟t know where it came from, but I don‟t like 
it.” 
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 “Probably intensifies UV rays,” the Captain said sagely. 
“Now how about you tell me what‟s really going on, young 
man. Your call yesterday was absurd. I believe you‟re a 
reasonably bright, mentally organized person and you were 
trying to get an idea across. Fill me in.” 

 Peter blinked. 

 Opened his mouth. 

 Shut it. 

 Thought fast. 

 “Okay,” he said. “I‟m a bit nervous because I saw some 
low-life thugs hanging around your house yesterday. I 
thought maybe your interest in the case had attracted the 
attention of the thieves from the antique house job. Go look 
for yourself. There‟s a neckless guy leaning up against the 
lamp post across the street. He has an ear piece for a tac 
net.” 

 John nodded. “Let‟s go look.” They went to the dining 
room and watched through the gauzy curtain. 

 The street was empty except for Gwen. She took the 
steps two at a time and banged into the entryway. 

 “Parker,” she snapped, “give me my books.” 

 “They‟re in the den,” John said. “It‟s alright.” 

 “Alright?” she snarled. “This cad took my book bag. I 
looked for it for half an hour, Peter. Why did you take my 
book bag?” Her eyes flared, furious, and her voice took a 
hysterical tinge. 

 “I thought you left it accidentally,” Peter said, taking a 
step back and raising his hands. “I didn‟t mean to—“ 

 “Get out!” she shouted. “Get out of my house! Out!” 
Peter and John stood wide eyed, staring at her. She took two 
strides, grabbed Peter by the front of his shirt, and hurled 
him toward the door. “Get out of my house, Parker! Get out 
until you can figure out where you slept last night!” And with 
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that and a final shove, Peter stumbled down the stairs as the 
door slammed behind him. 

 Oh no. 

 If Gwen called Aunt May—then called Harry—and 
couldn‟t find him! 

 Oh no. She couldn‟t think— 

 Her flaring green eyes watching him coldly through the 
glass on the door told him she just might. 

 He turned and walked away, head down, mind racing. 
This was not good. Still, an outburst like that was not like 
her. 

 His heart sank as he wondered if maybe it was; when she 
felt she had been cheated on. And still, again, he couldn‟t 
bring himself to tell her the truth about where he had been. 

 Down the street and around the corner, a big man 
smiled to himself. 

* 

 “What was all that about?” John asked his daughter. She 
whirled to look at him, nostrils flared, blood racing. 

 “I was out last night at the mall, and I was picking up a 
few things, and this man said he knew where Peter was, then 
he just smiled and walked away. So I get home, and call Aunt 
May looking for Peter. She said he was spending the night at 
Harry‟s place. So I call Harry. Harry‟s at a chemistry lock-in 
studython at school. So I swing by. Nobody‟s seen or heard 
from Parker, even though he said he‟d be there, agreed to it 
two weeks ago. So where is Peter? You‟re the detective, Dad, 
and it‟s your fault I‟m curious. Deduct away.” Her tone was 
bitter. 

 “Are you quite sure,” John said, inspecting his 
fingernails, “that you aren‟t overreacting a bit?” 

 She stared at him for a long moment. “He‟s never there 
when I need him, Dad,” she said slowly. “What‟s a girl to 
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think?” she turned and walked up the stairs and disappeared 
around the corner. 

 He watched her go, his eyes thoughtful. Then he shook 
his head. “Supper in thirty minutes, if you‟re hungry,” he 
called up the stairs. Then he returned to the den. A glance at 
the clock told him it was just after five. He sat in his chair for 
a moment, looking at the empty seat Parker had been in 
earlier. “Hm.” he said. Then he shook his head, went into the 
kitchen, and opened the refrigerator. 

 Behind him, a light step on the carpet. 

 “Change your mind about supper?” he asked. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Peter stopped. “This is stupid,” he said. He turned and 
started walking back. “I care about the Stacys, and I trust 
them. I‟ll just tell them I went to see the Owl, that I was 
doing my evening exercises as a spider ghost and I ran across 
a burglary. Last night after I went to see the Owl I broke in 
to a library to study. Then when Gwen‟s amulet turned up I 
knew the Owl had gotten to her so it freaked me out, and the 
best thing to do now is to get that damned thing and toss it 
in the ocean. Yeah. I‟ll just come right out with it.” 

 Fear coursed through him, thicker than his blood. 
“Heh,” he said. “Stage fright. Give me a thug fest any day.” 

 He came around the corner and saw the Owl‟s big man 
with a camcorder, recording the view through the Stacy‟s 
front window into the dining room. His senses kicked into 
overdrive. 

 No. Impossible. 

 Peter launched himself down the street and went 
airborne, smashing into the thug. The camcorder went flying, 
smacking down on the pavement and spinning, bits of glass 
and plastic skittering every direction. The big man was 
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knocked off his feet then rammed between Peter and the 
lamp post that he had been standing ten feet away from. He 
buckled without a fight. Peter sprinted. 

 In the dining room, Captain Stacy stood up from 
digging in the fridge. 

 Behind him stood Gwen. Her eyes. They were so empty. 
So cold. 

 She raised the pair of scissors as Peter leaped through 
the air— 

 Captain Stacy caught movement from the corner of his 
eye and turned to see Peter launch off the ground and come 
crashing through the glass as the scissors whipped down and 
drove into the flesh between Captain Stacy‟s shoulderblades, 
grating off bone then digging deep. 

 He managed a sound between a cough and a scream as 
the scissors plunged in to the hinge, four inches of wicked 
steel sunk into the meat of his back. Peter whirled past him 
and caught Gwen, tossing her to the side. She bounced off 
the wall, and squared off with him. 

For just a moment, things went hazy for Peter and 
he stumbled; she sailed in and planted a fist square in his 
chest. Startled, he felt a peculiar power surge through her 
arm, and he flew back; he whizzed out of the dining room, 
across the entryway, and smashed through the door to the 
music room. He lay on the floor and sputtered for a 
moment. 

The gray haze at the edge of his vision had faded. 
He realized that the amulet was helping Gwen, making her 
stronger and faster. Not stronger and faster enough. He 
rolled to his feet, shrugging off the blow, and bounded to the 
kitchen. 

 John gripped the amulet and yanked it off the chain that 
held it around her neck, the snapped links flying, as she 
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plunged the scissors into his chest again, again. They both 
collapsed on the floor, unconscious. 

 Peter stood trembling for a moment, unable to take in 
what was happening. Then his mind had it all worked out 
before the numbness wore off. He snatched the phone and 
punched in 911. He rattled off the address and requested an 
ambulance, then dropped the phone without hanging up. 
Scooping up Gwen, he dashed upstairs and slipped out the 
window, fired out web, and swung into the night. 

 “Come on, Doc, be home,” Peter whispered as his webs 
carried himself and his passenger towards Greenwich Village. 
“This is just too damn weird.” 

* 

 A light tapping on the glass of the intricately designed 
skylight roused the Doctor from his reverie. He glanced up 
to see Peter Parker clinging to the roof holding a woman. 
“Downstairs,” he murmured, standing and striding towards 
the door of his Sanctum Sanctorum. Parker dropped out of 
sight. 

 Doctor Strange met him at the door. “What‟s going 
on?” he asked. 

 “Can I come in?” Peter asked, his eyes a little wild. 
Strange stood aside and gestured, and Peter dragged the limp 
girl in with him. 

 Strange shut the door. “Please explain.” 

 Peter caught his breath. “Okay, this is my girlfriend 
Gwen, Gwen, Doc Strange, Strange, Gwen. So I go back to 
the house after she kicks me out and she‟s stabbing her dad 
with scissors and then things get a little gray and she whacks 
me, whoom, through the door, then the amulet is grabbed 
and—“ 

 “Amulet?” Strange said. 
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 Peter stopped, blinked. “Let me try that again,” he said. 
“First can we put her somewhere?” 
 “Upstairs,” Strange said curtly. 

 When she was arranged on the bed and Peter had a 
small cup of tea, Strange bent over Gwen. 

 “She is sleeping,” he murmured. “A dark force has 
released her. She will recover in an hour or two.” He looked 
at Peter. “There should be a talisman of some sort; a 
bracelet, a necklace—“ 

 “An amulet,” Peter said decisively. He grabbed a piece 
of paper and a pen. “Like this.” He sketched it out, with the 
two tines on top and the two on the bottom and the wedges 
cut out on the sides. “Wicked looking thing.” 

 “Appearances do not deceive,” Strange said, his face 
dark. “This is most unfortunate. I know this piece. If it has 
fallen into the wrong hands, it must be retrieved before 
further damage can be done. Where is the amulet now?” 

 Peter opened his mouth, then winced. “Last I saw 
Captain Stacy grabbed it. He‟s on his way to the hospital. He 
might have dropped it at the house.” 

 Strange‟s eyes unfocused slightly, then his scowl 
deepened. “He is at the hospital, and he has the amulet. We 
have no time to waste.” He shrugged on his red coat and 
headed for the stairs. 

 “What does the amulet do aside from grant some 
distraction, speed, and power?” Peter called after him as they 
hurried down the stairs. 

 “The amulet is called the Wings of Needless Sorrow,” 
Strange said curtly as they moved through the front door and 
headed for Strange‟s sleek car. “When its power is invoked 
and targeted, it causes people to do their best to take the lives 
of those they hold most dear.” He fired up the car as Peter 
hopped in, then they were roaring through traffic. 

 “Oh,” Peter said in a small voice. 
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 “Now,” Strange said, “if you‟ll keep an eye on the 
Captain then I‟ll return to the house and watch over Gwen. 
Seems they have a powerful enemy. Once I‟ve got the amulet 
in my possession and I‟m assured that Captain Stacy is not 
tainted by its power, then we will be out of the woods.” 

 “Sounds good,” Peter said. “Thanks for your help.” 

 The doctor said nothing, and Peter was not even sure he 
heard. 

 It took twenty minutes to get to the hospital. Before 
they were fully parked the two were out and moving to the 
emergency room. 

 Peter, running behind Strange, saw his red coat shift to a 
white one, saw the stethoscope around his neck as an 
afterthought. He blinked and pretended he hadn‟t seen 
anything unusual. 

 Strange trotted up to the desk of the nurse on duty. 
“Retired Police Captain John Stacy was just brought here. I 
need to see him.” 

 The nurse nodded. “Of course, doctor. Let‟s see. He 
was in berth 18.” 

 “Was?” Strange said, checking himself before he left the 
desk. 

 “Oh yes. He was fine,” nodded the nurse brightly. “Just 
a little bump on the head and a couple shallow cuts." 

 “But you did take a blood sample,” the doctor pressed. 

 “Yes, before we knew he was alright,” the nurse replied. 

 “Bring it to me. I need to run a test on it,” Strange said, 
looking deep into her eyes. Something in her expression went 
limp, and she mechanically walked back to get the blood 
sample. 

 “What does this mean?” Peter asked, knowing the 
answer. 
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 Strange ignored him, reaching for the tube the returning 
nurse handed to him. His eyes unfocused, and he uncorked 
the sample tube and dripped the blood onto the pristine 
white counter. 

 Three drops fell, spattering; Peter gasped as he saw that 
their splash pattern was identical to the outline of the 
amulet… 

 “We have no time to waste,” Strange said. “Captain 
Stacy is in the thrall of the amulet now, and with the power it 
gives him he can ignore his wounds and be a very dangerous 
man indeed. Once he has completed the task it gives him he 
will be released to wallow in the grief his act will bring him. 
He must be stopped.” 

 “Where is he?” Peter asked. 

 Strange said nothing for a moment. Peter‟s eyes 
widened. Kill the one most dear to you. 

 Gwen. 

 “Let‟s go!” Peter said. 

 “No, not two of us,” Strange said. “It is your task to 
stop him.” 

 “What are you doing then?” Peter asked quickly. 

 Strange narrowed his eyes. “I need to find the one that 
unleashed this force on the world and make sure he can‟t do 
anything this rash again. Who and where was the one 
responsible for this? Do you know?” 

 “He‟s called the Owl,” Peter began, and Strange listened 
intently. 

* 

 Gwen woke with a start. Outside, distant thunder 
rumbled. She blinked, looked around, blinked again. 

 “Dad?” she said, her voice uncertain. She managed to 
push herself up off the bed, and she looked around the 



 

120 

musty room, smelling peculiar ancient spicy smells. Heavy 
drapes covered the window, and the door to what looked like 
a hallway was open slightly. 

 “Dad?” she repeated, as a memory 

 flashed 

 she started to tremble. “Dad!” she said. She looked 
down, saw the blood on her hands. 

 Downstairs, a door slammed. 

 Her heart beat rapidly, and it was hard to breathe. She 
stood trembling, listening, motionless as she heard a slow 
heavy tread come up the stairs. Her voice failed her. 

 With a slow creak, the door to the room drifted open, 
and she saw a familiar figure in the dimness of the hall. 
Outside, a police car howled by, and by the dancing light it 
cast up into the room she caught a glimpse of her father. 

 Relief died stillborn in her chest, cold and terrifying; his 
eyes were not his own. 

 “Hello, Gwendy,” he rasped. “You have the right to 
remain silent.” His smile widened, and his teeth almost 
glowed in the dimness. 

 She saw the amulet hooked on his jacket pocket like a 
badge… 

 Another door out of the bedroom. Gwen lunged for it, 
threw it open, dashed through, terror galvanizing her and 
sending her hurling into the adjoining room in the suite. 

 “I‟m about to give you all the rights you‟ll ever need,” 
came the hauntingly familiar alien voice from behind her. She 
couldn‟t even scream. 

 Then he began to laugh, a sound that swelled through 
the empty house like a living thing. She battered the locked 
door, sobs erupting with her breath. 

He cut off her escape. 
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* 

 Peter briefly wondered why all his fastest cross-town 
web excursions were motivated by Gwen as he pushed his 
aching body to shoot further, swing faster, race across the 
town like a restless ghost who no longer felt gravity or air 
resistance. Carrying Gwen at top speed through town to 
Strange‟s was the first time he had accomodated a passenger, 
and the unfamiliar balancing had worn him more than a trip 
three times that distance normally would. Now he was in full 
mesh, whipping through the night like a dislodged shadow, 
trying to prevent further intra-family assault. 

 He cut through the air like a diver, only moving up 
instead of down. There, at the end of the block, was 
Strange‟s house. Peter spun in mid air and fired a web at the 
lamp post, reaching the end of his upward arc and using his 
downward momentum to whip that direction; he let go of 
the web moving fast in a flat spin. He nailed the corner of 
Strange‟s brownstone and tugged hard, for he saw a face in 
the window, the terrified visage of Gwen Stacy with a look 
he would carry to his grave—duck, sweetheart 

 and he smashed through the window, over her startled 
head and into John Stacy, hurling him back and smashing 
into the locked door leading to the hallway. The two figures 
toppled through the hardwood, Stacy taking the brunt of the 
blow. Peter hopped back lightly, suddenly cold with the 
thought he might have killed the old man. 

 No need to worry. John was on his feet with catlike 
grace. He smiled, blood flowing from his nose and mouth, 
his eyes feral. 

 Peter‟s mouth opened to start up the witty repartee, then 
he realized Gwen was standing there; she would hear him. 
He couldn‟t reveal himself to her. Not yet. He gritted his 
teeth and shut up. 

 No need to fight here. Peter darted in low, and John‟s 
swing went wide. Peter rolled upside down, put his foot up 
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and touched the amulet with his toe. Adhering to it, he rolled 
back out, tossing the amulet up with his foot and catching it 
neatly in his hand. 

 John folded, thudding down on the carpet. The amulet 
didn‟t leave people gently. 

 Gwen peeked out of the room, shaking. 

 “It‟s over,” Peter whispered, smiling, relieved, hardly 
noticing that he had slipped the amulet into the mesh over 
the back of his hand… 

* 

 They had just finished loading the semi truck with the 
last of their gear from their former base. The thug walked up 
to the Owl. He smiled, even though his nose was taped and 
his eye was swelling and one arm was in a sling. 

 “Your plan worked, Master,” he said. “The amulet is in 
circulation. Great pain and sorrow will result.” 

 “I need it back,” the Owl hissed. “To become the 
greatetht athathin of all time. Onth it‟th done with Parker.” 
He smiled, his filed teeth gleaming. The thug grinned back, 
his teeth still pink from his earlier beating. 

 A strange, chill wind whirled around them. Fifteen thugs 
moved to surround their leaders, looking around uneasily. 
The Owl sniffed the air, his head moving in peculiar jerky 
motions. “Thomething‟th coming,” he murmured. 

 The chain link fence bent over and crumpled in a twenty 
foot section. A dark, saturnine man in a red coat walked 
deliberately over the wreckage and faced them. 

 “Oh,” the Owl said, blinking rapidly. “Oh.” 

 “You don‟t know me,” the man said softly. “You never 
will. I have come to stop you. Never again will you unleash 
forces like the Wings of Needless Sorrow.” 

 The Owl and his thug exchanged a glance, and then all 
the thugs opened fire, their bullets shredding through the air 



 

   123 

and pounding the man, throwing him back through the air as 
they mashed through his coat, punctured his flesh, tore him 
to pieces. 

 “Kyaaa!” howled the strange man in goggles, 
triumphant. Police sirens flared up not far away. 

 Then a peculiar light touch on the back of his head; 
“Stay back,” the stranger‟s voice said, and the thugs whirled 
to see him standing behind the Owl. “Your master 
commands hypnosis, but the reality of illusion is mine. Tell 
them to drop their weapons, Owl.” 

 He gestured; they dropped their weapons. Strange 
leaned his face in close to the Owl‟s ear. “Now listen 
carefully, hedge wizard. I‟m going to search you, to see what 
you can and cannot do. Resist me, and I‟ll still find out what 
I want to know but you will experience extraordinary pain.” 
Strange let his eyes drift half closed, and the Owl made 
peculiar whimpering noises as he twitched. He struggled, 
then shrieked as a small line appeared in Strange‟s forehead. 
Blood squirted into the goggles from the Owl‟s tear ducts, 
and as the Owl trembled the blood danced behind the glass, 
the lenses a third full. 

 “They always resist,” Strange said softly to himself. “I 
will let you live, Owl, but you will never again be able to use 
your magic. I have spoken.”  

 “Nothing changeth, withard,” snarled the Owl with a 
whimpering hiss as Strange released him. He collapsed, his 
voice on the edge of tears. “Onth releathed, the Wingth will 
do what they mutht do!” 

 As silently as he had come, the stranger left. Police cars 
screamed down the street, closing in on the scene of the 
firefight. 

 The Owl and his followers did not wait to be arrested. 
By the time the police arrived the lot was empty. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 “It was horrible,” Gwen said in a weak voice. “He 
said… he said he would kill me… with his bare hands, just 
for the feel of my bones snapping under his grip…” 

 Peter stood, every muscle taut. Gwen sensed something 
was wrong. 

 A dark wave swept around him, and as Peter resisted he 
felt it encircling him, pushing him down. As he struggled 
against the killing urge, he absently wondered how long John 
had lasted. Then he dropped to one knee with a hoarse gasp, 
gripping his skull as though it were about to explode. Gwen‟s 
eyes widened; she knew what this meant. She grasped her 
father‟s shoulders and tried to drag him to the stairs. 

 Peter felt himself bending. “Strange!” he shouted as a 
last effort to resist, then he was…someone else. The amulet 
flared beneath his mesh. 

 “Where are you going,” the spider ghost asked softly. 

 Gwen dragged her father‟s body down the stairs, her 
desperate gasps carrying tears in them. 

 The spider ghost moved to follow, then hesitated. The 
Wings hesitated. Something in this one was not entirely 
human…the spider ghost bore no particular love for these 
two. The dark magic was, for a moment, confused. So was 
Peter Parker. So was the spider ghost. The three of them 
struggled for supremacy. 

 Gwen reached the bottom of the stairs and threw her 
last desperate strength into dragging her father out the front 
door. 

 “Must—not—follow,” gasped Peter. 

 Then the dark magic got it all sorted out, and plunged 
the other two beneath its weight. The spider ghost lazily 
bounded over the railing and landed in front of the door. He 
opened it, and came face to face with Doctor Strange. 
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 Quicker than thought, the spider ghost‟s fist whipped 
out and smashed a crushing blow through Strange‟s head, 
which vanished like smoke in the same instant his coat flared 
towards the spider ghost, effortlessly lifting the two up and 
whacking them against the back wall. The spider ghost had it 
figured out before they hit the wall. Strange was an illusion, 
but his coat wasn‟t! 

 He whirled to the side, but the coat countered him. He 
slid up the wall, and the coat was on him. Lashing out with 
his leg to kick the coat away, it swirled over his leg and 
pushed him over against the wall. Then Peter had the most 
peculiar sensation… 

* 

 Strange hastily finished the protections to keep his body 
empty while he was gone, hoping his coat had reached the 
scene in time to prevent a tragedy. He finished the last chalk 
mark then sat in lotus position, breathing in for the space of 
three heartbeats and then with the skill only an accomplished 
master possessed slipping free of his fleshy vessel, bounding 
clear into the Astral Plane. 

 In an instant he was back at the house, and he saw the 
four entities battling on the wall; Peter Parker, the spider 
ghost, the Wings of Needless Sorrow, and his coat. Diving 
into the fray he gripped the Wings, amorphous gray 
wickedness distilled to a life force all its own. 

 They grappled. 

 The wings were pure foulness and evil and sadism, but 
Strange did not let them taint his ghostly form. The Wings 
had taken three hosts, and each one had put up a fight. 
Strange gripped it, tugged it, twisted it, wrenched it, and the 
battle was over. He forced the magic back into the metal, 
then whipped back to his body in a heartbeat before his body 
had even exhaled. 

 Peter dropped to the floor. The coat whipped away 
from him, out the door and up into the night. He lay on the 
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floor panting, blood flowing from his nose. He remembered 
taking the amulet from John Stacy, but after that nothing…  

 He tore the amulet from the mesh on the back of his 
hand and let it ring from the floor. He stood shaking, staring 
at it, feeling filthy. He blinked, then ran up the stairs and into 
one of the guest rooms. Tearing open the wardrobe, he 
pulled out a suit and scrambled into it with all his unnatural 
speed. Doing the best he could, he dabbled the blood off his 
face. He darted to the stairwell, dropped down, was through 
the front door. There; halfway down the block Gwen was 
dragging her father. Peter bounded up the building and was 
ahead of her in no time. He dropped to the cross street and 
strolled to meet her from the other direction. 

 “Gwen, what happened?” he asked, shocked. 

 She whirled with a yelp, then almost collapsed with 
relief. “Oh Peter it was horrible, I don‟t know where I am 
and dad tried to kill me and there was this creepy house and I 
don‟t know where I was all afternoon oh Peter what 
happened I don‟t know I—“ 
 “Ssh,” he said, pulling her to him for a moment. “Let‟s 
get you home.” Only he saw Strange drop from the sky to 
the pavement behind the group. 

 “Perhaps I can help?” Strange said, and Gwen spun 
around again, breathless. 

 “Doc, just the man I was coming to see,” Peter said. 
“Can you help?” 

 “I‟ll do my best,” Doctor Strange said with a peculiar 
smile. 

* 

 “This is your house?” Gwen asked warily, looking at 
Strange askance. 

 “Yes,” he said shortly. He propped the half-conscious 
retired police captain in a chair, and Gwen and Peter sat on 
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either side of him. “I‟ll get some tea on,” Strange said, “then 
tend to those stitches for the captain.” 

 “I want some answers,” Gwen said, anger trembling in 
her voice. 

 Strange turned and looked deep into her eyes. “You will 
forget them. And the questions.” 

 For a moment she sat frozen, mouth half open, eyes 
dilating. Peter bowed his head. 

 “Please,” came a hoarse whisper from the captain. 
“Please don‟t do that to me.” 

 “Why?” Strange asked the captain. “Surely it would be 
simpler for this event to go away, rather than forcing you to 
deal with the questions and the answers. I‟ll cover the 
emergency room bill. Your house was broken into, end of 
story.” 

 “No,” Stacy said, shaking his head. He blinked, his eyes 
clearing. “A man is the sum of his experiences, when all is 
said and done. Even the unpleasant ones. I earned these 
memories, and these questions. You must not take them 
from me. Please,” the captain said again, his voice quiet. “I 
won‟t compromise what you‟re doing. I am dying of 
curiosity, but I‟ll respect your boundaries. Just don‟t… don‟t 
take anything away from my mind.” 

 “Doc?” Peter said. 

 Strange sighed. “Don‟t make me regret this, Stacy,” he 
said, his voice grim. 

 Stacy let out a sigh of relief. “I suppose this is too soon 
to ask for an explanation.” 

 “Entirely,” Strange said. “What explanation you do 
receive, if you ever get one, will come from Peter.” 

 “And I‟m not sure I know everything that‟s going on,” 
Peter said, looking pointedly at Strange. 
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 “For now,” Strange said, “the story is over.” He held up 
the disc of metal, and Peter held his breath. 

 Strange laughed. “I have defeated it,” he said. “It is inert 
until some nimwit wakes it up again.” 

 “The amulet,” Stacy mused. “It revolves around the 
amulet.” 

 A smile flitted across Strange‟s face. “Yes, the amulet is 
coated with a psychotropic drug that lowers the resistance of 
the human mind to suggestion. The man who gave it to 
Gwen was a master hypnotist, and his accomplice waited for 
the amulet to come to you so you could be influenced in 
turn. In fact, if you stare into the flat metal here you will feel 
yourself become hypnotized. As a hypnotist myself, and a 
chemist, I have arranged for myself to be immune. Does that 
help?” 

 “Lots, thanks,” the former captain said, keeping the rest 
to himself. He watched Peter for a moment. 

 Peter took a deep breath. “Let‟s deal with the rest of this 
tomorrow. I‟m exhausted,” he said. 

 “Where are your shoes?” asked Captain Stacy, looking at 
Peter‟s bare feet. 

 The Doctor pulled out a kit with a crescent needle and 
thick black thread. 

* 

 Peter walked toward the Stacy residence, noting the 
repairman at work replacing the dining room window. He 
knocked, and John opened the door. 

 “Morning, Peter,” he said, and he returned to the den 
after letting him in. “Gwen‟s upstairs.” 

 “About yesterday,” Peter said, following him into the 
den. Stacy picked up his pipe and lit a match. 

 “Peter,” he said carefully, “I know enough about what‟s 
going on to know that you‟re a good kid wrapped up in some 
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heavy stuff. When the time comes when you need someone 
to talk to,” he said, studying the pipe bowl as he lit the flame, 
“I will be there for you. Just do me a favor, please?” 

 Peter waited wordlessly. 

 “Don‟t lie to me.” The captain made eye contact briefly, 
then returned to his paper. 

 “Thank you, sir,” Peter said, and he backed out of the 
room and headed for the stairs. 

 “Gwendie, you up there?” he said. 

 “In my room,” she called. 

He trotted up the stairs and leaned on her door frame. 
“You okay?” he asked. 

 “Yeah,” she said absently. “Just painting.” 

 He looked at her painting. With black paint on a canvas 
she had roughed out the shape of the amulet on a white 
background. 

 “So, what are you painting?” he asked. 

 “A shape,” she said vaguely. “Something about it is 
familiar somehow.” 

 “Yeah,” Peter said, distracted; he noticed for the first 
time that the amulet, stylized as it was in Gwen‟s painting, 
also resembled a crouched spider. The notion stopped him 
cold, and he looked at the painting, losing his train of 
thought. 

 “You too, huh,” Gwen said, looking over at him. 

 “Me too,” Peter said. “Look, we need to go to the store 
to get food for lunch with Aunt May tomorrow. I was 
wondering if you wanted to come. If you‟re on a roll with 
this, I can do it myself,” he said. 

 She looked at him, eyes unfocused for a moment. Then 
she blinked. “No,” she said. She blinked again and tossed her 
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brush in the paint water. “No,” she said, sounding more 
businesslike and sure. “I‟ll go with you. This‟ll keep.” 

 Peter smiled and extended his crooked arm. She 
threaded her arm by his and they walked to the stairs. 

 “Bye dad, be back later,” Gwen called.  

 “Take care,” he called back from the den. “Be good.” 

 They trotted down the front steps and walked down the 
sidewalk. Gwen looked at the shattered dining room window 
and the workmen that were replacing it.  

 “I wish I knew what punk broke out our window,” she 
said. “I‟d like to get my hands on him.” 

 “I bet you‟d make a mess of him,” Peter said. “Probably 
punch him through a door or something.” 

 She laughed. So did he. 

* 

 The front door opened and Aunt May walked in, 
followed by Peter in his best suit and tie. 

 “Why Peter,” Aunt May said, “it smells like roast beef in 
here.” 

 “Ta daa,” Gwen said, stepping out of the kitchen and 
pushing stray hair back from her face with the back of her 
hand. “Lunch is served! How was church?” 

 “Dignified,” Peter replied. “Now, Aunt May, you know 
this is all class. In the dining room, even,” Peter said with a 
smile. “On the china.” 

 “Oh, Peter, Gwen, how nice,” Aunt May said with a  
smile. Peter helped her out of her coat. 

 “After lunch,” he said, “we‟re taking you to get a 
manicure. No use resisting, we already have the 
appointment.” 

 “You two,” she said, blushing. “Well, thank you.” 
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 Without further ado they sat down to eat, with roast 
beef and carrots and potatoes and salad. Cheesecake was 
served for dessert. 

 “I‟m positively stuffed,” Aunt May declared at the end 
of the feast. 

 “We‟re not quite through with presents,” Gwen said, a 
twinkle in her eye. Peter raised his eyebrows, but Gwen 
ignored him and headed for the living room. She returned 
with a picture frame, turned glass away from Aunt May.  

 “This is a present I painted for you myself, Aunt May,” 
she said. She turned it around. 

 “Why, it‟s beautiful,” Aunt May said, her hand straying to 
her neck as she looked it over. The still life painting amazed 
Peter too. 

 A beautiful dim vase dominated the painting, with a 
spray of orchids spilling from the top. It stood on a glass 
table with silk draped around one side of it. Within the vase‟s 
outline Peter made out the shape of the amulet that had 
started the painting. It was concealed, overlaid, become 
beautiful. 

Peter felt his throat constrict and he felt heat in the 
back of his eyes. The image was overcome. Defeated. He 
looked at Gwen and felt a strange pride welling through him. 
He saw his own emotion echoed in her eyes. Something ugly 
had become beautiful through her. 

 They were suddenly aware that silence had fallen in the 
room, and Peter felt himself laugh. He got up and hugged 
Gwen, then carried the painting into the living room. “This is 
perfect for the living room,” he said. “Right over the couch.” 

 “I say, that is a good place,” Aunt May said. 

 “Let us do the washing up,” Peter said to Aunt May, 
“then I‟ll take you to the manicure shop.” 
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 “No rush,” she said, settling herself and picking up her 
knitting. 

 Peter and Gwen quickly cleared the table and stacked 
the dishes, then ran dishwater. 

 “How about you wash,” Peter said. “I‟m not the one 
with an appointment with the manicurist.” 

 “You are such a weenie,” Gwen said, smiling. 

 “Yeah, don‟t tell anybody,” Peter said in a conspiratorial 
tone. 

 There was a quietness between them for a moment as 
the dishwater ran, then Peter sighed. “You are so beautiful,” 
he said. “Not just the way you look, but the way you are. You 
know,” he said, taking her hand and pulling it to his chest as 
he looked into her eyes, “you bring wonder to my life. You 
bring things I wouldn‟t know I didn‟t have without you there 
to show me. You bring me a kind of beauty I could never get 
any other way.” 

 She blushed furiously, but her eyes drank in his gaze. 
“Why Peter Parker,” she said, “I do believe that‟s the nicest 
thing anyone has ever said to me.” 

 He swallowed hard. “I mean it, too.” 

 She opened her mouth to speak and couldn‟t. She 
blinked, her eyes shimmering. “I know,” she whispered. 

 For a long moment, they just held each other. 

 Then the moment slipped away, and they cleared their 
throats and turned their attention to the task at hand. In no 
time, the dishes were polished and put away. Peter and Gwen 
headed out to the living room, where Aunt May was pulling 
on her coat. 

 “Well, young lady, we better be on the move,” Peter 
said. 



 

   133 

 “I‟m ready,” she replied, patting at her hair. “You know, 
I just love you two kids to death,” she said with her sweetest 
smile. 

 Peter and Gwen glanced at each other, and for just that 
moment Peter thought that was the weirdest, funniest thing 
he had ever heard. 
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A More Perfect Frame 
 

Friday, July 10 

 Peter wandered out of his room, bleary eyed and 
attracted to the scent of brewing coffee. “Good morning, 
beautiful,” he said with a grin. “Damn you look sharp in a 
suit and tie.” 

 The young man seated at the table raised an eyebrow at 
him. “Ah, the half-dead beatnik photographer lumbers forth, 
seeking the magic brew that will jolt him to consciousness.” 
He checked his watch. “Still five hours until noon. Don‟t let 
the sun‟s rays hit you directly, no telling what that might do.” 

 “Hey Harry, you weren‟t planning on drinking that 
whole pot yourself, were you?” Peter asked wistfully, blinking 
the sleep from his eyes and sniffing hungrily. 

 “I don‟t even bother with the two cup jobber any 
more,” Harry said. “Need to get one of those diner setups 
with the two pots. Didn‟t anybody tell you that gargling 
coffee in the morning stains your teeth?” 

 “At this point I won‟t even taste it on the way down,” 
Peter said, closing in and snagging a mug off the drainer 
board. “It might not even hit my teeth.” 

 “I don‟t bother with the gourmet coffees anymore if 
you‟re home,” Harry shrugged, a smile on his face. “Just start 
with brewed dirt. You can‟t tell the difference.” 

 “It‟s not that I can‟t tell,” Peter said, sitting down 
opposite Harry, armed with a cup of hot coffee. “It‟s just 
that I don‟t care.” 

 “What‟s getting you up this early anyway?” Harry asked 
casually. “It‟s a Friday, in case you weren‟t sure.” He grinned 
his elfin grin, the one that made him look like a mischievous 
ten year old. Peter couldn‟t help but grin back. 
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 “What, are you implying I don‟t know what day of the 
week it is?” he asked, putting a hand to his wounded chest, 
bunching up his nightshirt. Then he looked down at his 
coffee. “Gwen‟s coming by. We have a date.” 

 “In the morning?” Harry said, amused. 

 “Yeah,” Peter said, and just then there was a crunch of 
tires on gravel outside. Peter perked up, smiling, coffee 
forgotten. “That would be her.” 

 Harry shook his head. “You kids have a good time 
now,” he said. “Shoulda guessed it didn‟t have anything to do 
with, you know, working.” His grin had a bit of an edge to it. 
He met Gwen at the door. 

 “Good morning,” he said, holding it open. She breezed 
in, her floral print dress flaring in the breeze of her passage. 
She smiled at Harry. 

 “You look awfully sharp this morning, Mr. Osborn,” she 
said. 

 “Thank you,” he said with a stiff bow. He smiled back. 
“I‟m off to work,” he said. “Keep it legal.” 

 “What are you doing this summer?” Gwen asked. 

 “I‟m interning at Blank and Piscus Law Firm.” 

 “Really?” Gwen said, visibly impressed. “Wow.” 

 “Harry‟s gonna sue Bill Gates then retire, a one case 
career,” Peter said dryly. 

 “A man‟s gotta have a plan,” Harry said with a shrug 
and a quick smile. “Later.” He stepped out the door, fished 
his car keys from his pocket, and made his sleek black road 
machine beep. He put on his mirrored shades and dropped 
down into the leather interior of the car, and a moment later 
it was roused to life with the throaty growl of a powerful 
engine. The dim thud of his stereo filtered into the house as 
he backed out and hit the road. 
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  After a moment of silence, Peter grinned at Gwen. “I‟m 
up!” he said with a grin. 

 “Yes,” she said, “very good. Now you need to get 
dressed.” 

 “Do I have to wear a tie?” he asked. 

 “Yes,” Gwen said firmly. “This is a big deal for dad.” 

 “Yeah,” Peter said, looking at the table. 

 “And you promised.” 

 “Yeah,” he said, looking up. “And it‟s a date.” He 
grinned, and stood. “You wait in here, I‟ll go get dressed.” 
He got up, and strolled out of the main room. She watched 
him go with a smile, absently wondering why he was wearing 
sweats and a long sleeved shirt in July. 

 She sighed, and picked up his coffee mug. She sniffed 
the coffee, made a face, and put the cup down. She let her 
eyes wander the room. The entry room was nice, then there 
was a connected living room, headed back to the kitchen and 
bathroom. The living room also connected to Harry‟s 
bedroom, while Peter‟s connected to the entryway. All in all, 
the place was sparely decorated and tidy. She smiled to 
herself. It was possibly the tidiest men‟s dwelling she‟d ever 
been in. She got up and wandered over to Peter‟s room, 
glancing in. 

 Except for the rumpled bed and the wad of clothes 
growing on it as Peter went through his closet, it was also 
fairly tidy. 

 “Hm,” she said quietly to herself as she saw his bare 
back; he had just shrugged off his shirt and he stood, bare 
chested, rifling his closet. He stopped and turned, looking a 
bit startled. 

 “Er, can I help you?” he said. 

 “I‟m going to help you get into your suit,” she said, her 
eyes wandering his torso. “In a minute.” 
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 She stepped into his room and closed the door. 

* 

 “See?” Peter said. “Ten minutes before the auction 
starts.” Gwen stopped the car, and they got out. He squinted 
up at the imposing stone face of the museum at the top of 
the hill. “Don‟t you think they got a little carried away when 
they built this goofy thing?” 

 “It‟s baroque, I think,” Gwen said. He walked around 
the car and offered her his arm, which she took. “I think the 
dome gives it a very Washington look.” 

 He looked at the dome over the central exhibition area. 
“The columns definitely give it that snooty feel,” he said. 
“Got our invitations?” 

 “Right here,” she said, slipping them out of her purse. 
She handed him his. He opened the brochure.  

 “You are invited to the Museum of History and the Arts 
for their 8th annual auction sponsored by the Fellowship of 
Antiquarians,” he read. “Lessee, they plan to sell off three 
collections today. Hang on a sec while I get a grip on myself 
so as not to hyperventilate with enthusiasm.” 

 “Oh, Peter,” Gwen sighed. “We aren‟t here for the 
auction, we‟re here to support dad. This is a big deal for him. 
The Fellowship of Antiquarians appointed him as chief of 
security for this thing.” 

 “Yes,” Peter said. “And I might as well get some photos 
for the school paper.” He grinned. 

 “Because the whole college will be dying to know who 
gets the lots,” Gwen said. 

 “Hey, I‟m not writing copy. Oh no. I am arteest, with zee 
shaping of zee light as my meediemm,” he said, gesturing with 
his limp wrist and hunching his shoulders as he hopped up 
the steps sideways, his eyes on hers. 
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 Gwen laughed as they trotted up the steps past the small 
groups of smokers who were getting ready for the auction. 
At the door they traded their invitations for a booklet with 
the day‟s activities explained in it. They strolled into the 
echoing murmuring dimness of the lobby, where groups of 
men and women in business attire chatted and laughed. Peter 
glanced over at the refreshment table wistfully. 

 Gwen glanced at her watch. “It‟s almost eight thirty,” 
she said. “I wonder where dad is.” She looked around. Peter 
did too. 

 “He‟s probably in with the auction displays,” Peter said. 
“Let‟s go.” They headed through the archway to the bidding 
gallery. Peter sat down with Gwen on the back row and 
pulled up his book. “Let‟s see what treasures await the lucky 
few today. In the first lot,” he said with a dry stuffy voice, 
flaring his nostrils and leaning against Gwen‟s arm, “the 
collected portfolio of unfinished works by deceased local 
artist Arl Schwinters, completed by his daughter Meg 
Schwinters. Following will be the complete library of the 
deceased Doctor Charles Xavier, an expert on the workings 
of the human mind. The last lot available for today‟s 
stuffybeak display of obscene wealth will be the collected 
drafts portfolio of Abricus Finch, three time winner of the 
Laurel Crown and current holder of the Naugahide 
Fellowship.” 

 Gwen, stifling her giggles and glancing around, punched 
him in the arm. “Can it, buster,” she managed, “or we‟re 
gonna get kicked out.” 

 “Oh, right, sorry,” he said, obviously not so. He looked 
at Gwen with an irrepressible smile. “Hey, this is a date, not 
church,” he said. 

 “Oh, there‟s dad,” Gwen said, standing up and waving. 
Peter looked down her line of sight and saw the tall, slightly 
stooped shoulders of retired police captain John Stacy. Stacy 
glanced over the crowd from where he stood by the stage, 
then stood and strode back behind the stage. 
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 Gwen‟s smile faltered. “I guess he didn‟t see me,” she 
said. 

 “Relax, babe. It‟s impossible to miss you at thirty feet or 
less, but he‟s getting old and there‟s a lot on his mind. 
C‟mon, have a seat,” Peter said, grinning. 

 “You‟re impossible,” she said as she sat down. 

 “Yeah,” he reflected. “Yeah, I know. At least he‟s lookin 
spiffy in tweed.” 

 “Oh, hush,” she said, batting him with her purse. 

 “Hey, how long until this shindig gets on the road?” 
Peter asked. 

 She glanced at her watch. “Right about now, I would 
think.” 

 People were gathering in the room; a surprisingly large 
crowd to Peter. He glanced around a few times, then settled 
into his seat. “I guess they never start on time,” he said. “Got 
to let everybody get here.” 

 “Yeah,” Gwen said. “Besides, I have you to keep me 
company.” 

 A rather worried looking thin woman with gray hair 
walked up to the podium and stood looking over the crowd 
for a moment. “Excuse me please, may I have everyone‟s 
attention?” she said. She cleared her throat as the room 
quieted. 

 “As most of you know, I am Marcy Clesk, President of 
the Fellowship of Antiquarians. Due to a complication, I‟m 
afraid today‟s auction must be cancelled. Thank you for 
coming, I apologize for your disappointment.” She quickly 
stepped back from the microphone and through a door in 
the back. A startled murmur sprang up through the room, 
and security guards appeared to assist in ushering people out. 

 “Okay, that’s surreal,” Peter said. “Why don‟t you head 
out to the car.” 
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 “What about dad?” she said. 

 “I‟ll look for him,” Peter said, already scanning the 
crowd, his senses unfolding. “Just go, please.” 

 She looked at him for a long moment. “I‟ll wait in the 
car,” she said in a small voice. He nodded, already expanding 
his sweep. 

* 

 “Couldn‟t find him,” Peter said, his voice worried. “Let‟s 
take you home.” 

 “Okay,” she said, and they got in the car and headed out 
of the parking lot. 

 They didn‟t talk much on the way home, their minds 
racing for what questions to ask. As soon as they were 
parked Gwen rushed up the steps and let herself into the 
house, Peter on her heels. “Maybe he got home before us,” 
Gwen said. “Dad! Dad?” 

 Peter headed for the study, and Gwen went to the living 
room. “Dad! Are you okay?” he heard her say, and Peter 
changed course. 

 “Mm?” John Stacy said, blearily blinking. He was sitting 
in an easy chair, his shirt half unbuttoned, one cuff done up 
and the other loose around his wrist. “Gwen! Hello, what 
time is it,” he muttered, levering himself forward. 

 “Almost ten,” Peter said. “You must have driven pretty 
fast to get back here before us.” 

 “Back?” he said, confused. “Ten? But… Oh, no, I must 
have missed the beginning of the auction!” he said, his eyes 
suddenly wide awake. 

 Peter felt the hair stand up on the back of his neck as his 
mind tried to put the pieces together and couldn‟t find them 
all. “What‟s the last thing you remember?” Peter asked. 

 “I had just finished breakfast,” John said, gesturing with 
his bony hand towards the breakfast nook with its large bay 
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window. “Came in here, sat down for a moment… that was 
just after six.” He blinked again. “You kids leave the auction 
early?” 

 The doorbell rang, and the three of them froze. “I‟ll get 
it,” Said Gwen. 

 She opened the front door. A man with a grim look on 
his face stood on the stoop. He raised his hand with its 
badge, and though the words cost him great effort, he said 
“I‟m Detective Brilhart. Is your dad home?” 

 She took a long, dizzy moment to collect her answer as 
she looked the Detective over. His face was old for a man as 
young as he was; he was thirty but his eyes were far older. 
His dark hair was combed, his suit neat enough. She nodded 
curtly and stepped aside. He had been here for dinner many 
times. He knew the way to the living room. 

 “Hello, Jim,” John said as the detective walked into the 
room. “What‟s going on?” 

 “I‟m afraid I‟m going to have to ask you not to leave 
town, John,” the newcomer said. “The auction lots. They 
were stolen. You are a suspect, John.” 

 Retired Police Captain John Stacy went white to the lips. 

 “Ah, come on now,” Peter said. “Based on what? 
What‟s the charge?” 

 The detective looked at him sideways. “Someone stole 
all three exhibits for the auction today. We have some 
evidence that is incriminating, John. We‟ll need a statement 
from you two as well.” 

 “This is unreal,” Gwen murmured, sitting on the couch. 

 “I‟ve dissuaded them from taking you to the station,” 
Brilhart said to John. “Please don‟t do anything rash. I‟ve got 
to go. I‟ll get your statements at the station if you wouldn‟t 
mind dropping in,” he nodded to Peter and Gwen. “I believe 
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you know the way. Speaking of which, I can show myself 
out.” And he did. 

 The room was bathed in stunned silence for a long, long 
moment. No one made eye contact. 

 “Incredible,” John muttered. “Simply incredible.” He 
half turned, then his mind dropped into first gear, pulling 
him out. 

 “The guestbook is where they‟ll start,” he murmured, his 
eyes distant. “They‟ll get statements from everyone who 
signed in and begin to cross reference the list with what‟s on 
the videotape surveillance to see who‟s missing or who 
doesn‟t belong. Yes. And the staff, too.” He sank into his 
chair. 

 “I saw you there,” Peter said. “We both did. You were at 
the auction.” 

 “I have no memory of that,” John said, looking at him. 
“I can‟t deny it, but if I was there I took the car. Come on,” 
he said, and he got up and headed out the door. Gwen and 
Peter exchanged a glance, then followed. 

 John walked up to the ancient luxury sedan he cruised 
town in. “Here,” he said, putting his hand on the hood. “It‟s 
cool, see?” he said. He unlocked the car, and popped the 
hood. Peter raised the hood up and touched the engine. It 
was cool. 

 “It‟s a twenty minute drive to the museum,” John said 
quietly. “Unless I took the bus?” He and Peter looked into 
each other‟s eyes for a long moment. Then John looked to 
his daughter. “Gwen, could you please get me something to 
drink. I‟m quite overcome.” He slumped at the wheel. 

 “Yes, just a minute,” she said, and she trotted back up 
into the house. 

 “Peter,” the retired captain said, his eyes and voice 
suddenly sharp, “I need you to trust me. I might know a little 
more about you than I let on. I keep my eyes open, as it 
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were. And if anyone can help me in this unusual case, it‟s 
you. Will you trust me when I say I didn‟t do it?” 

 There was a pause that threatened to stretch out 
indefinitely. Peter thought back over his time with Mr. Stacy. 
There was only one answer. 

 “I trust you,” he said. Then, with more conviction: “I 
trust you.” 

 “Then let‟s figure this out,” John said in a low, hard 
voice. He stood, energy fresh in his figure. They returned to 
the living room, where he took the water from Gwen, who 
sat. 

 “What was I wearing?” he asked. 

 “Your gray tweed,” Gwen said. “I saw you distinctly.” 

 “For the moment let‟s operate on the hypothesis that I 
wasn‟t there. We can modify later if appropriate,” John said. 
“We can be confident I did not arrive under my own power, 
so if I was there, someone took me. But as you see,” he said, 
looking down, “I‟m half into my brown suit.” 

 “Why change you?” Peter asked. 

 “This is odd because I put on my gray suit this morning, 
but was changing into this after breakfast because I dribbled 
some jam on it,” he said. He left the room and bounded up 
the stairs, followed by Gwen and Peter. In his bedroom, he 
stopped. The gray suit was neatly laid out on the bed. “I put 
it there to go to the cleaners, and it has not been moved, I 
wager,” he said. “Still, to have the same suit, someone must 
have seen me this morning, so I was under observation.” He 
paused, rubbing his hands together. 

“Now the question is,” he said, turning to them, “did 
they acquire the suit before today, or on the spot? I would 
think that if they were professionals it would be before hand, 
which means they either observe me closely, check with my 
cleaners, or have entered the house before to inspect my 
wardrobe. Let us keep that question in mind and see if other 
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questions can inform a theory.” He turned and walked back 
down the stairs, and sat in the den. They joined him there. 

“It is not like me to fall back asleep in the mornings,” 
he said. “I think I was drugged. The question is,  how? I had 
just completed breakfast, so there could have been a 
chemical agent there. Or they could have drugged me in my 
sleep with something that didn‟t kick in until later. If they put 
a chemical drug in the food, that could be dangerous because 
it could get Gwen instead of me, or it could be found by a 
thorough police investigation. No, it is more likely someone 
entered the house and put something in my food while I was 
looking the other way. Gwen, did you see anyone this 
morning?” 

“No,” she said, wide eyed. “I just said goodbye to you 
on my way out.” 

“I mean when you came back to change your 
shoes,” John said. “When you got a piece of toast for 
yourself?” 

“I didn‟t come back,” she faltered, glancing 
between him and Peter. “When I left here, I went straight to 
Peter‟s place.” 

 “She called first, woke me up,” Peter said. “There wasn‟t 
time for her to go back.” 

 “Then we‟re dealing with multiple imposters,” John said, 
his brow furrowed with thought. 

 Or someone who can impersonate both Stacys. Peter‟s 
eyes narrowed. “I have a theory. I‟m going to go talk to the 
detective,” he said, and he stood and headed for the front 
door. 

 No one stopped him. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 



 

   145 

 Peter waited in the lobby of the museum, by the police 
line over the entry to the exhibition gallery where the auction 
had been cancelled. 

 “You wanted to see me?” Brilhart said, meeting Peter 
with the police tape between them. 

 “I‟d like to help,” Peter said. “I‟m familiar with the 
Captain, and I think I can be of some use to you.” 

 “Or some use to him?” Brilhart said, raising an eyebrow. 

 “I want the truth to come out,” Peter said firmly, 
making eye contact. Brilhart thought it over. 

 “What do you want?” 

 “I just want a chance to look at the video tapes, that‟s 
all,” Peter said. 

 “Forget it, kid,” the detective said, turning away. 

 “The captain spilled jam on himself this morning,” Peter 
said. “Remember, when you showed up he was in a tan suit. 
The suit he took off, with the jam on it, was the gray tweed 
you‟ll see in the tapes.” 

 Brilhart looked at him. “Maybe he got dirt on it, ripped 
it.” 

 “Do you really think he nodded off without chemical 
assistance? You think he faked it to cover his tracks? You 
think a brilliant detective like Stacy couldn‟t come up with a 
better alibi than he dozed in his chair?” 

 There was a tense moment of silence. 

 “Okay, you can look at the tapes, but that‟s IT,” Brilhart 
said. 

 Peter ducked the tape and headed in. 

* 

 They stood in the museum‟s security office, watching 
the tape. On the screen, Stacy stood on the dock, glancing 
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around, holding down the button that opened the bay door 
to the dock. Two vans rolled in, and Stacy hit the “close” 
button on the door and followed the van in. 

 “This is the only camera he hadn‟t disabled,” Brilhart 
said quietly. “He took down every camera in the wing from 
this office, but forgot this tape because it is perimeter 
security.” He glanced at Peter. “This is damning. There were 
six guys in those vans, and this was time-stamped seven 
fifteen this morning. It times out just right for when he 
would have left. That left him enough time, as security 
director, to cordon off the exhibit and steal it with that 
manpower.” 

 “The vans are gone?” Peter said. 

 “Yes,” Brilhart said. “You happy now?” 

 “I‟d like to rewind a half an hour,” Peter said. Brilhart 
looked at him, his forehead creased with doubt. 

 “Please,” Peter said firmly, still watching the tape. 
Brilhart grudgingly rewound it. 

 Stacy stepped out at seven precisely. He shuffled his feet 
for a minute, then fished out a cigarette and lit up in a 
practiced motion. 

 “There,” Peter said, feeling excitement awaken. “There, 
you see that?” 

 “Yes,” Brilhart said. “Stacy smokes. Nothing new.” 

 “But he smokes pipes,” Peter said, glancing at the 
detective. “I‟ve never seen him smoke a cigarette before.” 
Especially not one that expensive, he thought to himself, but 
the tape offered insufficient detail to add that to the official 
evidence. 

 The captain in the tape saw the vans coming, and 
fumbled with a key ring. He tried one, two, three keys before 
he opened the security box over the bay door controls. 
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 “Odd that he wouldn‟t know which of his keys opens 
the console,” Peter mused. 

 “Maybe it‟s the pressure of the crime he‟s about to 
commit,” Brilhart said. 

 “Maybe,” Peter agreed. “Look, I need to take a look 
around the crime scene. Please? I‟ve been helpful,” he said. 

 “You have, huh,” Brilhart said. “Aside from 
commenting on the Captain‟s smoking habits, you‟ve 
brought me nothing.” 

 “Give me a chance,” Peter said. “I might surprise you.” 
And his eyes grew very deep. 

 The detective looked away. “Percy,” he yelled. A cop 
poked his head through the door. “This is Peter Parker, 
Parker, this is Officer Percy. Officer, please escort Mr. Parker 
as he tours the museum.” 

 “Yes sir,” said Officer Percy. 

 “Thanks,” said Peter. And he headed out. 

 Brilhart rewound the tape and paused it as Stacy took a 
drag on the thin cigarette… 

* 

 Peter started in the parking lot, where he let his senses 
unreel as he looked all around. He sniffed, got on his hands 
and knees and crawled around, got into the trash can. Then 
he opened the dock door and ran inside and listened. He 
walked down the back hall to the auction lot storage room, 
then he searched the room briefly, and went outside and 
down to the maintenance room, where he scowled to 
himself. From there he went to the back hall, and he knelt to 
inspect several doorknobs. Officer Percy kept pace, giving up 
on small talk; he suspected Mr. Parker couldn‟t even hear 
him. 

 “Take me back to Brilhart,” Peter said absently. 
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 Brilhart was filling out some paperwork in the security 
office. He looked up briefly as they walked in. “Solved the 
case yet, Parker?” he asked. 

 “Not yet,” Peter said, “but if I give you a third of the 
missing collection will you promise me full cooperation?” 

 Officer Percy and Detective Brilhart stared at him in a 
moment of unabashed wonder. Brilhart barked a laugh. 

 “Sure, kid, on the condition you tell me how you found 
out, whether it incriminates Stacy or not.” 

 “Trust me to be fair,” Peter said with a curt nod. “I have 
your word? Full cooperation?” 

 “You have my word,” the detective said. 

 “Follow me,” Peter said. 

 “If you‟re wrong, you‟re outa here,” Brilhart muttered 
darkly. 

 “That‟s fine,” Peter said. “Call a janitor. I need 
through… this door,” he said as they rounded a corner and 
stood in front of an unmarked, innocuous door. Brilhart 
nodded, and the officer got on the radio. In a matter of 
moments a janitor approached, a ring of keys jangling on his 
belt. 

 The door opened and Peter led them down the narrow 
steps to the storage cages down below. He glanced around, 
unnaturally alert, then he walked down an aisle, turned left, 
watching the floor, and walked to the end of the alley. 
“Here,” he said. “Give me a hand with this.” He touched a 
huge, heavy bureau that was backed up to one of the cages. 
The three men put their backs into it and shifted the heavy 
furniture. 

 “Woulda thought that‟d be heavier,” puffed the officer. 
“Looks like it‟s made of solid oak.” 

 But Peter and Brilhart were looking behind the bureau, 
to where the storage cage was. Peter jerked the cage once, 
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and it opened. He stepped inside, took hold of the tarp, and 
whipped it off the pile like a magician completing the trick. 

 There were stacked canvases. 

 “The Schwinters collection,” breathed Brilhart. “I‟ll be 
damned.” He rounded on Peter, his eyes flashing with what 
could be anger. “Okay, now talk.” 

 “They shut off too many security cameras,” Peter said. 
“They needed to kill three, including the one on the dock. 
They knocked out fifteen, not including the one on the dock. 
That gives me two clues. One,” he said, holding up a finger, 
“they want you to see Stacy on the dock. Two,” he said, “they 
plan to do something somewhere else in the building. I 
checked the second clue first. Storage, the loading dock, and 
the exhibit are all connected by back corridors likely to be 
abandoned on a Saturday morning. If you check the door 
upstairs, you‟ll find a sticky residue on it by the knob. They 
used packing tape to keep the door from latching. This 
would only be necessary if they had no lock picking skills or 
no time for that on their timetable and they only had one or 
no master keys.” 

 “But you didn‟t even come down here,” the officer said. 
“How did you know it would be in this particular storage 
cage?” 

 Peter looked at him. “Once I got down here, I just 
looked for the most inconvenient place in storage. In this 
case, behind this bureau. That‟s where they‟d put the 
artwork, so a casual search wouldn‟t turn it up.” He looked 
back at the detective. “If they hide the art down here, it 
would be simple enough to return to collect it and anything 
else later, when the heat dies down.” 

 “You haven‟t helped Stacy any,” Brilhart said. 

 “I‟m not here to help Stacy,” Peter said. “I‟m here to get 
to the bottom of this.” 

 “Why the interest?” Brilhart asked, his eyes narrow. 
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 “Because this stupid theft soured my date,” Peter said, 
“and I hate that.” 

* 

 “Yes, a complete inventory of the storage area,” Brilhart 
said to the officer, who nodded and left to coordinate. He 
turned back to Peter, who was comfortably seated in a chair 
in the security office of the museum. “Okay, you got your 
cooperation. See what you can make of this. They found one 
of the vans about ten minutes ago, abandoned at a Quik 
Trip. It was empty, no traces of any art. I figure they 
switched vehicles. Clever bastards.” 

 Peter said nothing, his eyes narrowed, his mind racing 
along different threads, looking for connections. He stood. 

 “Thanks for your time and cooperation. Please give me 
a call at this number, we have an answering machine, if 
anything else comes up. I have some more questions for the 
captain,” he said. 

 “Keep me posted,” Brilhart said. “You wanted 
cooperation, it comes at the price of cooperation.” 

 “You got it, sir,” Peter said as he headed out. 

* 

 Gwen met him at the door. “Peter! How did it go?” she 
said. 

 “I found some more out,” he said. “Getting from the 
museum to here by bus is murder, though.” 

 “We‟re more interested in theft, I believe,” the retired 
police captain said dryly from the hallway inside. Peter 
stepped in. 

 “I hate to be a pest, but do we have any food?” he said. 
“I haven‟t eaten today.” 

 “Of course,” John said as Gwen stepped into the 
kitchen. “How‟s the investigation going?” 
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 “They‟ve found a third of the artwork, it never left the 
building. Also, one of the two vans that was in the theft has 
turned up empty and abandoned. I have the feeling time is 
slipping away from us, but I think I know where another 
third of the collection is.” 

 “What are you going to do?” Stacy asked. 

 Peter looked him in the eye. “Wait until nightfall.” 

 Stacy slowly nodded. “I‟ve done some checking of my 
own,” he said. “As for the artists, there‟s nothing unusual in 
that background. I also looked into the poet. If they are any 
kind of mysterious figures, it‟s very well concealed indeed. 
Also, their works aren‟t worth that much in any market, much 
less one that would warrant their theft. I suspect it‟s the 
Xavier collection that the perps were after. Not a fortune 
involved, unless I miss my guess; more likely some kind of 
information. He was involved in a shady institute that did 
research into mental powers, psionics, weapons grade 
research if I read between the lines correctly. That being the 
case, perhaps they want his notes to duplicate some specific 
process.” 

 “We can‟t allow that,” Peter said. “And we‟ve got to 
clear your name in all this.” Of course, it would be a weapon 
the thief would be after. His eyes narrowed. “Captain, I need 
your help.” 

 “Just ask.” 

 “Do you know of a place that the feds would keep 
under constant surveillance, somewhere across town from 
the station?” he asked. 

 “I know of at least four places.” 

 “Tell me,” Peter said. 

 “Well, the most famous one is Gorozani‟s Eatery, it‟s a 
mob hangout.” 

 “Perfect,” Peter said to himself.  
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 “Let‟s get you something to eat,” John said, putting his 
arm around Peter‟s shoulders. 

 Peter desperately hoped he was right and Captain Stacy 
was blameless in all this. 

* 

 A shadow among shadows, the spider ghost slipped up 
the side of the building, up to the prominent dome over the 
exhibition area. He was sure he was right. Just a matter of 
proving it. 

 He moved, liquid and graceful, even after a long night of 
cross-town swinging checking out a remote location. He 
stealthed around to the roof access hatch. Under his black 
mesh, he smiled. Military grade trip-mine, gas grenade style. 
He reached around its wire trigger and checked the door. 
Not locked, which was a nice break for him. He slid the door 
open while still clinging to the ceiling, then he opened it just 
enough to slip through and shut it behind himself, scuttling 
up the ceiling. 

 From below, the exhibition hall had a flat ceiling. So he 
knew there was a room up here. A room no one would think 
to check. 

 Currently a room full of crated boxes of books, with a 
table in the middle of the room covered by Charles Xavier‟s 
personal notes being examined and cross referenced by four 
professionals. 

 Sleeping in a chair at the end of the table was an 
attractive blonde. Her feet were up on the table, and a 
silvered pistol was on the table by her ankles. The spider 
ghost saw the blade in her belt, recognized it. He had guessed 
correctly. He took the note he had prepared, slid to the floor, 
and crept up to her. Ever so gently, not daring to breathe, he 
put the note in her lap, not so much as a touch to rouse her. 
Then he was up the ceiling, through the trapped and guarded 
door, gone into the night grinning like a madman.  
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 The plan was in motion. 

* 

 “What?” Gwen said, her jaw dropping. 

 “I said,” Peter said, “the three of us need to go to the 
police station today, to turn ourselves in for protective 
custody.” 

 “But why?” John asked, his brow furrowed. They were 
seated around the remains of breakfast; today Peter had 
driven himself over. 

 “It is especially vital for you, Captain, that you be under 
constant guard with someone watching you all day. We can 
be released about 4, so we can get home in time for supper. 
Detective Brilhart has promised me cooperation, so he‟ll be 
okay with our request. He has to be.” 

 “This is a strange move,” John mused, watching Peter. 
“What‟s your plan?” 

 “That‟s it, sir,” Peter said. “The police must be 
absolutely sure we‟re under lock and key so if the imposter 
tries anything by impersonating any of the three of us…” 

 “Airtight alibi,” John mused, his eyes lighting up. “And 
you have a way to encourage the imposters to show 
themselves?” 

 “Perhaps,” Peter said, his eyes merry. “Perhaps.” 

* 

 The retired police captain relaxed in his twelve foot by 
twelve foot room. On the security camera, they could see but 
not hear him chatting with the wary guard. 

 Peter and Brilhart stood shoulder to shoulder watching 
the camera feed. Brilhart looked up at Peter. “Let‟s get back 
to my office,” he muttered. Peter nodded, and they left. 

 “I don‟t know what your game is,” Brilhart growled, 
“but this is a damned weird request.” 
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 Peter shrugged. “I‟m testing a theory. Did you know I‟m 
a science major?” 

 “Shoulda guessed,” Brilhart muttered. “You trying to 
intern for a forensics job on the force with this stunt?” 

 “No,” Peter said, smiling and shaking his head. “I want a 
job with some money in it, some prestige, where I don‟t have 
to go racing off to pick over dead people at three in the 
morning.” 

 “Imagine that,” Brilhart said, a smile threatening his 
stern demeanor. “Ambition.” 

 They stepped into his office. “You get your own, huh,” 
Peter said, looking around. “Swanky.” 

 “Have a seat and amuse yourself quietly until Officer 
Percy gets here,” Brilhart said. “He gets to be your babysitter 
today.” 

 “That will work,” Peter nodded. “Let‟s get this going.” 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Peter and Gwen sat back from the table as Percy took 
the pizza box out of the room and down the hall. “This is 
quality care,” Peter said. “Ordering in is a good plan.” 

 “Peter, I‟m scared,” Gwen said in a small voice. “I really 
don‟t know why anyone would target dad.” 

 “They didn‟t,” Peter said. “He was the door. He was the 
tool. The target was one of the exhibits. Some people and 
organizations, they don‟t care who gets hurt as long as they 
get what they want. Right now they think that your dad 
serves them better as a live red herring than as a dead clue to 
who committed the crime. They didn‟t even bother with a 
good frame, just a few sloppy gestures to throw the police 
off long enough for them to get away.” 

 “Are they going to get away?” Gwen asked. 
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 Peter chuckled uneasily. “No, they aren‟t,” he said. 

 “The police will get them?” she asked, a peculiar 
question in her voice as she looked him right in the eye. 

 Peter opened his mouth, then shut it, then shifted 
position. “Yeah,” he said. “Probably.” 

 She put her head on his shoulder, and for just a moment 
he would have given anything to read her eyes. 

 Then Officer Percy was back. Peter looked at the clock. 
“Figure we‟ll leave at four,” he said. 

* 

  The Stacy‟s, Peter, and Brilhart stood on the steps of the 
police station.  

 “Good luck to you,” Brilhart said. He shook his head. 
“Sure you don‟t want to stay the night?” 

 “Shouldn‟t be necessary,” Peter said. “Hey, do me a 
couple more favors, huh?” 

 “You are running low on favors, civilian,” Brilhart 
growled. 

 “These are for your own good,” Peter said. “Check with 
Agent Farley of the F.B.I. and ask to look at surveillance 
tapes of Gorozani‟s Eatery between ten and two today.” 

 “What? That‟s a known mob hangout.” 

 “Yeah,” Peter said, “under constant independent federal 
observation. See if you can get anything useful to your case. 
Trust me on this one.” 

 “God I hate the feds,” Brilhart said, shaking his head. 
“Okay, you have me curious. I‟ll check it out. What‟s the 
other favor?” 

 “Send a forensics team up to the dome of the museum. 
The janitor should know how to get you up there. Shouldn‟t 
be any boobytraps, but keep your eyes open.” 
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 “What am I looking for up there?” Brilhart said.  

 Peter smiled, turned, and headed down the steps. 

 “Parker, what am I looking for up there?” Brilhart 
barked. 

 “A library,” Peter said over his shoulder. 

* 

 The phone rang, and then it jumped off the table and 
smacked against the wall. Where it stuck. It rang again. 

 Peter‟s face popped up off the bed, looking along his 
wrist‟s line of fire. Phone. Daytime. He blinked, becoming 
conscious, and then swore. 

 He hopped out of bed and pried the phone off the wall, 
taking a bit of plaster. Note to self. Get backboard for 
phone. He dragged the handset off the base, trailing sticky 
strands of web. “Morning,” he said. 

 “Okay, Parker, enough games. You‟re going to come 
down to the station right now. You‟ve got some explaining 
to do. If you aren‟t here in thirty minutes I‟m sending a black 
and white after you.” 

 “Easy, easy,” Peter said with a grin. “You see the tapes? 
Are they date and time stamped by a federal agency?” 

 “Now, Parker!” 

* 

 Brilhart came out of his office before Peter could get to 
the door. “Get in here,” he snapped. Peter followed. 

 “Okay,” Brilhart said. “Here.” He pushed play from 
where it had been paused. The video looked over a street 
corner 

 Retired Police Captain John Stacy walked to the phone 
booth and put his back to it, waiting. He pulled out a thin 
cigarette and smoked it. 
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 The time was yesterday, ten fifteen exactly. Peter 
grinned broadly. 

 “That‟s across town from here,” he said. 

 “And most of Xavier‟s library collection was in the 
dome.” 

 “Just missing the personal documents,” Peter added. 

 “I suppose you know the second van, with the Finch 
collection turned up abandoned?” 

 “I didn‟t know that,” Peter admitted, “but I‟m not 
surprised.” 

 “They left it in the theater parking lot, down the street, 
where it could sit for days without being reported.” 

 “Clever, aren‟t they?” Peter asked. 

 “Now you tell me what‟s going on and things will go 
easy for you, but you leave me with a shred of doubt about 
your loyalties and you‟ll find it unpleasant,” Brilhart said, the 
doubt in his eyes making him afraid, which made him angry 
in one easy slide. “How did you figure this out?” 

 “You‟ll note the expensive cigarette,” Peter said in a 
small voice, pointing to the agitated Stacy imposter on the 
video. 

 “Get to the point, Parker.” 

 Peter sat down. “From the beginning it seemed clear it 
wasn‟t about theft for money. Too dangerous, for too little 
reward. Nobody's even heard of Finch before, for example. 
So they were looking for something else. Captain Stacy did a 
background check on everybody, and Xavier came up with 
espionage style research possibilities in his spotty past. 
Personal library, notes. Okay so far?” 

 “Okay so far,” the detective said, arms crossed over his 
chest. 
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 “It wasn‟t a frame, either, too sloppy. So the criminal 
aspect of it was just a cover. If they stole only the notes they 
wanted, it would pop up red flags a lot more visibly, 
revealing their goal, to others of similar interests. Implicating 
Stacy in the theft was an afterthought.” 

 “What, spies are the perps?” 

 “Yes, exactly,” Peter said. “But operating outside 
government auspice or they would have headed for a safe 
house right away, so whatever they‟re looking for probably 
isn‟t very nice and no one wants to claim responsibility for 
looking for it. Didn‟t you ever watch James Bond or Mission 
Impossible?” 

 “Go on,” Brilhart gritted out. “I‟m more a Hills Street 
Blues, N.Y.P.D. kinda guy.” 

 Peter shrugged. “Any evidence I secured would be 
suspect because of my connection. To establish reasonable 
doubt, I had to get an outside confirming source. So the 
eatery.” 

 “How did you know the imposter would be there?” 

 “Back to the dome. From inside the exhibition hall, the 
ceiling is flat, and it‟s under the dome. So I knew the dome 
was close, and unused, and perfect for their purposes. Also, 
they were camped out up there researching while you all were 
running around right under them. Nerves of steel.” He 
shrugged. “I left a note where they would find it. An 
invitation to wait for a phone call, only Stacy and no one else. 
So the imposter expected to be spotted, but didn‟t know about 
the rest of my plan.” He sighed. “Everything‟s back, they just 
thought they‟d check some books out of the library for a 
while.” 

 “Hell of a library card,” Brilhart said, watching Peter 
sideways. “That‟s some fancy detective work, kid.” 

 “Think so?” Peter said. His mind followed that for a 
while, seeing where it could lead. 
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 “I think so,” Brilhart said. “So now how do we catch the 
perps?” 

 “All seven of them?” Peter said with a smile. 

 “Yeah,” Brilhart said. “Got any genius left?” 

 “First,” Peter said, “do you think this is enough to clear 
Stacy‟s name?” 

 “We‟ve established he has a double,” Brilhart said, “but 
they could be working together.” 

 “What‟s Stacy‟s motive?” Peter asked, exasperated. 
“Money for a collection he didn‟t sell?” 

 “If it‟s spies, there‟s money in that,” Brilhart shrugged. 
“Maybe they paid him.” 
 “Then why bother with a double?” Peter said. “Or why 
not come up with an airtight alibi to begin with? Why reveal 
yourself and put yourself at risk?” 

 “Maybe he was doublecrossed.” 

 Peter looked at him for a long minute, then shook his 
head. 

 Brilhart nodded. “Let us do our jobs, kid. You aren‟t the 
police.” 

 “Don‟t I know it,” he said, standing. “I‟ve been as 
honest with you as possible. Can I go?” 

 “One other thing,” Brilhart said. 

 “Yeah?” 

 “Where were you last night?” 

 “At home, in bed.” 

 “Really?” Brilhart said, a glint in his eye. 

 “Really,” Peter said, challenge in his. 

 He left. 

* 
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 Peter walked along the sidewalk towards his car, fists 
jammed in his pockets, eyes down, mind racing. Something 
was out of place. He stopped, blinked. He paid close 
attention to his senses, raising his eyes. 

 There was a meter maid standing by his car, writing a 
ticket. 

 Peter set his jaw and approached. 

 “Hey blondie,” he said. “Sure I can‟t talk you out of 
writing that ticket? Seeing as how I‟m paid up on the meter?” 

 She turned, her green eyes bright. “You must think 
you‟re very clever, Peter Parker,” she said. “Tell me what 
your connection is to the shadowy man with the adhesives or 
I‟ll kill you right now.” 

 “He‟s called the spider ghost,” Peter said.  

 “How do you contact him? Have you ever seen him 
under the mask?” 

 “Never have. He‟s a friend of John Stacy. He asked me 
to help him out clearing his name.” 

 “How do you make contact?” she asked. 

 “I don‟t, he finds me. He‟s kinda stupid, though, and 
mouthy as hell.” 

 She nodded once. “I have an errand to run, then we‟ll 
talk about that some more. Don‟t try to skip town.” 

 “Hey, about Stacy,” Peter said. “Don‟t be a sore loser, 
okay?” 

 Her eyes went frosty for a moment. “I‟ll show you sore 
loser,” she murmured. Then she turned and walked into the 
crowd. In a single reflexive motion Peter sucked on his 
tongue and spit a thin stream of pheremone loaded saliva at 
her; it sprayed her calf. She didn‟t seem to notice. 

 Peter watched her go as he absently tore up the ticket. 

* 
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 “Lookin good, stud,” Harry said, slapping Peter on the 
shoulder. Peter looked down, wearing Harry‟s clothes, 
borrowed for the occasion. Band collar shirt, baggy slacks, 
wingtips, a silver studded belt. 

 “I‟m wearing my last paycheck,” he said nervously. “You 
sure this is okay, Harry?” 

 “You‟re clubbing with MJ and Gwen and me tonight, 
Pete,” Harry said firmly. “You can‟t have a delicious arm 
ornament like Gwen and not club, kapeesh? Furthermore, 
you‟re going to have a good time or I‟m gonna hurt you. 
You‟ve been all wrapped up in this crime thing for the last 
couple days, and you seriously need to relax, my friend. So 
we‟re going to go relax, let it all hang out. It‟s Saturday night, 
for God‟s sake. C‟mon, man, you‟re built like a dancer. Show 
Gwen your stuff. This is your chance to show MJ what she 
could have had if she had stayed with a bum like you instead 
of going for the gold.” He grinned, then turned to the mirror 
and combed once again through the controlled, contained 
mat of curly burnt umber hair. 

 “Okay,” he said, looking at his reflection. He spritzed 
his mouth with freshener. “Okay. Tonight God loves 
women, because you and I are unleashed, roomie. Ready to 
go?” 

 “Sure, Harry. Let‟s get outa here.” 

 A car pulled up in the driveway, thudding bass dully 
penetrating the walls. The horn beeped once, twice. They 
headed out to see an extremely attractive redhead hopping 
out of Gwen‟s car, wearing a sheer, tight black dress that 
could be a slip, accessorized with four inch stiletto heels and 
black and silver jewelry. 

 “rrRRow,” she said, her eyes roving the two men. 

 “Cut it out, MJ,” Gwen said from inside the car. 

 “Didn‟t say which one I was looking at,” MJ said with a 
predatory grin. 
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 “Both,” Harry said. “You look smashing, darling. Shall 
we go?” 

 She hopped into his car after he unlocked the door with 
his remote. Then they roared off. Pete slid down next to 
Gwen and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “Ready?” 

 “Let‟s go,” Gwen said, and they followed. 

 She turned off the stereo once they got on the road. 
“Peter, you seem… preoccupied.” 

 “I don‟t think we‟re ready to celebrate yet,” he said, his 
thoughts distant. “Something else is going on with the case.” 
The Stacys were threatened. Peter felt time slipping away, 
knew that as long as the spy was on the loose they were in 
grave danger. But he couldn‟t tell Gwen that. She said 
nothing further, watching the road. She bit her lip once or 
twice; she was thinking too. He didn‟t notice. 

 Harry didn‟t even ask, he covered the door charge for 
the four of them to head into the thudding, dim interior of 
Elektroflash. They found a table, and Harry led the charge to 
the dance floor. 

 Peter absently copied one of the other dancers, 
mimicking his moves almost subconsciously. He was vaguely 
aware of Harry‟s hoot of amusement, impressed with Peter‟s 
concealed history of dance; Gwen didn‟t need to do much 
dancing, she was beautiful enough to move with the music 
and attract looks. MJ was wriggling like a fiend, and Harry 
was keeping time. This was one rocking party. 

 Here and there, under the heavy smell of dozens of 
perfumes and body odor and cigarette smoke and other 
smoke, Peter kept catching flashes of his own breath, flashes 
of a face in the crowd, of a hundred faces in the crowd. 
Peter‟s mind flashed along what the spy had done, what the 
spy would do, how he could counter it, the danger that 
surrounded him. He stopped dancing at the end of the song, 
not even winded, and the group trooped off to a table. 
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 “Peter, you okay?” Gwen said. 

 “I‟m really not feeling well,” Peter said. 

 “Tuckered out, mister dervish?” MJ said, her eyes sly. 
“You sure don‟t look it.” 

 “I think I gotta go. Thanks, Harry, see you tomorrow, 
Gwen. I just need some rest right now, sorry guys,” Peter 
said as he stood and took his leave. “Can I take the car, 
Gwen?” he asked. 

 “Sure,” she said, her eyes unreadable as she gave him the 
keys. 

 Harry watched him go, his mouth a tight line. “Doesn‟t 
know how to work or play,” he muttered. Then he looked 
back to the ladies. “There goes a troubled man with no 
instinct for territory,” he said, grinning at Gwen. “It falls to 
me to make sure you ladies get the time of your lives 
tonight.” 

 “Here we go again,” MJ said, rolling her eyes, leaning 
her head back on Harry‟s shoulder. 

 “Be back in a minute,” Gwen said with a quick 
apologetic grin. She moved at the best semi-casual speed she 
could after Peter. 

 “Still hasn‟t dumped him,” MJ said without shifting 
position. 

 “Yep,” Harry said, his voice tight. 

* 

 The streetlamps flashed by overhead in time to the slow 
strobing of Peter‟s thoughts. First back to the apartment, 
wouldn‟t dare try anything in borrowed clothes. Get some 
mesh. Yes. Then go stake out the Stacy residence. That‟s 
where the spies would wait for the spider ghost, both the 
spider ghost and the spies using Stacy as bait. Peter‟s eyes 
narrowed. This wasn‟t going to be pleasant. 

* 
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 Gwen reached the parking lot. 

 “Hey babe,” said Peter. 

She turned, gasping, a hand reflexively going to her 
chest. “Peter?” 

 “I didn‟t want to do this in front of the others,” he said, 
casually tilting his head toward the club. 

 “I‟ll go with you,” she said. “I want to be with you 
anyway, not them. You‟re the one I love, Peter,” she said, 
anguish in her eyes. “I can‟t stand to see you like this. You 
get so… distant sometimes. Like no one else is in the world 
but you, and whatever you‟re after.” 

 He gently put his hands on her shoulders. “That‟s 
because you can‟t keep up, Gwendy,” he said softly. “Let‟s 
face it. When you‟re not dead weight, you‟re boring. Here, 
tonight, with MJ… I mean, face it. You‟re a cow. It‟s not 
even fun to trash you to my friends anymore. I‟ll take your 
car home, you can get it tomorrow.” The expression on his 
face was still tender and cruel. “Am I being clear? Did I leave 
anything out?” 

 “But… I thought you loved me…” She couldn‟t even 
gasp for air around the cold stab of agony in her chest. 

 A slow smile grew on his face. “God you‟re stupid,” he 
said. “I love you more than Harry and MJ, that‟s for damn 
sure. At least I‟m finally coming out with it to your face 
instead of keeping you around for amusement value. You 
should hear them go on, about what a moron you are. Go 
back inside now,” he added, his voice soft and paternal. “Go 
play with the closest thing you‟ll ever have to friends.” His 
voice hardened. “Go.” 

 Slowly, almost staggering, she went. 

 Peter sighed, smiled, looked up at the moon. He fished a 
cigarette out of his pocket and lit it, smiling in his own 
incense. “Have a nice night, Peter Parker,” he smiled to 
himself. “I‟m just getting started. Sore loser, indeed.” 



 

   165 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 Peter swung from one tree to another, firing web, 
whipping up the building, and landing with a roll on the roof. 
Damned traffic held him up there at the end, Saturday night 
in a residential neighborhood, who knew, but he had 
changed in record speed and now he dropped into place on 
the building facing the Stacy residence. 

 Just in time to see himself walk out the front door. 

 His stomach went cold as he caught a whiff of spider 
tracer. It was the spy, who looked like him, who was wiping 
his hands off on a towel, leaving pink traces— 

 Peter came face to face with a choice. Go check on John 
and do some difficult explaining, or catch up to the spy and 
put an end to this. 

 It took a moment only. He saw himself get into the 
black sedan, and he was in motion. 

 Two blocks down, a red light. He launched through the 
air, slapped onto the streetlamp over where their car idled, 
and he lowered himself on a web strand, moving fast. He 
could hear them. 

 “didn‟t even know she had it. But now we know where 
his New York safehouse is, used to be a testing site for his 
precious Institute.” 

 Peter hit the ground and scuttled under the car, flipping 
and holding on, staying out of the way of moving parts and 
straining his hearing to make out the conversation in the car. 

 “Lock and load. We take Xavier tonight, before he gets 
wind of our interrogation of his girlfriend.” Yep, it was the 
metermaid talking. 

 Okay, Parker, think this through. Four goons plus the 
spy in the car. Assume they‟re heavily armed. Going to 
confront some guy, Xavier, who‟s supposed to be dead or 
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they wouldn‟t be selling his library off. They found out about 
his girlfriend in his personal notes, so they interrogated her 
for his whereabouts. She didn‟t know, but she had some bit 
of information that gave him away. Don‟t know where his 
safehouse is, so can‟t beat them there. Don‟t really want to 
take them down in a fight, as turning them over to the police 
would solve nothing and make them angry, and killing them 
is out of the question. Think… 

 The car turned into the dock district, and before long 
they pulled up. “Okay, let‟s move, by the numbers, fast and 
hard,” the metermaid said. 

 They moved. Peter rolled out from under the car, fired 
web up to the rooftop, and whipped up to shadow them 
from above.  

 The team whipped submachine guns out of their coats 
and dashed into the dark warehouse. Peter tensed, waited. 
He‟d make his move when they came back out. 

 He waited. 

 And waited. 

 Then he heard a blast of gunfire; maybe one shot, or a 
number of shots all at once. His blood ran cold, and he 
checked his internal clock; they‟d been in there ten minutes. 

 He settled down to wait some more. They‟d need their 
car. 

 He waited half an hour, and he was just standing to 
move when someone came out of the warehouse; he ducked 
immediately. 

 It was a bald man, walking unsteadily, as though unsure 
of his balance. He headed down the block, walking with 
increasing confidence as he went, then turning the corner. 

 He smelled of the tracer; it was still the spy. Why the 
new form? 
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 Peter nodded to himself. He could follow the tracer 
after he checked out the warehouse. He dropped from the 
roof and stealthed into the warehouse. He began to search. 

 The stairs were easy to find, and from there he smelled 
blood. He stopped in the doorway to the office reception 
area on the second floor gantry; inside, four men lay on the 
ground, sprawled, their blood and brains sprayed all over the 
ceiling and floor and walls. It looked almost like suicide. 

 Feeling cold, he moved around into the office reception 
area, then into the office. 

 There, against the wall was an egg shaped chamber with 
a porthole. He saw a pale, thin middle aged man with 
upswept eyebrows. He stepped up to the porthole, grateful 
for his mask. He tapped on it. 

 The eyes fluttered, then opened. “Spiderghost,” the man 
said. 

 “Yeah,” Peter said warily. 

 “This is Mystique. We danced at Stark‟s place, 
remember?” 
 “Oh, I remember all right,” he muttered. 

 “Listen, you‟ve got to help me,” the man said. 

 “I would, except you left a few minutes ago. I don‟t 
know who you are, but you aren‟t Mystique.” 

 “Heh,” the man said. “You saw Xavier leave in my 
body. Xavier is a psycher, he affects peoples minds, makes 
them do things, makes them see things. He faked his own 
death. We tracked him down to end the madness, but he got 
the better of us. We had countermeasures to help us against 
psychers, but… they weren‟t enough. He‟s got my body, 
spider ghost, and he put me in his.” 

 “The four goons you came in with?” the spider ghost 
said. 
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 “He took control of their minds, made them commit 
suicide. He took control of my mind too, and I just climbed 
right in that chamber next to me by myself.” 

 The spider ghost looked over, and indeed there was 
another chamber just like this one that was now open. 

 “He‟s switched our minds, spider ghost,” the thin man 
said again. “Now he can manipulate minds, and he‟s a 
shapeshifter too. You must stop him. If he gets away, no one 
will be safe from him,” Xavier‟s body said, edging on panic. 

 “You want to come with me?” he asked. 

 “No,” said Xavier‟s body. “No, this body is a cripple. I 
need a wheelchair just to get around. I‟d slow you down.” 

 “Is that why he stole yours?” the spider ghost asked. 

 “He contacted a doctor a couple months ago to try to 
get use of his legs back. I think that‟s one reason. Being a 
shapeshifter won‟t hurt either.” 

 “I might be able to get you out of this,” the spider ghost 
said. “If I do, that‟s worth a favor. If get your body back, 
that‟s worth another. Agreed?” 

 “I have little choice,” Mystique said from Xavier‟s body. 

 “Okay,” the spider ghost said, mind racing down 
different avenues of thought, trying to assemble a workable 
plan. “Okay. Does Xavier have any explosives here?” 

 “I think so,” Xavier‟s body said. “Check in the closet 
downstairs, it‟s locked up and should have some military 
explosives there.” 

 “With a timer?” 
 “What are you thinking?” Xavier‟s body said with a 
quaver in his voice. 

* 

 Xavier had gained confidence, and was out of breath 
from running a short distance when he stood, breathing 
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heavily on the street corner. Running. A real body. He 
smiled, a wide grin. 

 So much effort, to hold this formless body together, to 
give it direction. He reflected that Mystique had been able to 
perfect her control over the course of a lifetime. He was still 
forced to mentally micromanage his shape. It was unsettling, 
new, different, distracting. 

 Exhilarating. 

 Click. 

 Xavier turned to see a man dressed in a black leotard 
with two large white eyespots toss a remote control 
detonating switch over the rail into the water. 

 “What is the meaning of this?” he asked, sensing that 
the dark man was looking right at him. 

 “I just started a three minute countdown,” the dark man 
said. Xavier snatched his name; Peter Parker. 

 “Meaning?” he pressed. 

 “Meaning the explosives I just piled around Professor 
Charles Xavier‟s body with Mystique‟s psyche will detonate 
in two minutes and forty five seconds.” 

 There was a tense moment between them. 

 “And what do you hope to gain by that?” asked Xavier 
coldly. 

 The dark man shrugged. “Maybe your psyche has 
moved over,” he says, “and maybe your psyche has the 
power of your mind. Then again, maybe your psyche draws 
that power from its brain,” he said pointedly, “which will be a 
charred lump in two minutes and thirty seconds. Now just a 
second,” he said, stepping back and raising his hand. “If you 
take control of me, you might make it back in time, but 
without my skills you‟ll be stuck with just my ability. And if 
you try to take too many bodies at once,” he shrugged, “who 
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knows what could happen to you. Is it hard keeping the 
shape shifting under control?” 

 “You have no idea,” Xavier gritted out. “What are your 
demands? You are not a killer.” For that much he easily 
sensed. 

 “All you have to do to live is to let go of Mystique‟s 
mind and return to your body. She‟s unconscious, I saw to 
that, but you could overcome that unconsciousness, am I 
right?” 

 “You are right,” Xavier said, his voice cold. 

 “The timer is on your lap. It‟s a simple matter of hitting 
the „cancel‟ button and there will be no explosion. No tricks. 
I‟m not lying. I‟m not trying to kill you, only to stop you.” 
One minute fifty seconds. 

 “All I want is to walk again,” Xavier said. “Why is that 
so wrong?” 

 “Because you want to walk again at the expense of a 
life,” the spider ghost said softly. “I can no more allow you 
to destroy Mystique to serve your ends than I can allow 
Mystique to destroy you for hers.” 

 Xavier blinked. “You would stop her from attacking 
me? You don‟t even know who I am.” 

 “That‟s why I followed her, to prevent bloodshed,” the 
spider ghost said. He extended his hand. “Trust me. Let 
Mystique go. There has to be a better way than this.” One 
minute thirty seconds. 

 “You would follow me, to protect others?” Xavier said 
warily. 

 “Seems like you have enough enemies without adding 
me to the list,” the spider ghost said. “You have done 
nothing to me and mine. If there‟s anyone I have a grudge 
against, it‟s Mystique. I mean to settle up with her, but not 
like this.” 
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 Xavier lowered his head and thought for a few seconds. 
When he spoke, it seemed he was thinking aloud. 

 “You shame me, Parker,” he said. “You make my vision 
seem shallow, my honor seem hollow.” He looked at the 
spider ghost directly. “Where I seek enlightenment, for 
myself and others, you seek to make the world around you 
more sane, at the expense of power. You take this incredible 
risk for nothing more than an idea.” 

 Peter felt Xavier in his mind, learning him, and he 
shivered. 

 “Please stop,” he said quickly. “You have fifty five 
seconds.” His voice was urgent. 

 “You really don‟t want to blow anyone up, do you,” 
Xavier mused. 

 “Not at all,” the spider ghost said. “Not anyone. But 
there is no honor in side-stepping your handicap,” he added. 
“The only honor is in overcoming it. Honor can be built on 
achievement, but not deception. That means staying in your 
own body. You‟ve already killed four men tonight in one of 
the most treacherous ways I can imagine. Being this close to 
you makes me feel sick to my stomach. But you deserve a 
chance. I won‟t lie to you. Part of me hopes you decide to 
call my bluff. See if both you and Mystique are destroyed by 
your mad and heedless lust for power.” Peter was shaking 
with a number of emotions wildly mixed with each other. 
“And you have twenty five seconds. How long do you think 
it will take for you to get back and conscious?” 

 Xavier considered for a moment. Then he regarded 
Peter directly. “I will not forget you, Peter Parker. For better 
or for worse,” he mused. Then he sat down on the pavement, 
closed his eyes, and exhaled slowly. His mind and his breath 
slid out of him as one. 

 Peter hopped out, snagged the body, and jumped back 
into the concealing shadow of the alley. 
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 “You have ten seconds,” he murmured. “Five, four, 
three, two, one.” 

 No explosion rocked the night, no pyrotechnics. 
Nothing. The form of Charles Xavier blurred and settled in a 
blue-skinned woman with dark crimson hair. Either she was 
dead, and the body reverted, or she was in there somewhere. 

 “Let‟s get out of here,” Peter murmured, and he tossed 
her body over his shoulder and sprang up the wall. 

* 

 Xavier sat in his chair, feeling weak and thin as paper, as 
refined and empty as tea. He took a long, shuddering sigh as 
he looked down at the wad of plastic explosives in his lap 
with the counter frozen at two seconds. All he had to do was 
push the “resume” button and all the pain, all the sacrifice, all 
the difficult choices would go away. 

 Also on his lap was the cell phone with Geraint‟s 
number programmed on the speed dialer. 

 Xavier reviewed his options, alone in the dim room, 
while blood congealed in the room next door. He thought 
through the possibilities, the best case scenarios, the worst 
case scenarios. 

 The cell phone or the timer. The fateful choice before 
him, his instincts pulling him towards the phone while his 
weary soul longed for the flash and oblivion. 

 Seconds ticked by, looming in him as he squeezed his 
eyes shut and pushed the button. 

 “This is Geraint,” he heard, far away and tinny. 

* 

 “I feel like a sack of wet dogfood,” Mystique managed. 
She looked around, noting she was on a rooftop opposite the 
police station. It was shortly after midnight. 
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 “Your body was possessed by a psycher who was 
micromanaging it,” the spider ghost said simply, “and you 
owe me.” 

 “Ah yes,” she said dryly. “Better than coffee to wake a 
girl up.” 

 “Hey, I saved you and got your body back. It‟s been a 
rough night, in fact a stupid couple of days and it‟s your fault 
so I‟m not in a generous mood. I‟m not a believer in 
counting on you to let me redeem my favors later, so here‟s 
what I want.” 

 “Please, no hedging, I‟m not a psychic,” she managed, 
slowly sitting up. “Can‟t we just get to the point? I‟m thirsty, 
too, thanks for asking.” 

 “Cry me a river. First, leave the Stacys and that stupid 
Parker kid alone. The only reason they‟re involved is because 
you involved them. Got it?” 

 She shrugged. “The op is scrubbed and I had my fun. 
Sure.” 

 “You had your fun? What‟s that supposed to mean?” the 
spider ghost snapped. 

 “Ask Parker,” she said with a smile. “Never mind. 
What‟s the other favor?” 

 “You‟re gonna love this,” he grinned. 

* 

 “Where is he,” Brilhart snapped as he dashed into the 
police station. 

 “Interrogation room three,” the officer at the front desk 
said. Brilhart ran. 

 He gathered his composure outside the room, then 
opened the door and stepped in. 

 A weedy, shifty-eyed man was seated at the table, an 
officer on either side of him. 
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 “You‟re here to confess to the theft at the museum?” 
Brilhart said sternly. 

 “Yeah, you ready to take my statement?” he said in a 
nasal voice. 

 “We‟ve got recorders going. Continue,” Brilhart said. 

 “My name is Jordan Wankerson, known as Slim. I copy 
police, I copied Stacy.The mob hired me to do a trial run on 
the museum, ta see if me an my gang were up to a challenge. 
Well, since youse all got the exhibits back, the mob tole us if 
we don shoot ourselfs they‟ll shoot us. So two a my boys are 
on flights to Mexico, four done shot themsefs in a 
warehouse, I‟ll give you da address, and me? I‟m gonna turn 
states for you alls.” 

 “A few more questions, Slim,” Brilhart said with a smile, 
“and we‟ll have you in your cell.” 

 

CHAPTER FIVE 

 He was waiting for her in the alley down the street from 
the Stacy residence. 

 “How‟d it go?” he asked. 

 “I gave them Slim Wankerson,” she said with a shrug. 
“They bought it, hook line and sinker. Of course, their 
search doesn‟t do much good against me, so with my gear I 
was out of the station  twenty minutes from when I was put 
in a cell. I‟ve been Slim before, so they even have a police 
record on him. That‟s over with, and it‟s their fault he got 
away. Your man is cleared. So here we are.” 

 “Here we are,” the spider ghost agreed. “You made 
good on one favor. Now for the other.” 

 “Watch,” she said. “I‟m walking away.” 

 She turned and walked away, not once looking back. 
Peter watched her go. 
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 Peter let out a deep sigh. What a night. He checked the 
time; just after two. Time for some sleep. 

 Ugh. He shivered at the thought of facing Harry at this 
point. After a moment of thought, he smiled. 

 His room at Aunt May‟s was just the way he‟d left it. 

* 

 Peter let himself in to his apartment. He strolled in, 
putting his bag on the chair. Then he stretched, and sighed. 
Ten in the morning on a Sunday. Captain Stacy cleared. No 
bloodshed in the secret wars of the spies. Yep, he was on his 
way towards the end of the weekend with no permanent 
harm. Then he noticed the quiet. 

 Harry was watching the television, had a game show on, 
but it was still too quiet. “Hey Harry, what‟s up?” he said. 

 “I sure hope you‟ve been soul searching,” Harry said 
without looking at him, “and I sure hope you found one.” 

 “What do you mean? About last night?” 

 Harry just shook his head. “I can‟t believe it, man, I had 
you figured all wrong.” He still wouldn‟t look at Peter. 

 “What do you mean?” Peter asked. “I brought your 
clothes back in good shape, didn‟t I?” 

 “Good thing it‟s just you and me here, Parker, „cause I 
understand that sometimes there are things that a man‟s gotta 
do. But MJ, she‟d have your eyes out by now.” 

 “What happened, Harry,” Peter said, feeling his stomach 
drop. 

 “Well,” Harry said with a deep sigh, “after MJ found 
Gwen sobbing her eyes out in the women‟s restroom and 
spent an hour talking her down, we went to Perkins and had 
some coffee and talked for another couple hours, then we 
took her home and MJ spent the night there just in case you 
showed up for round two. And for future reference, the next 
time you decide to wreck somebody, leave MJ and me out of 
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it, okay?” There was a cold anger in his voice. Still he did not 
look at Peter. 

 Oh no. 

 The scent at the nightclub. 

 Ask Parker. 

 “I gotta go,” Peter said quickly. 

 “I guess you do,” Harry said as Peter dashed out the 
front door. 

* 

 Peter hopped out of the car at the Stacy residence and 
walked up the stairs. Mystique had been leaving here last 
night. Peter at that moment wanted nothing more than to 
turn around and walk away, leave the Stacys behind, move 
back in with Aunt May, abandon everything Mystique had 
touched. “But this is bigger than me,” he murmured to 
himself. He straightened his shoulders. “This is about what is 
right, and about pain dished out in my name. I gotta come 
clean.” 

 He knocked on the door, every nerve on end, already 
feeling pain before he met their eyes. He could only guess 
what had been said and done by the creature wearing his face 
last night… 

 John opened the door, and he almost flinched when he 
saw Peter. Peter saw that he had a black eye and a cut on his 
lip. 

 For a moment there was silence, then Peter said “Please 
give me a chance to explain.” 

 John turned from the door and walked into the house. 
Peter followed, closing the door behind him. John walked 
into his study and sat in his chair. Peter stood in front of the 
desk. 

 “Last night,” Peter said, “a master of disguise took my 
form. While I was trying to find her, she impersonated me 
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and talked to Gwen, then came here. I saw the disguise artist 
leaving the house and followed her. She won‟t be back. But I 
don‟t know what she said or did while she looked like me. 
This is the same one who impersonated Gwen to drug you 
then impersonated you at the museum. I knew about her, 
from a past encounter, but I couldn‟t just come out with it. 
Now she‟s done her best to wreck my life by attacking 
people I care about. Please believe it wasn‟t me last night, 
that I didn‟t do or say the terrible things that this person who 
looked like me did or said.” 

 There was a long moment of silence, and for Peter he 
felt like he was in freefall in the dark with no idea what the 
bottom of that long ugly silence held. 

 “When this began,” the captain said slowly and 
deliberately, “I asked you to trust me, and to help me. You 
did both. Now you ask me to do the same for you.” 

 “Please,” Peter whispered, tingling with pain. “Please 
believe it wasn‟t me that did whatever she did.” 

 He nodded. “At some level, even last night, I knew it 
wasn‟t you. You don‟t drink, or do drugs, or any of those 
other nasty behavior altering activities. In my time on the 
force I think I saw it all. But last night…” he shook his head. 
“It was positively eerie. You knew things, said things.” He 
trailed off. “I choose to believe that wasn‟t you. Both of us 
know what it‟s like to do things… alien to our nature,” he 
said, and they both thought of a certain amulet. “I had 
suspected it was a backlash of sorts from the Wings of 
Needless Sorrow.” 

 “This feels a whole lot worse,” Peter said. “Now the 
hard part is convincing Gwen. That witch said something to 
her, something terrible, and I don‟t even know what.” 

 “Gwen just told me that you broke up with her,” the 
captain said softly. “That‟s all she said. But her friend was 
here all night, and just left twenty minutes ago. I suspect 
that‟s good for you. She did not look at all pleased.” 
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 “I have to face her,” Peter said. “I have to sort this out.” 

 “She‟s in her bedroom, Peter,” the captain said, pulling 
out his pipe and tobacco. “Good luck to you.” 

 “Thank you, sir,” Peter said. “Did you hear the good 
news about Brilhart‟s capture of the perp?” 

 “That I did, and the subsequent escape,” the captain 
said, “and I think I don‟t need to know any more about it.” 

 “Just glad justice was served,” Peter said, and he headed 
for the stairs. 

 John thoughtfully packed his pipe. 

* 

 Peter knocked lightly on the door. 

 “I‟m not hungry,” came a weepy voice. Peter braced his 
nerve.  

 “It‟s Peter,” he said. 

 It got very quiet on the other end. 

 “I don‟t think we have anything to discuss, Parker,” she 
said in a voice made from the ice of frozen tears. 

 It took every ounce of courage the young man 
possessed not to turn around and walk back down the stairs. 
“We need to talk, Gwen,” he said. 

 “I think we already did,” she said.  

 “That wasn‟t me,” he said. “That was the same master 
of disguise that impersonated you to your father, your father 
to us, then me to you.” 

 “You don‟t think I could tell the difference?” she 
snapped. 

 He leaned his forehead against the door. “Actually I was 
sort of hoping you could,” he said in a small voice. 
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 There was a pause, then the door opened. Peter was 
shocked at her appearance; her face was pale and blotched 
with red, her eyes puffed and bright with tears, her hair in 
ruins. He had never seen anyone in such total abject grieving. 

 “That’s the Peter I know,” she said in a voice hoarse 
from sobbing. 

 “I don‟t know what this other person said while looking 
like me,” he said, “but this is the real Peter, and I love you. 
These last few months with you have been great. You are the 
highlight of my days, beautiful.” 

 “Even like this?” she said with a  helpless gesture. 

 “All I care about,” he said, taking her hand in his, “is 
who you are inside. Right now, seeing you in pain is what‟s 
killing me, babe. I didn‟t do this, but you thought it came 
from me so I feel responsible. I wish there was a way I could 
turn back the clock and stop that witch from impersonating 
me. But I can‟t. Whatever she said is wrong, baby. This is 
real. This is me. And I love you.” He risked a hug. 

 She did not resist him, but she didn‟t embrace him 
either. He stepped back, feeling a bit awkward. 

 “Maybe he wasn‟t you,” she said softly, “but he could 
have been.” 

 “What do you mean?” Peter said. 

 “He said I was dead weight, that I was just slowing you 
down, that I was boring. You think I don‟t notice, Peter? 
You think I can‟t tell when you take a break from whatever 
we‟re doing to go to that other place, to become your other 
self, when you look like you‟re a hundred miles away? You 
think I can‟t tell that you walk faster than I do and have to 
work at slowing down when you‟re with me? You think I 
don‟t know when we‟re walking through the park and you 
are something else and then you have to remind yourself you 
aren‟t alone? Peter,” she said, “it wouldn‟t have hurt if there 
wasn‟t any truth to it. And it‟s been harder for me to be 
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forced to face that, to face that I‟m limiting you, than it 
would be to face that you‟re a stupid man.” 

 Peter could find nothing to say, words utterly deserting 
him. He was defenseless. 

 “I love you,” she said, touching the side of his face, “and 
that‟s why this hurts so bad.” Tears welled up in her 
exhausted eyes. “The thing that was trying to be you told me 
to go back to my friends last night, and when I did they were 
there for me. You never are, Peter. When anything happens, 
when it‟s important, you‟re somewhere else and I have to 
face it alone. You don‟t deserve to be limited, and I do 
deserve to be with someone moving more my speed. I‟m 
sorry, Peter. I don‟t know if this is the end of us or not, but I 
need some space for a while. I need to think things through.” 

 “Sounds like you already have,” Peter managed, 
staggering, unbalanced. 

 “I don‟t even know you,” she said, her voice quiet and 
devastating. “When this happened to my father, this 
weekend, I saw a side of you I never knew existed. You‟re 
showing me what I want to see. Every time I trust that 
façade I‟m hurt when it isn‟t the whole picture.” Tears forced 
her to stop for a moment. Then she went on. “I love you too 
much not to notice. I love you too much to let it go on. And 
I have to think about myself in all this. If I don‟t know you, 
then I can‟t trust you. If I can‟t trust you,” she said, “then a 
master of disguise can tear out my heart.” 

 Peter‟s throat was swelling, hot fierce tears pushing the 
back of his eyes. “Yeah,” he managed. Then something cold 
and dark came through him. Enough of this. Enough pain. 

 “I have to go,” he said. He quickly turned, was down the 
stairs, and out the front door. 

 Gwen sat on the floor. In her hands was a locket, a 
locket with no pictures. 

* 
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 “She had her fun,” Peter snarled under his breath, his 
rapid steps carrying him along the path in the park at good 
speed. “If I ever meet her again, if that shape shifting creature 
ever comes under my power, we‟re gonna have a tiff.” Then 
his eyes shut as the pain swelled through him again. “That‟s 
not fair. She couldn‟t have done this if things between me 
and Gwen were good. There was a weakness, she just 
stepped on it and it went from a crack to a snap. Damn her.” 
He heaved a sigh. “Damn me too.” 

 Hey honey, I can run up the wall and shoot webbing out 
of my wrists. Wanna tango on the ceiling? How hard would 
that have been to come out with? 

 “And you shut up too,” he muttered to his thoughts. 

 At least Harry and MJ found her sobbing in the 
bathroom. No shoulders for you to cry on, strong flippant 
type. 

 “Did I say enough already?” 

 Who ya gonna call? Strange, or Ramsey, or Logan? How 
come you don‟t have any normal friends? 

 “Because I have stupid voices in my head that send me 
out flying through the trees at two in the morning,” he 
whispered savagely to himself. 

 Ooh, getting personal now. Okay, have it your way. 
Time to call Kravinoff? 

 “No,” he whispered to himself. “No, I‟m not gonna 
freak out. This is hard. Relationships are. It isn‟t over yet. She 
wants time and space. I can give her that.” 

 And then what? What‟s gonna change? You gonna give 
up wall crawling and squirreling? You gonna get an eight to 
five job, commute home and watch tv while she has a career? 
You gonna slow down for her? Cause she‟s not gonna speed 
up for you, pal. 
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 “Pal?” Peter muttered. “Great. The voices in my head 
call me „pal‟.” 

 Question stands. 

 “Shut up,” Peter muttered uneasily. “Give her some 
credit. You never know how she‟d take the spider ghost in 
me.” 

 Really? 

 Peter let out a deep sigh. He walked up into the gazebo 
and sat down, looking out over the park. Tears welled up 
behind his eyes. 

 No more of this sissy crap, come on. Take it like a man. 
Tears are for weenies. You really broken up over this? Let‟s 
go flying. Find some girl who does want a little spider ghost in 
her. 

 “No more macho crap,” he whispered. “Maybe I‟ll just 
have to go it alone.” 

 You‟ll always have me. 

 “And you wanted me to stop crying. I wish I had real 
friends.” 

 I call it like I see it. Hey, we should get you a new date. 
Let‟s go back to the pad and watch the Nature Channel. 

 “Ouch.” 

 Better than peroxide, some whippin wind. Let‟s get 
moving. Come on. You‟ll feel better. 

 Peter stood. Yes. Like it or not, he was a mover, and a 
body in motion can sometimes outrun its sorrow. It was a 
short trip to the alley, and he left his clothes in a bundle 
behind a dumpster. Then he was up the wall and moving, 
wrapped in his protective mesh. 

 One way or another, the decision had been made. The 
spider ghost was more important to him than Gwen. Time to 
get his money‟s worth. 
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 “Out for a Sunday stroll,” he whispered to himself as he 
hissed through the air from one tree to another. 

 The tears were absorbed and diffused in the pale eyes of 
his mesh mask. 
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The Art of  Shaping 
August 2 

 He caught glimpses of himself as he ghosted down the 
shattered pave of bone and brick. His connection with the 
spirits of this place was strong, and as they traveled around 
him, curiosity drawing them to their visitor, their senses got a 
little tangled with his. 

 He stopped before a heavy, ancient statue that had once 
been a warrior; it was carved in the likeness of a race that had 
been extinct for a thousand years. 

 “You push your boundaries, mortal,” the statue ground 
out using the shattered bones that lay in drifts and piles 
around it in the dimness as sounding boards. Its language 
was one designed to describe pain, an ancient language from 
before the short lives of men measured time on the planet. 

 “My quest is urgent,” the thin man replied in the same 
tongue, not yet raising his mystic defenses. “I am the 
defender of Prime. There have been stirrings there, 
tremendously powerful stirrings, as though some entity were 
trying to break through the veils that protect that world. Yet 
I have been unable to identify my enemy. I have searched 
long,” he said, raising his hands in supplication. “I have bled 
much. Yet I cannot find him. His minions draw veils of 
shadows over themselves, and as yet I do not know where to 
look. You see much. Can you add insight?” 

 The Guardian shifted, rubbing its vast eye. “I see much, 
and feel more,” it rumbled. “There has been a disturbance. 
There is a force that surrounds your world and seeks to 
squeeze it. I can tell you no more. Your fight is not my 
fight.” 

 “When one dimension falls, those who defend it suffer,” 
the thin man said. “This force; do you think it would be 
content to stop once my realm has fallen?” 
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 The Guardian grunted. “More so if I do not attract its 
attention, your time runs thin and danger grows all around 
you, mortal.” 

 “I will be gone in a moment,” the thin man said, raising 
his hand. “First…” His face creased in pain. “I am desperate 
to know, Guardian. The Flames of Faltine are at my disposal, 
and the Precepts of Crymorn obey my call. I may not be in 
my home dimension,” he added, squaring off, “but I will 
have the information I seek if I must tear it from your 
shattered form.” Dark fires began to flicker along his outline. 

 “You play a dangerous game, wizard,” rumbled the 
stone beneath the thin man; the bones fell to powder with 
the force of it, the wizard‟s nose began to bleed. 

 “What force,” the thin man said, implacable. “You have 
seen it.” 

 A long moment of silence seemed to reel off its own 
dimension. Then the statue grunted again, allowing the 
energies to relax their grip on the insolent mortal.  

 “I will tell you a sign, and you will leave now,” the 
Guardian said. 

 The thin man nodded. 

 “That which seeks your world,” rumbled the vast statue, 
“dwells in darkness.” 

 The thin man was not one to push his luck. “My thanks, 
Ancient One,” he murmured, and then he slid through the 
ground as though he was nothing but a ghost himself. 

 An instant later he was free of that dimension and once 
again in the ether. 

 “A solid lead, as wizardry goes,” he murmured to 
himself. “The dark presence grows stronger. I must search 
more actively if I am to find out more…” He began to 
retrace his path back to his solid, inert body that was so far 
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away from the when, where, and what of his thoughts that 
there was no measure. 

* 

 The violin was wailing uncertainly to itself as Illyana 
kissed the little pink pill and then popped it in her mouth. 
“One a day,” she whispered to herself. Then she glanced 
over at her roommate.  

 “What‟s that you‟re playing?” she asked, a wince in her 
voice. 

 “Sounds like nothing to me,” the tall blond sighed. 
“Sounds like an animal being tortured, slowly, for 
information it doesn‟t have.” 

 “Very poetic,” Illyana said, grinning. “Poor thing. I‟ll call 
the ASPCA immediately.” 

 “What‟s that pill you take every day?” the blond asked, 
nodding towards the small bottle Illyana quickly moved out 
of sight. “Does Strange know about it?” 

 “Who can tell what Strange knows?” Illyana said. “I 
prefer to keep my enigmatic aura of mystery, if you please.” 

 “Suit yourself,” the blond said, shrugging. She raised the 
violin to her shoulder, and attempted a firm steady stroke 
across the strings that instead sounded a little drunken. She 
set her jaw, refusing to be discouraged in the face of 
complete ignorance. 

 Illyana walked to the window seat and looked out at the 
rain-swept street below. “Awful dark for ten in the 
morning,” she murmured to herself. The bright lights inside 
the apartment threw her reflection into view on the glass. For 
a moment she looked at her petite form, her slim waist and 
womanly shapes, her sleek reddish hair, her eyes. In her 
reflection, her eyes were dark holes to the street beyond. 
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 “Strange is coming,” she said, noticing the doctor 
walking down the sidewalk. “You want to play for him, 
Valeria?” 

 “I‟d just as soon not,” Valeria said, quickly stooping and 
putting the violin in its case. She picked it up and headed out 
of the living room. Illyana was grinning as she watched her 
roommate go. 

 “Burns you up that you‟re not perfect at it, I bet,” she 
said. 

 “Shows what you know,” drifted Valeria‟s voice from 
the other room. She stepped back into the living room, 
arching an eyebrow. “I enjoy challenges.” 

 “Sure you do,” Illyana said with a knowing smile, 
spotting the telltale signs of consternation in the corners of 
Valeria‟s carefully maintained expression. 

 Three rapid knocks hit the door. 

 Illyana opened it. “Enter at your will, O Mystical 
Presence,” she intoned with a deep bow. 

 “That‟s lovely,” Strange said, stepping in. He was thin 
and dapper, his red coat snug against him, streaked with 
water droplets that rolled off and spattered the floor, leaving 
the fabric dry. His mouth curled up in a saturnine smile. 
“Have you been practicing?” 

 “My studies of the deep enigma of the mystical arts 
leave me little time for etiquette,” she murmured, only a trace 
of puckish glee behind her eyes. “I endeavor to serve with 
my meager store of knowledge." 

 “Let‟s see what we can do about deepening that meager 
store today,” Strange said. “Did you do your homework?” 

 “Yes,” she said. “I learned the Seven Sigils of the 
Vistanti so I could repeat them, in order, forwards or 
backwards.” 
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 “Excellent,” Strange said, looking pleased. “That will be 
useful to you once you learn what can be built on top of such 
a foundation of power.” 

 “If you don‟t mind my asking,” she said, “I haven‟t seen 
you invoke greater powers. I want to learn the magic you 
know.” 

 “When I am sure of you,” he said quietly, “we can revisit 
that issue. Until then, it would do you no good to learn about 
what I use if you have no sound foundation to build further 
learning upon. Until you are confident as an invoker, we will 
not move on to other methods and styles. The pilings are the 
most important part of the bridge.” 

 “Yes,” she sighed, “and elegance is simplicity, the more 
we know the less we show. I‟m familiar with the rote.” 

 “You know it verbatim,” Strange said with a slight nod, 
“but not by heart.” 

 “Your timing is good,” Valeria said. “I was just headed 
to the library.” She picked up her jacket and book bag. 

 “Before you go,” Strange said, reaching into his coat, 
“I‟ve crafted a gift for you.” 

 “A gift?” Valeria said, arching an eyebrow. 

 “Indeed,” Strange said. He pulled out a case and opened 
it as though it contained precious gems. “These should serve 
you well.” 

 Valeria put her book bag down and picked up the case. 
She looked at Strange, puzzled. “Glasses?” 

 “I know your vision exceeds perfection,” Strange said 
with a nod. “But these are special glasses. Try them on.” 

 Valeria tossed her jacket over the back of the chair and 
put the glasses on. They had slim steel rims; they were 
neither attractive or unattractive. 
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 Illyana gasped. Valeria had changed, subtly. Her hair lost 
its luster, her skin became less perfect, her eyes unnoticeable 
and ordinary, her figure slightly shifted. 

 Mortal. She looked… mortal. 

 Strange nodded thoughtfully. “You are still a very 
attractive young woman,” he said, “but now even to the 
trained eye and the mystic probe you are mortal, one who 
could have been born on this planet.” 

 Valeria looked down at her hands, her expression 
unreadable. “I don‟t feel very… different,” she said. 

 “Your powers remain,” Strange said with a shrug, “but 
they are in check, weakened a bit. Your excess life force that 
makes you so much more than human is diverted and 
concealed. You won‟t want to wear those for a battle or 
excessive action. They may smooth your everyday life, 
however.” 

 She looked him in the eye, then looked down as she 
slung her jacket on and picked up her bag. 

 “Thanks,” she said, squeezing his arm gently as she 
moved past him to the door. “Now maybe I‟ll fit in.” She 
didn‟t make eye contact as she opened the door and moved 
out into the rain, trotting down the steps and walking down 
the slick puddled sidewalk. She didn‟t look back. 

 “Perhaps it‟s time we went,” Strange said absently as he 
watched Valeria walk down the street, eyes to the pavement. 

 “Perhaps so,” Illyana said. “Where to?” 

 “Take us to your Limbo,” Strange said, looking at her. 
“I‟ll direct our travel from there.” 

 A flaring dark wreath of energy slid into being beneath 
them and whirled up around them. The apartment was 
empty. 

* 
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 “Can‟t say I‟m fond of the smell,” Illyana said, glancing 
around the studio. 

 “Beauty comes in many forms,” Strange said, shrugging 
off his coat. He wore a simple tee-shirt beneath, and Illyana 
noticed he was wearing jeans and sneakers. 

 “So what are we here to learn?” she asked. 

 “I‟m here to learn about you. You‟re here to see what 
you can glean from watching me instruct. And, of course, the 
riddles.” 

 “Of course,” she said dryly. “The riddles.” 

 “The first riddle,” Strange said, holding up a clay jar. 
“How do you reshape this?” 

 She bit her lip, thinking for a moment. “You mystically 
re-weave its structure,” she said. 

 Strange maintained eye contact as he hurled the jar to 
the floor. It burst into dozens of shards. 

 “First you smash it,” he said, “then you mix it in with 
wet clay.” 

 “That was my next guess,” she said. 

 “Have you ever thrown a clay pot?” Strange asked. 

 “I think you just did,” she said sweetly. 

 “Not exactly what I meant,” Strange said. He pulled a 
tarp aside, revealing squatted mounds of damp clay. “Take 
some of this… some slip…” he said, moving a bucket with a 
thin oily slick of clay in water and putting it next to a flat 
disc-shaped table. “Then…” 

 She watched him quickly go through the preparatory 
steps. He seated himself on a short stool, and put his foot on 
the pedal under the table.  

 “You get the wheel spinning,” Strange said, and as he 
worked the pedal the wheel began to turn, faster and faster. 
“Then, you touch the clay. Fingers—so. Thumbs—so.” 
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 She watched, fascinated, as his hands became one with 
the clay. As the wheel spun, the clay at the center rose under 
his deft touch, and she could hardly tell whether the clay 
shaped his hands or whether his hands shaped the clay. 

 “Now that’s magic,” she whispered. 

 He smiled. “In its way,” he murmured, “just as the 
miracle of birth is magic, the weaving of a spider‟s web in its 
intricate and senseless detail is magic, the shimmering of 
sunlight on water is magic. The whole world is made of 
magic,” he said, “and there are few mortals gifted with the 
sight and the taste for it.” 

 “Is that another riddle?” she said. 

 He raised an eyebrow, not taking his eyes from his work. 
“The greatest riddle of all, the riddle that will underlie all 
your teaching, is the distance between what I teach and what 
you learn. In spite of our best efforts,” he said softly, his eyes 
never leaving the clay, “that gap will never be fully closed. I 
will teach. You will learn. In the end, if we are successful, you 
will be transformed into a creature of power and 
compassion.” 

 “What a lovely title,” she said. “Perhaps I should do a 
cross-stitch with that phrase and put it over my bed. A 
creature of power and compassion.” 

 Strange shifted his hands just slightly, and the beautiful 
shimmering vase became a twisted broken neck of clay. A 
smooth motion and he scooped it up and tossed it back in 
the kneading trough. 

 “Your turn,” he said. 

 “My turn?” she echoed, not entirely pleased. 

 He stood, dragged a smallish wad of clay from the 
trough, and slapped it down on the wheel. He smiled at her. 
“Your turn.” 
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 She sat down hesitantly. Strange pulled up a stool next 
to her and began to gently pump the pedal, spinning the disc 
and the clay. 

 “Hands, so,” he said, demonstrating. “Thumbs, so.” 

 She touched the clay, and it came alive under her hands. 
Her breathing grew unsteady, her eyes shone as it moved and 
shifted under her delicate touch. “Incredible,” she whispered. 

 Then her hands closed a touch too tightly, and the clay 
crumpled and buckled. She stared at it blankly for a moment. 

 “What have you learned?” Strange asked with a smile, a 
peculiar light in his eyes. 

 She glanced over at him, then set her jaw. She reached 
deep inside herself, closed her eyes, and focused. Then she 
opened her eyes, gesturing with her slick hands, and the clay 
twitched, then smoothed, rising into an oddly graceful sweep 
of earth. 

 “I have learned to make a superb vase,” she said with a 
touch of triumph. 

 Strange looked at the curve of clay for a long moment. 

 “Nothing to say?” she asked, arching an eyebrow. 

 He looked her in the eye. “It would shatter in the kiln,” 
he said softly. He stood, and walked into the back of the 
studio. “Let‟s get cleaned up. The rest of today‟s teaching is 
in Limbo.” 

 She sat staring at the vase, her jaw tight, seeing nothing. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

August 3 

 “You‟re here for the half hour, eh?” the middle aged 
man said. He smiled. His face and his hair were gray, and he 
wore a black turtleneck and slacks, and converse hightops. 
He smiled, a tired smile. “Let‟s see what you know.” 
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 “I‟m self taught,” she said, a bit apologetically. 

 “What‟s your name again?” the man asked, squinting. 

 “Valeria,” she said. She tucked the violin under her chin 
and drew the bow across the strings. 

 “Say,” the teacher said, looking over his glasses. “You 
have a fine touch. Excellent wrist control. Instinctive, almost. 
That‟s good, very good.” 

 “You‟ll teach me to fiddle, not play the violin, right?” 
she asked a bit anxiously. 

 “You bet I will,” he said with a smile. “You‟ll be ready 
for the ho-down in no time flat.” 

 “That‟s what I‟m counting on,” she said, her returned 
smile just barely short of brilliant. 

* 

 They casually skirted pools of gurgling, snarling lava as 
they headed for an empty stretch of Illyana‟s vast Limbo. 
From the moment they arrived, her legs had transformed 
below the knees, her shins graced with fetlocks, her feet 
replaced by dainty cloven hooves. A thin slick of ever-
renewing blood and ichor perpetually burned off the lava, 
creating a dense mass of unwholesome smoke that curled 
and clung to everything. 

 “This abandoned enough for you?” she asked, looking at 
him with a peculiar grin. 

 “It will do,” he said, nodding. “Now, let‟s see you make 
a throne.” 

 She smiled. “We‟re in my world now,” she said. “I can 
do whatever I want.” 

 “Indeed,” Strange said. “Show me.” 

 She reached out, her arm and fingers stiff, and flexed. 
Shimmering eldritch armor slithered up her arm from her 
fingertips, and the earth trembled. Then a throne thrust itself 
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up through the rock, its proportions magnificent, huge and 
solid and hulking on a dais over the gory lava pools. She 
sipped the air a little faster than she had before, but her eyes 
were bright with victory as she looked at Strange. 

 He smiled, but his smile seemed a bit sad. Her 
expression faded into wariness. 

 “Reshaping is much simpler,” he said softly, “when the 
clay is yet unformed. Watch.” He turned his back to her. 
“You can feel everything the land feels, just as it can feel 
everything that you are. Pay close attention,” he said. Then 
his hands moved slightly, a reflexive echo of his thought. He 
was not as powerful here; Illyana felt that, she felt her power 
swelled to tremendous proportions and his diminished a 
great deal, so far from Prime, from the Earth that was 
commonly known. Her smile was almost a leer. 

 His fingers moved rapidly, and two pools of gory 
magma flinched then rose as pillars. As she watched, the 
pillars split and expanded, split and expanded, surface curling 
and coiling with magma. The pillars resolved into trees, and 
as she watched they branched and leafed out with the 
energies of her realm. They began to cool as the ground 
around them shifted, flexing. Their angry red began to crust 
into the darkness of cooled rock. 

 One of his hands gentled toward the new trees, the 
other cranked into an impossible position and pinched ever 
so carefully at the sky. Strange stood, bowed, his shoulders 
flexed as though under a great burden. The sky began to shift 
and coil. Where before it had reflected the eternal roiling 
burn of otherspace, now it began to smooth, to darken. As 
she watched, coils and waves of flame were compressed to 
circles, then to brilliant shining pinpoints of light and 
swathes of the texture of space. Clouds formed, first black 
and full of the foulness of the land‟s reek, then shifting and 
becoming pale, billowing cumulus. 



 

   195 

 Strange shifted and murmured soft words of binding 
over the reverberating silence of his magics. Then he shifted 
position again. 

 “Now for life,” he whispered in English. Then he put 
his hands together, carefully, and the very air shimmered with 
a twist of refined power. The ground creaked as antlers slid 
up on either side of the throne, then they fused and wove 
together forming an intricate pale pattern behind the dark 
blocks of stone. The base of the throne smoothed, 
shimmered, paled, formed steps. Twisting and curling from 
the cracks of the shattered dark stone, blades of grass sprang 
free and stretched. Trees and grass and stone began to copy 
themselves, flowing out, gathering momentum as they 
gathered mass and space. 

 Strange turned to Illyana, his hands lowered. She felt the 
magic still twisting around him, but somehow he had given it 
momentum and now he simply shaped that momentum. She 
took a halting step to the side, and she stepped in a mat of 
grass. 

 “But,” she said, and she gestured helplessly. 

 “I did not shape what is,” he said softly, not even 
winded. “I felt the shape of what could be. Power is nothing 
without vision. Without vision, you cannot make the world 
anything but what it already is, and more so. That which can 
forget its shape has much more power than that which is 
trapped by its belief in its own nature. That which has a 
strong sense of its nature can bend itself to become more.” 

 “That‟s a paradox,” she said. 

 “Everything that matters is,” Strange said, his smile 
twisting and for just a moment frightening. A faint witch-
light drifted clear of the branches of the tree and wove 
through the air behind him. 

 She heard the cough of water and turned to see a spring 
spit once and then begin to flow from the base of her throne 
down the dais, then one on the other side, sending rippling 
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water down to frame the steps up to the seat. Behind the seat 
was a delicate screen of filmy thin branches interwoven into 
mystic symbols. Illyana looked around at the shaped earth, 
the trees, the grass. Here and there, a confused demon 
crouched behind the trees or sniffed at the witch-lights. 

 Her world had grown beautiful. 

 Strange gestured, and the magic halted, poised, then lost 
momentum and slid back into itself. 

 The eldritch wood glimmered and shone with its own 
inner light. The stars far above sparked in the deep night. 
Illyana looked around, breathless. 

 “It‟s beautiful,” she said. 

 Strange looked at the ground, then looked at her. “The 
past can be reshaped in only one way,” he said. 

 She looked at him. 

 “It must be smashed,” he said, “then ground up into 
powder and mixed with the elements that make your future. 
You‟ll recognize the texture,” he said, “but you‟ll be free to 
make something new with it.” 

 “How did you do that?” she asked, not yet able to 
demand. 

 “This world, this dimension is malleable,” Strange said. 
“It is eager to be bent to your will. You are its Sorcerer 
Supreme, now that Belasco is gone. This world aches to fulfill 
your whim.” 

 “How do I make it do this?” she asked. 

 “Vision,” Strange said. “And the art of asking and not 
taking; guiding, and not forcing; giving and not imposing. 
Everything longs to be something,” he said, “and the greatest 
power you can ever possess is to give form to the wholesome 
longings of those you meet.” 

 She stared at him. A part of her mind noticed that his 
hands were trembling slightly. 
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 “I think that‟s enough for today,” he said. “I have my 
own studies to attend to. I‟ll be interested,” he said with half 
a smile as he looked at her, “to see what you learned today.” 
Then he gestured, transporting himself back to Prime 
without her help. 

 She stood staring at the trees, the grass, the spring. The 
delicate, filigree patterning. She caught a whiff of cigar 
smoke. 

 “Sym,” she said automatically. The big demon behind 
her bowed at the waist, then stood and took a deep elaborate 
puff on his cigar. 

 She knew what he longed to do right now. 

 “Burn it,” she said, her eyes cold and harsh. “Burn it all. 
Burn it to the ground.” 

 Demons squealed in fierce unholy joy and tore into the 
scenery. Illyana, the Swordbearer, stared up at the sky as 
roiling sheets of flame swept away the unreachable galaxies 
above. 

* 

 Illyana trudged through the front door of the apartment, 
glancing over to the couch where Valeria relaxed with a 
book. Valeria looked up and smiled. 

 “You look like I feel,” she said. “Rough lesson today?” 

 “I don‟t get it,” Illyana said, kicking off her clogs and 
shrugging off her coat. “Strange is teaching me magic, so I 
have to stay, but what do you get out of the deal? Why do you 
stick around him?” 

 “Because I said I would,” Valeria said, putting up one 
finger, “and because he‟s paying me,” at which Illyana made 
a rude snorting noise, “and finally,” Valeria added with a 
mock stern look raising a third finger, “because he offers me 
belonging.” 
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 “Belonging?” Illyana walked over and flopped down on 
the couch. 

 “Belonging,” Valeria said with a nod. She shifted, 
lowering her book and facing Illyana. “When I first came 
here, I knew no one, had no grasp of what it was like to live 
in a world with intact governments. In the place where I am 
from—“ she stopped abruptly, and shook her head once. 
Her eyes were haunted. “When Strange pulled me from the 
ether, when he brought me here, I wondered if this was 
better than death.” She looked Illyana in the eye, and the 
younger woman‟s neck prickled. 

 “Strange is a man of many worlds,” Valeria continued, 
her voice soft. “He found me in between them. What‟s more, 
he knows a world you and I may never fully understand. He 
started out as a normal man, with the sorrows and joys of a 
normal man. But then, later, he became something… more. 
He became powerful, on a scale that only a few on this plane 
can comprehend. In short,” Valeria said, leaning back, “he 
knows the life of a mortal, and he knows the life of one from 
the stars. He has found a way to balance them without 
sacrificing either wholly. When I seek a skill I do not have, 
how better to learn it than to watch one who is accomplished 
in its use?” 

 “Sounds thin,” Illyana said skeptically. 

 Valeria couldn‟t help but smile. “That‟s because you are 
young and foolish. Observe the wisdom of your elders, and 
benefit from their wells of depthless knowledge.” 

 “I‟ll give you depthless knowledge,” Illyana said with a 
grin, scooping a pillow off the couch. She flung it at Valeria, 
who was on her feet in a moment, deflecting the missile. 
Illyana closed with a swift kick, which Valeria also deflected, 
spinning, pushing the red-head back to bounce on the couch. 

 “Now, young grasshopper,” Valeria said with a grin, 
“You will see the benefit of learning to use great power with 
subtlety. You will see the true meaning of gentleness.” 
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 “What‟s that?” Illyana said, clumsy as she hauled herself 
off the couch and balanced. 

 “Strength under control,” Valeria said with a smile. 
“That is true gentleness. That is what we‟re here to learn.” 

 For a moment they forgot they were playing and they 
stood looking into each other‟s eyes. 

 The phone rang. Illyana turned and picked it up. “Power 
Pad, this is Goddess,” she said. 

 “Hey, Yana,” said an amused voice on the other end. 
“Just seeing if we‟re on for dinner tonight, the three of us. I 
was about to start cooking.” 

 “You bet, Doug,” Illyana said. “When should we show 
up?” 

 “Whenever you like,” Doug replied. “I‟ll be cooking for 
about half an hour. You can feel free to come over and 
watch me cook if you want, or you can take your time. Just 
don‟t let it get cold, okay?” 

 “We‟ll be there,” Illyana said. “Bye.” 

 “Chou,” Doug said, and he hung up. Illyana looked at 
Valeria and grinned. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Doug hung up, shaking his head and raising his 
eyebrows. “Power Pad. Really.” Just then there was a sharp 
knock at the door. He walked over and opened it. 

 “Hi,” Illyana said with a brilliant grin. “We‟re early.” 

 “Hey, come on in,” Doug said, chuckling and turning 
his back. Valeria and Illyana stepped in and closed the door. 

 “Water‟s ready to boil,” Doug said. “Make yourselves 
comfortable.” 
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 Illyana glanced around his apartment. The mini-kitchen 
was in the same area as the living room. A short hallway led 
back to the bathroom and the two bedrooms. All the doors 
were open, and the luminous glow of computer screens 
filtered into the hallway from the guest bedroom. Illyana 
found a comfortable couch and seated herself. Valeria leaned 
on the counter. 

 “You ladies don‟t waste any time,” Doug said. 

 “It‟s been a long day,” Valeria sighed. “It‟s good to 
unwind with dinner.” 

 “I agree,” Doug nodded. “No activity is more social 
than eating.” He quickly and expertly sliced a loaf. 

 “Where‟s your tv?” Illyana asked, glancing around. 

 “No use for one,” Doug said. “It‟s too slow. Plus, I can‟t 
suspend my disbelief,” he said. “Not even a little bit. Not 
even for the duration of a stupid story. Not even for CNN‟s 
version of the truth. I see too much,” he said, gesturing out 
from his eyes. “No good.” He expertly spread half-melted 
butter between the slices, followed with a dash of garlic salt. 

 “I think we‟re boiling,” Valeria said. Doug tossed a 
handful of raw spaghetti wands into the hot water, where 
they spun around into a fan before beginning to soften. 

 “In a past age,” Doug grinned, “I would have been an 
oracle, a soothsayer. I can throw spaghetti and read the 
future,” he said. He quickly began to stir the noodles. 

 “What does the future hold?” Valeria asked, something 
sad in her eyes as she looked at him. 

 He looked down into the pot. “The future has true 
knowledge, knowledge that can save the world and save a 
soul, but the cost is dear. The cost is always dear.” 

 There was a long moment of silence. 

 “You really a prophet?” Illyana asked. 
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 Doug glanced up and grinned, shrugging. “We‟re all 
prophets,” he said. “Some of us are just a bit more accurate, 
that‟s all.” 

 “Hey, Illyana,” Valeria said. “Why don‟t you make the 
sauce?” 

 “Saucy wench!” Doug said, his smile threatening to 
engulf his whole face. “I‟ll direct you as we go.” 

 “Gimmie that frypan, I‟ll show you saucy wench,” 
Illyana said, jutting her jaw out and narrowing her eyes in 
mock consternation. She sashayed into the kitchen. 

 “Just dump the wet stuff on the hot stuff, spice it up, 
and serve hot on a bed of noodles,” Doug said, his shoulders 
bouncing with contained laughter. 

 “I thought tonight was family programming,” Illyana 
said, glancing at Doug and grinning mischievously.  

 “A tv edit doesn‟t change reality,” Doug said, sighing. 
“Much as we sometimes wish it would.” 

 Ten minutes later the bread was out of the oven, the 
noodles were strained and buttered, and the sauce was heated 
and soothed and spiced. The rest was just a quick and 
graceful ballet of food collection, then the three sat down on 
pillows around the coffee table in the living room. 

 Talk was thin amid the eating, and the food was good. 
Ten minutes of quiet was all the time it took for most of the 
food to meet a quick and thorough end. 

 “Well,” Valeria said, stretching, “Thank you for a 
positively lovely evening, Doug.” 

 “It‟s my pleasure,” he said, nodding. “I don‟t get a lot of 
company. You two have made my week tonight.” 

 “Maybe we should do this weekly then,” Illyana said, 
looking at him directly. 
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 “I wouldn‟t think of disrupting the schedules of a couple 
of jet setting goddesses like yourself,” Doug grinned, leaning 
back on his palms. 

 “Speaking of which,” Valeria said apologetically, 
glancing at her watch. “Catch you at work tomorrow, Doug.” 

 “See you,” Doug said, watching her go. 

 “I‟ll catch up, if that‟s alright,” Illyana said as Valeria 
shrugged into her coat and kicked on her shoes. Valeria 
nodded, smiled, waved, and was out the door. It closed 
behind her. 

 Doug and Illyana looked at each other. Illyana smiled 
and shrugged. “Thought I‟d help clean up.” 

 A few short minutes later Illyana was washing and Doug 
was wiping the dishes and putting them back in the 
cupboards. 

 “Thanks for helping out,” Doug said. “I don‟t have a 
dishwasher.” 

 “No problem,” she said, smiling. “I don‟t have anything 
to rush home to.” 

 “I like you too,” Doug said, “but we‟ll never be an item. 
I‟m sorry.” 

 “What are you talking about?” Illyana said sharply, 
looking at him. He didn‟t meet her eyes. 

 “I break code,” Doug said simply. “I‟ve done it since 
puberty. Any encoded information, I can cipher it out. 
Languages, military encryption, visual basic, html, you name 
it. That includes social pattern and body language.” He 
shrugged. “I read people like you‟d read an email. You think 
I‟m cute and you‟re working out your chances. You figure 
you‟ll invite me to oh, not a movie, a walk in the park might 
work. After that a cup of coffee. That would give you the 
chance to see how we look together. I‟m sorry,” he said, 
shaking his head and looking down at the increasingly dry 
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plate in his grip, “I don‟t ask for this information, it comes to 
me.” 

 “That‟s incredible,” Illyana whispered. 

 “Gets better,” Doug said, turning away from her and 
slowly putting the dish in the cupboard. “You hate Strange, 
but you need him. You‟re trying to decide what to do, how to 
keep your feelings secret, but you‟re scared of him, of what 
he knows, of what he can do. Mostly your feelings, good and 
bad, revolve around the fact you can‟t control him.” 

 Doug turned and finally looked her in the eye. “Don‟t 
worry about it, I don‟t tell everyone what I see. I‟m a man 
made of secrets, body and soul. I like you. I think you‟re 
cute. But we‟ll never be together. Because I drive people 
crazy, and they drive me crazy. I need fourteen hours all to 
myself in every twenty four hour period. Because if I don‟t 
get my time away from people, bad things happen. There‟s 
less of me and more of what I‟m seeing and feeling and 
understanding. When it gets bigger than me,” he said, 
shaking his head. He stopped talking, his eyes meeting hers. 

 She reached out and gently touched his face. “You know 
what that says?” she asked. 

 He stood, breathing hard, unblinking. “It‟s been a great 
night,” he managed. “Maybe…” 

 “I don‟t need any special talent,” she said, a certain 
sadness in her eyes, “to know what you‟re saying.” 

 She turned, picked up her coat and slipped on her shoes, 
and left without looking back. Doug was alone. He let out a 
deep breath and sagged back onto a barstool, leaning his 
head back and closing his eyes, his merciless hungry senses 
playing back every nuance. 

* 

 The sword whipped around and down. Just as the man 
in the red coat started to turn, the blade caught him in the 
shoulder; it‟s razored length of ensorcerelled energy lashed 
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through his ambient defenses and tore through bone, meat, 
grating to a stop on his spine. His arm, spinning off below 
the shoulder, bounced knuckle first as blood spattered out of 
his startled visage. Kicking hard with her goat foot, she 
knocked him clear of the blade, screaming as she whirled 
another slash and her demons bounded in. The cut snapped 
into his chest, almost cutting him in two, and as he collapsed 
unable to speak, his jaws working like those of a dying fish, 
the demons hunched around him and began stuffing his flesh 
into their maws.  

 “Do not kill him quickly,” the Swordbearer said, her 
gleaming armor covering her body. “Savor his dying.” Four 
gestures preserved his life so long as his head remained; this 
could last for years. She stepped back, raised her head and 
screamed victory at the roiling flame of the sky— 

 Illyana sat bolt upright in her bed, trembling, chest 
sipping air rapidly as she clutched her tee-shirt to her chest. 
Soaked. She was soaked with cold sweat. 

 She grunted as she slid her legs off the bed. She dropped 
to the floor, headed for the kitchen. Heart still racing. She 
wondered if Strange could feel her dreaming. 

 She hoped he couldn‟t. 

 Illyana opened the fridge and pulled out the milk. By the 
light of the open fridge, she poured herself a glass, then 
replaced the milk. She moved to the window and looked out 
at the sleeping street. She sipped her milk, then looked down. 
Her knees bent backwards, her shins had fetlocks, her cloven 
hoofs printed the carpet. 

 She sighed. 

 “Enough of this anyway,” she muttered. Taking a long 
drink to finish the milk, she gestured and a flaring disc of 
eldritch energies slid up from the floor. 
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 “Miss me?” she asked Sym as she dropped to the floor 
of her throne chamber with a clack. The huge dark demon 
shrugged. 

 “Sure,” he said. “We miss you every time you go. You 
are the center of our world.” 

 “See to it I‟m not interrupted,” she said. She hopped up 
on her throne, curled up in the seat, and let out a sigh. 

 In seconds she was sound asleep, untroubled by dreams. 

* 

August 4 

 Valeria let herself in to the apartment. She headed back 
towards the bedroom with the violin case. 

 “How‟s fiddling going?” Illyana asked from the dining 
room table. She looked up from her books. 

 “Not too bad, actually,” Valeria said. “I know enough to 
learn the rest on my own. You should have seen the look on 
the poor teacher‟s face after I got a day of practice in.” 

 “I know the feeling,” Illyana said wryly. “I suppose you 
can remember the Eighteen Aspects of the Flames of 
Faltine.” 

 “As a matter of fact,” Valeria said with a smile. She bent 
over Illyana‟s much erased and redrawn diagram. “No, 
Fritalis and Urnoma are juxtaposed, Fritalis isn‟t opposite 
Slitorvia. And the eighteenth point is here, not there. 
Otherwise, you‟re coming along. That‟s a great start.” 

 Illyana stared down at her paper for a long moment 
before she started to erase and redraw yet again. “You 
probably know more of this micky mouse crap than I do,” 
she muttered. “I‟m tired of this. For months Strange has been 
giving me what he calls „foundational training‟. I‟m ready for 
the real magic. For the good stuff. For the spells and wards 
and protections and researches. I‟m going to be old before he 
gets to the power.” 
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 “Discipline is the foundation of power,” Valeria said. 
“Maybe the information is a route to build discipline as well 
as inborn knowledge. Maybe he‟s teaching you how to learn.” 

 “Why do you always take his side?” Illyana asked, eyes 
fixed on the paper. “If you know so much, why don‟t you 
study magic?” 

 Valeria laughed. “If you take power over the magic, you 
give the magic power over you. No,” she said, shaking her 
head, “I‟ll be content with my, as we say, foundational 
knowledge and leave the mystic manipulation to others. I do 
not wish to be drawn into the intricate responsibilities that 
come with the powers. Besides, I don‟t always take Strange‟s 
side. I respect him, but I find it difficult to entirely trust him, 
if that makes sense.” 

 “Because he comes across a little snobbish?” Illyana 
said, raising an eyebrow and smiling. “A little cold? He makes 
it so difficult not to notice that we‟re tools in his master 
scheme.” 

 “That is unavoidably true,” she said with a smile. She 
shook her head. “He‟s a great man with great power, but he 
can be so secretive and stubborn.” 

 “And Strange,” Illyana said with a puckish grin. 

 “Speak of the devil,” Valeria said, glancing out the 
window. 

 Illyana quickly finished the revised diagram, then stood 
and brushed herself off. Valeria strolled over to the door and 
opened it as Strange reached the top of the steps. His 
expression was grave. 

 “Good morning, ladies,” he said.  

 “Finished your round at the Planetary?” Illyana asked. 

 “Yes, I got things squared away there,” Strange replied. 
He looked at Valeria. “I‟m afraid I‟m asking you to take over 
the operations for a while,” he said. 
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 Valeria‟s eyes opened wide. “Why?” she asked. 

 Strange closed the door, then stood lost in thought for a 
moment. “In my astral probing and in my scrying, I‟ve 
discovered a force. Some powerful creature, tied in with our 
world, yet not in it or of it. I sense its power swelling, but all 
the spirits can tell me about it is that the creature „dwells in 
darkness.‟ I have skimmed the darkest realms, but I can not 
find this creature. I fear the fate of the world may hang in the 
balance. It is critical that I discover this threat while it is still 
birthing, because if I wait until it arrives…” he sighed. “It 
may be too late. It‟s time I started searching more intensively. 
I need to leave Prime for a while.” 

 There was a long moment of silence. 

 “What about my training?” Illyana asked in a small 
voice. 

 He turned to her with a smile. “I‟ve given you a 
beginning. I will return to finish it. Be patient. For the 
moment, that is your instruction and your training. Wait until 
I return, remain diligent to your tasks, and we‟ll see if you 
have the stamina to remain focused over time without 
someone as a taskmaster. Sorcerers must be self-disciplined 
or the magic masters them in time. Valeria can continue your 
martial arts training as well.” 

 She nodded, watching him with unwavering eyes. 

 “In the mean time,” Strange said, looking back and forth 
between the girls, “Be good to each other and to the world. 
Doug will help you with anything else you need.” He smiled 
over the awkward moment. “I‟m not good at saying 
goodbye,” he said, and he nodded curtly and let himself out. 

 Valeria stepped over to the window and put her hand on 
the glass, watching him walk down the street. Illyana stayed 
by the door. 

 “He goes to the dark places,” Valeria murmured as she 
watched him go, “to protect those who live in the light.” 
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 Illyana was silent for a moment. “I go to the dark places 
too,” she said. A stepping disc flared up around her, and 
Valeria was alone watching the Sorcerer Supreme walk away. 

 Strange turned the corner and was out of sight.  

 The world suddenly seemed very, very heavy. 



 

   209 

Ill Wind 
August 5 

 “It‟s good to know you have a homey side, Valeria,” the 
trim young woman said with a malicious grin. “Here I 
thought you were all about fluted goblets, veddy proper 
English, and refined living. First fiddling, now a farmer‟s 
market.” She shook her head. “A girl doesn‟t know what to 
think.” 

 “Then think that I‟m tired of your cooking and want to 
make something fresh and delicious,” the tall woman next to 
her said. She wore dark-rimmed glasses, and she was 
outfitted in khakis and a t-shirt, looking every inch a 
professional. Her blonde hair was up and back in a bun with 
two tines through it, leaving a vaguely Eastern impression. 

 “Hoo hoo!” her companion said. “Must have hit a sore 
spot, getting all personal and insulting on me. No, I‟m just 
here to see you hobnob with the country folk, that‟s all,” she 
added, still grinning. She was in frayed cutoff jeans and a 
tank top and canvas shoes, not at all professional looking, 
her hair in a pony tail. 

 They trotted down the brick steps to the open air 
market. Folding tables were set up and loaded with produce, 
and pickup trucks heavy with watermelon had their tailgates 
down. Posterboard signs with prices vied for customer 
attention. 

 “Alright, Illyana,” Valeria said, “how do you want to 
play this? Stick together or meet back here in half an hour?” 

 “Are you kidding?” Illyana said. “Split up, we‟ll cover 
more ground. I‟ll be back here in thirty minutes.” 

 “Be careful,” Valeria added. 
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 Illyana cocked her head at her and blinked. “Why?” she 
asked, a bit surprised. “I think we‟re safe enough here. I 
mean really. Who‟s going to do anything to us?” 

 “Just a feeling,” Valeria said. “Strange is gone, and I‟m 
feeling a bit… cautious, that‟s all.” 

 Illyana shook her head. “Half an hour, bottom of the 
steps.” Valeria nodded, and they went their separate ways. 

 Valeria looked around and sighed, then stepped into the 
shifting maze of shoppers, tables, and food. It just wasn‟t the 
same. A faint diesel smell hung in the air, the people were 
loud, plastic was everywhere, and so few of those here were 
having a good time. She glanced at the high tension power 
lines that skirted the edge of the park. Not the same at all. 

She bought some eggs, some onions, some peppers, 
some corn. The food was different, too; she missed the 
turnips and radishes, the huge leafy lettuce and cabbage. 

 She glanced at an apple cart as she walked by. An old 
woman sat behind it, half asleep as the morning‟s heat 
shimmered down. 

 “Excuse me young woman,” the old woman suddenly 
said as Valeria was walking past her cart. Valeria stopped, and 
turned. “Here,” the crone said, offering an apple. “Please, try 
my wares. If the others see my apple making you happy, 
they‟ll come and buy themselves one to become as beautiful 
as you.” 

 “No thank you,” Valeria said with an apologetic smile. 
She turned to move on. 

 “If not the apple, then the advice,” the old woman said, 
her voice lowering. Valeria found it difficult to turn her back; 
she looked at the old woman, puzzlement creasing a line in 
her forehead. “Listen close, your life is in the balance, and 
more. Soon you will be tested,” the crone said, an urgency 
thrilling through her voice. “If you pass your test, then they 
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will come in force. If you fail, you die. Be ready. The fate of 
the world depends on it.” 

For a moment, her eyes were piercing in their 
intensity. Then she stood and walked away from the apple 
cart. Just then, a family pushed past Valeria, arguing about 
whether to go to the fair or the movie after this, the harried 
mother and father trying to mediate as they struggled 
through the crowd. Valeria didn‟t dare force them to the side, 
and the old woman was moving with startling speed, 
vanishing into the crowd. Valeria pursued, but after ten steps 
the old woman was gone, vanished as though she had never 
been. 

 Valeria stood unmoving in the midst of the crowd, a 
cold feeling creeping up her spine. All day she had been 
uneasy with danger, danger at the edge of her senses that she 
could not explain. Something was going to happen. 

 Maybe something was happening. 

 “Illyana,” she murmured under her breath, and she 
began to search for the young woman. 

 On the other side of the market was a bridge that led to 
the park. About fifteen feet below the bridge was a shallow 
stream. Relief leapt within Valeria as she saw Illyana‟s long 
straight hair falling around her face, concealing it as she 
looked down into the stream. She was seated on the broad 
stone lip of the wall along the side of the bridge. 

 Relief froze into shock as a loop of rope whipped up, 
snapped around her ankle, and yanked Illyana down off the 
bridge. 

 Valeria glanced around, then snatched her glasses off 
and tucked them in her pocket. She almost flew to the side of 
the bridge and she leaped, splashing down in water that ran 
it‟s chilly swiftness past her ankles. 

 Shadowed figures in dark loose outfits waited for her, 
their faces concealed in masks that showed only their eyes. 
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Their eyes concealed all expression but ruthless 
determination.  

 “Where is Illyana?” Valeria demanded. 

 After all, there were only five masked figures. 

 One took a step to the side and cut a thin taut cable; 
behind him, off the other side of the bridge, a 
counterbalance plummeted towards the water. A net slashed 
up through the water, surrounding Valeria in whipping 
stinging steel cable. Jaw set in irritation, she shredded the net 
and dropped to the water after being pulled up only as far as 
a short hop would have carried her. The cabled net sang up 
and across the bridge. She was soaked. 

 “Very nice. Where is Illyana? If I must ask again, there 
will be violence,” she said as her eyes narrowed. 

 The five exchanged a glance, then spread out to flank 
her. One drew a straight sword, one a pair of nunchaku, one 
extended a staff, one paired katar. The fifth drew no weapon. 

 Valeria smiled. “Foolish. Come then. Show me what you 
have.” 

 As one, they snapped into action. Her palm guided the 
sword thrust past her body, missing by spare inches. The 
nunchaku slashed across her eyes viciously as she lashed back 
with a kick that carried the one with the staff back out of the 
fight, most likely for the duration. A duck and a sidestep 
carried her away from the whickering knives as their wielder 
slid in low. They barely disturbed the rippling current they 
danced on. 

 She slid a kick at the back of the knife wielding man, but 
he twisted to the side and deflected most of the force. He 
slashed his knife across her inner knee; if she had been 
human, that would have cut her tendon, crippled her, and 
ended the fight. The knife instead slid across her flesh as 
though the blade had no edge. 
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 Moving with incredible speed, she snatched the front of 
his garb and gently tossed him into the „chucker; the two 
snapped together with shattering impact and hissed through 
the air, thudding off the bridge‟s underside support and 
splashing awkwardly into the shallow stream. 

 On one side, the man with the sword. On the other, a 
woman in black garb, who held no weapon. Valeria looked at 
neither, instead settled into a stance, allowing them the first 
strike. 

 They took it, simultaneously. Valeria whipped out two 
fingers and touched the tip of the sword; it shattered. Her 
forearm lashed forward and down, deflecting the momentum 
of the other figure. The kick was a diversion, and the leaping 
unarmed woman spun in midair and punched a thumb 
needle into Valeria‟s neck. The needle snapped, and Valeria 
shifted her stance, her shoulder pivoting into her attacker. 
Who flew twenty feet and pounded across the underside of 
the other side of the bridge, spinning over the shallow stream 
and skidding down in a sheet of water. 

 One on one. Valeria squared off with the remaining 
assailant. “I have been gentle,” she said, her voice a bit 
strained. “Where is Illyana? Neither of us wants this to turn 
lethal.” 

 Her unarmed assailant whipped to the side in a 
cartwheel, then backflipped twice keeping his footing in the 
slick bed of the stream then bounding up and catching on 
the underside of the bridge. Valeria followed, stepping 
gracefully through the water. “You will find no safety up 
there,” she said. “I grow tired of asking,” 

 Movement caught the corner of her eye, and quick as 
she was she got no more than a glance of a dark figure 
lowering a thick heavy cable into the stream— 

 Voltage from a high tension power line shocked into 
Valeria through the water, popping her out of it and 
smacking her against the underside of the bridge. Then the 
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line was removed, and four of the ninja were facing off with 
her when she hit the water. 

 She pushed herself up, and stood, glowering. “That 
wasn‟t very nice,” she said. She tried to conceal her surprise. 
They must be a lot tougher than they looked. She had tried 
not to kill them, but they should be closer to death than they 
appeared. 

 “Where is Illyana,” she said, her voice insistent. She was 
beginning to grow angry. 

 “Right here,” came a voice from the bank. Valeria 
looked over, and to her surprise so did her assailants. 

 Illyana stood on the bank, her hair up in a ponytail. 
“You mind telling me what you‟re doing to my friend?” she 
asked, a dark glee in her eyes. She snapped, and behind her a 
flaring disk whipped into the air perpendicular to the ground. 

 In that moment, a dark clad figure burst free of the 
brush and whipped through the air at her, blade at the ready. 
Too late to adjust; the figure slid noiselessly into the disk and 
vanished. 

 “Let‟s move this party,” Illyana said, and she shifted and 
gestured. The attackers leaped— 

 A sheet of water slapped down and hissed on the hot 
stone, followed by Illyana and Valeria and one of the dark 
figures. 

 “Three escaped,” Illyana said, her legs shaky. “Not bad 
at all. That was a big „port,” she managed, and she gracelessly 
slid down to sit on the ground. 

 Valeria saw a pile of demons, and a waving arm and 
twitching foot sticking out. “The other one?” she asked, 
nodding.  

 “Yeah,” Illyana said. “Standing orders that if anyone 
comes through without me they are to be „restrained‟ until 
further notice,” she said. She looked over at the remaining 
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assailant. He was crouched, ready for combat, deeply 
unsettled. 

 The sky was a dark sheet of eternally roiling flame, the 
ground was hot stone, dark and blasted, and pools of lava 
roiled and belched in the darkness of the steaming landscape. 
A dim miasma hung in the air, and thin smoke curled and 
twisted free of rents in the earth. Surrounding the four who 
came from the stream was a ring of demons, their knobby 
hides and twisted claws and ferocious leers considerably 
more unsettling than the scenery. 

 “Welcome to my world, ninja twerps,” Illyana said as her 
feet twisted back into cloven hooves, her shins and calves 
slimming further and sprouting fetlocks. She rolled easily to 
her feet, replenished by this place. “Boy did you pick the 
wrong gals to mug.” 

 “Ninja?” Valeria asked, her face troubled. 

 “See, you need to watch more movies,” Illyana sighed. 
“Sic „im, boys.” 

 The remaining standing ninja yelped as demons uncoiled 
at him from all directions. He leaped and spun, blades 
slashing. Valeria and Illyana ignored the combat; it was 
foregone that he would lose. Both of them knew from 
unpleasant experience. 

 Illyana formed a claw with her fingers, and the stone 
rippled up and around the captive ninja. The demons backed 
off; one of them licked at his wounds. 

 “Heya, bub,” Illyana said, squatting in front of the ninja. 
“Mind telling me what‟s the big idea here?” 

 His eyes were cold as she ripped his face mask off. His 
mouth was shut in a thin line. She slowly smiled. 

 “I hope you don‟t say much,” she says, “because I have 
ways of getting information out of you that you won‟t like 
nearly as much as I will.” 
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 “Illyana,” Valeria said softly, her eyes stern. “Please.” 

 “You‟re right,” she sighed. “Get him boys,” she called to 
her demons. “When you‟ve got him pinned, get Sym to rock 
„em up until I get back.” The ninja cried out as one of the 
demons bit his calf. Illyana was smiling as she teleported 
herself and Valeria home. 

 “You enjoy that far too much,” Valeria said. “It is one 
thing to have darkness within you. All of us do, to one 
degree or another. But you must not ever revel in it,” she 
continued. “If you do, then it will claim you. If that happens, 
then Strange has made a mistake and I urged him to make it. 
I believe you are better than that,” she said earnestly, putting 
her hand on Illyana‟s shoulder. “Please. For all our sakes.” 

 Illyana met her eyes, and for a moment there was 
uncertainty. 

 “Not to interrupt,” came a voice from the doorway to 
the bedroom. Both women spun to see someone in their 
apartment. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 The newcomer was trim, toned, with smooth Asian 
features and sleek black hair. She was dressed in a business 
pant suit, a purple deep enough to pass for black. Her mouth 
smiled, but her eyes were serious. 

 “Who are you?” Valeria asked as she and Illyana shifted, 
ready to fight. Valeria faced the newcomer, Illyana looked the 
other direction. 

 “As you may have guessed, I am a ninja,” she said, 
holding her hands out, palms facing Valeria. “I mean you no 
harm. Hear me out.” 

 “You have an odd way of meaning us no harm,” Valeria 
said, anger creeping into her voice.  



 

   217 

 “All ninja do not have the same allegiance, any more 
than all sorcerers do,” the woman said pointedly. “Call me 
Lock. I am here to help you.” 

 “At least hear her out,” Illyana said. 

 “Very well. Say your piece. Make it both quick and 
convincing,” Valeria said, her eyebrows lowering. 

 “The ninja who attacked you are members of a secret 
clan known as the Hand,” Lock said. “They trained me, and I 
abandoned their ways and their teaching. They have been 
shadowing you for days, and I have been shadowing them. 
They have an interest in you two.” 

 “What interest is that?” Valeria asked. 

 “I don‟t know,” Lock said simply. “Whatever it is, it‟s 
big. I have gathered that the Jonin, their leader, has come 
here from Japan for some purpose that involves the two of 
you.” She paused. “That is not common. Whatever he wants 
you for, it‟s critical to him.” 

 “Sounds a lot like „good ninja, bad ninja‟ to me,” Illyana 
said. 

 “I have no reason to hide my motive from you,” Lock 
shrugged. “I was trained with the understanding that I would 
serve the interests of the Hand. I have managed to evade 
their control, and I have no intention of serving them. I must 
be silenced, so I do not teach others what I know. By my 
very existence and knowledge I am a serious threat to them. 
My intention is to reach and kill the Jonin, the one who rules 
their clan. He is very old and very powerful. As long as he is 
alive it is only a matter of months before I am caught by his 
agents. He is invulnerable in Japan. Here, though,” she said 
with a gesture, “I might be able to get to him.” 

 “You are an assassin,” Valeria said with distaste. 

 “For what it‟s worth, I‟m not for hire,” she said. “It 
really doesn‟t matter what you think of me. Either you can 
profit from my skills and knowledge or you can serve as bait. 
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Either way you serve my purposes. Say the word and we 
never met.” Her eyes were hard. For a long moment, she and 
Valeria looked into each other‟s eyes, gauging resolve. Valeria 
nodded. 

 “Very well. What do you suggest we do?” 

 “Tell me about that light under the bridge,” Lock said. 

 “I can teleport people,” Illyana said. “I got two 
prisoners.” 

 “Really,” Lock said, a new respect in her eyes. “I would 
like very much to speak with them.” 

 Illyana grinned. “Here we go,” she said. 

 The disk slid up around them, and Valeria was alone. 
She walked to the window and looked down over the street, 
watching the passersby, feeling the traces of paranoia deepen 
within her. She absently rubbed her arm, feeling a slight chill. 
Maybe it was time to meditate. 

* 

 Strange drafted down through the leafy canopy of the 
shifting forest. He settled to his feet and adjusted his coat. A 
faint giggle rippled through the surrounding greenery. 

 “Nyat tomaris Schaelin,” Strange said, with a short bow. 
“My greetings to your court.” 

 “Whassamatta?” squeaked a little pixie, dancing out on 
goat legs, almost tall enough to rest her chin on the top of 
Strange‟s foot. “Earth spirits get too boring?” 

 “Not at all,” Strange said, kneeling. “But your Queen 
sees many things, knows many things, and I am searching for 
her wisdom. Can you tell her?” 

 “She knows,” came a voice like cool mist from the 
shadows of a tree. Strange slowly stood, not turning. 

 “I have come because something is trying to enslave 
Prime,” Strange said softly. “Not trying to break in; no, 
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seeking a more subtle passage, and so far my every search for 
the invader has been countered.” 

 “It has been long since I looked upon you, mortal 
wizard,” the voice said. “Face me.” 

 Strange turned and faced the tall willowy shadow, made 
of breeze and stillness. “You can speak for the Queen, I 
know. She expected I would come?” 

 The shade nodded. “She can not help you, mortal. The 
force that threatens your world is beyond her powers to 
counter. It could destroy this realm, corrupting our magics 
against us until we were thinner than air.” 

 For a moment Strange was silent. “But she told you who 
might be able to tell me more.” 

 “Of course,” the shade nodded. “Kutori, Sage of Ether. 
You know the way to find him?” 

 “He does not grant audience lightly,” Strange said. 

 “The Queen has vouched for you. He will see you,” the 
shade said. 

 “I am most grateful,” Strange said with a bow. 

 “See that you remember that, mortal, if we ever have 
need of you,” the fey creature said. Then Strange slipped 
sideways out of their dimension, sailing into the ether 
between worlds. 

* 

 To her credit, Lock only seemed stunned for a few 
seconds. “Where are we?” she asked, breathless in the 
sudden heat. 

 “This is an underspace, a dimension outside what you‟re 
used to. I call it Limbo,” she said. “There are deeper places,” 
she added with a shrug. 

 “Indeed,” murmured Lock, her eyes still wide. “And 
where are the prisoners?” 
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 Illyana gestured toward two columns of rock with heads 
poking out the top. 

 “Oh,” Lock said. She walked over to them, smiled, and 
bowed slightly. She greeted them in Japanese. 

 “I didn‟t want to know what you were talking about 
anyway,” Illyana said. She squatted down on her goat legs 
and watched. 

 “Where is the Jonin going to stay?” Lock asked in fluent 
Japanese. 

 Both of them stared at her, unresponsive. 

 “I am going to kill him,” Lock said. She nodded. “You 
know who I am. You know I can do what I say. You have 
two choices. Either you can tell me where he will be and we 
will keep you snug and safe here until he is dead, or I can 
have you released right now and find the Jonin on my own.” 
She raised her eyebrows. 

 Both of them stared at her, unresponsive. She saw fear 
in the eyes of one. She sighed. 

 “Either you can talk to me,” she continued in Japanese, 
“or I can leave you to this witch and she can feed you to her 
demons. I will succeed. You have the chance to save 
yourselves. Protect the body. Do so you may live, or have a 
chance to go down fighting. But here?” she gestured. She 
shook her head and sighed. “My friends, you are dead men. 
Nothing more than meat. Last chance.” 

 “All I know is that August the eighth will be the day of 
the Great Ceremony, which the Jonin himself will preside 
over,” one of the ninja blurted in Japanese. “That is all I 
know! Spare me!” 

 “Why the eighth?” Lock snapped. “Speak quickly!” 

 “That will be the hottest night of the year,” the ninja 
replied. “That‟s all I know!” 

 “Where are your headquarters now?” 
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 “They move each day until the Jonin arrives! I do not 
know where he will be!” 

 “Silence fool!” snarled the other ninja. 

 “What hell will be worse than this?” gasped the talkative 
one. “What honor is lost in revealing so little knowledge to 
one who knows our secrets?” 

 Lock eyed the two for a long moment, then turned to 
Illyana. “Well,” she said in English, “It‟s a start. They need 
you two for a great ceremony on the eighth.” 

 “Let‟s see,” Illyana said, “today is the fifth.” 

 Lock nodded curtly. “Can you keep them intact until 
after this is over?” 

 “Sure,” Illyana shrugged. 

 “Alright then,” Lock said. “Send me back.” 

 Lock stepped out of the disk and brushed at her clothes 
distastefully. “What a stink,” she murmured. 

 Valeria sensed she was not alone. She opened her eyes, 
then stood in a fluid motion and strolled out into the living 
room. “Hello,” she said. “Welcome back.” 

 “I discovered that they need you on the eighth,” Lock 
said simply. “If you can last the next few days, we should be 
past the danger point. Hopefully I‟ll get the Jonin and you 
two can return to your normal lives.” She smiled. 

 Valeria tried to smile back. 

 Lock looked around and sighed. “Your place,” she said. 
“It‟s been carefully picked over by ninja. They have learned 
everything they can know about you by examining your living 
space, maybe a bit more. They have ways of seeing.” She 
shook her head. “I wouldn‟t stay here if I were you. It‟s 
vulnerable.” 

 “Tell me more about these ninja,” Valeria said with a 
gesture. 



 

222 

 Lock sighed and seated herself gracefully on the couch. 
“Ninja were in a way a counter to the samurai of Japan. 
Samurai were creatures of honor and straightforwardness, 
where ninja had no scruples and were creatures of 
roundabout tactics and darkness. The yin and yang; yet while 
they complement each other there is still not the clean 
dualism that a westerner would like. Where one leaves off the 
other begins, and they do coil around each other. For more 
practical purposes,” she said, “the ninja operate in secret 
societies, clans. To reach the level of skill they reach, they 
have to sacrifice much of their humanity.” She stopped for a 
moment. 

 “The way of the ninja,” she said, continuing more slowly 
and not looking at Valeria, “is the way of death. They must 
either give it or take it. There is no compromise. They 
sacrifice themselves that they may be whoever they wish to 
be. Their individualism is absorbed in the needs of the clan, 
and they become tools. Individuals aside,” she said, “the 
ninja know no fear, no selfishness. The price they have paid 
to become what they are renders any punishment you can 
inflect on them secondary at best. They cannot be stopped 
short of death or a shift in the will of the clan. That is why I 
must kill the Jonin. His successor might be willing to 
recognize I am less dangerous if ignored than I am if 
assaulted.” 

 “Does this describe you? You said you were a ninja,” 
Valeria said, crossing her arms. 

 Lock looked up with a hint of a smile and haunted eyes. 
“This is what they tried to make me,” she said. “I turned my 
back on the way of death. I have the skills they ingrained in 
me, yes. But I do not follow their path. According to their 
belief, if I turn from them they will kill me; if I turn from the 
Code I will kill myself.” 

 “Is that what this is all about?” Valeria asked. “Escape 
through suicide?” 
 “No,” Lock said. “No, I want to live. Very much. I have 
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things I want to live for, you see. My world is bigger than 
their narrow focus of power and pain. For them, death is in 
its way a release, not something to be feared. They do not 
throw their lives away, but they do not protect them as 
jealously as a normal person would.” 

 “So their prediction about you is wrong?” Valeria said. 

 “I hope to be the exception that proves the rule,” Lock 
said, her gaze unwavering. 

 They lapsed into silence. Outside, the afternoon waned. 

 “Well, thank you,” Valeria said, feeling a bit awkward. 
Lock stood, smiling. 

 “I‟ll be nearby,” she said. “At least until after the eighth. 
That‟s when they‟ll make their move, if not before. Be 
careful,” she said, her eyes solemn. “They adapt. They may 
look like anyone.” 

 “Was it you that was pretending to be an old woman, 
who warned me right before the attack?” Valeria asked, 
suddenly remembering. 

 “No,” Lock said, looking at her sideways. “I arrived at 
the scene right at the end. An old woman?” 

 “Forget it,” Valeria said, shaking her head. She smiled. 
“Be careful,” she said. “You may need caution more than I 
do.” 

 “You may have something special about you,” Lock 
said, “but if you get sloppy…” she shook her head. “Just 
don‟t get nailed.” She stepped out the door and hit the street, 
taking ten steps and vanishing into the pedestrian traffic. 

 Valeria watched her go, shaking her head. She wondered 
briefly how they could have attracted the attention of a ninja 
clan, then she dismissed the thought. “Could have been 
anything,” she murmured. “Who knows why these people 
seek us out. Maybe we are just freak magnets.”  

 She cooked herself some supper. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

August 6 

 Strange settled himself on the surface of the spinning 
brass globe in the twirling twilight of a pastel ethereal 
backdrop. “Kutori, Sage of Ether, I am come. Through the 
Veils of Snirotha and the Channels of Chroga I have made 
my way, with proper signs and sigils, to partake of your 
wisdom. I come recommended, I ask audience.” 

 “Aren‟t we confident of our worthiness,” resonated a 
voice through the brass shell. “Go away.” 

 “I can do that,” Strange said. “I will drop by and leave a 
note with the Queen, she will be most interested to hear how 
her recommendation has become worthless with Kutori the 
Sage.” 

 “Nasty mortals,” grunted a voice inside as the brass 
warped and shifted, creating a portal big enough for the thin 
wizard. “No patience, no long view.” 

 “Indeed, that‟s my problem at the moment,” Strange 
said, slipping down into the globe. On the outside it was 
impossible to sense the dimensions of the globe in the ether. 
Inside, it was miles across. Strange stood on the balcony of a 
vast library, face to face with a hulking mound of a creature. 
An eyestalk slipped down to inspect him as delicate fingerlike 
legs moved books around and turned pages, studied by a 
dozen other eyestalks. 

 “Kutori, the Queen was vulnerable to the dark force that 
threatens my dimension. I cannot find it, however. I sense 
that in its way it already has bypassed my veils of security, but 
I can find no breach in the defenses of the Earth. At every 
turn in my search I am countered, this threat is two steps 
ahead of me. The Queen said you might know more.” 

 “Prime is not my specialty, wizard,” grunted Kutori with 
the wave of a tendril grown for just that purpose.  
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 “Just so,” Strange said. “But the ether is, and ways of 
entering and leaving sealed dimensions. 

 For a moment there was quiet between them. “You do 
not need me to cipher this riddle for you,” the Sage rumbled. 
“You know all you need to for the problem to be discovered, 
though solving it is beyond any of us I fear.” 

 “I am not a sage,” Strange said, choosing his words 
carefully, “but my body of knowledge is nonetheless 
significant. I don‟t suppose you could help me narrow it 
down?” 

 “Sages are for gaining information you lack,” the Sage 
said with a sniff from several nostrils. “You have the 
information you need, save for a name that will clarify the 
entire riddle. This is beneath me, and hardly worth riddling 
with you. Seek out the Weaver. He will help you weave your 
information into a tapestry with a view that becomes clear as 
you work.” 

 Strange stood still for a moment. “I sense I have little 
time,” he said softly. 

 “Then perhaps you shouldn‟t dawdle,” the Sage said, 
withdrawing his eyestalk. 

 When next he looked, Strange was gone. 

* 

 Valeria sat down to eat, then with a faint hissing whine 
the stepping disk swirled behind her. “Looked good,” Illyana 
commented. “Mm, smells good too. What is it?” 

 “Goulash,” Valeria said shortly. “Help yourself.” 

 Illyana settled opposite Valeria. “So what do you think 
of our ninja friend?” she asked. 

 “Probably shouldn‟t discuss it here,” Valeria said, 
glancing around meaningfully.  

 “Oh, yeah, whatever,” Illyana said. “You were talking to 
her for like ten minutes or so.” 
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 Valeria sighed. “It really isn‟t polite to scry on people,” 
she said. 

 “Oh yeah,” Illyana said, a distant look in her eyes. “I 
keep forgetting.” She shrugged and dug into her supper. 

 “So you caught the discussion on the ninja?” Valeria 
asked after a quiet moment. 

 “Sure did,” Illyana said. “That‟s something else.” 

 “Indeed,” Valeria said with a nod. “Tell me something. 
Would you say that after that kind of sacrificing of what 
makes you human, by sheer biology you are still counted 
human?” 

 “What do you mean?” Illyana asked around a mouth full 
of food. 

 “If you kill a ninja,” Valeria said, her face troubled, 
“does that mean you kill a human?” 

 Illyana‟s chewing slowed, and she leaned back in her 
chair. “Hm. What do you think?” she asked. 

 “Well, I imagine they could still reproduce,” Valeria said, 
looking down at her plate, “so they‟re the same species. They 
started out human, certainly. But if you trade your humanity 
for power,” she said, brooding, “perhaps you trade in the 
very essence of what makes you a member of the human 
race.” She lapsed into silence. 

 Illyana‟s eyes were cold. She swallowed her food. 
“Yeah,” she said. “yeah maybe. Look, Valeria; it doesn‟t 
matter what they are. They‟re willing to trade their lives for 
ours. We‟re going to have to do some killing to stop them. 
Now you do what you need to do. If you need to make your 
pretty ideals conform to that necessity, then you do it 
however you need to. You can just dance however you want. 
The simple fact is that there‟s going to be killing. You need 
to grow up.” She picked up her plate, standing, her eyes ice 
cold. 
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 “Keep me posted on what you decide about who‟s 
human,” she added, locking eyes with Valeria, who was a bit 
startled. “I‟ll be wanting to know whether your judgement lets 
me pass the human test.” Her feet twisted into fetlocks, and 
with a faint whining hiss a disk began sweeping up under her.  

 “Good goulash, by the way,” she said. Then she was 
gone. Valeria blinked. 

 Valeria sat trembling for a moment as emotions seethed. 
“Grow up?” she muttered. “Grow up?! From her?” Anger 
bloomed in Valeria‟s chest. 

 She stood up. “No,” she said, closing her eyes and 
gesturing. “No, we‟re not doing this. I am a mature woman.” 
She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Just because 
Illyana believes something doesn‟t make it true.” She took a 
deep breath and let it out slowly. “She‟s just baiting me.” She 
took another deep breath and let it out slowly. And at the 
bottom of that breath was the uncomfortable suspicion that 
Illyana might have a point. 

 “I need to talk to someone,” Valeria said, shaking her 
head. She picked up the phone. 

* 

 The elevator door opened, and Valeria stepped out and 
glanced around the office. Behind his bank of glowing 
monitors, Doug turned his chair and grinned at her. “Hello,” 
he said. “Step into my office,” he added, standing and 
walking over to a box of couches all facing each other. He 
hopped over the back of a couch and flopped back. “Sounds 
like you‟ve had a hell of a day.” 

 “And then some,” Valeria sighed, climbing over the 
back of the couch opposite Doug and settling on it. She 
leaned back into the cushions and sighed. 

 Doug nodded. 

 “What do you see, Doug?” Valeria asked, her eyes fixed 
on the ceiling. 
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 “Roomie trouble,” Doug said. “Illyana is a brat, it‟s not 
your imagination.” He smiled broadly. “I don‟t know about 
the rest. I‟ve never seen you scared before.” 

 She looked him in the eye. “I don‟t know how you do 
it.” 

 “Insane,” he said, tapping his temple. “I‟m a madman. 
We‟re gifted by the gods by greater sight, weren‟t you told?” 
He smiled broadly. 

 “Seems I need to brush up on my mythology,” she 
murmured. “You might want to be careful what you say 
about Illyana. She has a nasty habit of scrying on people.” 

 Doug chuckled. “If she was sitting right here I‟d call her 
a brat. If I talked to her tomorrow and found out someone 
had told her I called her a brat I‟d have no qualms about 
fessing up. I still like her. But she‟s a brat.” 

 “It‟s her… her chilling disregard for life that unsettles 
me. She doesn‟t seem to be fighting her darker nature. She 
seems to be reveling in it. If she wants to be the Queen of 
Hell, that‟s fine as long as she stays there.” Valeria shook her 
head. “I can‟t be associated with that. We can‟t be friends if 
she is wallowing in cruelty. And because of me, Strange is 
teaching her magic.” Valeria sighed. “I don‟t know,” she said 
softly. 

 “She must have told you to toughen up,” Doug said, 
nodding sagely. “Make your own decisions, Valeria,” he 
added. “You spend more time with yourself than anyone 
else. Be sure that the one person you‟re stuck with is a 
person you like.” 

 For a moment she just looked at him. “That‟s incredibly 
profound, Doug,” she said. 

 He smiled. “Don‟t do anything you can‟t live with. If 
you do, your solitude will drive you mad.” He tried to smile. 
“Hard earned wisdom, Valeria. I hope it does you some 
good.” 
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 “Well, Mister Ramsey, thank you for deepening my 
perspective today,” she said, standing. 

 “Going so soon?” he said, a bit surprised. “I put some 
coffee on when you came in the door downstairs. It should 
be about done.” 

 “Now that you mention it, it does seem a bit selfish to 
unload on you then run,” Valeria said. “Talking to you sure 
does save a lot of explanation and beating around the bush, 
though.” 

 He just smiled. “It‟s good coffee,” he pointed out, 
sniffing. 

 She smiled. “Sure. I‟d love some coffee.” 

 Doug clambered over the back of the couch and strolled 
over to the coffee maker. “Just one other thing before social 
time,” he said, his back to her. She waited. 

 He turned. “If Illyana ever crosses that line, get out,” he 
said seriously. He paused. “If you wait that long.” 

 She felt a faint chill. 

 He turned back to the coffee maker. “And with that out 
of the way, would you like a donut too?” 

* 

 Valeria strolled down the street towards the apartment 
when she noticed a bag lady keeping pace with her without 
seeming to keep pace with her. She let out a deep breath. It 
could be a ninja. Or it could be a bag lady. She gritted her 
teeth. Intolerable. This paranoia was intolerable. 

 She turned and jogged across the street, headed for the 
bag lady. She looked both ways crossing the street; when she 
looked back the shopping cart was there but the bag lady was 
gone. 

 “I knew it,” Valeria gritted out, and she darted towards 
the cart to see a figure disappear around the corner of the 
other end of the ally; so fast! She whipped after. 
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 Coming out the other side of the alley, she saw that 
there was no foot traffic at dusk on this street. But the ninja 
was gone. She looked around at the thousands of hiding 
places on this street alone, and she warily retreated. 

 She took a long, long look at the apartment. Then she 
went to the pay phone at the end of the street. She dialed her 
number. 

* 

eep 

“Illyana, if you‟re home I recommend you go to a safer place 
to sleep. I have a bad feeling about the apartment. I‟m going 
to sleep elsewhere tonight. You know how to find me if you 
need anything. Be careful,” 

eep 

 In the shadowed apartment, dark shapes flitted through 
their living space, tracing sigils on the wall with their fingers, 
silent, almost shapeless, their eyes cold. 

* 

 The bag lady shifted her clothes and hair and almost 
flowed up out of the window well below street level. Now 
she was a blue collar factory worker on the way home. 
Shoulders bowed, she headed down the street. She caught 
the bus to the pier, where she got off and walked to an 
isolated lot behind a warehouse. 

 “I know you‟re following me,” she said in clear 
Japanese. “I won‟t take you to the Jonin.” 

 Lock dropped from the shadows. “So he knows I‟m 
coming for him.” 

 “Does it matter?” the other ninja said with a shrug. 

 Lock drew her shortsword. The woman she faced slid 
nunchaku from their concealment. They squared off. 
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 “I can‟t let you take word of my presence back,” Lock 
said softly. 

 The other woman nodded curtly. 

 They whipped around the edges of the Tao, circling then 
whirling sideways towards each other, weapons whickering as 
they met in the center. Lock curved away from the attack 
path, as did the other woman ninja. 

 Lock breathed out, closing her eyes. The other woman 
fell, dead. 

 Lock cleaned and sheathed her blade, then took the 
fallen form of the other ninja and slipped off to a nearby 
park. She swiftly scaled a tree, carrying the body until she 
reached the upper branches. Then she pinned the body to 
the tree under the ribcage with the shortsword. She nodded 
to herself. It would be some time before the body was found, 
and the Hand would most likely find it first. But not before 
August eighth. 

 Lock dropped from the tree and vanished into the city. 
The first blows had been exchanged. The stage was set. She 
nodded to herself. For now, that would have to do. 

 Night fell. 
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Symbolism 

August 7 

 “So what‟s left, Sym?” asked the woman on the seat of 
the throne, elegantly perched on cloven hooves. Her hair 
tumbled down around her shoulders, she rested her elbows 
on her knees and laced her fingers together. 

 “We have about half of each ninja left,” the huge dark 
demon grunted, and he took a puff on his foul cigar. “What 
they have to say is useless, mostly terrified babbling and the 
occasional „Oh it hurts, it hurts,‟ nothing we haven‟t heard.” 
He shrugged. “Do you want to keep them alive, 
Swordbearer?” 

 The Swordbearer sighed. “I can‟t think we‟d improve 
the world by setting them loose in it,” she said. “Use your 
discretion.” 

 A slow smile showed all the translucent black teeth of 
the big demon. “Sym likes the sound of that.” 

 “I suspected you might,” she said, standing in a smooth 
motion. “If you don‟t mind, I have homework to do. Scat. I 
need an hour or two uninterrupted.” 

 “Your whim is my reality, O Queen,” the big demon 
said, bowing in supplication. 

 “You‟re a pip, Sym,” the Swordbearer said. He grinned, 
and trotted off. The ground echoed his footfalls back. She 
hopped down and dragged out a few books, stacking them 
on a stone slab she was using as a table. She lightly sprang up 
on the table, lay full length, and pulled out the first book. 
“Wish I could use a highlighter on these texts,” she grumbled 
as she flopped open the first hoary tome of magic. 

* 
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 She raised her dripping face and looked in the mirror. 
Then she toweled her face vigorously. She let out a deep 
breath, then she stepped into the other room. 

 The guest room was dim. She breathed the air deeply, 
tasting the ancient spice and dust of Strange‟s house. 
Somehow, the place was a comfort right now. She sat on the 
thick cushion on the floor, listening to the old clock tick 
quietly to itself; it seemed slower than a normal clock, and it 
was paced just right for meditation. She settled into the old 
familiar posture, began running her mind through exercises 
she learned what seemed like an age ago. 

 “I must find my inner peace,” she murmured, “if I am to 
mirror it in my outer world.” She began breathing with 
discipline, focusing her body to reflect the stilling of her 
whirling thoughts. “I must become,” she thought, “what I 
wish the world to be.” 

 She began her meditation. 

* 

 From the bridge in the park, you could see over the back 
fence into the industrial district. Between the park and the 
river was a square concrete pump station, for sewer 
overflow. It had been built decades ago, before the sewer 
system was as high tech as it had become. The building was 
probably abandoned. 

 Nonetheless, a tourist raised his opera glasses and 
looked at it for a long moment. 

 “Scuse me sir,” said a policeman, strolling up to him.  

 “Yes?” said the tourist, blinking in surprise. 

 “This your wallet?” the policeman said, holding up a 
battered leather bifold. 

 “Yes! Yes it is! I‟m Ebert Schwinn! I didn‟t even know 
I‟d lost it.” He slapped at his back pocket. 
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 The policeman nodded. “You have to be more alert 
about these things. Come on with me and we‟ll sign some 
paperwork, and you can be on your way. This is New York. 
Can‟t be too careful, right?” he said with a winning smile. 

 Lock lay still in the tree and watched the ninja guide the 
tourist away. She released her influence on the tourist‟s mind. 
So. The ninja were making sure no one paid any special 
attention to the pump station. Every clue she had uncovered 
had led her here. Today was August seventh. Today or 
tomorrow, the Jonin would use the Hand ninja clan to 
abduct Illyana and Valeria for a Great Ceremony. Lock 
sighed. Enough ruining the day of poor tourists. The ninja 
would get suspicious, even if he didn‟t feel her touch. She 
rolled out of the tree and dropped. 

 The Jonin was near. She could feel him looking for her 
as she looked for him. Both were careful to be as oblique in 
their search as possible, neither wanted to give away their 
position. But she felt him, brooding, near. 

 She‟d just have to be careful, then, wouldn‟t she. 

* 

 “Quite a maze you have there,” the thin man in the red 
coat said. 

 “Like it, do you?” said the creature hunched in the 
center of  a vast loom. 

 “Not even a little,” the thin man shrugged. “I have come 
because I need your help, Enitharmon.” 

 The creature chuckled. “Good to see you again, Strange. 
Still pleased with my reshaping of  your cloak?” 

 Strange shifted in his red coat. “It saves me considerable 
illusion and effort,” he said. “It is a consummate masterpiece, 
as usual.” 

 “Enough chit chat. I hear you‟re wanting to know what 
force has infiltrated Prime.” 
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 “That‟s the rumor,” Strange said, looking around. 

 Enitharmon‟s realm was a vast perfectly ordered tangle 
of  woven reality, and at the center the short purple creature 
was hunched in a loom complex, with weaving stranded out 
in all directions while he worked, pulling in raw materials of  
all sorts and crafting networks no mortal mind could grasp. 
Strange found a relatively clear spot and sat on the floor, 
careful not to touch anything. 

 Enitharmon clicked away like a mad spider. “It is not 
possible for you to get the first strike, or even a direct strike 
against the threat that faces your world,” the weaver said. 
“You can never banish it, for it has a rightful place on your 
world. But you must keep the balance, it‟s your task to do, 
and this creature threatens that.” 

 “Singular?” Strange asked. 

 “Yes,” the weaver nodded. “One creature with hundreds 
of  thousands of  minions. Some are unwitting, some are 
greedy, some are frightened. They do not matter. Only the 
one. You cannot face it on Prime, for if  it ever does manifest 
fully your dimension will have to cease to be Prime to 
accommodate it. If  you confront it where it dwells in 
darkness, your power will wilt and its will wax strong until 
you are destroyed. A few seconds, tops,” the weaver nodded 
to himself. 

 “But my situation is not without hope,” Strange 
prodded. 

 The weaver glanced at him, his lavender beak‟s flesh 
upturned in a smile. “Of  course not. You must follow your 
wisdom, as you have, and use agents, as your enemy does. Its 
plans can be defeated on Prime, and in these times that‟s all 
you can ask.” 

 “What makes these times different than any other, old 
friend?” Strange smiled. 
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 “I don‟t know what you mean,” the weaver said, echoing 
Strange‟s smile. “Things are completely different, just like 
they have always been.” 

 Strange‟s smile faded. “What must I do, Weaver?” 

 Enitharmon sighed. “You must go to 
Churanalathitaras.” 

 “The Deep Oracle?” Strange breathed. “I have never 
been so far from Prime as that. How will I survive the… 
energies of  those distant expanses?” 

 For a moment it seemed Enitharmon‟s eyes grew sad. “I 
will show you the way, wizard,” he said, almost to himself. 

* 

 “It‟s been an hour,” Sym said from outside the ring of 
standing stones. “The boys thought you could use a little 
study break. Some song and dance or something.” 

 “No thanks,” Swordbearer said wryly. “I‟m not sure 
they‟re ready to open for a show on Broadway.” 

 “How‟s studies?” Sym asked, daring a step inside the 
standing stones. He leaned against one, taking a deep drag on 
his ever-burning cigar. 

 “Studies suck,” the Swordbearer said, whirling to a 
sitting position and kicking the book shut with one dainty 
hoof. "Serving in heaven sucks, and Strange won‟t let me be 
the sole ruler of hell, if you know what I mean.” 

 “Sym does, he really does,” Sym said, nodding 
sympathetically. “Sym might be able to help.” 

 “Really,” Swordbearer said, doubt and amusement 
written in her features. 

 Sym shrugged. “What if Sym could find a trick that only 
the ruler of the realm could do and not some carpetbagging 
wizard? Even a minor one?” 

 Her eyes brightened. “Do you think you could?” 
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 “Hey,” he shrugged. “Sym was here before wizards 
claimed this realm. If there‟s something like that here, Sym 
will find it.” 

 “Thanks for the show of support,” Swordbearer said, 
not sure whether to be touched or worried. 

 Sym bowed. “Sym lives to serve.” 

* 

 Valeria‟s breathing was one with the tides, with the 
cosmic swell, with the city traffic, with the expanding and 
contracting of steel and concrete and asphalt in the shifting 
of the seasons. She was unfocused, unmoored, everywhere, 
nowhere. 

 As she breathed, she practiced the defenses against 
magic first, working them until they were fresh in her mind, 
in her spirit. She knew she was stalling, but this was good 
practice too, and practice she had been neglecting for a week 
or so. She refreshed the mystic wards within and upon her. 
They were simple things, defenses taught to her by two 
masters in time past. They would serve to slow a mystic 
assault, possibly long enough for her to escape, but that‟s all 
they were good for. 

 Now for her psionic barriers. She breathed more deeply, 
touched the power of her own mind; she was not a psion, 
but she had been taught techniques of deflecting some of 
their probes and assaults. She opened herself. 

 As her senses focused on the realm of ether and the 
mind, she felt a sweeping touch like a lighthouse beam, and 
for a moment it shivered past her. Then in a snap it returned. 

 Who are you? came the simultaneous question. 

 Valeria swiftly dropped out of meditation, and sat 
shivering, breathing fast. What was that? 

* 
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 Sym squatted down next to the mutilated ninja. “Sym is 
back, did you miss Sym?” he grunted, and he laughed, a slow 
grating horrible sound. “Now tell us more about this Beast.” 

 The ninja, half dead and delirious with blood loss, began 
to babble in Japanese. Sym paid close attention; the ideas in 
all languages moved through his mind, the details in none. 
Japanese was as good a language as any other that was not… 
native to his people. 

 “The Beast is powerful, it wishes to destroy the world, it 
gives us power, we are its servants, we must bring it into the 
world,” the shredded man babbled. Sym reached down and 
gripped his face. 

 “How does the Swordbearer figure into this?” he 
rumbled. 

 “To bring the Beast—to bring it to our world—“ the 
ninja said before he lapsed into unconsciousness from blood 
loss. 

 Sym grasped the dying ninja and sank his teeth into the 
wretch. A few minutes later, he knew a lot more about the 
Beast than the ninja had been given a chance to tell him. And 
he liked what he learned. 

 “Maybe Sym can summon this Beast to a meeting,” Sym 
muttered. “Maybe this Beast and Sym have goals in 
common.” His eyes narrowed. “Maybe the time has come for 
Sym to get underspace all to Sym‟s self.” 

 He eyed the other ninja and a slow smile crept across his 
bloody features. “You‟ll do,” he said, and he gripped the 
ninja and dragged him deeper into underspace. 

* 

 Valeria stepped out of Strange‟s house, unable to shake 
the sense of being observed. This was a different feeling than 
she got from the ninja, though. She sensed none of the 
malevolence that radiated from them. She had felt it since 
she had meditated and, what? Made contact? Brushed 
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someone else? She shook her head, unsure of what had 
happened or what it could mean. She trotted down the steps 
to the sidewalk and started strolling towards her apartment. 

 Around the corner and two blocks down, a man tottered 
to a lamp post and leaned against it, breathing heavily. He 
was close now to the mind he had felt in his meditation, the 
incredible strong pure mind that had, just for a moment, 
touched into the psi plane. He had never felt a mind like that.  

 He leaned back against the post, freely sweating. He 
closed his eyes for a moment. These days, he really should 
stay inside one of his few remaining safehouses and not 
venture out. But the lure of this mind… he shook his head. 
Incredible. Breathtaking potential. She even had rudimentary 
psi shields that protected her from casual scanning. That 
alone was intriguing. 

 And she should be coming around the corner any 
minute now. 

 He tugged off his baseball cap and rubbed his bald scalp 
briefly, then put his hat back on and stood looking down the 
street. She would round the corner any minute now and he 
would know who he was dealing with. If nothing else, he‟d 
like to introduce himself… 

 A mind stirred, briefly, a mind that he had not detected 
before it moved. He froze. 

 Too late, his reaction was too late. A small dart whipped 
out from a blow gun and stung into his tear duct, delivering 
its venom almost instantaneously. The man who had fired it 
put the tube back under his arm and relaxed on the steps 
while a noose whipped down from the tree over the drugged 
man, looped around his arms and chest, and hauled him up 
with unnatural swiftness. 

 Valeria rounded the corner and saw nothing as the ninja 
spirited their prize away. 

* 
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 Sym brushed his hands against each other as the last of 
the ninja‟s blood drained into the Nether Pool at the end of 
the underspace. “Come on, little one,” he said to the dead 
ninja, “summon your master. Beast! I call upon you!” Then 
Sym, a fairly patient creature when the situation demanded it, 
squatted by the pool and waited under the burning sky. His 
thick tail very slowly lashed in anticipation. 

 After a time that could have been seconds or weeks but 
was more likely hours, there was a stirring in the dark face of 
the lake; this was more than a lake, it was a portal that 
opened to deeper realms than underspace, a portal best left 
locked. 

 A shadow shifted on the other side, and Sym thought he 
could almost make out forms. “Are you this ninja‟s master?” 
he asked. 

 I AM THE BEAST rumbled a reply that might have 
knocked Sym down had the creature been in the same 
dimension. 

 “Sym hears that the ninja are trying to get you up on 
Prime with them to destroy the world,” Sym said casually, 
puffing on his cigar. 

 I WILL DESTROY THEIR WORLD the voice 
vibrated the stone, vibrated the air, I WILL CAST IT 
INTO DARKNESS AND DEVOUR ITS LIGHT 

 “Sym can get you up to Prime,” Sym said, “Sym doesn‟t 
care what you do to Prime as long as you leave Sym ruler of 
underspace. You must destroy the Swordbearer.” 

 THIS PALE SHADOW IS NOTHING came the 
chest rattling expression of the Beast. THE 
SWORDBEARER IS NOTHING ALL WILL BE CAST 
INTO FLAME AND DARKNESS AND BITTER 
COLD 

 “Sounds to Sym,” the demon said, grinning and 
chomping the butt of his cigar, “like we have a deal.” 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 “From here the city looks so peaceful and beautiful,” 
Valeria murmured to herself from where she perched on a 
skyscraper downtown. She sighed. Safe enough up here. Her 
mind wandered over the mortals she knew. “How do you do 
it?” she breathed. No place they could run. Strange could 
always escape, if he had to; Illyana had her underspace limbo, 
Valeria could fly. But what about Doug? The secretaries and 
executives and other staff of the building upon which she 
sat? The cab drivers, tooling around in their tiny yellow dots 
down below? When danger threatened, how did they stand 
it? 

 “Life is so random,” she said distantly, her eyes roving 
the city, her incredibly sharp sight slipping through windows 
and seeing those who knew they were unobserved; picking 
out facial expressions on pedestrians on the streets over a 
hundred stories below. “At any moment,” she murmured, 
snapping her fingers. A car swerves out of its path. Drug 
dealers get in a gunfight. Cancer. She shook her head and 
sighed. Ninja. You never can tell. 

 She looked down at her own hands. “Am I ready to 
shed blood?” she whispered to herself. “Am I ready to kill 
those that pursue me? Or do I risk the lives of everyone 
around me by letting them live?” She bowed her head. “Are 
their lives worth sparing? Are they beyond reform, now that 
they have chosen their path?” 

 The answer haunted her. She looked past it, kept 
looking. 

 “Oh, Strange,” she murmured. “You picked the wrong 
time to leave the dimension. I need you for this.” She shook 
her head, envisioned the saturnine wisdom of the sorcerer‟s 
face. She listened to his voice, to see what he would do. In 
her imagination, he was silent. Would Strange kill them? 
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 “Maybe you could come up with another way,” she 
murmured, “but I‟m not you and I‟m fresh out of ideas.” She 
took a deep breath, and hardened herself. 

 “They follow the path of death,” she said to herself. She 
nodded curtly. “If the choice is between giving death and 
receiving it, I choose to give it to them. I have little choice.” 

 Something inside her quivered at the ramifications of 
her choice.  She gazed up into the afternoon sun. 

 “Forgive me,” she whispered. 

* 

 Arrhythmic thudding drumbeats roused him from his 
swoon. The bald man blinked once before his heavy eyelids 
slid down, too heavy to lift. The room was viscous with 
shadow, slithering dark. He tried to focus his thoughts, but 
he was immersed in cloying incense that scattered his 
thoughts, twisted his reason.  He felt tiny threads of pain 
shoot through him, unpredictable, startling. His mind felt 
tender; thinking was pain. The drumbeats throbbing around 
him were impossible to fathom, there was no rhythm to 
grasp. His pulse stirred in an off kilter pattern. He struggled 
to move and barely twitched. 

 This is the veil of life, the veil of pain, came a voice from his 
past. 

 “Jonin!” he gasped.  

 We meet again, Charles Xavier, the silent speech of the 
voice said. You have come into my power. 

 Xavier struggled to gather his thoughts, to bring his 
formidable mental power to bear, to find and shut down the 
Jonin while he still had a shred of power left. But he could 
not focus, could not push past the peculiar torture to bring 
his thoughts to coherence. He gasped wetly, thrilling with 
poisonous adrenaline and unable to act. 
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 You come from one place, move through life, go to another place. 
But here all is confusion. There is no past. There is no future. You must 
deal with the now. And in the now the only relief you will find is in 
capturing her—flash, an image of Valeria, he suddenly knew 
her name; an image of the one he had been waiting to 
meet—her who you touched, you must bring her to us. 

 “I will not!” gasped Xavier as the pain shifted and raced 
in circles around the bones of his left hand. 

 Laughter surrounded him like dry leaves in an autumn 
wind. He began to struggle to open his eyes. 

 You will, Charles Xavier. But please. Let us speak silently. 

 He managed to force one eye open, and he saw that he 
was naked on a slab, with a dozen long needles in his chi 
meridians, sigils painted on his flesh, half lost in the haze that 
curled and drifted around him from the glowing points of 
incense. Silver threads were tied to the head of each needle, 
like marionette strings, and they swooped through the 
darkness to a shadowed man‟s hand. 

 “I will not submit,” Xavier gritted out. 

 The Jonin‟s smile could be felt. This is the veil of life, the veil 
of pain, he whispered without speaking. 

 Xavier‟s head thudded back on the stone slab as he 
fought with all his might; he had so little left to fight with… 

* 

 The demon snarled and snapped at Sym as he put his 
back into it and pushed it into the lake. It‟s hind leg slapped 
down in the water, and its snarl abruptly shifted to a mewling 
yelp. Sym gave it one last shove, and the demon lost its 
footing on the slick shore and flailed out into the lake. It 
howled, desperate and alarmed, and Sym stood looking at the 
lake, pleased with himself. 

 The demon‟s howling abruptly shifted to a scream as 
something moved in the lake. The demon was yanked deep 
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enough so only it‟s screaming face was above the surface. It 
choked, jaws working, eyes desperate. 

 UNTIL I REGAIN MY FORM THIS WILL DO 
the demon‟s face whispered, rocking the foundation of the 
lake. The demon crawled out, pitch black as though painted 
with oil. 

 The Swordbearer cleared the ridge. “Sym!” she shouted. 
“What are you doing to my demon?” She planted her fists on 
her hips and glared at the tall dark demon, her thin tail 
lashing. 

 “Sym likes your new tail, it‟s fetching,” he grinned. 

 “Answer the question or burn, demon,” she growled. 

 He gestured at the tarry black demon hunched at his 
side. “Sym was doing what you asked,” he said. “You know if 
you teleport demons out of underspace, they die, right?” he 
said. He clamped his cigar in his teeth. “Sym bonded this 
demon to underspace. You can take this demon with you to 
fight in Prime and he will be able to fight even away from 
underspace.” Sym grinned, very proud of himself. “No one 
else but you can do that, Swordbearer.” 

 “Oh,” she said, hesitating for a moment. “Oh, good,” 
she said, brightening. “Very good,” she beamed, upon 
reflecting. Then her expression darkened again. “It doesn‟t 
feel like it‟s bonded to my realm.” 

 Sym shrugged. “Had to use old demon magic trick. Had 
to coat it with portalwaters. It has to cure into new hide for 
the demon. Until then it will feel a little strange.” 

 Swordbearer looked at the ground beneath the demon‟s 
feet. The ground was cracking, shriveling. “Seems a bit 
more… powerful, too,” she said. 

 “Of course,” Sym said with a grin. “Sym juiced it up a 
little for you, since this one is not expendable. Worth any ten 
other underspace demons.” 
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Swordbearer smiled, her mind working the 
possibilities. “Thanks, Sym. Next time I‟m in a battle I‟ll have 
to try this fella out!” 

 “Good,” Sym said with a grin. She turned to go, and he 
narrowed his eyes. 

 You do that. 

* 

 The chanting started. Ninja in the darkness, in a circle 
around some kind of platform, chanting ancient and 
mysterious words over and over. Xavier trembled, not sure if 
he was sweating or not. Exquisitely sharp specific pain 
wandered under his sternum, down ribs and up again, and 
the cloying incense was the only air he could remember. He 
struggled, his muscles twitching, whimpering slightly. 

 The Jonin broke the pattern he had endlessly repeated in 
the months that Xavier had been here, the years. But there 
was no past. There was no future. There was only now. And 
the only way to find relief— 

 Xavier struggled to raise his defenses, the meditations 
and barriers he had meticulously erected over the years. But 
his breathing was not his own to control, the flow of blood 
and concentration in his body and brain was disrupted, and 
he could not properly—he could not properly do anything. 
He lay gasping, desperate, piteously flinging his will against 
the inexorable command of the Jonin. 

 Why do you fight me? the Jonin whispered into his mind. 
Your students, slain. Your Institute, life’s work, in shambles. Your 
power so easily reduced to nothing. All those you crafted so carefully, 
turning on you. Emptiness and nothingness wait for you in the world 
you try so desperately to reclaim. But with us, Xavier. With us you will 
have greatness. You will be able to do what no other has done in the 
history of humanity. You will help us as we usher in a new age. THAT 
is to be your greatness, Xavier. The ritual is begun. Bring us—the 
girl—and all of this suffering will end. 



 

246 

 Xavier shuddered, struggling to speak. “I will not 
submit,” Xavier managed, “because you are… evil.” 

 So now you are pure? That is not what I recall from our time 
together at the Institute, the Jonin smiled in the darkness. 

 “But I,” Xavier gasped, “I would never destroy the 
world. I won‟t be part of this.” 

 The Jonin‟s smile faded. Really. 

 Xavier struggled to breathe. 

 The girl will not be killed. She will transcend herself. You must 
bring her, docile, to the summoning ring and you will receive a swift, 
painless death. 

 “No,” Xavier huffed, fighting for precious air in the 
thick fog of incense, his lungs not drawing properly. 

 We shall see. This is the veil of life, the veil of pain. You come 
from one place, move through life, go to another place. Here all is 
confusion. There is no past. There is no future. You must deal with the 
now. And in the now the only relief you will find… 

 Xavier tried to scream and failed. 

* 

 Lock lay on her back in the trees not far from the pump 
house. Her eyes were squeezed shut, tears seeping from their 
edges. Oh, Xavier. How did you get pulled into this? 

 She felt his pain, his agony, the slow burn of his will 
consumed in the dark magics of the ninja. His will was fierce 
and strong, but it could not withstand… what was happening 
in the concrete building right now. 

 Again half a dozen rescue plans whirled through her 
mind, but each and every one of them was pure suicide. 
Alone she could not save Xavier. None of her allies could get 
here in time, and even if they did, they could do nothing 
against what lurked in that building. If she tried to shore up 
his will, the Jonin would send ninja who would, no question, 
find and kill her while she was distracted. 
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 One more day, Xavier. Hold out one more day. Silent 
tears rolled down her face. She knew that it was impossible. 

So she lay at the end of the world, desperately trying 
to think of a plan to prevent its destruction. 

* 

 Strange blinked, struggling to rise. Enitharmon put a 
restraining hand on his forearm. “Rest, wizard. You‟ve been 
through an ordeal.” 

 Strange felt blood seep in the marrow of his bones, his 
flesh limp and torn at a cellular level. He gasped to breathe.  

 you will remember when the time is right echoed a memory— 

 Standing on the edge of the Oracle, a presence 
surrounding him, each mote seeming to contain as much 
energy as his dimension, where mortals cannot go— 

 Her voice so gentle; you will remember when the time is 
right— 

 Darkness, tearing. Strange fought to breathe. 

 “Did you discover what you were after?” Enitharmon 
asked as he began the laborious mystical task of unweaving 
Strange from the pattern that had taken some part of him 
deep enough for a few words with the Oracle and kept him 
sane and living. 

 “I don‟t know,” Strange managed, blood freely flowing 
from his eyes, nose, mouth, ears. “I don‟t know what I 
learned.” He managed a cough. 

 “That‟s the way of the Oracle,” the weaver said with a 
solemn nod. “Now what will you do?” 

 “I have been away from Prime too long,” Strange 
managed. “I must leave at once. I sense danger, great danger. 
The spirits of Earth call to me. I must answer.” 

 “You will die before you escape my realm,” the weaver 
said. “You must stay until you have healed.” 



 

248 

 “A little sleep, a little food,” Strange murmured. 

 Enitharmon half smiled. “I must get you healthy enough 
to escape my realm, Strange. I rather like you and would not 
want to have to pluck your flesh sack out of the fabric should 
you die.” 

 “Enitharmon,” Strange said, fixing the weaver in a 
bloody gaze, “You‟re good to me.” The wizard passed out. 

 The weaver sighed, pulled a blanket over the 
unconscious wizard, and smiled to himself. “You‟re worth 
it,” he said softly to himself. He cocked his head and listened 
for a moment, and his expression grew dark. “An evil wind 
from Prime,” he murmured to himself. He shook his head. 
“Heal up fast, Strange. They have need of you.” 

 He climbed back into his alien loom, and the universe 
continued to unfold. 
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Xalvation 
August 8—Hottest Day of the Year 

 Valeria stirred, muttering and shifting. The most horrible 
dream… She remembered drumming, all out of synch, and 
whispering and insanity in the dark, the most dank foul smell. 
She shrugged, blinking sleep out of her eyes, yawning, 
stretching. 

 She looked down, startled. She was drifting in the 
breeze, fifty feet above the city street, dressed in her panties 
and a tee shirt. She blinked, scrubbed at her eyes. “Never 
flown in my sleep before,” she murmured to herself. 

 A power clamped down on her, not leaving her sense 
enough to scream; she struggled wildly, but the attack was 
too fierce, too sudden, and it tasted of desperation. Her mind 
writhed under the iron grip then grew still; she was no longer 
her own. 

 A few minutes later, she drifted down into the park, 
towards the concrete building over its back fence. Her eyes 
were empty and terrible, her features a writ of pain, absent as 
her body slid silently through the air towards captivity. 

 Another woman stood on a rise not far away, her face 
contorted by frustration, her fists opening and closing. The 
ninja woman Lock desperately turned the situation over in 
her mind, trying to figure out how she could attempt to save 
Valeria without committing suicide. 

 No ideas came to her. 

 Valeria floated to the door, and it opened to admit her. 
She disappeared inside. Lock settled with her back to a tree, 
deep in thought, wondering how to proceed. Her head 
drooped as she became one with her surroundings, working 
through plan after plan. There was no one she could call who 
would arrive in time to stop what was happening inside that 
building, and even if one or more of her allies could arrive in 
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time, they could do little against the ninja gathered there. 
Against their captive telepath. Against the Jonin. 

 So Lock waited for an idea or a shift in the situation to 
present itself. Less than an hour later, that‟s exactly what 
happened. 

 A faint whine and a hiss, and a teleportation stepping 
disk slid up from the ground, leaving a reddish blonde 
sorceress in its wake.  

 “Lock?” Illyana said uncertainly. “I can‟t scry on Valeria. 
Do you know where she is?” 

 Lock was immediately on her feet. “I feared they had 
somehow captured you as well,” she said, touching Illyana‟s 
shoulder as though to convince herself the young woman 
was really standing there. “As long as they only have one of 
you, perhaps their Great Ceremony will fail.” 

 “I don‟t mean to be captured,” Illyana said with an arch 
of her eyebrow. Then her eyes widened in alarm. 

 Lock stood with her back to the sorceress. “I can assure 
that they only get one of you,” she said softly. 

 In that tense moment, Lock thumbed her slim knife 
loose in its scabbard, and Illyana braced to teleport. 

 Lock sighed, and turned to look into Illyana‟s eye. “I am 
not like them. You do not deserve death for doing nothing 
more than attracting their attention. The way of life is riskier 
than the way of death, but the rewards can be much greater. I 
am committed to the way of life. Please excuse my lapse, the 
stress is getting to me.” 

 “Sure, no problem,” Illyana said warily. “So what‟s the 
plan? Valeria is in that building?” 

 “Yes,” Lock nodded. “The Jonin has captured a 
powerful telepath and bent him to the will of the ninja. He 
summoned Valeria. When he calls,” she shrugged, “there‟s 
little any mortal can do to resist.” 
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 “Whoah,” Illyana said uncertainly. “So what chance do 
we have? The ninja alone were enough, don‟t you think?” 

 Lock nodded. “The way of the ninja is the way of 
overwhelming odds, surprise attacks, and cheating. Expect 
nothing less. I have formed a plan.” 

 “Let‟s hear it,” Illyana said, shifting uncomfortably and 
looking at the concrete square of the building. 

 Lock nodded. “You take out part of the wall on two 
sides of the building. You move in one side, I‟ll come in the 
other. Whatever happens, don‟t be distracted. Do your part, 
teleport Valeria out, then you two just stay in your 
underspace for a while. Okay?” 

 “What about you?” Illyana asked in a small voice. 

 “Today,” Lock said, her eyes hard, “I will face the way 
of the ninja. Don‟t worry about me. And a word of advice. If 
we fail… don‟t let them take you alive.” Her eyes said much 
that her voice didn‟t, and Illyana nodded meekly. 

 They moved away from each other. 

* 

 The Jonin presided over the Great Ceremony as he had 
been destined to do since he was born under the bloody 
fingernail of new moon so long ago. The time was right. The 
chanting was in a holding pattern, waiting for the inevitable 
interruption without which the ceremony would fail. Two 
keys, the prophecy had said, two keys would be needed to 
unlock the barriers between the Beast and the world. 

 One floated before him in a chalked circle, slowly 
spinning, unconscious, her arms gripping her shoulders and 
her head lolling to the side. She would be the perfect vessel 
for the Beast to inhabit. 

 Silver threads almost too fine to see or feel were 
collected in the Jonin‟s palm. Each thread traced through the 
air to wrap around the head of a needle, a dozen needles in 
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the chi meridians of Charles Xavier. Xavier lay flat, his head 
rolled to the side, bleeding from his nose and mouth and 
eyes. He was dying. The Jonin smiled. In a few minutes, that 
wouldn‟t matter; not to Xavier, not to anyone else. 

 The Beast would touch the earth and all life would swirl 
to dust in a maelstrom of flame and darkness. 

 Right on schedule, two portions of wall flared and 
vanished. 

 Allow them in, the Jonin said to his ninja in the silent 
speech. Xavier feebly struggled against the Jonin‟s 
domination; was he trying to warn them? To free Valeria? 
The Jonin contemptuously sent his will through the threads, 
into Xavier‟s body, and the telepath subsided once again. 

 The two women attacked as one, leaping through the 
holes on opposite sides of the building. The ninja fell back, 
forming a ring around Valeria and the chanters. 

 The Jonin watched Lock, felt the indecision; she had 
two objectives as she surveyed the situation the instant she 
arrived. To kill the Jonin; that was her purpose initially and 
she would not abandon it until one of them was dead. But 
there lay Xavier; could she abandon him to his fate? 
 His smile widened as she moved. She would choose the 
path of life. 

 And she would die. 

 She sprang to get around the ninja, and they moved to 
intercept her. Blades whickered around her, slashing her 
clothes to ribbons as she wildly gyrated, an elemental 
expression of painfully refined death that transcended 
violence and instead became a dance. Distance and time were 
acute as she spun into the cloying stench of decay and 
incense that flowed out of the breached wall. Her every 
motion was measured by the breadth of a hair as the ninja 
moved to stop her, to kill her. She fought for more than life; 
she sought to pass through their wall. 



 

   253 

 Her shortsword moved faster than the eye could follow, 
snipping through throats and arteries and pressure points as 
she tensed and relaxed, whirring into the teeming mass of 
dark cloth, catching lethal strikes a quarter inch from the 
killing point, taking a dozen cuts in the first seconds and 
managing to take them in meat and bone instead of in the 
sensitive places, the weak flesh that would stop the whole 
body if it were damaged. 

 She moved like a spirit bereft of flesh, then in one 
shimmering perfect moment she spun clear, within sword‟s 
reach of the Jonin, who remained seated, watching her. 

 If you try to free him he will die, the Jonin thought to her in 
that moment. 

 Her eyes narrowed as she moved. Maybe, she thought, 
maybe. 

 In a single clear ringing note higher than the human ear 
could detect, the silver strands leading to the Jonin‟s hand 
separated as her unnaturally sharp sword slid through space 
they occupied. 

 Xavier clenched, locked in a scream his body lacked the 
strength to make audible. 

 Illyana stared at Valeria, who drifted oblivious to the 
battle. The ninja stood between Illyana and Valeria; the 
young woman struggled to call a stepping disc, but there 
were wards and ancient sigils she had no knowledge of; they 
locked the building within its own space.  

 Illyana would have to enter the building to make this 
work. She was trembling. 

 Her breath came short and shallow as Lock vanished 
into the mass of ninja, all a swirling morass of shadow 
punctuated by gurgles and puffs of blood that whipped up 
into the air. Her hand flexed, and her Soulsword was called 
from its resting place into her hand. She managed a thin 
scream as she charged into the building. 
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 In that moment, the Jonin snapped both hands shut. 
The keys. They were within his grasp. 

 The time had come. 

 The world would end. 

 Illyana lashed out wildly at the ninja, who did not 
counter-attack. They instead focused on her, on deflecting 
her. Illyana felt suddenly dizzy in the stench of incense, with 
the alien buzzing of the ninja chanting ringing in her skull as 
though of all those in the world only she could hear it; in the 
background, laughing. Could that man seated on the cushion 
be the Jonin? 

 She struggled to teleport Valeria, but she could not 
focus on that pillar, she could not grasp what was within the 
simple chalk circle on the floor. Then the ninja surrounded 
her as Lock whirled up by the Jonin. 

 Illyana felt suddenly cold, vulnerable. A thought rang 
through her mind; summon aid! This battle was beyond her! 
And almost in a daze, she reached through time and space, 
into her realm, for the one demon who could join her. In a 
flash, the disc appeared— 

 All hell broke loose. She didn‟t remember the demon 
being so huge… then as she brought it, as the disc opened the 
creature forced its way in, though all the world closed in on 
that moment, on that place, to stop it. There was a chest 
rattling cough that startled dust from the concrete walls.  

 Something was coming. 

 Illyana desperately tried to close her own portal, but it 
was too late. Something was coming through, and nothing 
she could do would stop it. 

 In that moment she realized she had been betrayed. She 
also realized that unless something changed dramatically in 
the next few seconds, it wouldn‟t matter any more. 
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 The Jonin‟s thin cackle rose, twining with Illyana‟s 
scream. 

 The lock was breached. The Beast was summoned. 

 The Beast tore reality by the corrupting touch of its 
presence as it ripped its way clear of the stepping disk. 
Already its demon form was rippling, splintering. The thing 
that had masqueraded as her pet had no form. But it was 
here. It was too late. Illyana fell on her back and scrabbled 
for the corner, shocked out of her senses, forgotten. 

 The creature bounded through the ninja, who let it pass, 
and then it sprang up to latch onto Valeria— 

 In that moment all became clear. The Beast needed a 
form, and the Jonin had found it one that was unstoppable— 

 Valeria struggled clear of Xavier‟s haze in time to catch a 
glimpse of what leaped at her, but it was too late to evade the 
mighty spring. It crashed into her with no sound, and she 
was forced to the ground by the weight of the thing. It began 
to push through her defenses, casually and ruthlessly and 
inexorably.  

 I AM THE BEAST it Spoke, and some of the ninja 
gripped at their chests or heads, trying to contain the blood 
that flowed from them as the power of its Thought rolled 
out from it. I WILL BRING FLAME I WILL BRING 
DARKNESS I WILL BRING THE WINTER THAT 
NEVER ENDS I AM DESPAIR 

 “No!” Lock screamed, her voice thin in her own ears. 
And the Jonin threw his head back in unholy joy; his life was 
complete, his destiny fulfilled. Death to him now would be 
an afterthought. 

 Lock caught a faint plea, as from a great distance, and 
she quickly glanced to see Xavier trying to reach for her. Oh, 
I am dying, he thought, and she dropped her weapon and 
knelt at his side. His spark of life, so weak… 
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 Live. Her command to him was a whisper in the 
maelstrom of the Beast‟s malignance, but she felt Xavier grip 
it with his remaining strength. The will to live had been 
stamped out in him, almost entirely. She breathed on the 
embers that remained, and he fought to heed her call. 

 For a long moment Lock closed her eyes, heedless of 
her danger. The way of life… it was riskier. 

 The rewards were so much greater. 

 All the strength she had left flowed through a link she 
forged with Xavier, flowed into his mind, his will. She was 
completely vulnerable; one strike would slay her. But she 
focused on Xavier, on reviving him, on bringing him back to 
a world he could recognize after his long sojourn into 
darkness. 

 Xavier revived. 

 He lashed out. 

 Valeria pulled all of her self-hood, everything that made 
her who she was into her center to battle the dark force that 
was casually overwhelming her; this was worse than any rape 
could ever be, for this creature flowed into every part of 
what made her an individual. This creature was stealing her. 

 “I am a child of the sun!” she managed to gasp as the 
creature of darkness casually leaned its weight on her flagging 
defenses. Her strength was gone— 

 Then another strength came, she did not know from 
where. Suddenly she could feel her self again, she could feel 
the sun, and she drove into the darkness that was becoming 
her with all her might. It was as though she was rocketing to 
the surface of a deep, dark lake; she broke the surface, 
triumphantly who she was, startling the creature that clung to 
her. 

 “I deny your primal night,” she hissed, eyes flaring. “It 
shall never return. I am a child of the sun. You cannot use 
me for death.” 
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 She locked with the Beast, it was pushed out to her skin. 
They struggled fiercely with minds, with bodies, with spirits; 
if any of her three defenses failed she would be utterly 
corrupted. 

 Illyana cowered in the corner, her eyes pouring blood as 
the shockwaves of evil rolled from the Beast and crashed 
over her. She was forgotten, her part was played. 

 The ninja surrounded Xavier and Lock; Lock revived 
just enough to blearily look up and see her death poise to end 
the contest. She managed a smile, her teeth pink from the 
blood in her mouth. 

 With a peculiar thudding sound, the Jonin‟s head 
rebounded from the wall behind his seat. His body slumped 
to the side, decapitated. The ninja spun. 

 One of their number tugged off her mask; the others 
were genuinely shocked. 

 Silent stood, her eyes riveting them to the ground, as she 
drew her other sai and spun the weapons. Prepare yourselves for 
the First Rule, she said in the silent speech. Then she was 
moving. 

 The tips of her sai touched the ninja as she whirled past 
them. She was one with the hopelessly chaotic fog of 
incense. The ninja whirled and slashed, but she was 
untouchable. Their training was sound, but they were out of 
their depth and their leader had been slain before their eyes 
by one the might of their clan had been unable to stop. 

 It was not battle. It was slaughter. 

 Lock swooned, consciousness slipping away from her as 
the poison from the ninja weapons and the shock of her 
dozens of wounds caught up with her. 

 Valeria was locked in a delicate balance of strength with 
the Beast, but she was wearing down too fast and it seemed 
inexhaustible. Desperate sips of air were all her tight torso 
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could manage for breathing, and as she refused to bend she 
began to break. 

 Then a voice, in her mind, clear and sharp; I am sorry we 
never met, the voice said with a touch of regret. 

 Power rushed into her; mortal, raw power that tasted of 
blood and the soul. She realized in that final moment that the 
entire life force of the man on the stone slab was 
surrounding her and lifting her up. She took his energy, 
focused it, and flared raw defiance into the shadow that 
sought to claim her. 

 For a shimmering second the Beast was blown clear, 
teetering on the edge of losing balance and falling backward. 
It took one step back, outside the circle— 

 Illyana screamed as she focused her entire will into a 
stepping disk that lashed into existence behind the Beast. In 
one last push, Valeria took a short step and pounded her 
mightiest blow into the thing of shadow. It lost its balance 
and its power, knocked back into the shimmering disk. 
Illyana slashed through a disk of her own. 

 Valeria collapsed, her chest wracked in dry sobs. Xavier 
sagged, his muscles relaxing, a faint smile on his face. Silent 
whipped her sais around once more. 

 The battle was over. 

* 

 The Swordbearer, Illyana, dropped on the shore of the 
lake to see the Beast struggling in the surface, trying to 
escape the Deep Portal. 

 “You shall never pass into my realm again while I have 
the power to prevent it,” snarled the Swordbearer. She 
hurled her Soulsword, and it arced then lashed down out of 
the sky with a rolling crash like thunder, smashing the Beast 
down through the portal and sealing the lake with a thick 
layer of mystic ice. 
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 The Swordbearer staggered, then collapsed at the edge 
of the sealed lake, senseless. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Lock struggled to open her eyes. She saw Silent 
crouched over her, tossing away a syringe. 

 “We won?” she managed. 

 “Drink this,” Silent said, her voice curt. She offered a 
curled leaf with a foul liquid on it. “For the rest of the 
poisons.” 

 Lock managed to choke it down, then she struggled to 
sit up. She was bandaged in the dark cloth of the ninja‟s 
clothing, and another set of clothes was over her bandages. 
There were plenty of corpses willing to part with their gear. 
Silent glanced around and sniffed. 

 Xavier lay unmoving, and Lock couldn‟t immediately tell 
if he was dead or alive. Valeria was on her hands and knees, 
swaying as her exhausted body and spirit and mind trembled. 

 “I don‟t… know how to thank you…” Lock managed, 
smiling at Silent. 

 “Don‟t,” Silent said with a shrug. “We both needed the 
Jonin dead. You captured his attention. You led me to the 
two keys and you did your part to stop the Beast.” Her 
serious eyes lightened a shade. “Jonin dead. Beast banished. 
Hand scattered.” Silent nodded to herself. “Job well done.” 

 Silent stood, turned her back on the carnage, and took 
ten steps toward freedom. She was gone. 

 “I think that‟s your old woman from the market,” Lock 
managed, her voice shaky. 

 “What… what just happened?” Valeria choked out. 
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 “You‟re better off not knowing,” Lock shrugged. “You 
can trust me on that or I can lay it out for you in all the detail 
I know.” 

 “I think you‟re right,” Valeria managed. “I don‟t really 
think I want to know. I‟ve never felt evil like that before.” 

 “Hopefully you never will again,” Lock said quietly. She 
struggled to turn. “Xavier,” she said, cupping her hand 
around the side of his face. “Xavier, are you alive?” 

 Lock quickly checked his vitals. “He‟s in a coma,” she 
murmured. “These can‟t be helping.” She carefully removed 
the needles. Then she started rubbing at the painted sigils on 
his flesh. 

 “We have no time for this,” Valeria said, forcing herself 
to her feet. “Some of the ninja escaped. They will return 
soon. We are in no condition to face them.” 

 Lock forced herself to her feet. “I‟m not sure where I 
can take Xavier. He is out of safehouses.” 

 Valeria touched his forehead tenderly. “I wish we could 
have met,” she echoed softly, looking at his glazed and 
empty eyes. “I will take him and keep him safe. Do you think 
he will recover?” 

 “I don‟t know,” Lock said honestly. “I don‟t know what 
happened there. I think he gave you everything he had, 
keeping nothing back. His mind is driven so far out of his 
body…” she shrugged. “I don‟t know.” 

 Valeria nodded curtly. “I cannot thank you enough. You 
saved me, us, the world. Without you,” she said, and there 
were no words to follow. 

 Lock smiled faintly and touched Xavier‟s head in 
parting. “His name is Charles Xavier,” she told Valeria. Then 
she turned and walked away. She did not look back. 
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 Valeria picked Xavier up as though he weighed nothing. 
“Well, Charles Xavier,” she said, “let‟s get you to a place 
where we can wash those nasty sigils off.” 

 Then the concrete building was empty except for flies 
and carnage and a smudged chalk circle. 

* 

 Lock stood on the bridge with the other tourists, 
looking down into the river. “So what‟s the moral?” she 
asked herself softly. She pulled the bill on her ball cap down 
a little further over her bruised eyes. She watched the light 
dance on the shifting surface of the water as it flowed below. 

 “Morals are for those who live,” she murmured. “Could 
it be that the cruelest of men may have their moment of 
greatness? Or perhaps no matter what sacrifice they make for 
a good cause, evil men always get punished?” She sighed, her 
body a pulsing mass of pain. “At least this time it doesn‟t fall 
to me to find you a place,” she whispered as tears jostled in 
her throat and behind her eyes. “This time, you earned your 
refuge.” 

 She turned and walked away into the hot morning 
through a veil of tears. “Thank you,” she whispered with the 
last of her voice, thinking back to a room beneath a snowy 
chateau. “Thank you for vindicating me.” 

 She vanished into the crowd as though she had never 
been. 

* 

 For a long moment Valeria stood on the steps to 
Strange‟s house, gazing up into the flaring heat of the sun. “I 
am your child,” she whispered to the sun, and she felt the last 
traces of darkness burn away inside her. She half smiled. 
“Strange, Strange, you just can‟t leave your dimension for ten 
minutes.” She shook her head and hefted Xavier, then 
entered the mansion. 



 

262 

 Ten minutes later Xavier was laid out in the guest room, 
unclothed, a towel over his waist. Valeria had a wash bowl 
and a wash cloth. She began delicately dabbing at the peculiar 
gummy paint the ninja used to draw the sigils on his flesh. 
“There‟s no call for these to be on you a moment longer,” 
she murmured grimly to herself. 

 She heard the familiar sound of the stepping disk in the 
hallway. Illyana, pale and drawn, stumbled in and sat on a 
chair by Xavier. For a few minutes, she sat and watched as 
Valeria carefully wiped at the runes, smearing and then 
removing them. Then Illyana picked up a washcloth and 
dipped it in the bowl. She began dabbing Xavier‟s scalp, 
which was particularly crusted with the painted sigils. 

 “I‟ve been thinking,” Illyana said, her voice strained. 
Valeria continued her work without looking up. “I‟ve been 
thinking about my future. About what we‟re doing here.” 

 For a few more minutes they continued washing Xavier. 
Illyana cleared her throat. 

 “I never want to be… I want no part of that,” she 
managed in a slightly shaky voice. “Evil, real evil is not 
pretty. I thought…” she stopped, cleared her throat, and 
wrung out her cloth. “I see that more clearly now.” 

 “It has a taste all its own,” Valeria said softly. Illyana met 
her eyes for the first time. 

 “Yes,” Illyana said. “Yes. I think… I think I‟m ready to 
trust Strange now. I will never be the Queen of Hell. There is 
a lot out there more evil than I will ever be. I just… I just 
never saw that before.” 

 Valeria quickly looked down so Illyana would not see 
the tears in her eyes. She nodded. 

 They continued washing Xavier. 

 “So what do you think Strange will want us to do with 
him?” Illyana asked, nodding at Xavier. 
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 “I have no idea,” Valeria said, “though I can‟t imagine 
he‟ll object to us offering him refuge. Not after… after what 
Xavier here did.” She almost laughed. “I‟m content to let 
Strange be the one with the answers,” she added. 

 “I am too,” Illyana said, a new determination in the set 
of her features. “I think I‟m ready to learn a better way.” 

 “You‟ll be a hero yet,” Valeria said, and that‟s all she 
could trust her voice to say. 

 Illyana smiled a bit forlornly. “Thank you… thank you 
for believing in me.” 

 Valeria‟s eyes were brimming with tears as she looked 
up. “Thank you for making me right.” 

 Outside, the sun began to set on the hottest day of the 
year. 

* 

 “I‟m staying here for the night,” Valeria said as they 
finished eating sandwiches in the kitchen of Strange‟s house. 

 “Me too,” Illyana nodded. She shivered. “Not quite 
ready to go back to the apartment. Brr.” Illyana went upstairs 
shortly afterward, and Valeria put away the remains of the 
meal. She headed upstairs, and hesitated at the top of the 
steps. 

 “Just like old times,” she said, touching the banister and 
remembering her confusion when she first arrived in this 
place. She shook her head, but decided to check on Strange‟s 
room before going to bed herself. Perhaps in looking at his 
space she could feel a bit closer to him. Right now that 
would be a comfort. 

 She opened the door, and gasped. 

 Strange lay unconscious on the floor by the bed. 

 “Doctor Strange,” Valeria said, kneeling by him. Then 
she was up—kitchen—water—steps—back in one 
monumental gust of wind that whirled around the inside of 
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the house like a pent-up ferret. She propped him up on her 
knee and fed him a sip of water. 

 He revived with a bit of a groan, blinked once. Valeria 
was appalled to see that the whites of his eyes were flaring 
red. It was a most unsettling effect. 

 “Valeria,” he managed. “Good to see you again. I think I 
need some sleep.” His head lolled to the side, and he was 
unconscious again. She hefted him and put him on his bed. 

 “Nothing that can‟t wait until tomorrow, Strange,” she 
murmured, and she turned off the light. 

* 

 He listened attentively to the entirety of the story the 
two young women presented, asking questions from time to 
time. It gave him much to think about. 

 “So it never fully manifested,” Strange said. 

 “It never fully gained control over me,” Valeria said with 
a nod. “If it had…” and words failed her. Strange sat back, 
nodding thoughtfully, matching up his clues and riddles. 

 „What did you find out?” Valeria asked. 

 “Well,” Strange said slowly, clasping his slender hands 
together, “it sounds like this might be the threat I sensed. 
The Beast was well prepared to end life on this dimension 
one way or another. The ninja were already in this world, a 
part of it, and arranged to bring him through. Both the ninja 
and their Beast „dwell in darkness.‟” 

 “But,” Valeria prodded. 

 Strange sat with a distant look in his eye for a moment. 
Then he shook himself slightly. “As Sorcerer Supreme you 
develop a keen sense of paranoia,” he said with an apologetic 
smile. “Seems like that‟s the end of it.” 

 “It will be if you help me seal that thing out of my 
dimension,” Illyana said in a small voice. 
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 “I will,” Strange said. “But first… first I will see to 
Xavier. He sounds like a remarkable fellow.” 

 “Would it be alright if we move back in for a few days? 
Until the dust settles?” Valeria asked with a glance at Illyana, 
who nodded. 

 “That would be fine,” Strange said. “You can go and get 
what you‟ll need from the apartment. I‟ll tend to Xavier.” 

 They went their separate ways. Strange quietly entered 
the room where Xavier lay senseless. 

 Strange sat by him, touched his face in four places, 
murmured to himself tones that would call to the lost. He 
closed his eyes and slipped his senses into the dark emptiness 
of Xavier‟s mind. 

 No one home. No forwarding address. 

 Strange sent a call out into the darkness. There were no 
barriers to reflect it. 

 Xavier would return when he was ready to find his way 
back. Strange nodded to himself. Then, for a long moment, 
he sat watching Xavier. 

 “Should have been me,” he said softly. He clasped the 
senseless body‟s hand. “This burden should not have come 
to you.” For a moment, the three days of sleep that Strange 
needed swirled up around him and made him dizzy, made the 
weight he bore shift and sway over him with its crushing 
mass. He was the defender of this dimension. “No,” he 
whispered, closing his eyes. “My choice was correct and 
unlucky.” He looked down at Xavier for another long 
moment. “Let us both hope the threat is ended,” he 
murmured. 

 “Until you return,” he said, and he began to cast his 
spell. 

* 
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 The Swordbearer and the Sorcerer Supreme stood by 
the edge of the gummy, cracked, foul ice over the Deep 
Portal. In the center of the ice block was a shining sword. 
The Swordbearer stamped her dainty hoof on the stone, and 
it chipped. 

 “I‟m not sure this would hold much longer,” she said 
quietly. 

 “It won‟t have to,” Strange said, his eyes hard. He 
gestured, and the Soulsword tore up out of the ice and 
whirled through the air, ringing down into stone and swaying 
upright. The ice shattered— 

 Strange closed his hand into a fist, and the creature 
below the ice was halted. 

 “You no longer face mentalists and apprentices,” 
Strange hissed in a language best left forgotten, one the Beast 
could not misunderstand. “You are not welcome here.” 

 The stone began to ripple and creep towards the center 
of the lake, leaving concentric circles like the rings in a tree‟s 
flesh. The stone buckled and heaved as the creature below 
fought to enter the underspace to engage in real battle. 

 One impossibly long taloned appendage whipped clear. 
Strange hissed, narrowing his eyes, and gore exploded from 
the limb as its bone center grew rotating bone spurs, 
shredding flesh and mangling the arm. Strange gestured, and 
the arm shattered and was rammed down into the gap. The 
Deep Portal was sealed, the Beast driven back into the outer 
darkness. Strange turned to face his apprentice, his eyes 
bright and sweat beading on his face. 

 “He could not have found you unaided,” Strange said. 

 “Sym,” the Swordbearer said, her eyes cold. “He 
betrayed me.” 

 “Do you want me to deal with him as well?” Strange 
asked. 
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 “No,” the Swordbearer said, shaking her head. “The 
Beast can be forgiven. I was none of his business. But my 
own demon…” She gritted her teeth. “I need to review the 
command structure with him. It‟s best if they associate 
rulership with me directly, no offense.” 

 “None taken,” Strange said with a shrug. “If you‟ll 
excuse me, I have about three days of sleep waiting for me.” 

 “Thank you, Master,” she said, every word sincere. She 
pulled her Soulsword from the stone and looked along its 
edge. There was a tint to the metal now, and the edge seemed 
sharper than ever. “I don‟t know how much longer I could 
have held that creature back.” 

 He smiled at her briefly, and was gone. 

 The Swordbearer walked slowly out on the rings of 
stone where the Deep Portal once was. She glanced around, 
then buried the point of her Soulsword in the stone and 
rubbed her hands together. She focused, concentrated, 
sensed. 

 Sweat rolled down her face as she used a part of her 
magic that was new and alien to her. But after time, she 
dared to open her eyes. 

 In the center of the rings rose a single dandelion. In a 
deliberate motion, it opened up, its yellow a stark contrast to 
the barren stone around it. 

 “It‟s a start,” the Swordbearer said with a smile. 

* 

 Valeria effortlessly carried the seven foot block of crystal 
down the hall into the Sanctum Sanctorum. She put it on the 
stand by the far wall as Strange had instructed her to. Then 
she stepped back and looked at Xavier, embedded in the 
crystal, protected until he began to awaken of his own 
accord. 
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 “Sleep well,” she said, touching the crystal. “Dream only 
of pure things.” 

 “Purely good things,” Strange said from the doorway 
behind her. He joined her by the crystal. “He will not age, 
nor be possessed, nor suffer any harm until he awakens,” 
Strange said. He nodded to himself. “This will have to do 
until he‟s ready to return under his own power.” 

 “Did you try to bring him back?” Valeria said. 

 “I‟ve done that before,” Strange said with a shrug. 
“Chased down those driven from their bodies and restored 
them. Until they choose to return, however, there‟s an empty 
space in them that can never be filled.” He sighed. “Better 
that Xavier find his own way back.” 

 “Sounds almost like the voice of experience,” Valeria 
said, looking at him directly. 

 “It does, doesn‟t it,” Strange said with a faint smile. “All 
of us need to find our way back one way or another. We all 
leave when it gets to be too much,” he said, touching the 
crystal and looking at the peacefully sleeping body within. 
“There‟s no shame in that. I pity those who never find their 
balance again.” 

 Valeria watched him steadily for a moment. “Get some 
rest, Doctor,” she said. 

 He smiled. “Good advice,” he said. “I‟ll see you again 
when I wake up. D‟you suppose there‟s a Planetary article in 
all this?” he asked. 

 “How about one on mind over matter techniques and 
stealth technology developed hundreds of years ago?” Valeria 
said dryly. 

 “Just as soon as I find someone to write it,” Strange 
smiled. 

 “I met a woman named Lock who might be able to help 
you,” Valeria said. 
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 With a click, the Sanctum Sanctorum sealed behind 
them, protecting everything within. 
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Shadowboxing 
August 15 

 “You wanted to see me?” Creed said, hulking over 
Fury‟s desk. 

 “Siddown,” Fury said. “I‟ve got some news for you. The 
higher ups made their final decision on the next recipient of 
the adamantium grafting.” 

 Creed sat down, the small chair creaking and shifting 
under his weight. His face was blank; too many emotions 
were behind it for it to reflect only one. 

 Fury looked him right in the eye. “Not you.” 

 Creed gripped the desk. “Come again?” 

 “Not you,” Fury said. “Just thought you‟d want to 
know. Didn‟t want to keep you in suspense.” 

 “Not… me…” Creed said, his claws digging deep into 
the heavy desk. 

 “You are too unpredictable,” Fury said. “Every time 
things don‟t go your way, you end up AWOL. Your record 
and your potential do more to keep you here at the Project 
than your performance does. You‟re useful as backup. You 
are just too damned squirrelly to be trusted as a regular field 
agent. In fact, there is a theory among some of your 
supervisors that you‟re just with the Project until you get this 
upgrade then you plan to defect.” 

 “Not… me…” Creed said. 

 “On the bright side,” Fury said, “your request for leave 
is granted. You have a month.” 

 “What if I prove myself?” Creed rumbled, a whine in his 
voice. 
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 “We just don‟t have enough adamantium to do two 
agents,” Fury said. “Sorry, Creed, I did all I could. You 
haven‟t done yourself any favors, you know.” 

 “What if I got you some,” Creed growled. “What if I 
bring you Logan?” 

 “Yeah,” Fury sighed. “I‟ll hold my breath. Dismissed, 
Creed.” 

 Creed slowly stood up to his full height, glowering down 
at Fury. 

 “A month,” he said. 

 “A month,” Fury agreed. 

 “I‟ll be back in a month,” Creed rumbled. He turned 
and left. The door slid shut behind him. 

 The office was silent for a moment. 

 The side door to the conference room opened. A tall 
man shouldered in and stood by the desk.  

 “Do you want me to follow him, sir?” the big ugly man 
said. 

 “No, Garret,” Fury said. “He‟s a predator.” He leaned 
back in his chair, clamping his cigar in his teeth. “Let him 
hunt.” 

* 

 “Your calling card,” the slim executive said. “It was… 
distinctive.” 

 “So is my proposal,” the huge man said to him, his voice 
deep and slow and marked with a Russian cadence. 

 “Well then,” the executive said, sitting at the conference 
table, “Let‟s hear it.” 

 “As you know by now, Mr. Stark, I am skilled at 
obtaining that which is difficult to obtain,” the tall dark man 
said. “I am a hunter, by nature and by trade.” 
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 “Indeed,” Stark said. “I‟ve been looking for a copy of 
the original blueprints for a Model T for years.” 

 “I hope my modest gift has done more than grant me 
audience,” the tall man said. “I hope it has also predisposed 
you to my proposal.” 

 “Mr. Sergei Kravinoff,” Stark read from the card that 
had been attached to the tube with the blueprints. “You have 
my undivided attention.” 

 “I ask that you allow one of your employees the 
freedom to consider a sporting challenge,” Kravinoff said, 
smiling. His teeth were square, sharp, too white. His face was 
broad, his forehead tall, his eyes deep. His salt-and-pepper 
beard was neatly trimmed, and his vast muscled body was 
complimented by a tailored suit. 

 “What sort of challenge?” 

 “If he declines,” Kravinoff said, tilting his head, “I will 
not pursue it further. However, I wish to invite him to a 
sporting event.” 

 “Out with it, Kravinoff, I‟m a busy man.” 

 The big Russian leaned forward. “I wish to hunt him.” 
Kravinoff leaned back. “I have, through my sources, 
obtained the cure for Tymaz Nine, something I believe he will 
risk his life for. If he defeats me, I will give him the cure. If I 
defeat him, his life is forfeit.” 

 “Wow,” Stark said. 

 Kravinoff nodded. “He is both more and less than 
either animal or man; he combines the pleasure of hunting 
each. I wish to try my skills against him. No guns, just what 
primitive traps and devices I can fashion and simple hand 
weapons.” 

 “You are a big guy, granted,” Stark said, “but if you go 
up against Logan in hand to hand,” he shook his head, 
“that‟s just a bad idea, Mr. Kravinoff.” 
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 “Please allow me to take the risk. I come to you first 
because if I am successful, he will no longer be able to act on 
your behalf, for he will be dead.” 

 “Coming to me first was smart. If I agree to this 
harebrained scheme, I can‟t punish you if you win. I don‟t 
like your idea one bit, but you‟ve earned the right to run it by 
Logan. I‟ll call him in,” he said, gesturing to one of his aids, 
who left the room at once. 

 “How did you find out about Logan, anyway?” Stark 
asked, eyeing Kravinoff. 

 The big man smiled. “I discovered him in my search for 
the cure for Tymaz Nine, along with others,” Kravinoff said. 
“He intrigued me. He is mysterious, but he has led an 
illustrious life.” 

 The door opened, and Logan walked in. “You called for 
me, Mr. Stark,” he said.  

 Immediately, he and Kravinoff were eyeing each other; 
Stark thought he could detect flexing under their skin, he 
glanced at Logan and saw him sniff the air. He sighed. 

 “I have the feeling I‟m going to regret this,” he said. 
“Mr. Logan, Mr. Kravinoff. Kravinoff wants to hunt you, 
Logan, and if you survive the hunt he‟s willing to give you 
the cure to Tymaz Nine.” 

 “The cure?” Logan said. He looked sharply at Kravinoff. 

 “It has been tested,” Kravinoff said.  

 “Oh, yeah?” Logan said. “On who?” 

 “Me,” Kravinoff said gravely. “We will be on an island. 
No guns, no outside access. Only hand weapons and what 
can be found or made on the island, that is all. I will have 
arranged terrain to my advantage, but that will serve to even 
things, as you have... natural advantages.” 

 “To the death?” Logan said. 

 Kravinoff solemnly nodded. 
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 “Then how do I get the cure, if I kill you?” 

 “At dawn, twenty four hours after we arrive, a call will 
be placed to a fax machine in the island‟s interior. The fax 
machine will have a cellular connection to a satellite network, 
and a portable energy generator. The fax will come in with 
instructions for reaching the contact who will supply the 
cure. I swear that it is not a trick. It is in my best interests to 
be honest with you. Please trust that the hunt is much more 
critical to me than the cure for Tymaz Nine. If you defeat 
me, I will bear you no ill will.” 

 “That‟s a hell of a risk,” Stark said. 

 “That‟s worth it ta me,” Logan said, his voice hoarse. He 
stared at Kravinoff. “As you knew it would be.” 

 Kravinoff nodded. “I have studied you, Mr. Logan. I did 
not want to kidnap you, or hunt you in New York. No, you 
deserve better. You are fascinating to me. I want to compete 
with you for the only prize that‟s worth anything,” he said, 
his eyes gleaming, his nostrils flared. 

 “Life,” growled Logan. 

 Kravinoff nodded. 

 “Whoah,” Stark said. “Any more testosterone in here 
and I‟m going to have to get a canoe. Logan, be reasonable.” 

 “How‟s your work on the cure coming?” Logan asked, 
staring Stark right in the eye. 

 Silence. Stark regarded him, weighing his options. 

 “I‟m in,” Logan said, looking at Kravinoff. “Just give me 
the when and wheres.” 

 

August 16 

 Rain poured down on the seedy bar in Duluth, 
Minnesota. 

Creed tensed. 
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 “Don‟t you,” the big man behind him said softly. 

 “Who the hell are you?” Creed growled. 

 “What if I told you I knew where you could find him?” 
the big man said, his voice still gentle. 

 Creed rose to his full height and turned to face the man 
standing behind him. “I said, who are you? Make me ask 
again and I‟ll pick through what‟s left of yer meat and clothes 
and find the answer myself.” 

 Creed was a bit surprised when he did not tower over 
the dark man. He only had a few inches of height on the tall 
and solidly built man who was smiling in the face of Creed‟s 
wrath. 

 “I know you want Logan, and I can give him to you. In 
fact, I can arrange for you to fight him.” 

 “Guess you aint listenin,” Creed said. Claws slid out of 
his fingertips, and he lashed out. 

 The big man sidestepped, reaching into his coat. Creed 
gasped in startlement as a hand axe snipped through the flesh 
of his chin on its way towards embedding itself in his 
collarbone, splitting his sternum. As a follow through, the big 
man kicked him hard in the chest, knocking him off the axe 
and back into the bar. 

 “Arright,” Creed spat, his voice frothy with blood that 
sprayed into his throat from below. He hunkered down, 
flexing. The patrons of the bar shouted and yelped, tumbling 
over each other to give the fighters space. 

 “I don‟t want to fight you here,” the big man said 
smoothly, lowering the hatchet. “I want to take you to an 
island, just you me and Logan, survivor walks away.” 

 Creed hesitated. 

 “If you come with me,” the hunter said, “I will give you 
the chance to kill Logan and myself. If you do not,” he said, 
shrugging, “how will you find Logan? How will you reach 
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him to complete your burning need for his death? What if I 
kill him before you can? If you truly wish to kill Logan, I am 
your best hope. You may kill me,” he added. “But not here.” 

 Sirens wailed in the near distance. 

 Creed still hesitated. 

 “If you prove to be the hunter your reputation makes 
you out to be,” the hunter added, his eyes narrow, “you will 
kill Logan and me and also walk away with the cure for 
Tymaz Nine.” 

 Creed blinked. “Okay,” he said. “Okay, I‟m in. I know 
some people who want that,” he added. And he suspected he 
knew how badly. He smiled broadly to himself. He‟d show 
Fury success. 

 

August 17 

 Three sea planes bobbed out beyond the reef, and three 
rubber boats droned in towards the shore of the imposing 
island. 

 Logan stared at the island‟s outline in the dim morning 
as the sun rose behind it. Three days without a cigar; his 
body‟s healing factor kept him from the worst of the 
withdrawal. He didn‟t want to make it any easier for them to 
smell him. This wasn‟t a fight. 

 It was a hunt. 

 He stopped his mind before it headed into the obstacle 
course of apprehension, desire, anger, and uncertainty it had 
been running through for the past three days. The time for 
thinking was over. The time for action had come. 

 He looked over at the other two rubber boats slapping 
their way over the surf, headed for the island. He saw 
Kravinoff, crouched in the bow of his boat, and in the other 
one the unmistakable hulk of Creed. 

 Not a bit surprised. 
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 The boats grounded, and the three men clambered out. 
Then the boats turned around and headed back towards the 
sea planes. The three men were in heavy canvas pants and 
combat boots, bare chested. 

 “Welcome to my island,” Kravinoff said with a huge 
grin. “You have both been given instruction. In twenty four 
hours, it will be assumed only one of us still lives. The 
information for the contact for Tymaz Nine will come in to 
the fax machine in the interior. Know that it is a cartridge 
fax, not film, so there will be only one copy. You have 
twenty four hours until the plane returns. Use your time well. 
May the best hunter win.” 

 “How about I kill you two right now,” Creed said, 
flexing. 

 Kravinoff and Logan faced him. 

 “Feelin froggy,” Logan said, “just jump.” 

 Kravinoff just stared at him. 

 “Twenty four hours, huh,” Creed said uneasily. 

 “That‟s what I figure,” Logan said. He turned his back 
and started walking along the beach in one direction. 

 Kravinoff turned and headed into the jungle, towards 
the island‟s mountain. Creed watched them go. Then he sat 
down. 

 “Question is,” he muttered, “which one do I wanna bag 
first?” He chuckled. “I‟ll just sit here by these two scent trails 
until I make up my mind…” 

* 

 Kravinoff ignored the itch in his skin as he squatted on a 
narrow platform, high above the jungle floor. Below, Logan 
came out of brush cover, his sweep of the area complete. 
Kravinoff smiled. 
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 “Good,” he whispered to himself. “You found fresh 
water, checked out the area, disabled some of my traps.” He 
nodded to himself. “We will all need fresh water.” 

 He was camouflaged with clay and crushed herbs. When 
the mixture set, he would smell almost exactly like the 
surrounding jungle.  

 He was one with the canopy as the breeze swayed his 
hideout. He simply watched. Time enough to act once he 
was confident of victory. 

 Logan squatted on the stream‟s bank. He dipped his 
hand into the water, sipped from the cup of his hand. He 
looked out over the sparkling surface. This was the stream‟s 
deepest, slowest point. He cupped more water out and 
dumped it on his head, enjoying the feel as it found its way 
down through his hair, down over his neck, streaking down 
his back. Hot. This place was hot. And his senses were still 
learning the sounds of the wind across alien leaves, the 
peculiar unique noises of this place‟s wildlife. He couldn‟t 
trust his senses yet. By tomorrow he‟d be acclimated. 

 Some distant part of his mind was simply slack-jawed 
that he was in this lethal situation. “Life‟s sudden,” he 
muttered to himself. “If yer gonna get ahead, you gotta be 
ready to deal with that.” 

 The stream slapped a small wave against the bank. 
Logan narrowed his eyes, looked into the water— 

 A huge surge just below the surface; Logan got a brief 
glimpse of swelling water over the savage visage of Creed, 
attacking from below, like a gator— 

 As water exploded up over him, he rolled back, his claws 
whipping through the skin of his knuckles with the 
disturbing ring of steel on steel only slightly muffled by his 
flesh sheathes. Not fast enough. Creed‟s talons trailed down 
one arm, laying the skin and muscle open. Logan managed to 
roll under most of the attack, and then he was up and 
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springing back as Creed darted after him, slashing and 
gouging. 

 His mind was far from battle frenzy as he faced off with 
Creed; the stakes were too high to go for deep sticks, so he‟d 
settle for cuts, for nicks, for painful injuries that would slow 
Creed down. The big man leaped at him again, muscles tight 
and packed with the thrill of battle. Logan darted to the side 
and jabbed with his claws, cutting Creed‟s forearm and taking 
a chip of his elbow. As Creed whirled with a sweep of his 
arm, Logan ducked and jabbed as a single motion, sticking 
Creed in the knee. 

 Creed wasn‟t leaping at Logan, either; he couldn‟t afford 
to let Logan cut him too deep too fast, or Logan‟s claws just 
might finish him off. They squared off, and Creed feinted for 
a grab. Logan‟s claws hissed at where Creed‟s wrist would 
have been, and Creed‟s other hand darted out and grabbed 
the short man by the wrist. 

 In a smooth motion, his massive muscles flexing as one, 
Creed swung Logan off the ground and smashed him head-
first into a tree. With a dull clang, the tree shivered. Creed 
whipped Logan toward another tree when the smaller man 
twisted his wrist in Creed‟s grip, his unspeakably sharp claws 
snipping through Creed‟s forearm flesh and cutting the 
tendon to his hand. Creed lost his grip in a scream of primal 
pain, and Logan sailed into the underbrush. 

 “Nice move,” Logan said, springing up from the 
ground. He was almost twenty feet from his large attacker. 

 “Plenty more where that came from,” Creed grunted as 
his flesh re-knit itself; he felt the tendon send out thin strings 
of new flesh, pulling his arm back together. “You got sharp 
little fingerknives, you know that, runt?” 

 “I know it,” Logan said with a nod. “You know it too. I 
can‟t believe Fury agreed to let you come to this shindig just 
to get my metal bones.” 
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 “Fury had nothin ta do with it,” Creed snarled. “You got 
no better claim to that metal than I do.” 

 “I didn‟t even ask for it,” Logan said. “Believe me,” he 
added, nodding, “I wish they had put it in you from the start.” 
He shivered. “All things bein equal, though, I‟d have to say 
I‟m using it at the moment and not willin ta part with my 
bones.” 

 “Maybe I can convince you,” Creed said, a snarl 
beginning in his chest. Logan grinned, spun, and darted into 
the undergrowth. Creed was right behind him. 

 Far above, the observation stand was empty, swinging 
gently with the wind. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Logan ran out onto a large rock that formed a clearing 
in the jungle. The rock was over thirty feet to a side; plenty 
of room for a tussle. Even early in the morning it was warm 
with the sun. One side dropped over a shallow slope down 
to more jungle. 

 “I still can‟t believe you shot Mysty in the leg,” Creed 
said, shaking his head as he walked out of the jungle. His cuts 
were fading. 

 “You think I shoulda shot her in the head maybe?” 
Logan growled. 

 “After what she did for you. After what she was to you,” 
Creed said. “Only time in my life I wasn‟t sorry to handle the 
leftovers.” He leered at Logan. “We been real close the last 
couple a decades.” 

 “Ancient history, bub,” Logan growled. “Aint that 
simple ta rile me. She always made her own decisions.” 

 “Not like Sweet Lisa,” Creed murmured, his eyes lidded 
and full of memory. “Mmm.” 
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 “Awright,” Logan grunted, and he hurled himself to the 
ground, rolling. Creed hopped back, braced, and lashed 
down. Logan was ready for that. He changed the course of 
his roll as he came in without even watching for Creed to 
attack; he had predicted the strike. Logan came up with a 
backhand swipe that caught Creed‟s jaw, lay his face open, 
and chopped his nose in two as teeth sprayed out of his 
shredded visage. Creed‟s claws darted out, latched into 
Logan‟s exposed ribs, and tore his flesh wide open as he 
flung the smaller man through the air, spinning, to crash into 
a tree and bounce to the ground. 

 “Hm hm hm,” Creed chuckled, pushing at his face with 
his claws. “Taste a home, I was,” he said, his voice odd and 
slurping as his face struggled to reform. 

 “Shut up,” Logan snarled, leaping back toward his 
tormentor as blood spun in droplets through the air behind 
him. He leaped right at Creed, and Creed slashed towards the 
air he would have to cross. 

 Logan‟s claws whipped out to each side, catching Creed 
through the palm of one hand and the wrist of the other, and 
Logan slammed a kick home with all the power of his heavy 
body. His boot snapped right into the shredded cheek, 
pounding bone and blood and flesh into Creed‟s windpipe. 
Creed‟s face and skull were mangled. Logan spun twisting, 
and Creed‟s hand tore badly, his wrist almost cut in two. 
Logan landed, crouched in a flashing circle of whirling blood, 
clear. 

 He was startled as Creed stomped on his upper back, 
slamming him to the ground. In a swift motion, Creed 
shoved Logan down with all his weight, using Logan to 
support him; before Logan gathered presence of mind to 
shift, Creed brought his other foot smashing down square on 
Logan‟s skull. 

 Logan gasped, dark fireworks exploding behind his eyes 
as his ribs flexed and his spine protested the weight. His 
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claws—pointed the wrong direction—Creed so damned 
heavy— 

 Desperate, Logan bent his arm at the elbow, putting 
claws up over his head. Creed had no time to change course; 
his boot rammed down on the angled claws protecting 
Logan‟s head; claws punched through the top of the combat 
boot, transfixing the huge man‟s foot. Creed screamed. 

 Balance lost in a slithering and awkward struggle, the 
two men fell and groped at each other‟s wounds for a 
moment before Logan rolled clear and up to one knee, 
blinking and choking. Creed rolled, slower, and hauled 
himself up to his knees, his good eye fixed on his enemy. 

 Both men struggled to breathe as their magnificent 
healing fought to clear their breathing passages, rebuild what 
could be quickly rebuilt. 

 The underbrush swished, and then another one was with 
them. Kravinoff spun between the two and stopped for just a 
moment. 

 For that one frozen moment the other two hunters saw 
him, in his mottled warpaint with his eyes shining like 
beacons, a magnificent and terrible man. A huge knife was 
strapped to his belt, and in his hand a simple club. 

 Then Kravinoff was moving, unwilling to sacrifice his 
surprise. He took a quick step to Creed and whipped his club 
through the air, catching him on his wounded hand. Bones 
crunched and shifted; Creed howled. Logan was already 
leaping, but Kravinoff ducked into a compact squat, his arm 
whipping up in a hook shot motion that rammed the tip of 
the club into Logan‟s eye socket. Between the force of the 
blow and the force of the leap, Logan felt a ringing snap as 
his eye ruptured. 

 Kravinoff was free and spinning, the club clanging off 
of Logan‟s exposed ribs as it sent him crashing to the side. A 
fluid lunge with the tip of the club rammed it into Creed‟s 
mashed face with enough force to knock him on his back. 
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Kravinoff said nothing, instead shifting his combat stance as 
Logan dragged himself up to his feet and Creed lay on his 
back scrabbling for leverage to rise. 

 Logan moved sideways, wary, low to the ground in a 
battle crouch that made him even shorter than he already 
was. Kravinoff shifted stances, watching both him and 
Creed. He wasn‟t even out of breath. He wasn‟t nervous, 
Logan realized. Only excited. 

 Logan spun towards him, claws slashing high for his 
face. Kravinoff easily shifted back, the claws swishing past; 
but before he could counterstrike— 

 —he gasped in agony as Logan‟s other claws punched 
down through the top of his foot, pinning him to the 
ground. Some deep instinct spoke in Logan and he whipped 
his claws straight back out instead of simply twisting and 
destroying the hunter‟s foot. 

 They crouched, just out of each other‟s reach. 

 “Thanks fer shuttin him up,” Logan muttered with half 
a smile, inclining his head toward where Creed managed to 
get to his feet. “Now I think yer done dancin. Sorry ta kill ya, 
but yer deeply nuts.” Logan shrugged. “Sorry.” He crouched. 

 In a swift deliberate motion, Kravinoff whipped the 
long knife out in his other hand. He twirled the weapons 
once, ignoring the blood pooling from his wounded foot. 

 Creed sailed in, and Kravinoff leaped to the side ducking 
under one sweeping arm. He stood spinning, taking all the 
momentum from his move and channeling it into the club, 
which slapped into Creed‟s elbow, snapping it from behind. 
He lashed out with the knife blade jutting away from the heel 
of his hand, ramming it through Logan‟s forearm as the short 
hunter leaped and using the force of his slash to knock 
Logan off track, flying past Kravinoff instead of into him. 
Allowing his knife to pull him into a spin with Logan‟s 
momentum, Kravinoff slashed down with the club, catching 
Logan square on the back of the head as the short man 
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tumbled away. Kravinoff was facing Creed as the big man 
spun to charge again. Logan tumbled across the rock and lay 
panting for a moment. 

 “Yer good,” Creed managed, awkward through his 
crushed face. “Thtrong, too.” 

 Kravinoff said nothing, his face devoid of emotion, and 
he twirled his weapons once and settled into stance. 

 Creed struggled to catch his breath. His foot was mostly 
better, but his hands were still badly torn, and his right arm 
was useless from the elbow down. He glanced at Logan, who 
managed to regain his feet; the smaller hunter‟s face was a 
gory nightmare, one eye crushed. He seemed to have a little 
trouble with balance. 

 Darting forward in a lunge that was so fast it belied his 
bulk, Creed managed to catch Kravinoff in his sweeping 
grasp and bear him to the ground. Blood spattered both men 
as they thudded to the ground, Creed‟s gory injuries spraying. 
Creed propped himself up on his shattered elbow, about to 
lash down with his claws when the club smacked across this 
throat and the big man under him twisted. The claws came 
down, but the mangled wrist was blocked by a forearm. 
Creed felt something tear, but he could not scream. Then, in 
a single powerful wrench, he felt himself thrown over. He 
lost track of where Kravinoff was— 

 The knife hissed down at him as he tried to roll. Then it 
clanged to a stop. 
 For just a moment Kravinoff and Logan locked eyes as 
the knife was stopped between two of the claws jutting from 
Logan‟s fist. 

 Logan twisted his wrist in a deft motion. Two pieces of 
knife fell on Creed. 

 Kravinoff sprang back and landed on his good foot, 
then slid into a stance, club ready, wary. 
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 Creed lay on the ground, panting, as Logan crouched 
and sidled closer to the hunter. 

 “You are going to have to let go, to survive this,” 
whispered Kravinoff. 

 “I figure I won‟t,” Logan growled. “You may be a 
hunter, bub, but ta me yer chump change.” 

 Logan leaped to the side of Kravinoff and spun into 
range, claws whipping through the air. Kravinoff leaned back 
just far enough, then snatched at Logan‟s wrist. Logan let his 
spin carry him around, but before his free claws could catch 
Kravinoff in a backhand Kravinoff‟s club smashed into his 
wrist. The big man crushed his knee up into Logan‟s kidneys, 
then roared as he dropped the club and snatched Logan‟s 
wrists. Crossing them, he bent his mighty muscles into 
gripping Logan. 

 Logan‟s claws swept up by his shoulders, but 
Kravinoff‟s arms were huge, and he had Logan in a crushing 
grip. He dropped to one knee, forcing the shorter man down 
so he couldn‟t engage footwork. Logan kicked against the 
ground as hard as he could, violently rocking back, but 
Kravinoff was just too strong; Logan couldn‟t push free, he 
didn‟t have the leverage. 

 Then he heard the slap of wet footsteps, and Creed 
smashed into both of them. The tangle of three crashed to 
the ground and spun off the edge of the rock— 

 Ten feet down they smacked off the slope, busting the 
group of hunters apart, and each scrabbled at the slope as 
they slid away from each other. 

 For a moment Logan lay still, panting, feeling every 
muscle in his body ache. He heard Kravinoff spring up and 
retreat. He also heard Creed laying on the slope unmoving. 
He didn‟t raise his head to talk. 

 “Great,” he managed. “Just great.” 

 “Tboos,” Creed said. 
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 “What?” Logan said, propping himself up and looking 
over at Creed. 

 Creed pushed at his face. “Truce,” he said. “Till I can 
talbk.” 

 Logan lay back and felt his ribs regain their flesh, his 
head heal, his eye itch as it began to grow back in. He lay still, 
a mass of pain. Truce sounded like a pretty good idea… 

 After a few minutes, Creed started clearing his throat. 
When he could do so without obstruction, he rolled over and 
looked at where Logan lay some twenty feet away. 

 “Way I figure it,” he said, “This nutjob is gonna git both 
of us if we loosen each other up for him. I think we know 
that now,” he said, glancing up at the flat rock above. 

 “Yeah,” Logan said. “Yeah, I think yer right.” 

 “He‟s only beating us because we‟re distracted. I say 
until we‟ve beaten Tarzan we forget about the past. Agreed?” 

 “Agreed,” Logan muttered. “Let‟s check out the blood 
trail. 

 The two hunters rose and ghosted into the jungle. 

* 

 “Runnin water,” Logan said, squatted by the edge of the 
stream. “An about two dozen false trails all through here of 
different ages.” He sighed. “Looks like he even scraped the 
moss off the rocks beforehand. It‟s not gonna be easy trackin 
him deeper in.” 

 The underbrush rustled. Logan and Creed turned, 
tensed. Sniffed. 

 Then their assailant burst from the undergrowth, hurling 
towards them like a heavily muscled torpedo. Logan‟s claws 
were out, he caught the brunt of the assault on the six blades, 
let himself be hurled back, twisting, stabbing. 
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 “I wasn‟t gonna say anything,” Creed said, looking on in 
academic interest, “but I am starvin ta death.” 

 “Shaddap,” Logan grunted, shoving the dead boar off 
his chest, “an help me carry this thing to the beach.” 

* 

 Afternoon was waning when they got the skinned boar 
hoisted up over their campfire. 

 “I still think it‟d be a lot easier ta eat the damned thing 
raw,” Creed grumbled. 

 “You can eat yer part raw if ya want,” Logan muttered. 
“I‟m cookin mine.” 

 A short time later they sat by the campfire, forty feet 
from the treeline, twenty feet from the sea, tearing into the 
crisp, chewy flesh of the burnt hog. 

 “Sis good,” Creed nodded at his shoulder joint of meat. 
“McDead Pig,” he said, and grinned broadly. 

 “Prolly voilatin forty er fifty health codes,” Logan said 
around his mouthful of ribs. 

 Then it was quiet for a good long while as they stuffed 
themselves, and their bodies hungrily broke down the food 
and healed their grievous wounds. 

 Dusk was settling in as they finished eating, licking their 
hands. They waded out into the water and washed the grease 
off, then trudged back up onto the beach. 

 “One helluva sunset,” Logan said, looking out across the 
foam-crested water at the blazing glory of the day‟s death. 

 “Yep,” Creed grunted. “Thanks fer supper.” 

 Logan froze, and slowly turned to look at Creed. Creed 
sat unmoving, watching him. 

 “So you figure you can take him alone,” Logan said, 
echoing the thought in Creed‟s tone. 
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 Creed slowly nodded. “Figure I can,” he said. 

 “What about us trackin him down together?” Logan 
said. “That was yer idea.” 

 “I‟m feelin much better now,” Creed said. “Figure I‟ll 
polish you off, use yer smelly hide fer bait.” 

 “You just want me for my body,” Logan murmured. 
“Some things never change.” He took a deep breath, lowered 
his head, then raised it and looked Creed right in the eye. “If 
that‟s how it‟s gotta be, what d‟ya think yer waitin for?” 

 Creed stood. “I was gonna jack you in the back when 
you weren‟t lookin, or wait until you slept, but that just 
seems unsportin after all our adventures together. C‟mon, 
Logan. Show me what you have left.” 

 They squared off. Creed started to growl. Logan‟s face 
was set; almost a little sad. He waited. 

 Then a glittering bit of metal hissed out of the night and 
stuck into Creed‟s leg. Creed hesitated, looking down. He 
plucked an eight sided star out of his leg. Another peculiar 
whirring, and another bright bit of metal tacked into his 
chest. He growled, looking into the shadow beyond the edge 
of the campfire. 

 Kravinoff stood at the edge of the treeline, bandaged 
where necessary, waiting. He flicked another shuriken with a 
simple motion of the wrist. 

 Creed sidestepped. He looked from Kravinoff to Logan 
to Kravinoff. 

 “Do what you gotta do,” Logan said softly. 

 “I‟ll be back fer you,” Creed hissed. “First I‟m gonna 
stomp down Tarzan.” 

 He sprang up the beach, moving at inhuman speed 
toward the edge of the trees. Kravinoff spun and dashed into 
the gathering gloom of the jungle. 
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 Logan squatted down on his heels, stirred up the fire, 
and watched the edge of the trees. He felt old. 

 “Yer on yer own,” he murmured, but he wasn‟t sure 
who he was talking to. 

* 

 Creed‟s animal senses kicked into overdrive; he felt and 
tasted the jungle as he pushed through, on the edge of rage 
and frustration, ready to kill. The forty foot headstart 
Kravinoff had begun with was rapidly narrowed down. 
Kravinoff was fast, and he knew the trail, but Creed‟s senses 
drew him along the trail with a force few sentient creatures 
could understand. Ahead, a clearing. Creed bounded, no 
longer even running. Kravinoff reached the clearing first, 
launched himself through the air, caught a vine and climbed. 
If Creed had been slower he might have lost the trail. 

 But he was not slow. He leaped and caught the vine 
too— 

 Kravinoff let go of that vine and snatched to one next to 
it; under Creed‟s weight, the vine tore loose of the tree 
above, and Creed tumbled down ten feet to the trail. He 
landed easily on his feet— 

 smashed through the pit trap‟s cover, clawed wildly at 
his surroundings as they swirled down around him, a surreal 
moment as the entire jungle slid into the hole with him— 

 then the pain smashed into and through him, incredible 
pain. His eyes were useless, down here in the pit, but he 
realized what he was feeling. He was feeling sharpened 
stakes, four inches across, at the bottom of the fifteen foot 
deep pit. One was through his calf, one through each leg, one 
rammed up from the small of his back into his torso. Blood; 
he was losing too much blood— 

 For a moment Creed lay panting, desperately trying to 
get air as he lay impaled on the spikes. Could have escaped. 
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Could have sensed the trap, but he was falling. It was too 
late. Everything was too late. 

 Kravinoff‟s head was silhouetted against the grayscale 
dimness of the jungle above. Why not. Creed tried to bark a 
laugh, but only a wheezing hiss escaped. Pain. Too much 
pain. 

 Kravinoff drew a machete from its sheath at his side. He 
slid down into the pit on the wrecked cover that had 
concealed it from Creed. 

 “Crazy,” Creed managed, his breath whistling out. 
“Bring it.” 

 The next few seconds in the dark were intense, brutal, 
and inhuman. 

 Then it was done. 

 Kravinoff managed to crawl out of the pit, freely 
bleeding. He dragged himself to his feet, bent down, picked 
up his prize. 

 Brandishing Creed‟s heavy severed head by the hair, 
Kravinoff howled victory into the gathering night. 

 On the beach, Logan lowered his head and slowly 
exhaled. He gathered his strength. Then he stood and walked 
away from the light, into the jungle. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Kravinoff pushed himself up the tree to his perch. He 
looked out over the beach. His brow creased. The fire was 
still burning brightly, but Logan was nowhere to be seen. His 
instincts flared, a moment too late. 

 A hard hand snatched his ankle and tugged sharply. 
Reaching out with instinctive swiftness, Kravinoff snatched 
his tree stand frame, and did not fall. A quick scrabble on 
bark, and he felt a powerful blow pound into the small of his 
back. Still he managed to hold on. 
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 Then he heard the slitting sound of unsheathing claws. 

 He let go. 

 Tucking and trying to control his fall, he was lashed and 
whipped by branches before he crashed to the ground twenty 
feet below. Another thud, and he looked up to see Logan, 
crouched, claws out, his adamantium weapons gleaming in 
the moonlight. 

 Kravinoff rolled away and came up drawing his 
machete. He settled into stance. 

 “Yer not gonna punch my ticket,” Logan growled in a 
soft voice.  

 Kravinoff smiled. 

 “Suit yerself,” Logan shrugged. He walked towards 
Kravinoff. 

 The hunter stepped forward, lashing down with the 
machete. Logan slashed in a backhand that caught the big 
man‟s blade in his claws, shattering it, as he drove his other 
fist towards Kravinoff‟s chest. Kravinoff hopped back, 
catching his ankles on a fallen log; he toppled over 
backwards and Logan was on top of him. 

 Kravinoff managed to jerk to the side, feeling Logan‟s 
fist brush him as Logan‟s claws drove deep into the loam 
where his flesh had been a moment before. Logan kicked his 
foot, his punctured foot, and Kravinoff bit back a scream. 
With a mighty shove he pushed Logan away, airborne back 
into the small clearing. Logan landed and launched as 
Kravinoff rolled to his feet and ducked behind a tree. 

 Logan‟s claws punched into Kravinoff‟s ribs as he 
slammed them through the narrow tree trunk and into the 
hunter. His other claws whipped around the tree and caught 
Kravinoff on the back of his hand, effortlessly slicing 
through mere flesh and clinking against the machete hilt 
Kravinoff still gripped. Logan slid both claws free and 
sidestepped towards Kravinoff. 
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 Their eyes met. 

 For the first time, Kravinoff saw death in Logan‟s eyes. 

 For the first time, Kravinoff felt a touch of fear. 

 The big hunter darted to the side, and Logan followed. 
Kravinoff slid down a slope onto a trail, and Logan followed. 
Kravinoff scooped up a rock, and tossed it at the trail. 

 In an explosion of the jungle floor, a noose whipped 
around where an ankle would be and the counterbalance 
dropped somewhere in the jungle; Kravinoff leaped, catching 
the retreating noose, and was hauled up into the canopy. 
Logan watched him go. 

 “No matter,” Logan said slowly. 

 He headed toward the island interior. 

 

August 18 

 Kravinoff‟s hand shook as he wound bandages around 
his punctured hand. He murmured an African prayer to 
himself, his eyes half closed, slowly swaying. Pain. The pain 
was enormous. But he would last it.  

 He packed his fist tight. Fortunately, the cut had not 
severed tendons. He bandaged his fingers together into a fist 
to keep it that way. He looked down at his boot, also tightly 
wrapped in bandages. His ribs were patched, but combat 
would open those wounds again. He did not have time to 
stitch himself up. 

 He glanced down into the valley below, saw Logan 
move through a clearing, headed towards the mountain at the 
center of the island. Indeed, that‟s where the fax machine 
was. There could be no better bait. Kravinoff was assured 
another confrontation. 

 His hands itched for a rifle for just a moment, then he 
shook his head. 
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 “No,” he said aloud. 

 He looked over his collection and then, almost lovingly, 
he picked up a hatchet. 

 He bent his fear, turned it until it was behind him. 

 It propelled him out of his shelter, towards the island 
mountain‟s crater. 

 “Live or die,” he murmured to himself, “this, this is a 
hunt.” 

* 

 Logan walked up the trail that cut along the face of the 
mountain at an angle so it would not be too steep. He was 
sure this would lead deeper in, and he got the feeling 
Kravinoff didn‟t expect the hunt to get up here. 

 He sniffed. Blood; Kravinoff was upwind. Logan kept 
walking, eyes narrowed. 

 Kravinoff stood on the path. “You shall not pass,” he 
said. 

 “I thought hunting was about striking from ambush 
with all the odds in your favor,” Logan said. “What are you 
doin out in the open?” 

 “Satisfying my honor,” Kravinoff said. “I fear you. To 
cut you down in ambush would be wrong. For the rest of my 
life I would wonder if I could have mastered you.” 

 “Instead yer gonna get cut ta pieces in combat,” Logan 
said, skeptical. 

 Kravinoff nodded. “If need be. That is a gentler fate. 
But I do not think I will lose.” 

 “Suit yerself,” Logan shrugged. He dropped into combat 
stance. 

 By now both men‟s pants were shredded, torn from the 
hips down and hanging from the knees in tatters. Their boots 
were cut and scratched, their torsos bloodied by the long 
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thorns and sharp leaves in the undergrowth. They faced off, 
and all the pain went away. 

 Kravinoff skipped sideways, favoring his injured foot. 
Logan hopped to keep up with him. The two men faced off. 
Kravinoff twirled his hatchet once, in the hand that was not 
bandaged into a fist. Then he stepped in close enough for 
Logan to attack. 

 Logan darted in and slashed with his claws, but 
Kravinoff had expected him to aim for the hatchet; as he 
spun it out of the way of Logan‟s claws, he slid around and 
buried it in Logan‟s ribs from behind. He tore it free as 
Logan staggered forward under the force of the hit; for a 
second Logan was grateful Kravinoff only had one hand in 
this fight. The small man spun with a backhand slash at 
Kravinoff‟s torso, and Kravinoff jumped back so the lethal 
claws hissed past. 

 Logan was startled by the powerful clang of the hand 
axe slapping into his head, right between the eyes up on his 
forehead. His head rocked back on his shoulders and he 
stumbled; the axe head thudded into his neck. 

 In a reflexive motion he whipped his claws around in 
front of him. Just in time, Kravinoff released the axe haft and 
yanked his arm back, the claws hissed through the hatchet 
handle without slowing down. Logan yanked the axe out 
with his other hand and threw it away. 

 Kravinoff reached behind himself and pulled out 
another heavy survival knife. Logan grinned. 

 Kravinoff hopped in again, and Logan slashed at him. 
But Kravinoff evaded the claws, plunging the knife into the 
back of Logan‟s hand and guiding his claws to clang into the 
claws of his other hand. 

 In the moment it took Logan to untangle himself, 
Kravinoff slammed a powerful blow home with the 
bandaged fist that rocked Logan‟s head back on his neck 
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again. Then Kravinoff stepped forward and wrapped his 
massive arm around Logan‟s head, yanking to the side. 

 A lesser man‟s neck would not have merely snapped, it 
would have nearly been torn in two. Logan felt his spine give, 
strain as he was whipped to the side. For a cold moment his 
spine barely held under the strain. 

 Kravinoff plunged the knife in to the hilt in Logan‟s gut; 
Logan could not scream. His elbow snapped up and crashed 
into Kravinoff‟s face, but the big man would not let go. The 
knife tore out, taking some of Logan with it.  

 Everything went red. Logan fought the rage that boiled 
up within him, the berserk fury that would, no question, kill 
Kravinoff. Logan wrenched to the side, and Kravinoff was 
hurled off him and sent tumbling across the road. The big 
hunter was on his feet in a moment, and Logan was 
whipping through the air at him. Kravinoff dropped to the 
side, grabbing Logan‟s ankle and pulling with all his strength. 

 The smaller man‟s leap became a swing, and he was 
suddenly spinning through the air. He crashed into a tree and 
dropped, blood flying out of his deep wounds. But he was on 
his feet and moving. 

 The world seemed to drop into slow motion for Logan. 
Kravinoff was before him, his face determined. He jabbed 
with the knife, and Logan swept his claws across it, knocking 
it out of the big hunter‟s grip. Then he was up, and his feet 
lashed out and caught the big hunter in the chest. The two of 
them crashed to the ground, Logan on Kravinoff‟s chest 
knocking all the wind from him and breaking some ribs, and 
the claws drove down— 

 Kravinoff lay on the ground, eyes open, stunned, a claw 
slicing deep in either side of his neck. He tried to look up; he 
realized that the center claw, the one that would have gone 
through his windpipe and spine, was retracted. The other 
two pinned the meat of his neck to the ground. 
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 “You can get out of this with scars,” Logan rasped. “I 
beat you. Admit it and you live.” Logan put his other fist on 
Kravinoff‟s shoulder joint. “Don‟t make me kill you.” 

 “The hunt is over,” Kravinoff whispered, squeezing his 
eyes shut from the pain. “You are the victor.” 

 “Damn straight,” Logan said, and he retracted his claws 
with a slithering hiss of steel on steel. He unsteadily stood 
and stepped off of Kravinoff‟s chest. “Ow.” 

 Kravinoff lay struggling to breathe. 

 Logan slumped to the ground, trying to stem the flow of 
blood. “How many hours till dawn?” he asked, his voice 
ragged with pain. 

 “Why,” Kravinoff managed. “Why didn‟t you kill me?” 

 Logan looked at him for a long moment. “You aren‟t 
the trophy, Kravinoff,” he said, his voice quiet. “The cure for 
Tymaz Nine, that‟s the trophy. You are just an obstacle.” He 
lowered his head. “Besides, if somethin goes sour getting the 
contact info, I‟ll need you for my plan b or this whole jaunt‟s 
fer nuthin.” 

 Kravinoff‟s chuckle turned into a cough and lapsed into 
silence. 

 Logan stirred. “It‟s not too late fer me to kill you.” 

 Kravinoff said nothing. 

 “There‟s a cost fer your life, hunter,” Logan said. 

 “What is that?” Kravinoff said softly. 

 “Someday I‟m gonna need a hunter to hunt somethin 
down for me,” Logan said. “When I call for you, I want you 
to do a hunt just for me.” 

 “I can do that,” Kravinoff said. “You have my word that 
I will. 
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 There were long minutes of silence as the two rested. 
Logan was feeling much better except for a dull ache in his 
neck and shoulder. Kravinoff tried not to bleed too much. 

 “Creed‟s dead, aint he,” Logan said, looking out over the 
jungle. 

 “Yes,” Kravinoff said. “I took his head.” 

 Logan shook his head once sharply. “You did me an the 
world a big favor there,” he said. “He was a good sparrin 
partner,” Logan added. Then he sighed. “An that‟s all he was 
good for.” 

 “That‟s why I brought him,” Kravinoff said, shifting so 
he could see Logan from where he rested on the ground. 
“He was not complete without you. To hunt him alone was 
to hunt an animal. To hunt you without him was to hunt a 
man. You were, together, one creature,” Kravinoff said. 

 “What?” Logan said. 

 Kravinoff managed a smile. “All Creed wanted was 
revenge, and no man is smaller than vengeance. He was 
bigger than his goal. You have always wanted something 
bigger than yourself. That is why you were bigger than he 
was, even though he had a larger body. You were willing to 
bet your life on a cure for someone else. He came here just 
for a chance to kill. I knew he could not defeat you.” 

 “I think you‟ve lost a little too much blood,” Logan 
grunted. 

 Kravinoff shook his head. “No. Not yet. You see, as a 
hunter I judge a man by the shadow he casts. You, Logan, 
cast a deep shadow.” Kravinoff gathered his breath. “Who 
will mourn Creed?” he asked. “If I had killed you, who 
would mourn you?” 

 “Where‟s yer nearest stash?” Logan asked abruptly. “I 
better get you patched up or you‟ll die of blood loss.” 

 “Up that tree at the bend,” Kravinoff said. 
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 A few minutes later Logan was bandaging Kravinoff‟s 
wounds. “That should hold ya,” Logan said as he treated and 
bound the gashes through both sides of Kravinoff‟s neck. 
“Can ya breathe okay?” 

 “Fine,” Kravinoff wheezed. Logan squatted and looked 
him over. Damn near dead, this man was. 

 “You okay to head up to the fax?” Logan asked the 
hunter. Kravinoff wheezed, and blinked twice. 

 “Yes,” the big Russian said. 

 Logan nodded. “I‟ll catch up.” 

* 

 He stood at the edge of the pit, looking down at the 
mutilated headless meat at the bottom of the pit. He slowly 
shook his head. 

 “Wish I had somethin ta say,” Logan murmured low. He 
swallowed hard. “I wish you coulda seen another way,” he 
whispered. Then he turned his attention to the small canister 
of kerosene from Kravinoff‟s stash. He slopped some over 
Creed‟s body, far below in the pit, then he tossed the can 
down. 

 “Goodbye,” he whispered, snapping the lighter open.  

 He dropped it. 

 For a long time, he stood staring into the pit, into the 
flame, watching it end. 

 Making sure. 

* 

 “I figure it‟s less‟n half an hour till sunup,” Logan said as 
he caught up to where Kravinoff was hobbling up the 
mountain trail. 

 “Go on,” Kravinoff said shortly. “I‟ll be fine.” 
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 “No, I think we better get up there together. That‟s 
where the chopper‟ll come down, right?” 

 “Yes,” whispered Kravinoff, his face chalk white from 
blood loss. Logan supported the huge man, and together 
they stumbled toward the top of the trail. 

 “Only thirty meters,” Kravinoff managed. “I‟ll catch 
up.” 

 “Maybe you will, maybe you won‟t. I‟m stayin with ya. I 
want that cure too much to risk losin it, you hear me?” 

 “I hear you,” Kravinoff choked. 

 The sun flared over the lip of the ocean. Logan looked 
out across the water, and his sharp senses picked up the 
thudding blades of an incoming helicopter, still out of sight. 
He smiled. 

 He heard an electronic ring not too far away. 

 “Ten meters,” Kravinoff managed. “Then we‟re to the 
tunnel in to the crater.” 

 They covered the ten meters, then the twenty meters of 
tunnel to the crater. Then they walked into the open space, 
with the tent over the fax machine in the center. 

 Logan leaned Kravinoff against the wall and jogged over 
to the fax machine. 

 “Uh,” he said. He quickly checked the paper tray. “Uh,” 
he said. “The, uh,” he managed, tapping the machine. “The 
fax. It‟s gone.” 

 “What?” Kravinoff said, genuinely shocked. 

 Logan sniffed, his eyes narrowing. 

 Just the faintest hint of brimstone… 

 “The fax is gone,” he said, his eyes furious. “We‟re 
gonna hafta tell yer contact to head for cover, before it‟s too 
late.” 
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 “No good,” Kravinoff said. “I set it up through a double 
blind. I don‟t know who the contact is. If I did, the 
information could be tortured out of me.” 

 “Dammit!” Logan said, with feeling. He turned to 
Kravinoff. “You owe me that formula. You have a copy?” 

 “Oh yes,” Kravinoff said quickly. “I will be able to 
secure it. I would not put my only copy up as the prize.” 

 “I‟m callin in my hunt,” Logan said, his eyes cold. Now 
they could hear the helicopter thudding through the air 
towards the crater. “It‟s time to find out who Trespasser 
works for. You‟ll like him,” he added, his expression dark. 
“He should be quite a challenge. And he‟s furry.” 

 “Furry?” Kravinoff said, startled. 

 “I‟ll tell you on the trip,” Logan said, looking up as the 
chopper descended. 

* 

 They sat facing each other as the helicopter lifted off 
and swooped away from the island towards the mainland. 
Behind them, another helicopter lifted from a clearing, sleek 
and dark. 

 It was a gunship. 

 “That chopper usta belong to the Project,” Logan 
hollered. “Don‟t anymore,” he added. 

 “Trespasser?” Kravinoff shouted back. 

 “Yep,” Logan replied. “So you‟ll get that formula to 
me?” 

 “And a sample,” Kravinoff nodded. 

 “It‟s been a pleasure,” Logan grinned, “doin business 
with ya.” 

 The gunship streaked away and was soon out of sight. 
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August 19 

 Stark nodded. “I‟ll hand it to you, Logan, that‟s one 
helluva story. So Creed‟s dead.” 

 “Perished,” Logan agreed, lighting up another cigar. 
“That‟s a load off my mind.” 

 “Let me take another one off,” Stark said, his face grim. 
“I know how Trespasser found you.” 

 Logan watched him, expressionless. 

 “I‟ve been looking over the scans we did of your 
skeleton when you first came here,” Stark said. “I found a 
spinal anomaly. It‟s a tracer. It‟s also a transmitter and a 
microphone that listens with your bones as a sounding 
board.” 

 “I suppose it‟s a bomb, too,” Logan said, still 
expressionless. 

 “No,” Stark said, shaking his head. “No, it‟s not big 
enough. They bothered to make the case out of adamantium, 
though. The whole affair is the size of a pencil eraser.” 

 “And you know how to get rid of it,” Logan said. 

 Stark smiled, and raised a small device like a television 
remote. He walked over behind Logan, pointed it at his 
spine, and pushed a button. He held it trained on one spot. 
“No telling who was listening in on that,” he said, “but they 
are real unhappy right about now.” He finally released the 
pressure. 

 Logan grimaced, then flinched. He felt something crack 
in his spine. “That it?” he asked in a strained voice. 

 “That‟s it,” Stark said. “You‟re a free man.” 

 Logan looked him in the eye. “It‟s been a long time,” he 
said softly. He stood and left the room. 

 Stark watched him go, then looked down at the 
scrambler in his hand. He sighed, a deep sigh, and tossed it 
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on the desk. Then he walked over to the window and looked 
out, his eyes and thoughts distant. 

 “You‟re free, Logan,” he said. “Now what?” 

 There was no answer. He was alone. 
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In the Bag 
 

September 10 

 The sinewy shadow crept along the roof of the house, 
then began to slowly climb headfirst down the wall towards 
the window. A dim wash of light from a screen inside the 
room glowed through the window as the stealthy figure 
climbed sideways, then right side up under the window, 
peeking into the room. 

 Infrared scans revealed no one in the house. The 
computer was powered by an extension cord, buried in the 
dirt and terminating in the neighbor‟s outside socket, most 
likely undetected. The phone line to this particular computer 
was an illegal tap to the line the entire street shared. Whoever 
set up this computer and its connection was a real pro, and it 
was either a trap or an amateur who almost succeeded in 
covering his tracks. 

 For a moment, the infiltrator listened. He checked his 
readings through again. Couldn‟t be a trap. No one hiding in 
the house to trigger it, no trace emissions from explosives, 
electric eyes, nothing. Made no sense. Things that made no 
sense made the infiltrator very uncomfortable. 

 “I am a professional,” he thought. “I can get away with 
this.” He jimmied the window open with the ease of an 
afterthought and sprang silently into the room. 

 No explosions. No gas. The trespasser‟s curiosity was 
piqued. 

 He hunched over the computer for a moment. Sure 
enough; the computer was online and its web page editor was 
up, working on the page. Evidence didn‟t get more damning 
than that. 

 The window snapped shut— 
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 Trap— 

 Even as he reflexively shunted his body into underspace 
to teleport away, some part of his mind realized the real 
trap— 

 The monitor blew out as the delicate device within 
detected the potential for mass displacement a hair of a 
second before teleportation, and a shock wave snapped 
through the room. The fuzzy blue man toppled to the floor, 
faintly steaming, out cold. 

 A few seconds later the front door opened, then closed. 
Heavy footsteps trod up the steps. Then the door opened. A 
huge man stepped in, knelt over the unconscious trespasser.  

 “This won‟t hurt a bit,” he said as he administered a 
shot full of enough tranquilizers to keep his trophy 
unconscious for hours. He smiled. 

“Computers,” he said with a shake of the head. “I 
shall have to give my programmer a bonus.” Then he stood, 
tugged the remote control apparatus off the hinge of the 
window, pocketed it. He picked up the sack with his prize 
and left the house, smiling as he walked past its “For Sale” 
sign. He tossed his prisoner into the back of his van, climbed 
in, and was gone into the night. 

 

September 11 

 Trespasser blinked, shook his head, and sat up with a 
groan. 

 “Mornin, Kurt,” said a hoarse voice. Trespasser 
bounded to his feet, trembling. 

 He was in a fifteen foot square room with a toilet and a 
bed and a door. Through the transparent window that took 
up much of the door, he saw a scruffy whiskered man sitting 
on a backwards chair. “Rise n shine,” the scruffy man said. 
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 “I demand to know the meaning of this,” Trespasser 
said, his voice quivering with indignation. 

 “So you know, you‟re in Stark International‟s New York 
facility,” his captor said with a gesture. “It‟s got all the 
doohickies it needs to keep you snug in there, so don‟t do 
anything to hurt yerself. Plus you‟ve been searched. Believe 
me, you‟re glad to have missed that part, being unconscious 
and all. They were pretty thorough.” He tugged a cigar out of 
his shirt pocket and bit the end off. He squinted at his 
prisoner. “As fer the meanin, cast yer mind back a couple 
weeks to a small island off the coast of Brazil. A fax machine. 
A helicopter. Ring a bell?” 

 Trespasser‟s yellow eyes blinked once. “No,” he said, 
sounding puzzled. 

 “Just wait,” Logan said, nodding sagely as he lit up his 
cigar. “It will.” He grinned wolfishly, then took a drag on his 
cigar as he snapped the lighter shut. 

 “Your trap was cunning. More cunning than I would 
have expected of you,” Trespasser said, his voice low. 

 “I contracted that one out, actually,” Logan said. 
“How‟d he do it?” 

 “You do not even know the methods used to capture 
me?” Trespasser said, equal parts contempt and outrage in 
his tone. “It was childish and cute,” he said. “Fuzzyelf dot 
com. Little cartoons,” he sneered, gesturing with his three 
fingered hands. “A little animated cartoon demon, cute as a 
button” he spat “steals black helicopters and teleports around 
on the screen. It could not be missed by my employers. They 
were most displeased,” he muttered. “I was sent to 
investigate, with the information they gleaned about the 
origin of the site.” He abruptly stopped talking, his mouth a 
tight line. 

 Logan‟s shoulders jounced as his face contorted. He was 
trying very hard not to laugh. 
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 “Oh, to you I imagine this is most amusing,” Trespasser 
spat, and he turned his back on Logan. 

 Logan‟s face was turning purple as his forehead 
bunched, containing the laugh that would not be contained. 
He put his head down on the back of the chair, struggling to 
regain his composure. 

 “Naw, that‟s not funny at all,” he managed before the 
laughter burst free. 

 “Neither is this,” Trespasser said, his voice even and 
cold. “I will get out, and I will get satisfaction for this… this 
rash and cowardly act.” 

 “Now you know I wouldn‟t lock you up for no good 
reason, fuzzyelf,” Logan said, mirth dying down. “You 
should have thought this through more carefully before you 
stole my prize.” 

 “What prize?” Trespasser said with an expansive 
gesture. “Tell me what awful deed I have done to you, 
Logan." 

 “The cure for Tymaz Nine, nothing less,” Logan said, 
his face darkening. “I fought hard to get it, I won it from 
Kravinoff fair and square, and you just port in and snatch it 
for your employers. I won‟t have that,” Logan said. “You 
stole from me, and that‟s crossin a line I never thought we‟d 
cross.” 

 “You captured me,” Trespasser said, exasperation in his 
voice. “Especially after our history,” he added, “that is a line 
I did not think you would cross.” His face was grim. “Ever.” 

 “Looks like we were both wrong,” Logan said, his eyes 
hard. “I won‟t let you steal from me and get away with it, 
blue. I figured you tracked me with the device they put in my 
spine at the Project, but I‟ll get outa you who yer employers 
are before you leave that room.” 

 “It seems we have nothing to discuss,” Trespasser said 
coldly. 
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 Logan stood, his face expressionless. “Get comfy, then,” 
he said. “I thought of you as an ally, maybe even a friend. 
That‟s why I can‟t let this slide. You just think about that.” 

 For a long moment their eyes met. Then, deliberately, 
Logan turned and walked away. 

 “Logan!” Trespasser called after him, taking a quick step 
to the door. “Logan?” 

 For the first time, he felt a cold touch of fear. 

* 

 Logan sat at the table, his brow creased with effort, a 
pen gripped tightly in his hand. His other hand propped up 
his forehead as he worked at the table. He sat writing a note. 

 Behind him, a faint hissing whine accompanied the 
flaring disk of energy that slid from the floor, leaving in its 
wake an attractive young woman with reddish hair. 

 “Logan, you rang?” she said. 

 He turned in his chair and looked at her for a long 
moment. “I did,” he said. She turned and glanced at the easel 
set up in his personal quarters. Scrawled on the paper with a 
thick black marker were these words: 

 Lisa 

 Need to talk 

 Now 

 “Here I am,” she said. 

 He looked her in the eye. “I‟ve got the cure for Tymaz 
Nine,” he said evenly. “An injection is all ready for you, 
whenever you‟re ready for it.” 

 For a long moment there was silence; Lisa swayed as the 
implications of what he was saying overwhelmed her. 

 “I‟ll be free of it?” she gasped. 

 “Forever,” Logan nodded. “You ready?” 



 

308 

 “You bet I‟m ready!” she said, a smile spreading across 
her face. 

 He stood and opened the door, headed out into the 
hallway. She followed. 

 “This is incredible, Logan,” she said. “Did Stark make 
the cure?” 

 “Nope,” Logan said. “I mean, he synthesized a quantity 
of it, but he didn‟t figure it out.” 

 “How‟d you get it?” she asked, breathless. 

 “Doesn‟t matter,” he said, his expression dark as she had 
only seen it a few times. She dropped it. 

 After another minute of walking, Logan opened the 
door to a clean sterile lab. Lisa followed him in, looking 
around. 

 “Wow,” she said. 

 “That‟s the reaction we go for,” said a dapper man with 
dark sleek hair. “I‟m Tony Stark.” He smiled. “Pleased to 
meet you.” 

 “The Tony Stark?” Lisa asked, her eyes growing large. 
Stark‟s smile grew. 

 “Just hop up on the table here,” he said. “Make yourself 
comfortable and we‟ll administer the shot.” 

 “I‟m surprised Logan didn‟t just have a syringe to stick 
me as soon as I showed up,” Lisa said wryly. 

 No one had anything to say to that. Her eyebrows 
raised, but she climbed up on the hospital bed. 

 A nurse came forward and prepared her arm, tying the 
rubber cord around her bicep and swabbing at her vein. Stark 
stepped around to the foot of the bed. 

 “Tymaz Nine is a remarkably clever weapon,” he said. 
“It comes on two stages, pre adaptive and post adaptive. The 
pre adaptive stage can go into anyone. It‟s pure, and a sample 
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is not available outside the KGB. However, once it is 
injected into the host, it adapts to their unique physiology. 
The virus shapes itself,” he said, gesturing, “to meet the 
biological makeup of the host. That way it is guaranteed to 
kill when activated, and also it can‟t be replicated should an 
infected unit be captured.” 

 “You sure this will work on a post adaptive strain?” Lisa 
asked in a small voice. 

 “Oh yes,” Stark nodded. “You‟re the third person it‟s 
been tested on. The other two are now fine.” 

 Logan stood with his arms crossed, expressionless. 
“Let‟s get on with this,” he growled. Everyone in the room 
stopped and looked at him. 

 Stark nodded to the nurse, who swiftly and painlessly 
administered the shot. Then she stepped back. Stark smiled. 

 “We‟ll need you to stay in the area for the next few 
days,” Stark said, “in case of complications. But that should 
be it,” he said with a winning smile. 

 “Just like that,” Lisa said, “I‟m just cured.” She snapped 
her fingers and smiled with deep-seated relief. 

 “Yep,” Logan said tensely. He turned and left the room. 

 Lisa glanced at Stark, who shrugged. She hopped off the 
bed and jogged after Logan. 

 “Hey Logan, what‟s wrong?” she said, catching up to 
him. “I thought you‟d be happy for me.” 

 “I am, darlin,” he gritted out. 

 “Oh, fine,” she said. “Don‟t go all mushy on me. Don‟t 
you even care?” 

 He stopped walking, eyes still fixed forward. “Course I 
care,” he said. “My honor is satisfied.” He looked her in the 
eye. “I surrendered to the Project to get you a cure. They 
wouldn‟t make one. So I got it another way. Things between 
us are settled up.” 
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 “What, that‟s it?” she asked, irritation creeping into her 
voice. “I thought friends didn‟t keep score.” 

 “They don‟t,” Logan managed. He looked down the hall 
and started walking again. 

 “Hey!” she said, “don‟t walk away from me like this. 
Logan. Logan!” 

 He stopped and faced her. 

 “I just wanted to thank you,” she said, suddenly feeling 
awkward. “For all the countermeasure every day. For the 
notes on your board so I knew you were thinking of me. You 
know, for everything.” She blushed. 

 “Yer more than welcome,” Logan said. “Have a nice 
day.” He started walking again. 

 She stared after him for a moment. 

 A voice boomed behind her. “Is there no end to the 
women Logan brings here?” said an amused man. She turned 
to look at the newcomer. 

 He was tall, confident, a trim bulk of muscle. His dark 
hair accentuated his pale skin, and his eyes flashed with 
mirth. Then his jaw dropped, all color left his face, and he 
swayed on his feet. 

 “By the White Wolf,” he gasped. Then his eyes rolled up 
in his head and he fell senseless to the floor. 

 Logan and Lisa ran to where he lay. “Get him some 
water,” Logan muttered gruffly, fanning the senseless 
Russian. 

 “Why does he look familiar?” Lisa asked, unmoving. 

 “Get some water, dammit,” Logan said, not looking at 
her. 

 The huge man on the floor moaned and stirred. He 
blinked, opened his eyes. He looked at Logan, then gripped 
him with both hands. 
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 “Logan,” he gasped, breathless. “I have just seen my 
mother!” 

 “An here I thought you hatched,” Logan muttered. 
“C‟mon, Pete, get a hold of yourself.” He winced. “And not 
me.” 

 “I am sorry, comrade,” the big man said, releasing 
Logan. He sat up and rubbed the back of his neck. “I could 
have sworn—“ He stopped cold, eyes fixed on Lisa. 

 “Who are you?” Lisa asked, curiosity in her eyes. 

 “I am Piotr Nikolaevitch Rasputin,” he breathed, 
wonder in his eyes. “Who are you?!” 

 “I‟m Illyana,” she said, a wrinkle of puzzlement in her 
eyes. 

 “No! No, it cannot be!” Rasputin said with a dramatic 
gesture that almost knocked Logan over. Rasputin scrambled 
to his feet. “My sister, Illyana Nikolievna Rasputin fell 
through the ice and drowned so many years ago in Russia!” 

 “That name, say it again, quickly!” Lisa said, straining as 
though to pick out a strand of music in a crowd. 

 He drew himself up proudly. “Illyana Nikolievna 
Rasputin, my sister,” he said. 

 For a long moment they stared at each other. 

 “I was six,” she blurted. 

 “And I was eight,” he replied. “That day has been 
written in my heart with ash and tears and guilt since you 
were lost to me, and now, here!” he said with a gesture. He 
was overcome with emotion. 

 In a rush they clasped each other. “My first step,” 
Illyana said, “I remember it was so cold…” 

 “Whoda thunk,” Logan said with a small smile, tugging 
out a cigar. “Yer own flesh and blood, a capitalist piglet.” He 
shook his head, and lit up. 
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 “We must check with Stark immediately, so he may 
analyze our blood,” Rasputin said quickly. “Though my spirit 
saw you with eyes beyond those of flesh and recognized you 
for my sister, still we must see what science can confirm.” 

 “Wow,” the woman who was both Illyana and Lisa 
breathed. “This is incredible.” 

 “Come! We have no time to lose! Then you must tell me 
everything about your life! Do you live in New York?” 

 “You bet, not far from here,” Illyana said as she jogged 
to keep up with her brother‟s strides. They headed down the 
corridor of the medical wing, looking for Stark. 

 Logan shook his head, turned, and walked away. He 
thought for a minute. “Hm. If I‟m Illyana‟s dad,” he mused, 
“that‟d make me Pete‟s step dad. Maybe I should start calling 
him Junior.” He smiled. 

 Then he stopped smiling. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Night was falling as Logan trotted along the perimeter 
fence. He stopped short when he saw Stark, straight out of 
Casablanca, in a white suit smoking a cigarette, looking out 
through the fence. 

 “Stark,” Logan said, strolling up. “What brings a busy 
guy like you out here? I thought you had your fresh air 
imported in expensive plastic bottles.” 

 “Oh, that smarts,” Stark said with a little playful wince. 
“Actually, I came out here to talk to you.” 

 “How‟d you know I‟d be coming by here? Cameras have 
trouble with my route.” 

 “Your route, if you didn‟t know it, is legendary here,” 
Stark said. “Everyone knows about your roaming. I think it 
helps the staff feel safe, like someone is watching over 
them.” 
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 Logan blinked. “People know about this?” 

 Stark chuckled. “You‟re more famous than you know, 
Logan.” He took a swift pull on his delicately held cigarette. 
“That‟s why it stings to lose you.” 

 “You gonna fire me again?” Logan said, his eyebrows 
raising in surprise. 

 “Not at all,” Stark said, shaking his head. He looked out 
through the fence. “No need for that. You have the cure for 
Tymaz Nine, and so does Rasputin. He got a sister to boot.” 
Stark shrugged. “That makes me expendable. Doesn‟t it.” He 
breathed out a thin streak of cigarette smoke. 

 For a long moment Logan stood unmoving. Then he 
glanced swiftly out through the fence, at the urban jungle 
beyond a short strip of darkness that served to buffer the 
installation. “Bein expendable is a heavy load, Stark,” he said. 
He shook his head. “I was never in it for the money. I didn‟t 
work for you just because of Tymaz Nine. You an me, we 
can learn from each other. That‟s why I‟m really here, Stark. 
It‟s about two people helpin each other.” 

 “Touching,” Stark said, his smile souring. “Credible.” 
He took a pull on his cigarette. 

 Logan looked out through the fence. “I‟d be lyin if I told 
you that I never thought about leavin as soon as I had what I 
needed from you. But you just showed me somethin that 
changed my mind about that.” 

 “What‟s that?” Stark asked, only a hint of bitterness in 
his voice. 

 “You‟d notice if I was gone,” Logan said softly. He 
looked at Stark. “Maybe you‟re payin closer attention than I 
thought.” 

 Stark looked over at him. “I‟m not sure I understand.” 

 “You make it easy to feel overlooked, Stark,” Logan 
shrugged. “There‟ve been whole weeks I felt like a little cog 
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in yer master plan, and believe me that‟s not somethin I can 
be.” He looked back out at the city. “Stark,” he sighed, “You 
could be a great man. Not a great industrialist, or a great 
philanthropist, or a great inventor. A great man. I see it in 
you when you fergit ta pay attention to yer grand schemes, 
when for just a moment,” Logan said, squinting and pinching 
his fingers, “you let down your guard.” He shook his head. 
“I‟m a romantic,” he said with a shrug. “I wanna believe that 
anybody can be a hero.” 

 Stark struggled with a smile. “Not much in the way of 
benefits. Does the 401k roll over in retirement?” 

 “I don‟t know about that,” Logan grinned, “but I can 
say the benefits are great.” He nodded to himself. “You can 
tell a hero because when he‟s down on his luck people come 
outa the woodwork ta pay him back for the good he did in 
their lives.” 

 “No paupers grave for your heroes, huh,” Stark said. 

 “What can I say?” Logan said, grinning at him. “I‟m a 
romantic.” 

Stark sighed. “I was just checking to see if you 
planned to stay because I‟m having Pepper put together the 
invitations for the staff picnic next week, and I needed to 
know who would be attending.” He dropped his cigarette 
and stubbed it out. 

 Logan chuckled. “Shouldn‟t you be inside countin yer 
beans?” he said. 

 “No no, I pay people to count those for me,” Stark said. 
“I‟ll be in playing with my tinker toys.” 

 For a moment they were more serious than they wanted 
to be. The shadows by the fence were deep, and their eyes 
gleamed with the reflection of the sentry floodlights pointed 
elsewhere. 

 “Thank you, Logan,” Stark said. 



 

   315 

 Logan tried to shrug that off. “Any time, Stark. Have a 
good night.” 

 Stark smiled, then turned and walked with his 
purposeful gait back towards the compound. 

 Logan watched him go, thinking things over. He shook 
his head, and continued on his run. 

* 

 An hour later, he moved quickly and quietly through the 
dorm wing, almost as though he was infiltrating it. His heart 
was beating fast when he spun into his room and slid the 
door shut. He finally relaxed, locking the door. 

 Not a moment too soon. He heard laughter in the 
lounge outside. He walked over and sat in his comfortable 
chair. Lisa or Illyana, finishing a story, the healthy booming 
laughter of her new brother Piotr. 

 His doorbell chimed. “Logan my friend, are you back?” 
Rasputin said into the door. 

 “Nobody home,” Logan whispered. He could almost see 
the big man shrug.  

 “Let me tell you of my top score on the pinball 
machine,” Piotr said, and his sister laughed. 

 Logan sat in his dim room alone and wondered if he‟d 
ever be able to hold on to a family. 

 He stood, walked over to the note he had been writing 
Stark. With a deep sigh, he tore it into little pieces and 
dumped it in the trash. “So much fer my resignation,” he 
muttered.  

 He felt an entirely different breed of resignation as he 
lay on his bed and did not sleep. 

 

September 12 
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 Logan strode down the hallway, through the light of the 
early morning sun. Behind him, rapid steps moved to catch 
up. 

 “You‟re an early riser,” Illyana said to him. 

 “Yep,” he grunted. 

 “Look, I haven‟t had a chance to talk to you,” she 
added. 

 “Nope,” he grunted. 

 “I want to tell you about what I‟m doing these days,” 
she said, a touch of exasperation in her shortening breath. 

 “Not right now, busy,” Logan said. 

 “I‟ll just walk with you,” she said, half jogging to keep 
up. 

 “Suit yerself,” he grunted. 

 “I just wanted to let you know, I‟ve found a teacher, I‟m 
learning more about magic,” she said. She gulped a little air 
and continued, still moving fast. “I‟ve got a new roomie, 
she‟s great, her name is Valeria.” She narrowed her eyes. 
“What‟s the matter with you, Logan? Why are you being so 
cold?” 

 He stopped abruptly and turned to face her. Her heart, 
already racing, beat faster. 

 “Why am I being so cold to you?” he snarled, low and 
fierce. “You checked out of my life and struck out on your 
own,” he said, throwing out his arm in a tightly controlled 
gesture of frustration. “I let you. You made your decisions 
like a big girl, a real grownup, and I let you. What‟s done is 
done. My debt is paid. But don‟t you forget this,” he said, his 
voice growing cold enough to snap dead wood, leaning in so 
close that the scent of his cigar was overpowering to her. 
“You betrayed me. I can‟t forget that. I‟ll never let you do it 
again.” 
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 Abruptly, he spun on his heel and continued down the 
hall, shoulders set, strides as long as his legs would allow; he 
carried the sense of a stormcloud waiting to burst. 

 She stared after him, speechless. 

 She opened her mouth. 

 She closed her mouth. 

 She breathed for a moment, trying to collect her 
thoughts, to figure out what she had to say to that. Her face 
darkened with anger. “You‟re not turning your back on me, 
bub,” she muttered as he slammed through the maximum 
security vault door at the end of the corridor. 

 “We aren‟t done,” she said as her stepping disk 
deposited her at his side. She glanced over at the cell. 
“What‟s he doing here?” she asked, bewildered as she looked 
at Trespasser. 

 “This is a restricted area!” Logan barked. 

 “You think that means anything to me?” she asked, 
raising her eyebrows. “You‟d rather I stay in limbo and scry 
on you? Really, what‟s he doing here?” 

 “He stole the cure for Tymaz Nine right out from under 
my nose,” Logan said, glowering at the blue-furred creature 
curled on the cell bunk. Trespasser did not yet know they 
were outside. 

 “But, don‟t you have the cure now?” Illyana asked, 
confusion in her face. 

 “No thanks to this stinker.” Logan gestured at his nose. 
“The sniffer never lies.” He punched a panel, and Trespasser 
rolled to his feet as the window became transparent from 
both sides. 

 “Lisa!” he said, surprised. 

 “Trespasser,” she nodded. “You stole the cure for 
Tymaz Nine from Logan?” 
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 “I swear I did not,” he said, drawing himself up to his 
full height. “I don‟t know what he‟s talking about. Whatever 
else I am, I am not a liar.” 

 She looked at him for a long moment. 

 “Bout time you got lost,” Logan growled at her. She 
looked at him for a moment. 

 She extended her arm and clenched her fingers into a 
fist. Inside the cell, a stepping disk flared. Trespasser took a 
shock, but then he was gone. 

 Logan stood trembling with rage. “What?” he snarled. 
“What do you want? How many times you gotta betray me 
before it‟s enough? Why you gotta stab me in the back every 
time I turn around?” He actually vibrated with fury. 

 “Maybe you have no gratitude for being rescued from 
the Project,” she snapped back, “but I do. And from Belasco. 
Trespasser made my life possible. And it‟s illegal to hold 
someone without charges. If anyone should understand that, 
it‟s you.” 

 “Gratitude? Honor? From you?!” Logan spat. He spun 
on his heel and left before he did something permanent he 
would regret. 

 Upon reaching the hallway he broke into a mile-eating 
lope that she couldn‟t match. She let him go, doubt gnawing 
at her for the first time. 

 Her brother strolled up. “Looks like Logan is tightly 
wound today, as usual,” he said with a chuckle. “He‟s too 
high strung, too touchy,” he said as he shook his head. “Let‟s 
go get some breakfast. I believe a man should get his 
breakfast in before the first temper tantrum of the day.” 

 “Yeah,” Illyana said, and she bit her lip. 

* 

 Stark strolled up behind Logan. 
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 “Seems you know my haunts,” Logan said without 
turning. 

 “I hear this is attractive because you can see all entrances 
and exits from this vantage,” Stark said, looking around. “It 
is a fine view.” 

 “Whatcha need.” 

 “I was wondering if you had any specific ideas on 
distribution of Tymaz Nine‟s cure. I mean, the disease isn‟t 
public and shouldn‟t be. So how do we distribute it?” 

 “I got what I wanted,” Logan said. “You said I could 
have some whenever I wanted, no strings attached, and I 
sold it to you for the cabin and a few other odds and ends. 
Cure‟s yours, do what you want. I‟m done with it.” 

 “You okay, Logan?” Stark asked, looking at his tense 
back. “Not like you to be caught without an opinion.” 

 “I am not okay,” Logan bit the words off. 

 “Whoah, settle down,” Stark said, sitting on the lip of 
the roof, facing Logan. 

 “I go through life doin my best to do what‟s right, 
believin what I believe. Then every time I turn around I‟m 
wrong and there‟s nobody to blame. Everybody I get 
attached to betrays me sooner or later, or they disappear, or 
both. Maybe I need to go on walkabout and get my head on 
straight, figure out what‟s right and what‟s wrong.” 

 Stark noticed he was pale, his eyes bloodshot. “Why 
does it matter, what‟s right and what‟s wrong?” he asked. 
“Maybe if you just follow your heart right and wrong will 
sort themselves out.” 

 “Priceless,” snapped Logan. “Fine advice if everybody 
would follow their hearts. But they don‟t. And nobody‟s 
alone. That’s why it matters. When nothin lines up right, I 
gotta know which side I‟m on.” 
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 Stark sighed. “I have nothing to add to that. Look, if you 
need anything…” 

 Logan nodded. Stark stood, patted him on the shoulder, 
and left the roof. 

 “Don‟t make me wait,” Logan muttered. “I know yer 
list‟nin.” 

 A few seconds later a faint step whispered on the 
roofing. 

 “I am innocent, Logan,” the Trespasser said softly. 
“This time, I truly am innocent.” 

 Logan slowly nodded. “If I see you again, I‟ll kill you,” 
he said. “I can‟t take bein stole from, lied to, and betrayed all 
at once.” 

 Trespasser nodded with a sigh. “I get a lot of that,” he 
says. “I regret the end of our friendship. I take you at your 
word, Logan,” he said, a hardness creeping into his voice. “I 
won‟t be seen.” 

 He was gone. 

 Logan waited, feeling the sun climb in the sky. Soon. 

 Indeed, it was not much later when the Rasputin family 
came bounding out the front. Logan couldn‟t help but hear. 

 “And after I show you around and introduce you, how 
about some pizza? I know a great place,” Illyana said. 

 “That would be grand,” Piotr said. “I cannot believe that 
I had to cross an ocean and a philosophy to be rejoined with 
my lost sister!” 

 “You know I can‟t give up my new life here,” she said 
quickly. 

 “Nor would I ever ask such a thing of you,” Piotr said 
earnestly. “But I will be very much better in homesickness 
having family nearby. Nothing, nothing is more important 
than family.” 
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 Lisa Sendry was left behind as Illyana Rasputin ducked 
into her brother‟s car and pretended not to see Logan‟s 
silhouette watching them drive away. 
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Widow’s Might 
September 25 

 A greasy film of mist lay over everything, and the thin 
drizzle did nothing to cut through it. Only a few people were 
around. The sun was setting in the west with a tremendous 
flaring display through the mist and clouds and dankness. 

 A woman walked across the slick sidewalk to a pay 
phone. She glanced over her shoulder, her sharp eyes taking 
everything in. She was dressed in dark sensible clothes and a 
long black leather coat that swirled around her legs. She 
carried no bag. Her hair was bright red, her stride 
determined. 

 The phone squalled. She snagged the handset and 
turned her back to the phone, saying nothing. 

 “Good that you have come,” said a voice on the other 
end. “Go to the park at the end of the street. Through the 
east entrance, three benches down. We will meet you there.” 

 “No,” she said. “The train station at the north end of 
town. I will meet you on the platform. Thirty minutes.” 
There was a long moment of silence. Her eyes narrowed. 
“Or I walk,” she added. 

 “Train station, thirty minutes, fine,” said the voice on 
the other end, sounding a bit pained. “You are a paranoid 
woman,” it added. 

 “If I wasn‟t, you wouldn‟t have contacted me,” she said, 
and she hung the phone up and started walking. 

* 

 “Whatcha got for me, Kravinoff,” Logan asked as he 
slung himself down in the booth. The huge man opposite 
him smiled, his teeth shining. He was handsome, in a brutal 
way. His dark hair was combed back from his broad features. 
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 “I have a lead,” he intoned, his deep voice distinctly 
Russian. “I have a friend who helps me with computer work, 
he lives in Germany. I gave him a list of those I suspected 
might be infected with Tymaz Nine so he could tap into the 
world‟s airline computer network. If any of them travel, 
without changing their names overmuch, I know of it. There 
is a domestic flight, from Los Angeles, California, to Duluth, 
Minnesota.” 

 “Sounds thin,” Logan said. “You know this person?” 

 “By reputation only,” Kravinoff shrugged. “Her name is 
Natalia Allanovna Romanova. But she was travelling under 
the name Natasha Allanovna Shostakova. You see, Natasha 
is a nickname for Natalia, and Shostakova was her married 
name before her husband was killed. Your domestic agencies 
wouldn‟t know of those facts, so she could safely travel 
without attracting the CIA or FBI‟s attention.” 

 “Warmin up.” Logan nodded to the waitress who 
brought him coffee, then hunched back down. “So what 
makes you think this woman has Tymaz Nine?” 

 Kravinoff shrugged. “She was trained by the KGB, a 
product of their Red Room. As an international spy she 
operated for about five years under the Soviets, and since 
then the command chain gets murky. She‟s been in the States 
most of that time. Her code name is the Black Widow.” 

 “Is she black?” Logan asked. 

 “No,” Kravinoff said with a smile. “I got you a picture, 
though it was not easy.” He handed Logan a glossy 
photograph of a woman with short red hair, striking features, 
bright green eyes. “She is masterful at what she does,” 
Kravinoff added, tapping the picture. “We will be fortunate 
to see her in person.” 

 “So you‟re thinking the Tymaz Nine would ensure her 
loyalty to the KGB, insurance against her joining the enemy, 
a failsafe they wouldn‟t be able to resist employing,” Logan 
said, leaning back. 
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 “Just so. And with the current chaos,” Kravinoff 
shrugged, “I can‟t guess who holds her leash. I am sure she 
longs to be free, just as anyone would under those 
circumstances.” 

 Logan shrugged, watching the picture. “If she is a good 
spy, any number of groups would want to add her to the 
stable. I think you‟re on to something, Kravinoff.” 

 “My instincts tell me this is a solid lead,” Kravinoff said, 
nodding at the picture. “And there‟s more. I checked it out. 
Her ticket was paid by a third party whose paper trail 
evaporates before it is fully recorded.” 

 “Plus,” Logan said, “why on earth would someone want 
to leave L.A. to visit Duluth?” He shook his head. “Doesn‟t 
add up. Let‟s take a closer look. You‟ve put some thought 
into contact and surveillance?” 

 “Of course,” Kravinoff said with a somewhat unsettling 
smile. “Of course.” 

* 

 The phone on the counter rang, and the bored woman 
answered it; “Duluth Station, may I help you? Hm, I‟ll see if 
anyone by that name is here.” She cupped her hand over the 
mouthpiece. “Is a Natasha here?” 

 “Yes,” said a redhead, stepping up to the counter. 

 “Oh,” the receptionist said, blinking. “He seems to have 
hung up.” 

 Natasha glanced out the window and saw a man close 
his cell phone. She strode out the door onto the platform, 
glancing around. 

 “Two minutes to spare,” she said coolly. 

 “We do not wish to lose you,” muttered the tall man. 
His face was obscured in shadow, but he was dressed in a 
fedora and trench coat, about as cloak and dagger as he could 
be. 
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 “What must I do? What‟s your price?” She glanced again 
across the tracks at the deep darkness of the twilight forest 
that stretched away from the steel rails of the fence and 
tracks and station. 

 “My employers wish you to work for us,” the tall dark 
stranger said. “In exchange, we will cure you.” 

 “No deal. You‟ve wasted my time,” she said, throwing 
her head back. “I‟d rather die than be shackled to yet another 
corrupt regime.” She turned to go. 

 “But you have not yet heard what we wish you to 
investigate,” the tall man said, pulling something from his 
pocket and extending it towards her back. She half turned, 
stopping. 

 “You have ten seconds,” she said. 

 “We have a mystery,” the tall man said, “surrounding 
the whereabouts of Alexi Shostakov.” 

 She whirled and faced him, nostrils flaring, eyes bright in 
the dimness. “You are on dangerous ground,” she said. 
“Compelling evidence, now, and I‟ll consider your offer.” 

 “This, to start,” the tall man said, gesturing with the 
object in his palm. She took three steps to him, and lifted the 
object. It was a locket, made of gold, with a silver chain. Her 
hands trembled. She popped it open, and inside there was a 
picture of a laughing young red head on one side and a 
smiling, strong, dark eyed man on the other. 

 “Where did you get this,” she whispered. 

 “He wore it each time he tested a rocket, yes?” the dark 
man said. “We wondered, very much, how it could have 
survived if he was killed as a rocket exploded with him 
aboard as the authorities said.” 

 She clasped the locket and looked into his eyes. 

 “The answer seems guaranteed to be unpleasant,” he 
said. “We need someone to get to the bottom of this. We‟re a 
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little short handed right now, and we lack personnel with the 
skills to navigate through the shattered remains of the iron 
curtain. We will give you countermeasure for Tymaz Nine 
enough to last through your investigation, and when you‟ve 
found out all you can then you are free, we will cure you.” 

 She stood speechless. 

 “Tomorrow morning, ten o‟clock, at the public library 
by your hotel. We will meet in the reading room,” he said, 
“and I will give you the countermeasure and our file of what 
we‟ve found out so far. Complete the assignment, and you 
will be cured.” He smiled. “Do we have a deal?” 

 “I‟ll see you there,” she said. She hung the locket around 
her neck.  

 The tall man turned and strolled off the platform, 
towards the street. She watched him go for a moment, then 
followed. 

 By the time she reached the gate, he was nowhere to be 
seen. She shivered; it had been a long time since she had 
failed to shadow someone. She flagged a taxi and headed 
back to the hotel. 

 As she rode back, she watched the thin rain bead on her 
window, then streak back away from the wind. Her mind 
turned over the appearance of the man she talked to, 
referencing and cross referencing her studies. He didn‟t 
match any profiles she could recall. If she had seen him 
before, she would remember. Even more unsettling. He was 
trying hard to look CIA, but he wasn‟t. She wondered who 
he worked for. 

 She strolled through the lobby of the hotel. 

 “Ms. Shostakova,” the clerk said, quickly. She looked 
over at him. “A package came in for you while you were 
out.” 



 

   327 

 “A package, really,” she said, moving to the counter. 
The clerk ducked fumbled for a moment and came up with a 
small box. Her name was written on the top in black marker.  

 “Thanks,” she said, turning her back on him to open it. 
Inside was a cell phone. 

 She looked at it narrowly for a moment, then pocketed it 
and turned back to the clerk. “Thank you, you‟ve been most 
helpful,” she said with a smile. 

 She almost made it to the stairwell before the cell phone 
rattled off its warbling ring. She opened it. 

 “Greetings,” came a deep voice in Russian. “I am not 
KGB. May we talk a little?” 

 “Who are you then?” she asked in fluid Russian. 

 “There will be time for that,” the voice replied. “Of 
more interest to both of us is what I want, yes?” 

 “Yes,” she said. “You‟re running out of time.” 

 “I stole the cure for Tymaz Nine from the KGB, and 
someone in turn stole a sample from me. I‟m upset about 
that, and I want to know who else has the cure, so I can 
punish them for stealing from me. You are about to find out 
the identity of someone else who has it. I will cure you, if you 
reveal the identities of those you are negotiating with.” 

 “No deal,” she said, and she prepared to close the 
connection. 

 “I have the cure with me,” he said earnestly. “I can think 
of no better way to demonstrate my good faith than to cure 
you. I want nothing more than to keep you out of the 
clutches of yet another corrupt government.” 

 She hesitated, thinking. “How did you find me?” she 
asked. 

 “I saw your plane reservation, cross referenced known 
aliases with hotels,” the voice replied. “I do not want this to 
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turn into any kind of confrontation. I thought this phone 
might be the best way for us to talk.” 

 “Who is this?” she demanded. 

 “I just want to make things right,” the voice replied. 
“When would you like to be cured?” 

 “How about right now?” she said. 

 “I‟ll meet you in the lobby,” the voice replied. 

 She turned and headed back to the lobby, snapping the 
phone shut. 

 Waiting for her there was a huge man. He stood well 
over six foot, bulked with muscle but free of fat. He smiled, 
his huge white teeth gleaming. 

 “Sergei Kravinoff,” she said, raising an eyebrow. “I 
would never have expected to see you here. How is hunting 
these days?” 

 “Much better since I was cured of Tymaz Nine,” he 
replied easily. They spoke in Russian, feeling confident that 
those around them would not understand even if they could 
overhear. 

 “You were infected?” she asked, her eyebrows raising 
with surprise. 

 He scowled. “Yes.” 

 She understood. “Assassinations?” 

 He shrugged. “What‟s past is past. They paid for their 
crimes, and I obtained the cure. I detest the thought of 
Tymaz Nine being used to ensnare others, to make slaves.” 

 She glanced around the open lobby. “Perhaps we should 
move to the lounge,” she said. “Is the cure an injection?” 

 “Yes,” he replied as they headed for the somewhat 
dimmer and more private lounge. It was deserted. “The cure 
takes effect over about three days. Ideally there is supervision 
over that time, but we will not suggest that for you. It is hard 
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enough to trust as it is, and I understand that. This cure has 
freed three so far with no ill effects, so I believe you should 
be fine.” 

 They stepped into the lounge, making a striking couple. 
Kravinoff guided her around to a booth towards the back. 
He fished in his pocket and pulled out a small glass bottle 
and a plastic wrapped syringe. He expertly freed the syringe 
and drew the contents of the glass bottle into it. 

 “I apologize,” he said with a smile. “I forgot to bring 
swabs. I do have a band aid, however.” 

 She shrugged out of her leather coat and tossed it on the 
table. Her shirt had no sleeves. She extended her arm, her 
eyes bright in the dimness. Kravinoff exhaled, and raised the 
needle. He hesitated, caution darkening his features. He 
glanced around, sniffing. 

 The syringe exploded in a fine shower of glass and liquid 
as a bullet passed through it. Kravinoff leaped to one side, 
Natasha to the other as more bullets pounded through the 
wallpaper and wooden screens. Silenced Glocks, close range. 
Kravinoff popped up behind the partition, Natasha peeked 
out from where she was prone behind a booth. 

 Three figures, dressed in black, silenced weapons. They 
moved closer, gunsmoke twirling in their wake. 

 “Autodial four on the phone! Call me!” Kravinoff said 
in a stage whisper. Then he stood, whirling, and plunged 
through the window in an explosion of glass. The lounge was 
on the first floor, so he hit the ground running, a few bullets 
zipping hungrily after him.  

 Natasha gathered herself for a spring. Three of them, 
and not the best in the league. She gave herself a four second 
time limit to have them on the ground disarmed. She glanced 
out to check distance. 

 Another figure stepped into the lounge doorway. A 
silenced gun barked three times, and the three gunmen 
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sprawled forward without a chance to return fire. Natasha 
watched as the woman who shot them in the back stepped 
into the lounge and swiftly closed the doors. 

 “Natalia Allanovna Romanova,” the woman whispered. 
“Are you here?” 

 “That depends,” she replied from behind cover. “Do 
you want to shoot me too?” 

 “No, not at all,” the other woman said, holstering her 
pistol. “More are on their way. Come with me.” The blonde 
dashed to the window Kravinoff had burst and leaped lightly 
through. Natasha was right behind her. 

 To the parking lot. They dropped into a battered dark 
luxury sedan, and the blonde fired it up and off they went. 

 At the other end of the parking lot, a car started up. 
Kravinoff smiled, and spoke into his CB. “You getting this?” 
he asked. 

 “Loud and clear,” said the gruff voice on the other end. 
“I‟ll be right there.” 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 “You must know it was curiosity, not fear, that brought 
me this far,” Natasha said sternly. “Pull the car over. We 
must talk.” 

 “I don‟t think we‟re a safe distance away yet,” the 
blonde said, glancing in her side mirror. 

 “Pull over now or I will pull us over,” Natasha said, her 
voice even. 

 The blonde glanced at her, then flicked on the turn 
signal and pulled off the road. She turned to face her 
passenger. 
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 “You have thirty seconds to explain who you are and 
how you fit into this,” Natasha said. Her hands were folded 
in her lap, and she did not so much as gesture threateningly. 

 “My name is Ana Prentis,” the blonde said. “I‟ve been 
following you since you hit Duluth. Two groups are trying to 
get to you, a spy ring and a small coalition built by Kravinoff. 
He‟s gone mad in the last year or so and he‟s hunting down 
and killing Russian ex-pats. The spies can‟t be trusted but 
they do offer life and a cure. I‟m here because you‟re my 
hero,” Ana said, and she blushed. 

 “Is that so,” Natasha said. 

 “Yes,” Ana nodded. “I know some of your history. How 
your husband,” she said, and she paused for a moment to 
collect herself. “Your husband was killed in the line of duty,” 
she said, her voice thick with emotion. “I always thought that 
was sad, but I admired how it shaped you. The things around 
us shape us. My husband was… recently killed… in the line 
of duty. I was hoping,” she said, looking away, “we could 
work together. That would mean a lot to me. A shared 
burden is lighter, I am told.” 

 Natasha watched her. “My instructor told me that 
tragedy gives the true artist the strength to go on and become 
more, that anguish and suffering create vision. He was… 
is… a madman.” She looked out the window. “The thugs 
with guns. Who were they?” 

 “Central Intelligence Agency,” Ana said. “Kravinoff 
tipped them off to your meeting. He wants the authorities to 
bring you in.” 

 “Your story is full of holes,” Natasha said, her eyes 
distant. “Kravinoff cannot both want to kill me himself and 
want to involve the government. Besides, I‟d know CIA. 
They were something else. Playing for sympathy with a story 
about a dead husband is an old trick that has been tossed at 
me time and time again; it is offensive. And Kravinoff has 
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not been killing Russians.” Natasha opened the car door. 
“We have nothing further to discuss.” 

 “Wait!” Ana said, and something sharp was in her voice. 
“You walk away from this, from me, fine, we‟ll both deal 
with the consequences. But before you go,” she said, her 
voice hardening, “know that my husband was killed just a 
few weeks ago, and that the pain is very fresh in me, and that 
I do admire you. That‟s why I want this to go the easy way.” 

 “Life,” Natasha said, stepping out of the car. She leaned 
down to look at Ana. “It is sometimes so disappointing,” she 
said, shaking her head. She turned and walked down the 
sidewalk. 

 Ana got out of the car and half jogged after her. “Wait,” 
she said. “Just another moment.” 

 Natasha turned, taut, wary, irritation growing. “Let it go 
or you will be made to let it go,” she said softly. 

 “She never was real good at that,” growled a voice from 
the alley. 

 “Logan?” Ana said with a small gasp. A short man with 
wild upswept hair stepped out of the shadows between the 
two women. 

 “And you would be?” Natasha said, her eyebrow raised 
in an elegant arch. 

 “Kravinoff‟s partner at the moment,” Logan said. 
“Don‟t listen to another word this bottom feeder is tryin ta 
get into your head.” 

 “Bottom feeder?” Ana said. “Hardly polite.” 

 Logan looked at her. 

 Her hand darted to her belt, reaching for her knife as he 
sprang. She whipped it clear, sidestepped him, and jabbed 
with the knife. It drove into his shoulder, but he was turning 
already. She flexed back, and his punch slid in front of her 
face. Fast. He had almost forgotten how fast she was. 
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 They squared off. “You can‟t take me down without 
maiming me, Logan,” she said. “You don‟t want to do that, 
do you?” 

 “Nope,” he said with a grin. He feinted towards her. 
Her eyes widened, she spun around— 

 Just in time to catch the whirling bola around her neck 
and shoulder. The weighted balls on the end of the ropes hit 
the end of their swing and swirled inward as she flailed, then 
they knocked her, hard. She awkwardly tumbled. Logan 
snatched the rope of the bola, jerked her up to her knees, 
and put his fist on her shoulder pointed down towards her 
joint, arm, collarbone, lungs… 

 “Nice distraction,” she said sourly. 

 “Look here,” Logan said to Natasha. “You‟ve been 
talking to a shapeshifter. Show her somethin she‟ll recognize, 
darlin.” 

 “Go to Hell,” Ana snapped. 

 “I know you can grow it back,” he said softly, moving 
his fist over her arm, “an I know it will hurt for weeks.” 

 Her lips pursed in a thin line, then her outline blurred. 
Caught in the bola was an old man, in a trench coat, with a 
fedora. Natasha gasped. 

 “Shapeshifter,” Logan said grimly. “She works for an 
international project that specializes in super soldiers and 
humanoid weapons, tricky warfare, maximum punch in a 
minimal package. Case in point,” he nodded down at the 
woman under his fist. “They have low methods and do not, I 
repeat do not treat their employees well,” he said, glowering. 
“She can be whoever she needs to be to gain your trust.” 

 “What about the clues?” Natasha said. “What about the 
necklace?” She looked directly at Ana, who reverted to the 
blonde. 
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 “The necklace is real,” Ana said. “When we found it, 
that prompted us to look further. The former Soviet Union 
is a difficult place for us to move in. We thought we could 
help each other if you got on board.” 

 “And if I passed this test, you‟d find a different way to 
leash me,” Natasha said, her voice sour. 

 Logan nodded. “They put a tracking device in my spine. 
Experimented on me.” 

 “Where is Kravinoff?” Ana asked. 

 “Around,” Logan said. “Don‟t change the subject. Ms. 
Romanova, you gotta walk away from these goons. Whatever 
they have, you can find it on your own. Don‟t let them leash 
you.” 

 “I have grown accustomed to my freedom,” she said. “I 
will not lightly surrender it. But if there is any chance, 
however slim…” she shook her head. “I don‟t know. What 
do I have to do to get the cure?” 

 “Go to New York with us. We have a facility there. We 
don‟t have any more cure with us.” 

 “Go with Logan and Kravinoff and you‟ll never get a 
shot at our file on Alexei,” Ana said. “They mean to trap 
you.” 

 For just a moment there was silence between the three 
of them. 

 With a loud spang, a bullet smashed into Logan‟s head 
and ricocheted into the brick wall. He was bodily lifted off 
his feet, and he thudded to the ground hard. Natasha was 
moving at once, twirling into the alley out of the line of fire. 
Ana dropped and rolled along the sidewalk, smoothly sliding 
under the car. Logan groaned, but he was unconscious. 

 “Natasha please,” Ana said as she effortlessly slithered 
out of the bola. “Come with us. We could be a great team. I 
respect you. I refused to copy your husband, which was the 
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first plan proposed. I want you to come and work with us, 
not just for us. I want you to find your husband, even if it 
means you would then retire. I think we could be really good 
for each other. The offer still stands." 

 Natasha squatted down so she could look at Ana. “Even 
if you were completely honest and sincere,” she said, “you 
are being used by those you answer to, making an appeal they 
cannot match. One way or another they will gather me into 
the fold.” She shook her head. “I am sorry. I have seen 
enough blood to last me ten lifetimes, a hundred. I don‟t 
want to play this game anymore. I would rather die.” 

 “You know it might come to that,” Ana said. 

 Natasha laughed. The sound was fearless, merciless. 

 At the end of the street there was a startled shout; 
Natasha risked a glance around the corner. A large man was 
sailing off the roof of a two story building, twisting in mid 
air, and crashing down awkwardly on the sidewalk. A shadow 
moved back from the ledge. 

 The sniper. 

 Natasha spun out onto the sidewalk, every sense razor 
sharp with anticipation, instinct, danger. “If I work with 
you,” she said to Ana as she reached Logan, “it will be on my 
terms, not yours.” She hefted the startlingly heavy man to his 
feet, and they made it to the alley. “Don‟t follow me,” 
Natasha said, and she supported Logan as they moved away. 

 Ana sighed, gave them a head start. Then she stood, 
brushed herself off, and walked down the sidewalk to the 
end of the street. The big man was sitting with his back to 
the steps leading up to a door. He was lighting a cigarette. 

 “Kravinoff?” she asked. 

 He nodded. “He‟s good. He‟s quiet. And strong.” He 
snapped the lighter shut. “Real strong.” 
 “You hurt, Garrett?” 
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 He chuckled. “No. You need to pick a new identity, 
„Ana.‟ Everybody‟s recognizing the blonde.” 

 “This better?” she said, shifting into a redhead with 
strong features and bright green eyes. 

 “Everybody‟s a comedian,” he grunted. “Why? Why 
does everybody have to be a comedian?” 

 She shifted into a woman with long dark hair and pale 
skin. “Fine, fine, fine. We need to get after them.” 

 “No need,” the big man shrugged. 

 “We aren‟t taking no for an answer,” she said. 

 “Kravinoff got a small transmitter on her coat,” Garrett 
said. “HQ is tracking their location. Kravinoff and Logan are 
using bargain basement gear. Anybody can fix on their 
transmitter.” 

 Ana sighed. “I‟ll bet you fifty bucks the coat turns up in 
a taxi all by itself,” she said. “Come on, let‟s go.” 

 “You think we can shadow them?” he said. 

 “No need,” she said. “They‟re going to the airport to get 
out of town. Do you trust me, or your training and gadgets?” 

 He looked at her for a long moment. 

 She helped him up. 

* 

 Kravinoff, Logan, and Natasha stood at the edge of the 
runway as the small prop plane prepped for takeoff not 
twenty yards away. 

 “Take care,” Logan said. “Kravinoff, you get her the 
cure. Thank you for trusting us,” he said to her. “I‟ll sleep 
better for every person we free from Tymaz Nine.” 

 “Thank you,” she said. “We should get going.” 

 Logan shook his head. “I‟m gonna stick around here in 
case the Project decides to give chase or get frisky. Git. 
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Kravinoff, see you in New York. By the time I get there,” he 
added, turning to Natasha, “you‟ll be long gone.” 

 “Be careful,” Kravinoff said. They shook hands, then 
the two Russians turned and walked towards the plane. 
Logan watched them go, stood waiting until they pulled up 
off the runway and soared into the dark sky. 

 He turned and walked in to the airport. He headed for 
the elevators, glancing around. Not much going on here this 
late at night. No people. He stopped, sniffed, stiffened. 
Stepped around the corner, looking down the hall to the 
elevators. 

 Standing in the elevator was a woman, sleek, her flesh 
smooth and midnight blue. Dark crimson hair fell straight, 
framing her face. One hand held the “open” door in the 
elevator, the other pointed a silvered exotic looking pistol at 
Logan‟s chest. He gauged the distance. Thirty feet. 

 A long, long thirty feet. 

 “Logan,” she said, nodding to him. 

 “Mystique,” he said to the woman who had earlier been 
Ana. 

 “I won‟t forgive Kravinoff for this,” she said softly. 
“Not for stealing the Widow. Or for making me one.” 

 “You an Creed were never married.” 

 “We were as close as I will ever get,” she said. “I lost 
you; fine, these things happen, I got over it, and I still see 
more of you than I want to. Now I‟ve lost Creed. Times 
change, seasons change, years pass, but it is hard to lose an 
era. Every time it is hard.” She cleared her throat. “I will 
never see him again, Logan.” 

 “So you plannin ta shoot me?” he asked softly. 

 “Only if you require it,” she said.  

 They were quiet for a moment. Her gun did not waver. 
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“Pretty low,” Logan said, “offerin the cure to 
Tymaz Nine when you don‟t have it.” 

 “Logan,” she said, “the blows that hurt the most are the 
ones you don‟t see coming. An ambush in a secured area. 
The contradiction of your instinct and experience. I got used 
to the idea that nobody would ever kill Creed. He was too 
strong, too resilient, and unburdened by honor and sacrifice. 
You can imagine how I felt when I discovered I was wrong. 
He was killed by a man. Not some super creature, or 
weapon, or poison, or explosion. Hewn down in hand to 
hand combat.” She shook her head. “It‟s hard to adjust, 
when you find out your senses lie to you, when you were 
wrong all along, that you‟re more mortal than you realized.” 

 “I know this is hard for you,” Logan said, fumbling for 
words. 

 “I do not want your pity,” she said, her voice brittle. 
“That is the business we are in. Perceptions change. Truth 
shifts. We are not in this business for charity or for 
enlightenment. Some find it more difficult to change than 
others, that‟s all. I‟ve obtained a measure of my revenge,” she 
said, eyes narrowing, “but I‟m just getting started.” 

 “What… what do you mean?” Logan asked warily. 

 She removed her hand from the “open” button on the 
elevator door. As the door began to slide shut, she reached 
into her pocket. Pulled out a canister. 

 Her eyes locked with his as she pumped the small spray, 
perfuming herself. 

 Before the scent reached his senses he suddenly 
understood, his eyes wide. 

 Brimstone. 

 The door slid shut as Logan‟s mind reeled. Project 
helicopter. Project tracker. The Project had the cure. And he 
had been deceived. 
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 Trespasser was innocent. 

 “What have I done,” Logan whispered. 

 His nose told him Garrett stood not far behind him. 

 He slowly turned to face the Project agent. 

 “Any questions?” Garrett said. 

 Logan stared at him for a moment. 

 Garrett nodded. “You walk away, I walk away. You want 
to confront, give chase, do battle,” Garrett said, looking 
around, “this is a public place. It‟ll get messy. Walk away.” 
He nodded. “Walk away.” 

 Logan walked away. 

 Garrett let him. 

 

September 26 

 The medical technician removed the needle and put a 
band-aid on the small pinprick. 

 “Congratulations,” Kravinoff said with a gleaming smile. 
“You are cured.” 

 She leaned back in the chair, closing her eyes for a 
moment. Kravinoff could not help but admire the elegant 
curve of her throat, her delicate jaw, high aristocratic 
cheekbones, her toned and lithe body. 

 The door to the medical bay opened, and a dapper 
executive strolled in. “Ms. Romanova?” he said. “I‟m 
Anthony Stark.” 

 “Pleased to meet you,” she said with a small smile, 
shaking his hand. “We‟ve… done business before. You did 
not know it,” she added with a smile, “but I have both 
helped and hurt your cause a few times.” 

 “In that case,” he said with a grin, “let‟s hope you‟ll take 
advantage of the opportunity to retire.” 
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 Kravinoff was surprised to realize he did not like the 
way she was smiling at Stark. He sighed and shook his head. 
This I do not need, he thought to himself. 

 “I‟m afraid to invite you to stay for a few days,” Stark 
said, “considering your career.” 

 “I promise to behave myself,” she said. “In a few days 
I‟ll have some business to conclude before I can go on with 
my life anyway.” 

 “I would guess I‟m happier not knowing about it,” Stark 
said. 

 “Without question,” she nodded. 

 “I‟ll be on my way,” Kravinoff interrupted. 

 “Okay,” Stark said. “Might want to leave a note for 
Logan.” He smiled at Natasha. “Would you like a tour?” he 
said. 

 They left the room together.  

 Kravinoff let out a deep breath, then glanced around the 
empty medical bay. For a moment, he felt very alone. 

* 

 Dawn. 

 Logan leaned his back against the post with the pay 
phone. The other end of the line he was listening to was 
ringing. Kravinoff picked up, “Hello?” 

 “Smee, Logan,” said Logan. “Everything okay in New 
York?” 

 “Natasha is cured, Stark is very friendly with her.” 

 “Hardly a shock,” Logan muttered, “Russians invented 
caviar.” 

 “What?” Kravinoff said. 

 “Not a thing,” Logan said quickly. “Look, I ran into 
Mystique. I was wrong all along, Kravinoff. The lousy stinkin 
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Project got my copy of the cure for Tymaz Nine.” He 
paused. “You led me right to em, Kravinoff. I have my 
answer. You owed me a hunt and the identity of the thieves. 
You got me both. Yer a good man, Kravinoff.” 

 “It‟s been a pleasure working with you,” Kravinoff said. 
“We will meet again, as friends,” he added. 

 “Yeah,” Logan said, and for a moment he was lost for 
words. 

 “I am not an easy man to reach,” Kravinoff said, “but I 
will be in touch. Be careful, Logan, be swift and safe.” 

 “One helluva goodbye, I bet you say that to everybody,” 
Logan said. 

 Kravinoff chuckled. “As you wish. Goodbye, my 
friend.” 

 “See ya,” Logan said, and he hung up. His coins rattled 
down through the phone. He took a deep breath and looked 
up into the lightening sky, the colors flaring across the 
horizon. He took another deep breath. 

 “Life goes on,” he muttered to himself. “Makin 
mysteries, solvin riddles.” He shook his head, and almost 
smiled. “Had about enough intrigue fer one day.” 

 He sighed. “Spies an ninja an robots, oh my,” he said 
aloud as he started walking. He lit a cigar. “Maybe,” he said 
to himself, “I‟ll win the next one.” 

 The sun rose, the city woke up, and Logan disappeared. 
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Reaching for the Light 
 

Wednesday, September 4 

 “We could always say the butler did it,” the moon-faced 
man said with a grin and a shrug. He dug into his small 
cardboard carton of Chinese food with a fork. “We really 
should get some paper plates for the office.” 

 “Tired, cliché,” the lean man sitting across the table said 
with a single shake of his head. “How about the gardener?” 
He grinned, and expertly tweaked a slick dumpling out of his 
box of Chinese with his chopsticks. “I can feel it, Foggy. 
There‟s a better suspect in this murder than our client.” He 
shrugged. “And that‟s all we need. Reasonable doubt.” He 
swiftly guided the dumpling into his mouth. 

 “That would be a lot easier if the victim wasn‟t so 
boring,” Foggy said, sighing. He jabbed his fork into his 
supper and shuffled papers around with his other hand. “Her 
performance reviews? Satisfactory. Good even. But not 
super. And not shoddy. She wasn‟t in love with anybody. 
Nobody was angry with her. In fact, she got her position 
because she lived up to her reputation of keeping an even 
keel personally and professionally. Nothing to pick a fight 
with, no rash decisions. This lady looks like she never did 
anything to attract enough attention to be murdered.” 

 Foggy shrugged. “I dunno, Matt, we don‟t have a lot to 
work with in the alternative suspect department. I mean, they 
are building a pretty solid net of evidence that Ledge was in 
town, in the neighborhood that night. If they successfully 
convict him of being an assassin, they can put all that data 
they built up on where Fisk and Ledge crossed paths to good 
use. To get from there to Fisk hiring him is a short jump.” 

 “We‟ve designed the defense that will try to cast doubt 
on the reliability of his flight information, and we managed 



 

   343 

to suppress his cell phone records,” Matt murmured. “Still, 
we have to mind the bigger picture, have something that can 
at least suggest someone else could have killed this woman 
and it was not just destabilizing the company for takeover. 
Read her name to me out loud again,” the thin man said.  

 “Sure,” Foggy shrugged. “Lessee… here it is. Kelsey 
Wheylan.” 

 “Kelsey Wheylan,” Matt muttered. “Right.” He held his 
supper in one hand, his chopsticks poised over it, lost in 
thought. Foggy shrugged, grinned, and dug into his own 
dinner. 

 Foggy scraped the bottom of his carton, peered into it, 
then looked mournfully over at his partner‟s half-full box. 

 Matt smiled, and handed the carton over. “I always 
order your second favorite.” 

 “Sweet and sour makes the world go round,” Foggy said 
as he beamed, taking the proffered food. “You keep 
thinking, I‟ll keep our strength up.” 

“Clearly not a mugger,” Matt said, standing and 
stretching. “If I remember correctly, her throat was slit 
before she was given a quick spinal injury in the lower back. 
Not an accident.” He tilted his head as though listening. 
“More like a message.” 

 “Grand Inquisitor Judy Terrance is likely to point that 
out,” Foggy said dryly. “Which is why Fisk‟s brightest stars 
are out on this one. It has not escaped the attention of the 
prosecution that Bellington Chemical was recently defended 
by its owner, Stark International, against a hostile takeover 
bid by Fisk.” 

 “The prosecution,” Matt corrected. “If they can prove that 
Ledge was there and committed the murder, they‟ll say that 
our employer, Fisk Enterprises, had a motive to destabilize 
the plant. It‟s a stretch, but Terrance seemed to think she had 
an ace in the hole that would make the charge stick.” 
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 “Considering the way Wheylan‟s underlings and 
superiors feel about her death, destabilizing will look like a 
solid motive,” Foggy said around a mouthful of sweet and 
sour chicken. “They‟re really torn up about this. She ran a 
tight ship and they‟re having trouble replacing her.” 

 Matt sat back down and rapped his knuckles on the 
desk. “We don‟t need innocence. We don‟t have to convict 
an alternative suspect. Just introduce doubt that they have 
the right perpetrator. That we can do. That will make linking 
Ledge and Fisk irrelevant.” He picked up a rubix cube from 
the desk, and began to idly twist the top layer, feeling its click 
as it turned. “The court is blind, Foggy,” he said softly, 
almost to himself. “Not to color or wealth. But to the truth. 
The court maintains order. Otherwise, if it was really about 
justice,” he said, “how could anyone defend a guilty child 
molester? It‟s gambling, it‟s a game, but the stakes…” He 
shook his head and flashed his partner a smile. “We can 
make a reasonable doubt.” 

 “We know Ledge and Fisk are connected,” Foggy 
muttered. “What if Fisk really is using him as an assassin?” he 
asked, watching his partner. 

 “Hopefully that will never come up,” Matt shrugged. 
“Mind if I finish your rice?” 

* 

 A breeze drifted through the trees as the night spent 
itself, moonlight at low tide on the manicured grass. A 
shadow moved, over the fence, across the lawn. The guard 
dogs did not react, did not see or smell. The shadow was to 
the house, almost drifting up the rough stone wall, soundless 
and unseen. Then to the roof.  

 Dressed all in black, with a black hood, the shadow bore 
no visible weapons. To the skylight, then, and a simple touch 
and it was opened. The shadow vanished into the shadows of 
the room below as a drop of water vanishes into a pool. 
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 Breathing in the next room. A man, at a desk. With 
papers and two computers. A cd player, listening to some 
eighties hair band. The shadow slipped into his room.  

 The target sat behind his shaped ergenometric cubicle, 
surrounded by papers and books. He concentrated on 
reading the paper before him. He wore a bath robe. He 
would see nothing. 

 I will make it swift and painless for you, she thought to him. 
He sat bolt upright, then yanked open a drawer and reached 
for a gun. 

 “Who‟s there!” he demanded as he tugged off his 
headphones and stood. He was tall, and broad, muscled. He 
slowly scanned the room, the gun pointed at everything his 
eyes pointed at. 

 He felt the gentlest touch on the back of his neck and 
head. 

 He gasped. The gun dropped from nerveless fingers, 
clattering down on the desk. He was lowered into his chair. 

 A slim, light knife. Hardly a weapon. 

 In one smooth move she slit this throat. Then she 
counted vertebrae, to make sure her message would be found 
in the proper place. 

* 

 Foggy Nelson tapped his feet as he waited for the 
elevator. Then he abruptly turned, shoved open the door to 
the stairwell, and started trotting up the stairs, briefcase 
swinging. 

 Several minutes later, he leaned on the door to the office 
and swung through, lungs going like a steam engine billows. 
He gasped and sucked at the air, staggering towards the inner 
office. Through that door, and he collapsed on the couch. 

 “You were perhaps chased?” Matt asked, raising an 
eyebrow. 
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 “Nuhuh,” Foggy said, shaking his head as his chest 
heaved. “Gimmeminnit.” 

 Matt navigated the office easily, pouring his partner a 
cup of coffee and taking it to him. “When you‟re ready,” he 
said with a slight smile. 

 “Hokay,” Foggy said a minute or two later. “Hokay. 
You catch the news this morning?” 

 “I‟m afraid not,” Matt said. “What did I miss?” 

 “The murder of Arthur Swift,” Foggy said, his tone 
dark. “Last night, Swift was killed in his home. His office was 
blown up, but whoever killed him left him sitting in his 
Mercedes. Cut throat. And when they pulled him out?” 
Foggy said, wiping his face with a handkerchief. “He had a 
knife in his spine.” 

 “Arthur Swift,” Matt said, his mind whirling. “Isn‟t he 
one of the partners in Swift, Telleran, and Hodge?” 

 “Exactly,” Foggy said. “What‟s more, he personally 
handles Stark‟s legal needs.” 

 “We have a connection,” Matt said. 

 “Yeah we do. Swift has been one of the brain boys on a 
lot of the lawsuits that have slapped Fisk Enterprises around 
for the last year. Fisk has a motive, according to the 
prosecution. The official story is that Ledge was at a club 
with five of his well-paid friends. The prosecution is gonna 
look at that one hard.” 

 “Stark has a motive too,” Matt said softly. “Your 
defense attorney is in a good position to find things out 
about you so they can be hidden from the prosecution. If 
Swift let his knowledge get to his head, he could become a 
liability to Stark.” Matt stood. “We can use this connection. 
Check the databases, see how many Stark International 
employees have been killed in the last six months in the New 
York area.” 
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 “I‟m on it,” Foggy said, standing back up and once more 
scooping up his briefcase. He let out a deep breath; his lungs 
were still struggling to catch up. 

 “Take the elevator,” Matt grinned at him. 

 “Yeah yeah yeah,” Foggy said with a wave at his partner. 
“I‟ll give you a call when I‟ve got some answers.” 

 “Or some questions, some new questions will do 
nicely,” Matt called after him, but the door was quite 
deliberately shut. Matt grinned to himself, then straightened 
his tie and his hair, stood, and walked to the doors. His 
hands did not shake. He had no fear. 

 Which was unusual, considering what he was about to 
face. What he heard coming towards his office. 

 When Fisk Enterprises had first purchased this building, 
there had been a flurry of construction to put in an executive 
freight elevator and to make certain all the doors were double 
doors. 

The executive elevator stopped on this floor ten 
seconds ago. 

 Matt could feel the heavy deep thud of a unique 
heartbeat from down the hall and through an antechamber. 

 Not long now. 

 Indeed, it was a few short minutes later that Fisk opened 
the door himself. He was vast, huge. Matt felt overwhelmed 
by the sheer mass, the weight, the gush of air the man 
breathed, the cavernous pounding of his vast heart. “Mister 
Murdock,” Fisk said with a smile, “a pleasure to meet you.” 
He barely fit through the opened double doors into the 
office. He made himself right at home, his eyes roving the 
office with disinterest. 

 “Meet my new assistant, Charles Ledge,” Fisk said with 
a gesture. 
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 “Yeah, hi,” the man with him said. “Murdock, huh. Like 
the guy in the A-Team?” 

 “A Team?” Matt asked dubiously. 

 “Forget it,” Ledge said. “Just forget I‟m here, okay?” 

 Matt heard Ledge‟s heartbeat; bored. But it was finely 
tuned. His heart was more than athletic. His body was toned, 
taut, powerful even at rest. He was not a pencil pusher. 

 He could well be an assassin. 

 Meanwhile Fisk had found Murdock‟s distractions. 
“What are these?” he asked, amused. 

 “I like to collect peculiar textures and tensile strengths,” 
Matt said. “Seems like I‟ve been interested in tensile strength 
and flexibility since I was a boy. How far something will 
bend, before—“ 

 “What‟s this?” Fisk asked, holding up a peculiar tube. 

 “Ah, sounds like you‟ve got the Mantelli cylinder,” Matt 
replied. “Its polymers render it unbreakable at a twelve inch 
length.” 

 Fisk flexed his hands. The tube shattered. 

 Fisk turned to look at Murdock. “Unbreakable simply 
means insufficiently flexible. I apologize for the mess and the 
inconvenience,” he said, brushing his hands against his suit. 
“I‟ve come to check on your progress with the Wheylan 
case.” 

 “Between Wheylan and Swift, and I suspect others 
further back that we don‟t know about, I‟m going to 
postulate that Stark is doing some housecleaning,” Matt said. 
Shattering the tube… Fisk‟s heartbeat hadn‟t even jumped. 
There was little effort in the gesture; it had been an accident. 

 His hands were huge… 

 “Good, that‟s very good. Do you think you can make it 
stick?” Fisk boomed. 
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 “I think so,” Murdock said. “We‟ve just started digging 
once we discovered a possible connection. We could possibly 
be able to pin a lot of this on Stark. Of course, we can‟t 
convict him since he‟s not the defendant, but if it goes well 
we could ride the momentum of our defense into bringing 
charges.” Talking too much. Matt distantly noted he was 
talking too much. 

 “That would warm my heart,” Fisk said with a nod. “My 
assistant Ledge needs to be cleared of these… legal 
entanglements as quickly as possible. The scrutiny hampers 
his ability to carry out his work. I‟m glad to hear things are in 
good hands. You‟ve eased my mind and deepened my 
confidence in you. Keep up the good work, Murdock, I see a 
bright future ahead of you.” 

 “Thank you, Mister Fisk,” Matt said, nodding his head. 
So huge… He still struggled to grasp Fisk‟s actual size. 

 “See you around,” Ledge said. “Well, I‟ll be seeing you. I 
guess you‟ll be… smelling me around. Something.” He 
shrugged. 

 “That will be all, Ledge,” Fisk glowered at him. 
“Continue with your investigation,” Fisk said to Murdock. 
“If there‟s anything you need, anything at all, call me.” 
Murdock could hear the smile that filled Fisk‟s face. 

 Then Fisk was thudding down the corridor, followed by 
Ledge. 

 “God, what a geek,” Ledge said when he was safely out 
of hearing range of a person who was even close to normal. 
“You think this guy can clear me?” Matt listened as he picked 
up his miniature brush and dustpan to begin sweeping up the 
shattered cylinder.  

 “He‟s perfect,” Fisk rumbled. “He is good business on a 
lot of levels. And I have faith he can nail all this on Stark.” 

 “Yeah,” Ledge said reflectively. “Yeah, that‟d be okay.” 



 

350 

 Their elevator arrived, and they stepped into the 
armored box and Matt heard no more of their conversation. 

* 

 She relaxed in the jets of the jacuzzi. She allowed idle 
curiosity to wonder whose rooftop penthouse this was. The 
owners were not home, however, and she liked the view of 
the city from here. 

 Then she felt it again. Doubt. 

 Lethal doubt. Doubt slows the reflexes. It interferes 
with speed, skill, rest. Doubt can offset the balance. Without 
the balance, nothing can be trusted. The balance is 
maintained by the Code. 

 The Code was chipping. She could feel it erode inside 
her. She had denied it. She had turned away from it a few 
times, just enough to give doubt a foothold. 

 She closed her eyes and leaned into the jets of water, 
trying to decide what to do. She cast her mind deep, deep 
into her past to a place she no longer belonged, to a person 
she no longer was. She remembered when she had been 
plagued with doubt before, so long ago. Before the Hand had 
ended her doubt. But she had defeated them, and could 
never go back. Who then? 

 And she had her answer. She knew what she must do. 

* 

 “Wow,” Foggy said distantly. “You‟ve, uh… you‟ve 
been busy, Matt.” 

 “Yes,” Matt said decisively, sitting in a chair, his head 
back, relaxing. 

 “Look, I know Karen‟s out this week on vacation, and I 
know I didn‟t help you. How‟d you get all this cobbled 
together?” 
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 “The telephone,” Matt shrugged. “Some friends. 
Operator assistance. It‟s been an expensive afternoon of 
research, but I think I‟m getting somewhere.” 

 “You‟ve got some good contacts in the IRS,” Foggy 
said, taking a closer look at the mass of data Matt had shaped 
over the course of the workday. Rush hour was drawing to a 
close outside, almost eight o‟clock. 

 “For some reason,” Matt said with a shrug, “they‟ve 
audited Stark deep and hard every year for the last ten years. 
All his financial records can be obtained from the 
government if you can outline a sufficiently compelling 
reason.” 

 “There‟s nothing solid here,” Foggy said, scrolling 
through his partner‟s research unerringly typed into the 
computer, “but… if anything solid comes up… you‟ve got 
one hell of a support system set up. I‟m really impressed, 
Matt. You did all this in one day?” 

 “No doubt Terrance is putting something similar 
together on Fisk, though his cash trails may be a little more 
difficult to dig up. That works both for and against us. The 
kinds of traces, hints, and possibilities I‟ve managed to find 
are pretty universal for an international corporation on the 
scale of Stark or Fisk. Nothing special. I just hope it gives us 
sufficient groundwork to pull this off if some real evidence 
presents itself. What did you find out about Ledge‟s 
whereabouts the night of the murder?” 

 “Club security tapes, signed affidavits. It is as sure as we 
can make it.” 

 “I hope that will do it.” 

 “You sound like you‟re not sure it will,” Foggy grinned. 
“Whassamatta, you think you can‟t pull this off with smoke 
and mirrors?” 

 “What if Ledge is the assassin? What if we‟re wrong?” 
Matt asked softly. “What if Fisk is having people killed by an 
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assassin who is still on trial for previous murders? What if he 
really is that untouchable?” 

 Foggy looked at him blankly for a moment, then 
guffawed. “So much for your high speeches on the purpose 
of the court!” he chortled. “Matt,” he said, clapping him on 
the shoulder, “you are too much. Now. Do you think Ledge 
did it?” he asked. 

 Matt heard himself say “No,” in a distant voice. 

 “There you go,” Foggy said triumphantly. “Don‟t make 
this more difficult than it has to be.” Foggy glanced at the 
clock. “I gotta get home, Matt. I have a big day tomorrow, 
and so do you. Go home.” 

 Matt smiled. “I‟ll see you tomorrow.” 

 “You want a ride?” Foggy asked. 

 “No, I‟ve got a stop or two to make before I go home,” 
Matt said. 

 “Oh,” Foggy said, hesitating. “Well, if you want me to 
drive you, I can,” he said. 

 “Go home,” Matt grinned. “Go to your wife. Remind 
her who you are. Have a dinner in your house for a change. 
Get a good night‟s sleep. Go!” 

 “Yessir I will,” Foggy said with a nod. “Night, Matt.” 

 Matt waited until he was gone, then shook his head and 
stood up. 

 A stop or two indeed. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 The night hid and protected her as she slipped through 
it, following ancient memory half buried in the silt of who 
she had once been. She would shortly know if he had moved 
or not in the intervening ten years. 
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 Then she crouched on the rooftop and looked over the 
street, down to the second story apartment. A shiver ran 
through her whole body; a glimpse was enough. It was still 
his; the air here still held him in it. She sat on the roof, 
carefully arranging herself. 

 When she went into that apartment, she would not be 
the girl who had gone there for the first time, she would not 
be the girl who was playing at shadows. She was death now. 
Threading herself through meditations, she felt her heartbeat 
deepen and shift. She altered her scent. She altered herself. If 
she did not, then the woman made out of the girl she used to 
be would have her heart torn open by the scents and sights 
of that disastrous apartment. 

 He was the Chosen, the man she now sought. He was 
Chosen of Stick. The old man‟s favorite pupil, the pupil who 
turned his back on what he could have had. He was Chosen 
of Fate, blinded and gifted in the same bittersweet blow. 
And, once, he had been Chosen of a young woman who 
threw her heart away ten years ago. And now? Now, she 
must be careful. 

 She slowed her heart, altered its beat, then hid it 
altogether where he could not find it. She stood, and worked 
her way through shadows to a place where a cable stretched 
from one roof to the roof across the street. She sprang up on 
it and nimbly ran its length, then moved over to the roof of 
the apartment. She crouched over the skylight, and her 
fingers quickly discovered a secret catch. The gravel all 
around was impacted from considerable foot traffic. Of 
course. Walls could hold him no more than blindness. 

 She soundlessly dropped into the deep darkness below. 

* 

 They laughed, and their laughter cast as many warm 
hues on the wall as the indirect lighting. Matt sat back, 
relaxing, and the beautiful blonde across the table leaned 
forward with her chin on her hands. 
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 “I‟m really proud of you,” she said. 

 “How‟s that?” he asked. 

 “Well,” she said, running her finger along the rim of her 
wine glass, “you‟ve been at my place for going on two hours 
and you haven‟t said a word about work. That‟s a record.” 

 “I was listening to you,” Matt said, and he tossed the 
rest of his wine back in a swift motion. “Karen, it really 
sounds as though your modeling opportunities might take 
you away from the office.” 

 “How would you feel about that?” she asked, her eyes 
bright. 

 “Good,” he said firmly. “We can find another assistant. 
Not as good as you, of course, but they are out there.” He 
paused. “I just want you to be happy, Karen. I‟ve chased my 
dream, and it‟s dragged me through some unpleasant places. 
It‟s worth the chase, though.” He smiled. 

 “That‟s so sweet, Matt!” she said. 

 “It‟s the least I can do,” he shrugged. “You make me 
feel like a fully vested partner in the world, instead of some 
penniless pro bono client. You bring me in.” He shook his 
head. “I can‟t tell you what that means to me.” 

 “Maybe you can show me?” she asked, her voice softer 
and deeper. His senses picked up an extremely exciting shift 
in heartbeat, scent, and breathing that were unmistakable. 

 He smiled ruefully. “As much as I‟d love to stay,” he 
said, “I haven‟t been talking about work because it isn‟t going 
well. I need to be ready for tomorrow.” And there‟s 
something in the wind, something in my bones that won‟t let 
me relax, he mentally added. Something‟s going on… this is 
the wrong time to relax vigilance. 

 She shook her head. “Even after a year he plays hard to 
get,” she said with a smile. “Okay, okay, I don‟t know what‟s 
on your mind, I‟ll take you home.” She chuckled. “I know 
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for a fact you can be involved in physical activity until the wee 
hours and put in a full day. But I‟ll let you keep your feeble 
excuse this time.” 

* 

 He trudged up the stairs to his apartment as Karen 
drove away. Physical activity was one thing. He could 
exercise for hours and not be worn down. But he had been 
wrestling against his blindness all day, groping for 
information that he could have easily found himself if he 
could read, if he could see. Instead he had to work through 
others, take notes, collect papers only his hypersensitive 
fingers could read. He was empty, exhausted, and a little 
frustrated as he opened the door to his apartment and 
stepped inside. His reading hand ached. 

 He froze, the door open. 

 A single heartbeat. 

 A shuriken hissed through the air, instantly caught and 
outlined by his strobing imaging. It slammed into the door, 
pushing it shut. Across the room, his imaging outlined a slim 
figure in loose clothing with a hood, and his incredible 
hearing strained for the whisper of cloth on cloth, or 
breathing, or a faster heartbeat; anything. He could not smell 
the intruder. 

 Ninja, then. His expression hardened as he dove and 
rolled, the ninja snapping into action towards him, slippery 
and difficult to sense. 

 The ninja used no weapon, hands whipping at him as he 
popped up and backflipped over the couch. A whiff of scent; 
female, it was a woman. He landed, she was in the air behind 
him, and he slid to the side, spinning as her hands reached 
for him and missed. He was good. He was fast. 

 She landed and lashed out with a two-fingered strike 
that caught him in the back of the shoulder. In a shocking 
moment he felt his entire left arm go numb and useless. 
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 Going for nerve centers? 

 He bounded over the end table, landing with one foot 
on the lamp cord. He tugged on the lamp in a smooth 
motion, popping the cord out of its ceramic base, then he 
flung the lamp at his assailant. She easily snagged the lamp 
out of the air and put it on an end table in a smooth motion. 
She was ready for him as he sailed in. She stabbed at him 
with her hands, but he deflected the first blow 

 shock of skin on skin 

 and ducked the second, then whipped his fist into her 
cheekbone, catching her by surprise. Her head snapped back 
as she reached for him. They struggled within each other‟s 
reach, within each other‟s breathing space. He knew the ways 
of ninjitsu and he anticipated her strikes, keeping her deadly 
hands from touching his vital points. For three seconds of 
eternity they stood face to face locked in a swift combat that 
needed only a fraction of a second to be lethal. He sought 
only to block her. She… she was just going for nonlethal 
points. Something was very wrong. 

 Then her thumb slipped through his defenses and 
jabbed at his jugular. In a dizzy raw moment, biofeedback 
sluiced through him, and his defenses wavered. He grunted 
as she hit him in the chest with a two-handed push that sent 
him sailing back to land on the couch. 

 “Why am I still alive?” he gasped as his body swiftly 
overcame her assault. 

 “I seek your master,” she said in a peculiar low voice. 

 He blinked in confusion. “Stick?” 

 She bounded forward and snatched the front of his 
shirt; instantly she realized she had made a mistake. Her 
concentration had slipped. 

 He caught her scent. 
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 His eyes went wide, his jaw slack. For a moment, there 
was a look of deep shock on his face. 

 “Elektra?” he whispered. His heart skipped a beat. 

 Before she realized what she was doing, her focus 
intensified and she reached out and touched his face here; 
there; there. Their link, what they had shared so many years 
ago, awoke again. 

 “I am not Elektra,” she said softly. “I am Silent.” Then 
she turned and moved like a shadow into his bedroom. He 
didn‟t hear the skylight open and close, but he did catch a 
whiff of the night. She was gone. 

 He lay sprawled against the couch and did not move. 
Elektra… 

 Two blocks away she stood with her back to a chimney, 
breathing hard, wishing her heart to stop its mad pounding. 
She felt emotion swirl around her. So long… it had been 
years since she felt anything like this. He did not follow. She 
wondered if he could. Then she vanished into the night more 
completely. 

 

September 5 

 Foggy bustled through the door as best he could with 
his arms full. “I don‟t know how you get here ahead of me,” 
he said with a grin as he began to unload on the desk. “I 
mean, I have a car, but you must have a magic carpet to get 
around that traffic snarl on 18th and Bleeker.” 

 “I jog,” Matt said with a smile. “Donuts, Foggy?” 

 “Hey, and coffee,” Foggy said. “Something for 
everyone. I even got you the boring bread kind.” 

 “Much obliged,” Matt said with a distracted smile. 

 “You okay?” Foggy asked. “You look a little peaked.” 
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 “I had some wild dreams last night,” Matt said with a 
shake of his head. “I‟m feeling the stress.” 

 “Then let‟s get this puppy put to bed,” Foggy said with a 
decisive nod as he sat at the desk. He munched into a jelly 
donut, expertly gripping and tilting it to keep the jelly inside. 
He was a pro. His mouth multi-tasked, compartmentalizing 
donut so it could continue with law work. “Let‟s get started 
with some of the background on Arthur Swift.” 

 drop through shadows, man at desk 

 Matt stiffened as though he had been slapped. “What?” 
he breathed. His hand trembled. 

 “Arthur Swift?” Foggy said, looking a little worried. “He 
was murdered? Hello?” 

 tall black man with a gun 

 “I… I know,” Matt said. He tugged off his glasses and 
rubbed at his eyes. “I know. Okay.” The images came to him, 
clear and sharp in a fraction of a second. 

 “Got the police report this morning,” Foggy said. “He 
was found in his car;” 

 delicate touch on the back of his head and neck 

 “with his throat slit” 

 sschllk 

 “and a knife in his back.” 

 knife tapping its way up the vertebrate, counting, then slipping in 

 Matt let out a strangled gasp, gripping the desk. 

 “You really don‟t look so good,” Foggy said, putting the 
report down. 

 “He wasn‟t killed in the car,” Matt managed. 

 Foggy looked back at the report. “The police figure he 
was killed in his office, then moved to the car. The office was 
found in flames” 
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 elegantly dropping a match in kerosene 

 “but the family made it out.” Matt abruptly stood and 
steadied himself on the desk. “Matt?” asked Foggy, 
concerned. 

 “Gotta get a drink,” Matt managed, and he stumbled out 
of the office. Foggy sat and stared after him, unnerved. 

 He found the drinking fountain and let it run, dipping 
his lips in it and sipping. His mind swirled; it had been so 
long, so long, and the images he was getting through the re-
connected link were breathtaking and violent. Matt heard a 
man walking up behind him; swagger, wingtips, thick cloying 
hair gel, cigarettes. Hemmersly. The heartbeat was 
unmistakable. 

 “So I hear you‟ve found some kinda connection 
between the Swift thing and the Wheylan case.” 

 she had made no noise as the knife found its mark 

 “That‟s right,” Matt said softly. “I‟ve found a 
connection.” 

 Hemmersly blanched at his tone. “Well, good luck with 
it.” 

 “Thank you,” Matt said, very politely and he strode back 
to his office, went in, through the receptionist‟s room, into 
his personal office, and he slammed the door. 

 Foggy watched him warily as he moved to his chair and 
sat. “We okay now?” Foggy asked. 

 “We are okay,” Matt said. “Keep up.” His hands idly 
found his cane, and Foggy swallowed hard. He knew what 
came next. 

 “We‟re looking for a connection between the murders,” 
Matt said in a soft voice. The tip of the cane gently tapped 
the floor. “Check the coronor‟s report and you‟ll find that 
there are two vertebrae between where Wheylan was stabbed 
and where Swift was stabbed. The assailant is working his or 
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her way up the spine toward an indeterminate point. It is not 
copycat, because the media did not report the spine injury. 
That gives us enough to look for more.” He swiveled his 
chair, and gently rapped the cane against the floor again.  

 “So there is a pattern. You getting this, Foggy?” 

 “Yeah boss,” Foggy said, scribbling a note and limbering 
up his arm. 

 Tap. “So it‟s time to look for another connection. 
Arthur Smith was murdered on Tuesday, September third. 
Kelsey Wheylan was murdered on Thursday, August 29. The 
murders were four days apart. Foggy, the research you did. 
There was another murder sometime the week before of a 
Stark employee. Who was it and when?” Tap. 

 “Uh, uh,” Foggy said, shuffling his papers. “Here we go. 
Kate Bagley, HR director for Vista Electronics, New York 
New York. She was found in her office with her throat cut. 
But Visa Electronics is barely a subsidy of Stark, I mean—“ 

 “Date,” Matt said. Tap. 

 “Date,” Foggy echoed, shuffling. “Friday, August 23. 
Man, I can‟t believe the police haven‟t picked up on this yet.”  

 “It‟s because they haven‟t connected the cases, and 
might not without record of the spine wound. But it‟s there. 
Your next murder case is on Friday, August sixteenth.” Tap. 

 Foggy looked up from his papers, his mouth hanging 
open. “Yeah,” he managed. 

 Matt nodded. Tap. “From the twenty third to the twenty 
nineth is six days, Foggy. From the twenty nineth to the third 
is five days.” Matt flinched, and Foggy just stared at him. 

 “So the next murder would be…” Foggy said, squinting 
to do the math. 

 “The seventh, a Saturday,” Matt said. “And it will 
probably happen inside Stark‟s complex.” 

 “What?” Foggy said. 
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 “The first murder we know of. Kate Bagly. She was the 
HR director found in her office. The second victim was a 
CEO found in her health club, in the sauna.” 

 “She was found in the sauna?” Foggy said, shuffling his 
papers looking for the report. 

 “Third murder, someone who directly represents Stark, 
found in his car. The message is clear,” Matt said, his cane 
taking up a steady slow cadence. 

 “Clear?” Foggy said. 

 “Working up the ranks, closer to Stark. First an HR 
director, then a CEO, then his lawyer. The next one will be 
personally employed by the parent company. Locations; the 
first in an office, far from Stark. Then in a health club, a 
place of leisure. Another death this one dragged out to the 
car. It‟s a message. The victims are getting closer to home 
and so are the places they are found.” The can steadily 
tapped out Matt‟s thought. 

 “Surely you‟re stretching it,” Foggy said doubtfully. 

 “Check your records. There was a death on August 16.” 

 “Okay, hold on a minute,” Foggy said, sifting his 
information. “A factory floor worker named Robert Wilson, 
worked at Reflex Motors, New York New York. Found on 
the assembly room floor,” Foggy said, and he looked up and 
said in a hushed voice “found with a slit throat…” 

 “That‟s where it began,” Matt said, his voice rhythmic 
and hypnotic as his cane absently tapped. “Seven is a good 
number. There are two deaths between Stark and his killer.” 
 “But… why?” 

 “The next murder will be on Saturday, September seven, 
then another on the tenth. Then Stark will be next. Does the 
date September tenth mean anything to you?” 

 “Well,” Foggy said. 
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 “On the twelfth,” Matt said, “Fisk has scheduled a press 
conference to talk to the media about his plans in South 
America. So far his efforts to consolidate power there have 
been blocked by Stark. By the twelfth,” he said, his face grim 
as his cane accelerated its tapping, “Stark will have either let 
the matter go and allowed Fisk to do what he pleases or 
Stark will be dead.” 

 The cane stopped tapping and there was silence between 
the two men. 

 Matt slowly let out a shaky breath, and uncanny 
knowledge of ruthless deeds slid out with the breath. He 
smelled blood, and he felt her gaze from far away. He took 
another deep breath. 

 “What are we going to do?” Foggy asked in a small 
voice. 

 “We‟re lawyers, not police,” Matt said. “We handle the 
law. I no longer believe it was Ledge, for what that‟s worth. 
This is high-power out-of-town talent. Keep working on the 
angles I set up. I need… I need some time.” 

 “Take it,” Foggy said quickly, too quickly. “I‟ll see what 
I can put together. You look like you need some fresh air.” 

 “Just what I need,” Matt murmured through clenched 
teeth as he left the office. “Some fresh air.” 

* 

 They walked past each other in the park, but did not 
acknowledge. He took a breath of her scent and wavered. 
She could not bring herself to look at him. 

 He continued on in the waning afternoon, walking along 
the path, his cane tapping out a gentle cadence as he strolled 
along the familiar path. He found himself on the bridge. 

 She stood at the other side. 

 “I must see him,” Elektra said, her voice grim. 
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 “Not a chance,” Matt replied with some heat. “Even if I 
knew where he was, which I don‟t. Even if I had seen him in 
the last ten years, which I haven‟t.” He scowled. “You know 
as well as I do how he would feel about hired killers. 
About… what you‟ve become,” he spat. 

 Hard words, she said to him in the Silent Speech. I could 
kill you where you stand. 

 “Yes, yes you could,” he murmured, pointing his useless 
eyes at the fascinating ripple of the stream below. “And 
maybe that would hurt less than meeting you again.” 

 She flinched, and remorse punished Matt. He wasn‟t 
sure what else to say. 

 Walk your path carefully, Chosen, she said to him in the 
Silent Speech. Then she turned and vanished into the 
heaving sea of the world that his senses wound themselves 
through. 

 “Elektra,” he said mournfully to himself, but now he 
was alone on the bridge. 

 “You are a paid killer,” he murmured. “Is it better for 
me if I‟m a paid liar instead?” He shivered. “If the killing 
stops,” he mused, “then the pattern falls apart. All patterns 
do, sooner or later,” he said, stretching his senses in the 
direction she had gone. 

 “I must do something,” he murmured. 

 Water flowed under the bridge. 



 

364 

Darkness Falls 
Monday, September 9 

 The day was beautiful; not too hot for early September, 
not a cloud in the sky. The birds sang and the small crowd 
was surrounded by the smell of fresh-cut grass. The 
undertaker discreetly stepped on the pedal that controlled the 
straps, lowering the casket down into the open grave. A man 
with a bagpipe began to play “Danny Boy” from ten meters 
away. 

 That proved to be too much for the dead man‟s wife. 
She let out a wail and turned to clutch her son, who was 
struggling with his own feelings. The minister looked over at 
them mournfully, but there was nothing left to be said. 

 Across the grave, a sleek executive dressed to the nines 
for the funeral looked up from the casket at the sobbing 
woman, his jaw tight and his eyes angry. The wind ruffled his 
immaculate hair, and he lowered his eyes back to the casket. 
The tall, broad man behind him raised a tissue to his eyes and 
dabbed at them as he sniffled. The short hairy man at his side 
jammed his fists deep in his pockets and glared around at the 
assembly. He looked somewhat out of place with his heavily 
gelled hair and his suit that, no matter how tailored, managed 
to look ill-fitting on him. 

 His eyes stopped on a slim waif-like woman standing at 
the edge of the dead man‟s family, like a distant relation. She 
blinked and sniffed, looking at the casket, obviously 
struggling with her grief. Then she looked at the executive, 
focusing hard. 

  [carnival] 

 The short hairy man narrowed his eyes. He sniffed. 

 She made eye contact with him. 

 Just try and stop me, she whispered into his mind. His eyes 
narrowed to slits, but he knew better than to leap across the 



 

   365 

grave and lay into her. She vanished into the assembly and 
made good her escape, and he let her. 

 Less than ten minutes later the service was breaking up, 
and the trio was headed for a stretch limo parked on the 
curvy road through the cemetery. 

 “Stark,” the short hairy man said, “Stark, she was there. 
The assassin who‟se gunnin fer ya. I don‟t think it‟s Ledge. 
What it is, it‟s bad news.” 

 “This is hardly the time, Logan,” remonstrated the tall 
man with the deep Russian accent. “A good man is dead, can 
you not grieve?” 

 “Okay, Rasputin,” Stark said. “Maxwell Hathaway was 
indeed a good man. He was also the head of security at the 
Stark International New York complex, where I happen to 
spend a lot of time. Social niceties aside, it‟s time we put this 
assassin down. This is getting too close for comfort.” He 
turned to Logan. 

 “It‟s a woman assassin,” Logan said, glancing around. 
They had almost reached the car. “No bombs or fancy 
electronics. She‟ll just cut you ta ribbons in hand to hand.” 

 They lowered themselves into the car, slammed the 
doors, and were on the way back to the complex. “Tell me 
more,” Stark said. 

 “I don‟t know a whole lot,” Logan said. “This woman is 
called Silent. She‟s a ninja. Don‟t laugh,” he quickly added as 
Stark‟s eyebrows raised. “I‟da laughed too, before I saw what 
she can do.” He shook his head. “You are in some serious 
trouble, Stark. We can‟t protect you against her.” 

 “What am I hearing here?” Stark demanded. “Mister 
„you don‟t know how good you‟ve got it‟ is telling me that a 
woman is scaring him?” Rasputin chuckled fondly. 

 “Okay, laugh if you want,” Logan said. “You‟re the one 
who had his head of security skewered and left hanging from 
the gate. Four vertebrate left, Stark?” he added. 
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 “That‟s enough, Logan,” Stark said quickly. “I‟m not 
saying she isn‟t a good assassin. I‟m just saying that between 
lockdown at the complex and you two as bodyguards, she 
can‟t touch me.” 

 “Oh, she can touch you alright,” Logan said. He fired up 
a cigar. “All she needs is a touch, and you‟ll be through.” 

 “So what would you have me do, huh?” Stark said. 

 “Git in yer armor and stay there until after the twelfth,” 
Logan said, his eyes serious. “Today‟s the ninth. That 
shouldn‟t be too hard.” 

 Silence curled in the air like Logan‟s cigar smoke. 

 “I can‟t do that,” Stark said quietly. 

 “Then unless I can get some outside help in, you‟re a 
dead man,” Logan said, pointing with his cigar. 

 “What kind of outside help did you have in mind?” 
Stark asked. 

 “I know another ninja, these two know each other, and 
she might be willin to run interference for you.” Logan took 
a puff of his cigar. 

 “Another ninja, huh,” Stark said. “This other ninja any 
good?” 

 “She‟s the best,” Logan said. “We played a little game 
where I tried to land a blow, and she stayed within a meter of 
me. Ten minutes I tried my best, and I aint slow. Couldn‟t 
touch her.” He nodded. “She‟s not as skilled as Silent, who is 
after you, but she‟s good enough to tip the scales.” 

 “And the cost?” Stark said warily. “Is she going to want 
my firstborn or plans to the armor or something?” 

 “Probably pro bono,” Logan grinned, “a good deed to 
balance all the bad karma.” 

 “Do it,” Stark said. “When we get back, I want you two 
to inspect the security measures. Make sure this place is 
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locked down as tight as it can be short of full cavity searches 
for everyone entering or exiting.” 

 “No full cavity searches?” Logan said in a hurt voice. 
“Aw, please?” The tips of his claws nudged through the skin 
of his hand. 

 Rasputin guffawed, and Stark rubbed the bridge of his 
nose hoping to ward off that headache he felt coming. 

 

Tuesday, September 10 

 Logan sat cross-legged in the vent. It was three feet 
square, just big enough for him to sit hunched over. Not ten 
feet away a huge fan was recessed into the ceiling and 
spinning hard, pushing air through into the smaller shafts of 
the ventilation system. From here Logan could get anywhere 
he needed to in the main building in less than three minutes; 
he knew from endless private drills. He had even arranged to 
have a security terminal installed here, and he was one of 
four people who knew of its existence. 

 So now he sat, clicking through the array of cameras and 
countermeasures he had set up. There was one clear path in; 
under the floor there was a massive tube with all the 
fiberoptics and so on for the complex running through a 
central source. There were backups, of course, but this tube 
held the nerve center of the complex. If the ninja could get 
by the three meter tube, there was a walkway. She could 
make it past the countermeasures and detection easily 
enough, it was light down there, simple trip beams and that 
sort of thing. 

 If she made it all the way through the tunnel without 
activating the lockdown protocols, then she would be able to 
cut through the floor under the crawlspace that would lead to 
a ladder to access Stark‟s office suite from above, getting past 
all the guards. If she was careful, she could do this. 
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 Logan was counting on her being careful. Getting in was 
relatively easy. 

 He sat motionless, his hair fanned by the breeze, 
waiting. The clock hit 7:30 a.m., September 10. 

 A shadow ghosted past a camera, a shadow that would 
be missed by anyone not waiting for it, watching for it. 
Logan smiled, and hopped to his hands and knees. He took 
off down the airshaft. 

 Showtime. 

* 

 Pepper Potts strolled into her office and, in a delicate 
ballet of motion, turned on her computer, punched her 
phone off “send calls”, arranged her donut and napkin, put 
her coffee down, and opened the closet— 

 Silent smiled, and in that moment Potts knew she was 
dead. 

 I’ll make it quick for you, she heard in her head. 

 Then a number of things happened at once. The 
recessed lighting flew apart with a shriek of violated metal. 
Silent whipped up her three pronged sai and whirled out of 
the confined space into the office, past Potts, as a blur of 
motion dropped from the ceiling, bounded off the desk, and 
smacked into Potts. 

 The woman crashed to the ground and her assailant 
sprang up with a ring of metal on metal as his claws punched 
through his flesh and gleamed in the sputtering backup light 
of the office. He faced Silent. 

 So, she thought, her eyes narrowing, you seek to trap me. 

 “Yup,” he said. “Let‟s dance.” 

 Heavy steel rolled down over the three entrances to the 
office. Now Silent was trapped with Logan. 

 She smiled. 
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 Moved. 

 He just registered she was moving when the sai punched 
through his neck by the cartilage sleeve of his throat, 
ramming through his jugular. The sai was blunt; a parrying 
weapon breaker, not a knife at all. He slashed at her with his 
claws, but she leaned and his blow went wide even as she 
tore her sai free in a spray of hot blood. He swooped another 
strike at her torso, nothing fancy; she caught the claws at an 
angle, expertly scooting the sai up so the arm and the blade 
had his claws between them. She twisted the weapon. 

 Logan winced as his claws flexed a bit in their housings, 
but it was worth it for the expression of blank surprise on 
Silent‟s face for a moment as her sai flew to pieces against his 
claws. 

 Then his other claws drove through where her chest had 
been as she hopped back, whipping out a simple short 
sword. He threw himself forward in a roll and came up 
slashing, but she was somehow to the side of him. He felt the 
sword whip down and come to a jarring, clanging halt against 
his spine. He grunted; that blow would have cut him in two 
if he did not have adamantium bones. 

 She cartwheeled away from him and stood lightly on the 
desk, contemplating her next move. He was full of surprises. 
Then her eyes narrowed, and she moved in for the kill. 

 He slashed, but she moved to the side and passed her 
sword through the side of his neck; through muscle, throat, 
muscle, and she tore the blade out under his chin. Only a few 
strips of meat and skin, and his spine, held his head on now. 
Logan collapsed in a gory fountain as his head tilted at an 
unnatural angle. Silent raised her shortsword, calculating a 
finishing blow. 

 Potts scrabbled up to her feet and punched in a code as 
Logan toppled. The steel shutters began to roll back. The 
hallways were full of backup. 
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 Silent glanced up, hearing the mechanism start. Her eyes 
fell on Potts, and in a simple deft motion she threw her 
shortsword. Potts gasped as the weapon punched into her 
body just under her ribs and pinned her to the wall. 

 Then Silent launched up, into the gap left by Logan‟s 
rather dramatic entrance through the ceiling. SI troops with 
heavy guns streamed into the room, pointing their weapons 
at the gash in the ceiling. Two medics pushed through to 
where Potts was pinned to the wall. Her eyes were wide and 
full of fear; she was gasping as her fluttering hands touched 
the sword hilt Blood trickled out of her mouth. 

 Rasputin pushed through the soldiers, his body gleaming 
silvery steel. He knelt by Logan. “Come, let us pursue,” he 
said quickly. 

 Logan lay still on the floor, eyes empty, blood gushing 
out of his neck. 

 “Logan?” Rasputin said, suddenly uncertain. He lifted 
Logan‟s head a little, pushing his neck together. “Come, my 
friend, you must heal now.” Logan‟s face was paper white. 

 More medics pushed through. “You gotta let us take 
him,” they said quickly. “We‟ll staple him back together, but 
if we don‟t get some transfusions going right now—“ 

 “Take him, quickly,” Rasputin said, standing out of the 
way. 

 Once the wounded were clear, Rasputin looked at the 
ten soldiers in the room pointing their weapons up at the gap 
in the ceiling. 

 “I will now see where she has gone,” Rasputin said, his 
brow clouded with rage. He stood up on the desk—it 
groaned but did not collapse—and raised his head up to look 
into the shaft. 

 The lockdown at the end of the shaft had activated, 
theoretically trapping her in the air shaft. What remained of a 
steel shutter was in crumpled pieces. She was gone. 
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“Security,” Rasputin barked into his radio. “Where is the 
intruder?” 

 “We just got indication that the ventilation fan stopped 
working,” the nervous tech on the other end said. “She 
might be able to climb out that shaft.” 

 Rasputin leaped off the table, glowering. “Open 
everything up! I‟m going out after her!” 

 “Negative,” came another voice over the radio. “This is 
Stark. Let it go.” 

 “Sir?!?” Rasputin said. 

 “If we open it all back up she might come back in,” 
Stark said quietly. “Let it go. Our wounded are the priority. I 
don‟t want three of my people sliced up today.” 

 Rasputin crushed his radio, disgusted. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Stark sat motionless, watching the monitor as Silent 
wiggled free of the grating that should have held. She 
bounded to her feet, glanced around, then headed for the 
fence at a dead run. She could really move. She vaulted the 
fence and crossed the street, vanishing into an alley. 

 Stark looked at another camera. Logan and Potts were 
put in the emergency ward. They were hooking Logan up to 
a transfusion, and stapling his neck together. He was 
unmoving. Stark realized this might be the first time he had 
ever seen Logan not moving, truly unconscious. Potts was in 
bad shape; the shortsword had caught just enough of her 
sternum to fracture it, and her diaphragm was badly injured; 
breathing would be difficult at best. The shortsword had 
grazed her spine, but she was not paralyzed. From here Stark 
could access the life sign monitors for the pair. 

 Stark knew he should be by their sides to see if they 
could be saved. He knew he should be demonstrating his 
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concern and looking after his friends. He did not stir from 
the chair. 

 Stark saw his hand shake as he moved to switch the 
camera view to Rasputin. 

 Behind him, the armor hummed, plugged into 
everything, ready, waiting. 

* 

 Rasputin, flesh again, approached with long strides and 
heavy steps. He shoved open the door and moved to stand 
by Logan. “Will he live?” he demanded of the doctor. 

 The doctor looked at him with frustration. “How should 
I know?” he snapped. “We don‟t have the faintest idea how 
his system works. All we can do is our best. Excuse me,” he 
said, pushing past him and checking the vitals. 

 The figure on the bed stirred. Everyone stopped for a 
moment. 

 The nurse glanced at the monitors. “His blood pressure 
is rising,” he said quickly. “I think he‟s beginning to 
regenerate.” 

 “He needs food,” Rasputin said. 

 The doctor pointed at some clear tubes. “Nutrient feed. 
I think your friend will live. Can you please give us some 
space?” he added. 

 “Yes,” Rasputin said. “Get well soon,” he said to Logan, 
touching his hand. Then he backed away and walked over to 
Pepper‟s bed. 

 “We‟re going to have to operate,” her doctor said. “Get 
the operating theatre ready.” 

 The techs were moving, and Rasputin quietly left the 
ward. 

 Stark was standing in the hallway. 

 “How does it look?” Stark asked. 



 

   373 

 “Logan may recover, and they are taking Potts in to 
surgery,” Rasputin said. 

 Stark nodded. “Time for us to go on a field trip,” he 
said. 

 “This is no time for jokes,” Rasputin growled. “Do you 
not know what just happened?” 

 Stark nodded. “I am fully aware, Rasputin. I need to go 
out for damage control. If I don‟t go out, the assassin might 
not risk coming in here again. The assassin might have to hit 
one of my external targets to lure me out.” Stark looked 
directly in Rasputin‟s eyes. “I‟m not willing to risk that.” 

 “Then you will at least wear your armor?” Rasputin said. 

 “No,” Stark said. “No. She‟s going to try for me today if 
she thinks she can, and the armor might scare her off. I need 
her to make the attempt. We‟ll go out in public, a fluid 
situation. She‟ll make a mistake.” His eyes were distant, a bit 
hazy. 

  [carnival] 

 “This is crazy!” Rasputin protested. 

 “No it isn‟t,” Stark said. “There is also another ninja 
moving behind the scenes here. I have the best bodyguard in 
the world. And,” he added, his eyes narrowing, “I would 
rather be dead than intimidated. We are going to the park. 
Today is the last day of the Fillabin Festival. Rides, cotton 
candy, clowns. You coming?” 

 “I will go with you,” Rasputin sighed, “though it be my 
death. And we have no sign that Logan‟s ninja plans to come, 
or is here. What if this ninja is from Japan? Travel time 
alone…” 

 “Fisk is not going to back me down,” Stark said. “He‟s 
not going to spook me with his hired killer. This has gone far 
enough. I‟m not taking my armor,” he said, “but I‟m not 
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going to be defenseless either,” he added. “I have a few 
toys.” 

 “Let us hope they will be enough,” Rasputin said darkly. 
“Your affairs are in order?” 

 “My will is updated daily,” Stark said with a winning 
smile. “Let‟s move.” 

* 

 She looked distracted, the rangy woman perched on a 
stool by the Octopus selling tickets. Her thick dark hair was 
down her back, a bandana tied over her head. She wore 
cutoffs and a tee shirt. As she took the dollar and handed out 
the ticket there was something mechanical about her 
movements. 

 Lock. The ticket-taker felt the ninja woman Lock 
probing for her, scanning for her. But she was not there, so 
Lock would not find her. And there was another looking for 
her. She set her mouth in a firm line of determination. Her 
plan was a good one. She would not be stopped. 

 Easy. It would be easy out here, in the open, no possible 
protection. She had killed many in more torturous situations, 
this would be simple. 

 Her hand trembled slightly as she took the dollar and 
gave the ticket. Why then? she wondered. Why are my 
muscles water, my hands shaking? 

 For a moment she almost wondered which she feared 
more; failure, or redemption… 

 “Dude, thanks fer coverin for me babe,” said the lanky 
teen who hurried back to the booth. “Never hadda take a 
leak so bad in my life,” he said, then he grinned at her. “So, 
like, if you wanna get some popcorn or something, I‟m off 
duty at, like, six,” he said with an aimless gesture and a huge 
grin. 
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 “Take it easy, big guy,” she said, handing over the ticket 
roll. “I just might be back.” She smiled at him and walked 
into the crowd. 

* 

 Rasputin was in a nightmare. 

 “I cannot think of another way to tell you what a bad 
idea this is,” he rumbled softly to the man at his side. 

 “Somehow I imagine that means we‟ll just continue to 
repeat the same ways of telling me over and over,” Stark said 
dryly.  

 “Why the park? Why this festival? Are you entirely sure 
this was your idea and not some post hypnotic suggestion, or 
an after effect of eating too much cholesterol and greasy 
food?” Rasputin asked, an edge in his voice. 

 “Are you this charming to all the people you protect?” 
Stark asked. “Just stay alert, that‟s all.” 

 They walked into the scattered crowd of the fair. It was 
briskly busy but not packed, and the weather was hot but not 
blistering. Rasputin glared at people, seeing an assassin in 
every face. Stark walked past the cotton candy machine and 
shivered a bit. Everything here could be dangerous. 

 A calliope played in the background, its music haunting 
and ominous to the two men in their current frame of mind. 
They ventured further into the fair, and Stark paused to 
watch a man in a net cage doing chainsaw sculpture. He was 
carving a chair with a rabbit head on the back. 

 A teenager brushed past him, and Rasputin took half a 
step and pushed the young man away, glaring at him. 

 “The assassin is a woman, Piotr,” Stark muttered. 

 “No one is beyond suspicion,‟ Rasputin glowered. “We 
face a master of disguise.” 

 Not here, not in the crowd. Her eyes narrowed. Her 
plan was very satisfying and she would stick with it. From ten 
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meters away, she focused on Stark. She collected her 
thoughts into a single thought; the carousel. She imagined it, 
in considerable detail, and infused it with a compelling 
impulse. Ride the merry go round. Then she exhaled; 
carefully, like blowing a bubble. Too much force and it 
would be dispelled, not enough and it would not reach it‟s 
target. She half-closed her eyes, exhaling, focused with every 
fiber of her being. 

  [merry go round] 

 “Let‟s go ride the merry go round,” Stark said to 
Rasputin. 

 “What?” the big man said incredulously.  

 She slipped away through the crowd, to prepare. It was 
almost time. 

 “You know, horses go up and down, whole thing goes 
around in a circle and plays music.” 

 “This is ridiculous,” Rasputin said heatedly. “We are not 
here to ride rides.” 

 “I‟ll provide a moving target that way,” Stark said, “as 
opposed to standing here jawing with you and not moving. 
Besides,” he added, pointing, “would you rather ride that?” 

 The steel shaft rose up forty feet in the afternoon sky. A 
ring had just risen to the top with eight people strapped in, 
backs to the pole. Then it dropped in freefall, and they 
screamed. 

 “We can ride the Boom Stick if you‟d prefer,” Stark said 
with a shrug. 

 “I like merry go rounds,” Rasputin said, turning a little 
green. “Soothing, cheerful music.” 

 “Or the house of mirrors over there? Want to go in the 
dark with the funny tilted floor and sudden lights and—“ 

 “I want to ride the merry go round,” Rasputin said, 
exasperated. “Let‟s just go.” 
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* 

 She moved through the line at the same pace that he 
did; from the top of the hill, the queue for the Octopus had a 
commanding view of the surrounding fair, even the merry go 
round that was fifty yards away. She shifted her purse, and 
moved through the line as fast as Stark, whether there were 
people in her way or not. No one noticed. 

 Then she was walking up to the car on the Octopus, she 
hopped in and the attendant came around and lowered the 
safety bars, locking them in. She had managed to get a car to 
herself. 

 Eight cars on the end of long arms were attached to a 
central hub. The cars spun at the end of the arms, which 
whirled in a circle and also tilted up and down. Lock was not 
far away, and the assassin felt her search. Still too soon. Still 
too soon to be found. But her defenses slipped slightly with 
her excitement. She was not completely focused. There was 
excitement where there should be surety. There was doubt, 
where there should be simple concentration. The assassin bit 
her lip as the ride started. It was now or never. Stark stepped 
up on the platform of the carousel and hopped up to straddle 
a huge black rampant horse made of plastic and poorly 
painted. Rasputin stood by his side, gripping the pole of the 
horse next to Stark. 

 Silent could feel Stark‟s heartbeat. 

 She dove into her purse, pulled out two pieces of wood 
she swiftly connected. Then she slid the bow through the 
end of the assemblage, snapped the cable of the bowstring to 
it, strung it, swiftly cocked it. In a matter of seconds she had 
assembled her crossbow. She took a bolt, the special one 
Fisk had commissioned for his rival, a message all its own. 
She snapped it in place as the world started spinning. 

 As the Octopus made its first pass, Stark was carried 
around to the other side of the carousel, no shot. She would 
be coming around as he did; she could taste the moment, feel 
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the perfect moment in the future. Only a moment like that 
was a weak enough place in conventional reality for her to 
send a crossbow bolt across fifty meters, from this spinning 
ride to that one, and flawlessly hit him in the throat. No skill, 
only a discernment of the moment and the will and ability to 
turn it to her purposes could allow success. 

 For the first time in ten years her mind wondered if she 
could miss. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 She shook that off as the Octopus started to come 
around on it‟s second pass. The third would bring her the 
Moment, the Shot. Then her task would be complete. 

 In just a flash, a breath, she felt another thought; Please, 
the thought came, please don’t make me stop you. 

 The assassin looked over and saw Lock standing in the 
line for the ride, catching her eyes. Long, gorgeous dark hair 
cascaded down Lock‟s shoulders, her Asian eyes were shot 
through with streaks of dark purple, her demeanor serious. 
She was beautiful for that moment, even in the assassin‟s 
eyes; for the assassin could see the light shining through her 
translucent darkness. 

 Sure you can make me miss? she replied in the Silent 
Speech. The ride was in motion. Even at the speed of 
thought this conversation could not be long. 

 This is your chance, Lock thought. Don’t. Don’t do this. You 
can walk away. 

 The assassin‟s car whooshed past the line. 

 I know you want to, Lock thought, or we wouldn’t be having 
this conversation. But you want me to stop you so you don’t have to 
choose. I won’t. You have to choose life, Silent. 
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 Silent shook her head. For me to choose life is for me to choose 
my death. You know the code,” she thought. She blocked Lock 
from her mind. 

So fast, Silent noticed absently. The ride was 
moving so fast. She struggled to hold the threads of 
concentration, skill, focus, sight, breath, aim, so she would be 
ready; but the Moment was almost upon her. As she whirled 
into the third rotation Stark bobbed into view, his eyes 
distant as though he was prepared for this, or he was 
searching for a meaning no one else could see. 

 In a supreme effort, she eliminated all effort and let her 
instincts do what needed to be done. She quieted her 
thoughts, the tumult of her emotion, and became the one 
who could make this shot. Lock gasped. 

 Silent was smiling as she raised the crossbow, breathed 
out, so the end of her breath and the Moment would be 
precisely together. The ride spun, dropping; she calculated 
subconsciously, accounting for every detail, her skilled 
instinct shaming a supercomputer. This shot would be 
flawless. She would kill Stark. And with him, her doubt. 

 Every nerve, every particle of her was intently focused as 
the Moment began to spin together. Time lost all meaning, as 
did distance. The world became intensely present and real, 
and at the same time nothing existed but the crossbow, the 
air, the throat and pulse of the man who was about to die. 

 Then he was there. 

 Jumping up to stand on a park bench halfway down the 
hill between her and the carousel, the blind man stood 
unerringly facing her, his head and chest blocking The Shot. 
Only for a moment. Only for The Moment. 

 She blinked. 

 The ride whizzed on. 

 Something in her died as she lowered the crossbow and 
the trigger ached, unpulled. The damning presence of the 
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bolt burned in her. She tore the crossbow down and jammed 
it in her purse, her eyes brimming with tears, her death 
looming before her. She was ended. 

 The ride slowly spun to a halt. 

 Up close and personal. She would have to do this up 
close. But she felt her hands tremble. The power of the ninja, 
the power of death that she wielded was a singularity. And 
that singularity had splintered into choices and doubt. She 
was splintered. Her breathing was unsteady as she stepped 
out of the ride. 

 A true ninja would slay you, the Chosen, the target, and his 
bodyguard, and then vanish, Silent said in the Silent Speech. Lock 
looked at her as she walked past the line towards the exit. 
Reluctantly, Silent stopped and faced her. They stood an 
armspan apart. I have crossed a line I did not want to cross. I am 
flawed. My time has elapsed. I have lost singularity, Silent said in the 
silent speech. 

 Lock hesitated, then reached a hand out to her. Silent 
looked down at the hand, then looked into Lock‟s eyes, 
haunted. But you have spoiled me, she continued. I must kill 
Stark. If I do not, I am dead. If I do, I am still dead. I may just live a 
little longer. 

 There is another way, Lock thought urgently. 

 Silent smiled a small, peculiar smile, and slipped away 
through the exit. Lock hopped the bar and followed, but not 
too closely. 

 We protected Stark, Lock thought. We can protect you. 

 Silent was gone. Lock stood, clenching and unclenching 
her fists, thinking fast. 

 She headed towards Stark at good speed. 

* 

 Silent dumped the crossbow in a trash can and tucked 
the small knife in her belt. It would be enough and more 
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than enough. She brushed at her eyes, spent a moment 
controlling the wild beating of her heart. Damn. Damn. 

 “I hope you‟re happy,” she said in a voice that was 
hoarse from disuse. 

 The blind man flinched to hear it. “Hello, Elektra.” 

 “I told you,” she growled, “I am Silent.” 

 “Still?” he asked softly. 

 She faced him, stared at his face, felt his presence. It was 
like something out of the dim fog of the past, looming like a 
ship in the night from an unexpected direction. “You are free 
of me. I don‟t need to see the Master anymore.” 

 “No?” he said. 

 “It doesn‟t matter. I can‟t walk away from this 
untouched. You won‟t let me kill Stark without going 
through you, will you.” 

 “I‟m afraid not,” the blind man said. 

 “I am flawed, I am broken,” she breathed in a chilling 
whisper that cut the blind man to the bone. “Therefore I 
choose my death over the death of Stark, over the death… of 
the Chosen.” 

 “Don‟t call me that,” he said, and his voice shook. 
“Don‟t ever call me that.” 

 “But Matt,” she said, her voice soft, “I Chose you too, 
not just the Master.” 

 “Elektra chose me, Silent chose the path of death,” Matt 
said heatedly. “You are not Elektra, are you.” 

 “I am a ghost,” she said simply. “I will not survive this. I 
am a dead woman.” She turned and walked away. 

 “Over my dead body,” Matt murmured. 

 She heard him. 

 Then she was gone. 
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* 

 Lock stood on the roof of a funnel cake booth and 
watched Silent leave the park. She pulled out her phone and 
punched in Stark‟s number. 

 “Hello?” he said. 

 “You are safe. Return to the complex. I‟ll meet you 
there.” 

 “Who is this?” he asked. “Braddock?” 

 “Yes. Where is Logan?” she said. 

 “Uh, he‟s back at the base,” Stark said, his voice 
strained. “How did you get involved in this?” 

 “I figure it‟s on account of a hankerin fer mash,” she 
said in a disturbingly accurate parrot of Logan. 

 “Please don‟t ever do that again,” Stark said. “Uhgh. Not 
a juxtaposition of images I need, thank you. Okay, see you 
back at base.” 

 “The ninja danger is averted,” Betsy said, “for the 
moment. But Fisk is likely to have a backup plan.” She 
snapped the phone shut and headed for her car. 

 

Wednesday, September 11 

 Stark opened the door the meeting room and strolled in. 
“Boy is it good to see you again,” he beamed at Logan. “I 
knew you‟d pull through.” 

 Logan sat in the chair, eyes bloodshot, mouth hanging a 
little open. He was hunched over wearing a neck brace, 
oxygen tubes in his nose, nutrient feed in one arm. He was 
still very pale. He wore shorts and a tee shirt. 

 “He is going to be alright, isn‟t he doctor?” Stark asked 
as Rasputin followed him in. 
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 “We think so,” shrugged the doctor. “Impossible to tell 
what kind of brain damage he might have sustained.” 

 “I‟ll be fine,” wheezed a whisper out of Logan. He 
managed a thumbs-up. 

 “It‟s not your health,” boomed Rasputin. “The good 
doctor just meant we won‟t be able to tell if your brain is any 
more damaged or not! Ha ha!” 

 Stark scowled at him. “Sit.” Rasputin sat. Stark turned 
back to Logan. “I appreciate what you did.” 

 Logan‟s eyes rolled shut and he gestured. “No big 
thing,” he whistled. 

 “How about you don‟t talk for a while,” Stark said 
slowly. 

 Logan managed a smile. 

 An aide stepped in. “Ms. Braddock to see you, sir.” 

 “Send her in,” Stark said, sitting down and leaning back. 
Betsy walked in, and gasped. 

 “Logan!” she said. 

 He managed a smile. 

 “What happened?” she asked quickly.  

 “His ninja playmate gave him a flip-top head,” Stark 
explained. “We were worried there for a minute.” 

 “Now that his healing factor has begun to work slowly, 
we think he‟ll come through fine,” the doctor added. 

 “Why is it working slowly?” Betsy asked. 

 “Shock to the system was sufficient to close it down 
almost completely,” the doctor said. “It‟s going to take a few 
days to get him back to normal operating parameters. At 
least. Maybe weeks.” He took off his glasses and polished 
them on his coat. “Maybe more.” 

 “He lost most of his blood,” Stark added. 
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 “How‟s Pepper?” Logan whistled, his throat sounding 
atrocious. Stark wondered how he could breathe. 

 “She‟ll pull through. The operation was successful. She‟ll 
have a truly remarkable scar, and she‟ll be in the hospital for 
at least three weeks, maybe six.  She should be okay, 
though.” 

 Logan smiled again, and it cost him some effort. 

 “Doctor,” Stark said, “could you escort Ms. Braddock 
and Logan to a more comfortable facility?” 

 “Sure,” the doctor said. “Come with me.” Logan was in 
a wheelchair, and the doctor pushed him out of the room, 
Betsy in tow. 

 “Well, let‟s get down to it,” Stark said. “I don‟t like 
being threatened. Fisk doesn‟t like failure. We‟re going to 
have to work this out. Now, I have a plan. Sleepless nights 
will do that to you.” 

 “What are we going to do?” Rasputin asked earnestly. 
“We cannot let this stand.” 

 “Good man,” Stark said. “It‟s time we worked this out.” 

 He started laying out the plan. 

 Rasputin smiled. 

* 

 “Can‟t believe… made it back… no casualties,” Logan 
managed in his oxygen tent. 

 “You should have seen Rasputin,” Braddock smiled. “I 
thought he was going to fall down and kiss the ground when 
he got back in the complex.” 

 “Thanks,” Logan wheezed. “Prouda you.” 

 She smiled. Then her smile faded. “Logan,” she said, 
“Fisk is going to try to kill Silent.” 

 “Yep,” Logan said. “Think he can?” 
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 She shrugged. “I think Stark‟s going to make a friend 
and instruct an enemy.” 

 “Neat,” Logan grinned. Then his eyes glazed. He was 
asleep. 

 Braddock smiled fondly at him, patted his hand, kissed 
his forehead. Then she stood and left. Time to go.  

 Time to prepare. 
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The Enemy of  My Enemy 
 

Thursday, September 12 

 Morning traffic was bustling as the city roused itself for 
a new day. The sun pushed up over the ocean, beaming 
between the buildings, suffusing the city with the glow of 
dawn. 

 Downtown, in an opulent board room, a vast man 
stirred on his throne. “Send in my enforcers,” he murmured 
to his assistant, a rather mousy man in an extremely 
expensive suit. 

 “Your regular enforcers, sir, or—“ 

 “My special assistants, please,” the huge man rumbled. 
He lit a cigar and leaned back in his chair.  

 The door at the far end of the dim room opened, and a 
man walked in with a woman. They approached the throne, 
and it would not have seemed out of place if they had bowed 
before it. His vast desk did not mar the image of a king… it 
simply updated it. The two approached, and their feet made 
no sound on the expensive carpet. Cigar smoke from a long 
night swirled around them like incense. 

 “You wished to see us, Mister Fisk?” the trim red-head 
said. 

 “Indeed,” he replied. “The two of you have served me 
well already in your short tenures, assisting with a few 
unpleasant but necessary tasks, involving the usual 
footsoldiers and lieutenants of other corporations and gangs. 
I have a new task for you. Natasha,” he said, nodding to the 
red-head, “take Ledge with you,” he said nodding at the 
blonde man. “My contract assassin, Silent, has reneged on a 
contract. She was to kill a man. Instead, she simply vanished. 
What do you think of that?” 
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 “Mind if I smoke?” Ledge said. Fisk sighed 
imperceptibly and nodded. 

 “Seems simple enough,” Natasha said. “She will try to 
kill you.” 

 Ledge lit up his cigarette. “She worked for you for a 
while, right?” he said. 

 Fisk nodded. “Yes.” 

 “Then she‟ll know your pattern. The one time you‟re 
reliably not here is on Thursday nights when you go to the 
Drop, to oversee that operation. Even that‟s sketchy, but 
she‟ll be waiting for you to do that. I heard of Silent. She‟ll be 
cocky. Even if it‟s a trap she‟ll stroll right in. So it‟s gotta be a 
really big, bad trap, you know what I‟m saying?” 

 “I do,” Fisk said with a smile. “In fact, such a trap is in 
place.” 

 “So why do you need us?” Ledge asked, He puffed on 
his cigarette once and seemed to forget he was holding it. 

 “I do not expect the trap to be entirely effective,” Fisk 
said with a shrug that moved the mass of his shoulders.  
“After she has triggered it, if she lives I want her body. If 
she‟s dead I want her body. If you can‟t find it, I want pieces 
identifiable as hers.” 

 “I hate playing sloppy seconds,” Ledge said, glancing at 
the windows. 

 “If we expect she may attack tonight, I‟d like to see your 
file on her,” Natasha said, her Russian accent light but 
present. 

 “What file would that be?” Fisk asked, amused. 

 Natasha raised an eyebrow. “I refuse to believe that you 
do not have detailed information on everyone who works for 
you. Even Ledge. Even me. I would guess that Silent‟s 
information is incomplete, but surely you‟ve prepared 
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everything you know about her methods and operations for 
reference.” 

 Fisk smiled curiously and gestured, and his assistant 
brought forward a thick file. “This is a little information, 
conjecture and fact alike, based on what we have seen of her 
performance. You are welcome to it. Please return it with the 
body.” 

 “Thank you,” she said. “Will that be all?” 

 “For now,” he said, nodding, “that‟s enough.” 

 Natasha and Ledge took their leave, and Fisk turned to 
look through the slatted windows of his board room. He 
looked at the light that was growing over the city with the 
coming of the dawn. In an abrupt gesture, he snapped the 
slats shut with a control on the desk. 

 He contemplated in the darkness. 

* 

 Of course it was a trap. But what kind of trap?  

 Silent crouched on the rooftop, undetectable, watching 
the dark three story building across the street. Normally on a 
Monday night it would be bustling with activity; subtle 
activity, but activity the trained eye could pick out. It was 
deserted right now, empty, bereft of movement and light. 
But there were a handful of guards. 

 One way to find out. 

 She sprang lightly to her feet and she was in motion, 
almost skimming across the power line that connected this 
building to her target across the street. Still five meters from 
the building she bounded off the cable and dropped to land 
on the ledge by the window on the third floor. The power 
line above wobbled a bit, but did not jounce and thrash as it 
should have after someone ran across it. 

 She pressed her back to the building, feeling the brick 
slowly surrender the sun‟s heat in the night air. There. She 
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felt it through her shoulderblades. A heartbeat. She risked a 
glance through the glass. 

 A hulking shape sat in the dark. 

 She half smiled. The heartbeat was a nice touch, but his 
breathing moved all the air in a room. The heartbeat was a 
recording, the shape was a dummy. Her forehead creased 
with concentration. No one else was in this room. In fact— 

 She flung herself off of the ledge on the third floor, 
tucking into a ball and rolling as she fell through the air. A 
moment later, the entire three story building erupted in flame 
and concussion. 

 The whole building. She had caught a whiff. The whole 
building was full of natural gas. They were waiting for her 
with a huge bomb. The concussive wave caught up with her 
and she was slammed into unconsciousness. 

 Darkness. But she was pushing back against it from the 
moment it caught her. It couldn‟t have been more than ten 
or fifteen seconds before her eyes slowly fluttered open. 

 She was tangled with a pile of rubble. The first sound 
she heard were car alarms blaring for blocks in every 
direction. Shattered glass was still sifting down. Building 
alarms had gone off. Sirens were already screaming towards 
the location. Flame licked and guttered all around her. An 
unnatural wind from the explosion swirled through the area, 
mixing the rubble and papers and pieces of cars together in a 
scattered mess. Everything sounded so far away, and the 
papers were silent. She realized her hearing was at least 
temporarily damaged. 

 She struggled to move, fighting vertigo and nausea, and 
the feeling that this slow, foolish, heavy thing could not be 
her body. She couldn‟t feel everything yet. The explosion had 
come closer to killing her than she cared to think about. 

 A man. Walking in the rubble. Her bleary eyes wobbled 
up towards him. Then he turned and saw her. 
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* 

 “Ledge, come in,” came the voice over the tac net. Even 
at a distance she sounded sweet to meet. 

 “Busy,” Ledge said, his eyes locked on Silent, swaying 
up out of a pile of rubble like a ghost, covered in chalky brick 
powder. “Target acquired.” 

 He squared off with Silent. “Hey baby, how‟s it goin?” 
he said with a grin, pulling out a throwing knife. She just 
stood there swaying, rhythmically, as though gathering 
herself. He shrugged. “Tough break, kid. Bye.” The barest 
gesture, and he flicked the knife from him with a grace 
beyond that of a professional. Chuck Ledge was an artist. 

 Her hand whipped up and caught the blade. She stood 
there swaying, holding the blade, her eyes trying to focus on 
him. 

 “Neat,” he said, and he pulled out a couple more. 
Tucked them between the knuckles on his left hand. A 
flicker of motion. A thin ting sounded as she used one knife 
to knock a blade out of the air, but the other knife thudded 
deep into the meat of her thigh. Ledge leaned back, smiling, 
his hands open. 

 “Nice catch, toots!” he said. “Okay, let‟s do this.”  

 She flung the knife she held. He chuckled as he caught it 
and threw it back, along with six other blades; he moved like 
a dervish, like a force of nature. The assurance his body held 
was beyond confidence. It was knowledge. A storm of 
wicked blades and barbs whistled through the air at Silent. 

 She left blood on the rubble as she avoided most of the 
projectiles and staggered around the corner. 

 Ledge grinned and pulled down his ski mask. “I was 
hoping you‟d have enough left for a little chase.” 

 He moved around the corner and looked down the alley. 
“Ninja, vanish,” he intoned in his worst Japanese impression. 
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He giggled, and pulled from his belt a weight the same size 
and shape as a roll of quarters. He threw it; the weight zipped 
into the wall on one side of the alley, rebounded with a ping, 
and snapped home at full speed into the flesh of the woman 
hiding behind the dumpster. Silent staggered away from her 
cover gripping her ribs. Ledge rubbed his hands together. 

 “I sure wish we could have done this without the 
explosion,” he said. “This is a lot of fun, but a little more one 
sided than I had hoped. Okay, house rule. I can only kill you 
with indigenous materials.” He looked around, picked up a 
beer bottle, grinned, and jogged after her. 

 “A fire escape?” he said, incredulous as he spotted her 
struggling to climb the steps. “I guess after being blown up 
you don‟t climb the walls so good.” He grinned, casually 
flung the bottle up. It bounded off a drainpipe and hit a 
windowframe, shattering the bottle and spraying her with 
broken glass. She stumbled, the glass buried in her face and 
forearm. Ledge leaped up, caught the drainpipe, and raced 
her to the roof. 

 They arrived about the same time. Ledge dropped from 
the lip of the roof and rolled on the roofing, coming up with 
a handful of gravel. He flicked a piece at her, catching her 
square in the kneecap. Her breath was ragged, and she tried 
to stagger away.  

 “I get to replace you, just so you know,” he said as he 
bounced a piece of gravel off the nerve center in her elbow. 
She cried out and cradled her arm, stumbling towards the air 
conditioning units.  

 A chunk of gravel zinged off the back of her head. “I 
can‟t believe you wouldn‟t off Stark. I mean, most people 
dream of being able to wipe a snotty nose like him.” Gravel 
snapped into a nerve center in her ankle. “If you worked for 
me, no way would you get this kind of princess treatment. 
Nah, I‟d have you captured and killed real slow and painful 
like. In fact, I should have killed you by now, but you know 
what?” he said. 
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 “What.” 

 Ledge froze. The voice was male, tight with anger, and 
only three meters behind him. 

 Ledge spun, the remainder of his handful of gravel 
whipping out. He caught a glimpse of a man in black leathers 
leaping at him, moving much faster than a man should be 
able to move. The gravel spun off the leather, and the 
attacker came down with a vicious backhand blow with a 
steel club; Ledge barely managed to roll enough to catch it 
on his shoulder and not his collarbone. The man in leathers 
landed with his feet between Ledge‟s feet, and he shifted 
lightning fast. Ledge was moving too, but he wasn‟t fast 
enough and his feet were caught and twisted out from under 
him.  Ledge kicked out as he fell, and the attacker grunted in 
surprise and spun away, ready. 

 Ledge did a kippup, but even his incredible speed wasn‟t 
quite enough. One club snapped a blow across his face while 
the other rammed into his knee from the side; he wasn‟t 
quite sure what happened next, but then he was airborne. A 
kick pounded into him, and in slow motion as in a dream 
Ledge saw the lip of the roof pass under him and he stared 
down two stories to the street. 

 Clearing his head with an act of will, he reached into his 
coat and snagged a weapon; it had a straight blade and a 
curved one, and a rope that ended in an iron ring was 
connected to the haft. He flung the knife at the fire escape, 
and it clanged into place like a grappling hook. Snagging the 
rope, he swung to the wall and pushed off from it, head 
spinning. He breathed for a moment as black spots danced 
behind his eyes from the blow to the face. 

 He grinned, and started to climb. 

 Above, on the roof, the man in black leathers with the 
clubs knelt next to the battered ninja woman. “You know 
who I am,” he said. 

 “Matt,” she whispered. 
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 “I will do my best to get you out of here alive on one 
condition,” he said sternly. 

 She slowly blinked. 

 “You must give up this assassin for hire lifestyle, these 
killings.” 

 “Okay,” she managed to wheeze. 

 Ledge climbed back up on the roof.  

 “Miss me?” he grinned. 

 “We must get to water,” Matt said. “If we can reach the 
docks we can escape.” He picked up Silent and began to run. 
“Just a mile, is all.” 

 Ledge trotted along behind. Matt glanced over his 
shoulder, then freed up an arm and whirled, flinging his club. 

 Ledge caught it out of the air. “Nice balance,” he said, 
examining the steel rod. “Very nice. Good taste. By the way, 
I‟m going to kill you for kicking me off the roof. That wasn‟t 
very nice. You aren‟t part of this, either, according to the 
boss.” Ledge‟s smile turned nasty. “No princess treatment 
for you.” 

 “Hey, Ledge,” the man said in a husky voice. “Don‟t do 
me any favors.” 

 “Okay, now, if you know my name then you know too 
much, see?” Ledge said with a shrug. “I‟ll turn you over to 
the big guy. He can sit on you. That‟ll learn ya.” 

 Matt took a step back, then in a smooth motion leaped 
off the roof. 

 “No you don‟t,” Ledge muttered as he raced after him. 

 Down, off the clothesline, the dumpster lid, the alley. 
Matt managed the fall, controlling it, while holding another 
person. His heart was racing from the excitement as much as 
the exertion as he began to run. 
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 Ledge effortlessly followed his path. “Ninja, two for the 
price of one, is that it? You taking your karma sutra buddy 
out of harms way?” The man in black leathers reached the 
end of the alley and with a forceful kick knocked in the 
security door to the back of the department store. He ducked 
inside. 

 Ledge was right behind him. 

 He didn‟t know what the faint ringing tinkle he heard 
was until he zipped around the corner and stepped on the 
caltrops. They didn‟t punch through the soles of his thick 
boots, but they did deny him friction. The metal spikes in his 
boot soles skidded on the concrete, and he lost his balance 
and fell. 

 “Nice,” Ledge muttered, looking around the receiving 
dock. He had moved in the side entrance, but he couldn't 
immediately tell where Silent and her boyfriend had gone. He 
took a minute to fish out a knife and pry the caltrops out of 
his boots. Then he stood and prowled further in. 

 Motion— 

 He was moving to defend himself but it was already too 
late. The man in leathers stepped out from behind boxes and 
rammed a blow home to just the right point between Ledge‟s 
shoulders. Agony ripped through Ledge and he dropped to 
one knee as he felt muscles and nerves seize up. 

 A smash to the head and everything spun into darkness. 

 Matt turned from the man he had knocked into 
submission. He picked up Silent, and they left the way they 
had come. 

 Over a fence, with her over one shoulder; this was a lot 
harder. Then down the alley, he turned, turned again. He 
reached a pile of trash bags at the end of an alley and slung 
Silent down to the ground, squatting beside her, breathing 
hard. 
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 “Isn‟t this exciting?” she managed, and she tried for a 
smile. “Did you kill Ledge?” 

 “What do you think,” he said tonelessly. 

 She sighed. “If you didn‟t cripple him, he‟s not out. 
He‟s… single minded.” 

 “He‟s a sadistic buffoon,” Matt said, his voice hard. 

 He stiffened; movement, on the roof above; a heartbeat! 

 Just then, an object sailed down from the roof towards 
the center of the alley. The object was about the size of a 
baseball, but more elliptical. He realized it was a grenade. 

 He whipped out his club and flung it; the club cracked 
into the explosive and they both flew out of the alley and 
into the street. No explosion. 

 In that moment he realized another object was falling; 
he whipped out his other club but it was too late. The object 
fell into the trash right beside the two of them. 

 “Don‟t move,” came a cultured, calm, Russian voice 
from the rooftop. “I just dropped an explosive by the two of 
you.” Silent looked up to see the trim woman who had just 
been hired by Fisk. She held a trigger mechanism. “One 
move,” she said, “and we will see if you two can survive 
another explosion. Good job with the grenade, too,” she 
said. 

 “A dud?” he said, an edge to his voice. 

 She shrugged. “I just didn‟t pull the pin,” she said. 

 “What do you want?” Matt asked, making his voice as 
hoarse as he could. 

 “Just relax for a minute,” she said. She pulled up her 
radio. “Fisk, this is Natasha. I have them. Orders?” 

 She was quiet for a minute. She frowned. “Orders?” 

 Just then a blow caught her in the shoulderblade, 
spinning her around. A hard hand snatched the trigger out of 
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her grasp and a head-butt caught her in the shoulder; felt like 
she‟d been hit by solid steel. Caught by surprise, she was 
suddenly falling. 

 She landed right by Silent and Matt. Everyone scrambled 
to their feet and looked up. 

 A short man with wild hair leaned over the roof as he 
dropped the trigger on the roof. He grinned down at them. 

 “Fraid Fisk has troubles of his own,” he said. 

 Natasha was gripping her ribs, standing between Silent 
and Matt. Suddenly, with a thin squeal, wires shot out of 
housings at her wrists and touched both of them. An electric 
jolt whipped into them, and they flew back. Natasha sprinted 
for the mouth of the alley, and the man on the roof let her 
go as the two in the ally groaned and shifted. 

 The man on the roof slowly climbed down the fire 
escape, moving like an old man. Silent regained control of 
herself and stared at him, her face bloodless. 

 “What‟s wrong?” Matt asked her, looking at him. 

 “I killed him,” she whispered. “Three days ago, I killed 
him.” 

 “Almost,” he said, dropping to the alley. “But now I‟m 
back, somewhat, and it‟s a good thing fer you, too. I‟m 
Logan, special security agent. This here‟s Silent. What do I 
call you? Leather Twinkie?” 

 “Shadow will do fine,” the slim man said, a trace of 
irritation in his voice. 

 “Suit yerself. Do you know what evil lurks in the 
hearts—“ 

 “I figure if we get to water we‟ll be free,” Matt 
interrupted him. “If you‟re here to help, let‟s get moving.” 

 They got moving. 

 



 

   397 

CHAPTER TWO 

 The gunfire had gone from sporadic to intense to 
sporadic, and now it was over. The huge man behind the 
desk, seated in his throne, waited patiently in the dim lights 
of his board room. With a click, he turned the radio off. The 
door was bashed, and it flew open. A hulking, tall young man 
strode in and stood before Fisk, who sat unmoving. The 
young man had small nicks and cuts on his face and chest, 
and his clothes were in terrible shape. He was gore-spattered. 

 “Wilson Fisk,” the young man intoned, “I bring a 
message from Stark. Behold!” he shouted. He flexed, and 
roared; with an odd dim luminescence, his skin shifted, and 
then rings of energy flashed from him, and as he flexed 
harder than muscle can flex he was transformed. Rippling 
organic steel flowed from his center, filling out his form. He 
stood, wisps of steam rising from him, his chest heaving, 
made entirely of steel. 

 Fisk smiled, and slowly ground out his cigar. “I was 
hoping to see you,” he rumbled. “I‟ve heard a lot about 
Stark‟s man of steel.” He stood, and picked up a rack. He put 
it on the desk. The rack held two gauntlets. They were big 
enough for the vast man‟s fists; Fisk strapped them on in a 
few simple deliberate motions while the man of steel caught 
his breath in the middle of the room. 

 Fisk stepped around his desk, dressed in his business 
suit big enough to make an eight man tent, his gauntlets 
incongruous. “What are you waiting for?” Fisk asked. 

 He settled into a combat stance. 

 His eyes were unafraid. 

* 

 Avoiding the main streets, they made good time towards 
the river. Logan wasn‟t moving very fast, and neither was 
Silent. There were no signs of pursuit, however. 
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 “The park,” Matt gritted out. “Straight ahead. You sure 
they haven‟t given up?” 

 No one graced that with a response. 

 “That hostage thing is dated, for the weak,” Ledge called 
from behind them as he ran to catch up. “I‟m just gonna 
good old fashioned kill ya.” 

 “Park,” Matt managed. “Almost there.” 

 Logan‟s senses were still operating at full power. He saw 
the moonlight on the grass of the park, the bench, and 
beyond that the concrete wall. He smelled the water. And he 
smelled Natasha. She stepped out to block their path. 

 Logan looked her in the eye. “To the death?” he asked 
in his still-raspy voice. There was something sad in his tone. 

 She met his eyes. “I will not let you escape,” she said 
softly. 

 He slowly shook his head. “This is a helluva thing,” he 
said as Ledge drew near. 

* 

 “I am Piotr Rasputin,” the young metal man said. “I am 
here to instruct you regarding Stark‟s displeasure with your 
attempt on his life.” 

 “Are you going to talk all night, or attack me?” Fisk 
asked, amused. 

 Rasputin roared, and charged. His fist hissed through 
the air with the force of a car crash. Fisk took half a step 
back, angling his chest. The blow slammed home, but not on 
center; the full force of the blast was deflected. Fisk rammed 
a punch into Rasputin‟s head; his fist and the head were 
much the same size. With a clang, the heavy gauntlet 
slammed into steel, and Rasputin was knocked off balance, 
staggering. Fisk took another half step and slammed a heavy 
blow into his ribs, driving him to the ground. 
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 Fisk took a moment to adjust the straps. “Arrogant,” he 
said quietly. “It is a trap that those with gifts often fall into. 
Just because you are the biggest fish in your pond, and your 
opponent is not flashy, this does not guarantee you victory.” 
Fisk smiled, slow and wide. “This new learning will not 
benefit you for very long. Your corpse will be my reply to 
Stark‟s message.” 

 Rasputin regained his feet, breathing hard. He jabbed at 
Fisk‟s face, and Fisk leaned back. Rasputin slung a heavy 
blow at a gauntlet, and Fisk moved it. Rasputin drove a 
doublefisted strike into Fisk‟s midsection. Fabric tore, and 
the huge man stumbled back. Rasputin leaped forward to 
press the advantage, only to catch a solid blow to the chest 
that lifted him off his feet and sent him sailing across the 
room. He crashed into the wall, and regained his feet. 

 “You are less than a quarter the weight of my vault 
door,” Fisk said, inspecting the dent on his gauntlet. “So you 
are steel.” He made eye contact with Rasputin. “So what.” 

 “I will not lose to you,” Rasputin said, an odd metallic 
reverberation in his voice. 

 “Prove it,” Fisk shrugged. 

 Rasputin took another moment to look over his 
opponent. What he had seen as blubber was insulation, but it 
was also armor of a sort; there was a muscular hardness to 
the flesh under Fisks‟ skin. He was strong, yes, immensely 
strong. But he was also solid, not flabby. Rasputin narrowed 
his eyes. 

 He was made of steel. He would win. 

 He circled in classic wrestler‟s posture, waiting for Fisk 
to open up. Fisk allowed him to circle. 

 Rasputin got behind him, leaped, and slammed a blow 
into the meat of his back. Fisk grunted and stumbled, then 
snapped an elbow back. Rasputin ducked it and slammed 
another blow into Fisk‟s ribs. His fist thudded home, but he 
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didn‟t feel bone. Some part of him was still holding back, not 
using his full strength against a flesh target; he felt conflicted; 
he had never fought an unarmored opponent in his steel 
form like this, not on equal footing.  

 Fisk snatched his forearm and held it while his other fist 
crashed into Rasputin‟s face. The Russian felt his nose snap. 
Fisk crushed a backhand across Rasputin‟s ear. Rasputin 
instinctively tightened his forearm by making a fist, then 
rapidly relaxed and jerked. He managed to free himself from 
Fisk‟s grip. 

 He lashed out at Fisk‟s groin, and Fisk parried with his 
gauntlet. Rasputin roared and launched himself at Fisk‟s 
head; the huge man took a blow that cracked his cheekbone, 
another into his chest. Then he reached, and snatched both 
of Rasputin‟s shoulders. In a startling motion he spun the 
steel man around, and snatched at his arms. Rasputin evaded 
him, and pounded a kick back into Fisk‟s torso. Fisk grunted. 
Rasputin slashed once again at his face. 

 Fisk caught his fist. Fisk‟s other fist rammed down on 
Rasputin‟s elbow. Rasputin screamed as something snapped 
and tore in his steel arm. Fisk crushed yet another blow into 
his head, knocking his scream into silence, deforming his 
head somewhat. Fisk‟s huge foot stomped down on 
Rasputin‟s foot, and Rasputin drove a double-fisted blow 
into Rasputin‟s chest that crushed him into the floor. 

 “I‟m enjoying this, I really am,” Fisk said 
conversationally, his breath in long wheezes. He walked over 
to the concealed refrigerator and got himself a cold jug of 
water. He opened it and took a swig. “I abhor violence, 
personally,” he continued. “But as you say, this is mere 
communication.” He downed half the gallon of water in a 
single sluicing effort. 

 Rasputin dragged himself out of the broken crater, 
feeling needles and streams of pain all through his body, hurt 
worse than he had ever been hurt since his tortures in the 
Motherland developing his powers. 
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 For the first time he truly understood that his life was on 
the line. 

 Fisk finished the jug and tossed it away, then turned 
back to Rasputin with a smile. 

 Rasputin‟s eyes held fear. 

 “Let‟s finish this,” Fisk said pleasantly. 

* 

 Logan squared off with Natasha, and with an eerie hiss 
his claws slowly distended as his face contorted, apparently 
with effort. “We do it your way,” he managed, and there was 
pain in his voice. 

 Shadow and Silent faced Ledge as he finished jogging 
up, the heel of his hand pressed to his side. “Ow,” Ledge 
said. “Oh BOY am I gonna enjoy this,” he added, pulling out 
the club Shadow had left in the street. 

 Just then Logan and Silent and Shadow all tensed and 
glanced up. Natasha and Ledge did too, to see what they 
were looking for. 

 Like a comet, a streak of flame illuminated the darkness 
around it. Shifting angle and speed, it approached. Then, it 
flared up and braked. Down from the sky, wreathed in flame 
and glory, came an armored figure Jets in a small backpack 
and in boots flared like a cloak of majesty. The armor 
lowered to the ground, thirty feet behind Natasha. 

 “Let them go,” the armor uttered in a deeply modulated 
voice, commanding yet unrecognizable. 

 There was a moment of silence. 

 “Fisk,” Natasha said into her radio. “The armor has 
arrived. Please advise.” She waited. 

 “Let‟s off „em all,” Ledge said. “I call the armor.” He 
reached into his coat and fingered several explosives. 
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 “Wait,” Natasha said in a cool business voice. “We wait 
for Fisk‟s word.” 

 “Fisk is busy,” the armor said. “He will not be able to 
give you orders right now.” The armor paused for a moment. 
“The decision is yours.” 

 Natasha looked at the armor, at the man standing with 
his claws out, at the two battered ninja. She sighed, then 
nodded. “Alright then,” she said. “We‟ll do it my way.” 

* 

 “I have a weapon you do not know about,” Rasputin 
said. “I will use it now.” 

 “Not going to beg for your life?” Fisk said. “Not going 
to offer me your services?” 

 “You are the most corrupt creature I have seen in the 
West, an infamous den of corruption,” Rasputin managed as 
he dragged himself to his feet, breathing hard. “I would not 
work for you polishing boots.” 

 “I see,” Fisk said. “Polishing boots?” 

 Rasputin roared as he charged into—the wall. Fisk 
watched, bemused, as the young man tore his way through 
the wall with his one good arm, limping through the hole he 
had made. Fisk followed him, curious. “I didn‟t realize 
running away was a weapon,” he said. 

 Rasputin tore through the reception office, through the 
hallway, through the meeting room. “That‟s quite enough,” 
Fisk said. “Collateral damage is nothing to me. I have 
limitless resources.” 

 “Yes?” Rasputin said, spinning, a gleam in his eyes. 
“Show me what you have left, capitalist dog!” 

 Fisk smiled to himself. “Ah, that takes me back,” he 
said. “Now on to business.” He slashed a heavy strike at 
Rasputin. The metal man hopped out of the way, the strike 
punched through the reinforced wall. Rasputin bashed a 
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blow into Fisk‟s shoulder. Fisk tore free and faced off, but 
now his back was to the wall and Rasputin stood before him. 
Bellowing, Rasputin charged into Fisk with every ounce of 
power he had in a massive tackle. 

 The hugely strong metal man crashed into Fisk; bones 
snapped even under the protective layers of muscle. The two 
of them crashed into the wall, and through it; in a dizzying 
moment they teetered on the edge of regaining balance. 

 Fisk realized, hanging in space for a moment, that he 
was twenty stories above the courtyard garden of his 
complex. He smiled faintly to himself. Clever. Gravity was 
indeed a weapon that was difficult to fight. 

 Rasputin bellowed and pushed with everything he had. 
The two of them broke free of the wall and spun 
downwards. Fisk snatched Rasputin and smashed him one 
across the face before Rasputin kicked loose to tumble in his 
own free fall. He slammed into a wall and managed to hang 
on to the broken wall where his body hit. 

Fisk fell all the way down. 

 Weeping and laughing, Rasputin managed to pull 
himself into the building. He wobbled down the hallway, 
staggering. He survived. No one in the building would 
challenge his escape. He spared a moment to wonder what 
would happen to his head and arm when he became flesh 
again; he shivered and resolved to make it back to Stark 
International‟s medical bay first. 

* 

 “Abort,” Natasha said softly. “Ledge, we‟re needed back 
at headquarters.” 

 “No way,” Ledge said. “We can take this crowd.” 

 “I‟m not saying it again,” Natasha shrugged. 

 Logan, Silent, and Shadow limped past Natasha to join 
the armor. 
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 Natasha turned to go. 

 “Wait,” said the armor. The suit‟s gauntlet reached up 
and pushed the faceplate back. It unsealed, and scrolled up 
over the helmet. 

 “Stark?” Natasha said, genuinely shocked. 

 “The one and only,” Stark nodded. “I want to make you 
a better offer.” 

 “Better how?” she said. 

 “I don‟t kill as a business matter,” Stark said. 

 “You mean you‟re not going to all this effort to recruit 
Silent?” 

 “Right,” Stark said. “We‟re preventing you from killing 
her because she didn‟t kill me. I‟m grateful. That‟s all. If she 
was working for me do you think it would have taken backup 
this long to arrive?” 

 “You don‟t believe in assassination as a political and 
business tool?” Natasha repeated, working it through. 

 “I‟m good enough I don‟t have to,” Stark said, 
confident. 

 “Gimmie a break,” Ledge said. “C‟mon, Nat, lemme 
waste „im.” 

 A rumbling sound heralded the arrival of an armored 
truck, driving up to where Stark and his team stood. 

 Natasha looked at Ledge, then at Stark. “I‟m in,” she 
shrugged. They moved to the truck and climbed in. Ledge 
stood in the alley. He shook his head. 

 “Simply unbelievable,” he said. “Had them on the ropes 
and Natasha Romanova, hot stuff Russian „operative‟, lets it 
all go.” He spat. “Least they all have the good sense to run 
away from me,” he said with half a smile. He turned and 
headed back to headquarters as the armored truck drove 
away. 
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* 

 The armored truck stopped outside Fisk‟s headquarters. 
A gleaming man stumbled into the back, and the truck drove 
away. Meanwhile, in the garden, Fisk lay on the ground, 
drifting in and out of consciousness. Terminal velocity meant 
that after a certain height, it didn‟t matter. He was dreamy, in 
shock. Soon people would come and tend to his wounds. He 
would survive. He had landed on the open grassy plot; no 
concrete structures in his spine, no concrete ponds to smash 
the bottom out of. 

 The gentlest step on the ground next to his head. Fisk 
shifted to look up. 

 A beautiful Asian woman crouched by where he lay. 

 “That was Stark‟s message,” her low, cultivated voice 
said. She had an English accent. “This is my message. Go 
after Silent again, and I won‟t beat you. I‟ll kill you.” She 
nodded, then stood and walked silently out of his field of 
vision.  

 Fisk lay listening to the approaching sirens, considering 
his options and pondering his future. 

* 

 “I don‟t know who you are,” Stark said to Shadow, “but 
you helped my people out tonight and I appreciate that. You 
have a relationship with Silent here?” he said. 

 “Something like that,” Shadow nodded. 

 “You two promise to leave me and mine out of your 
future schemes, I‟ll let you out where you want. Fair 
enough?” 

 Shadow nodded. “I swear it.” 

 “Me too,” Silent said in a small voice, half dead. 

 The truck pulled up to the curb and let them out. Then 
the doors closed and the truck drove away. 
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 For a moment, Silent and Shadow looked at each other. 

 “Where can we go?” Silent asked. 

 “The old gym,” Matt said. 

 It was a ten minute walk. Then up the ancient freight 
elevator, into the old battered gym. Matt almost shuddered 
with the weight of memory the ancient smells here carried. 
“Let‟s go to the back,” he said. “There‟s a bed there. This is 
as good a place as any for you to lay low for a while. Until 
you heal.” 

 Through the gym with its boxing ring and workout gear, 
past the locker room, there was a small room with a bed, a 
medicine cabinet, a sink, and a mirror. Matt lowered her to 
the bed. “You should be safe here,” he said. 

 “Matt,” she whispered, and she gave him a quick, 
hungry kiss. He did not return it. He stood, his head pointed 
unerringly at her as though he could see. Her heart skipped a 
beat. 

 “I closed that chapter of my life when I turned from the 
path of death,” he said softly. “You finished closing it when 
you became a paid killer.” 

 “We can‟t re-open it?” she said. 

 “We live in different worlds,” he said, shaking his head. 
“I‟m sorry. You should have everything you need here.” 

 “Everything but you,” she said, pain in her voice. “Just 
say that maybe, someday…” 

 “Maybe,” he said, speech an effort. “Someday.” He 
abruptly turned and walked away. 

 It was a blur, through the gym and down the elevator. 
He was walking down the hall, wrapped in his own thoughts, 
when he suddenly stopped. 

 His senses kicked into high gear, the radar outlining an 
impossibility. 
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 old man, stocking cap pulled low, heavy coat, moving with an 
assurance few sighted ever gain 

 “Stick?” he said hesitantly. 

 The old man grunted, and nodded once. Then he was in 
the elevator, headed up. A nod. From Stick, that was worth 
more than a Congressional Medal of Honor to Matt. 

 Matt felt himself grinning like an idiot. “Job well done,” 
he whispered. A great weight was lifted from him. “Stick,” he 
said softly to himself. “Take care of her.” 

 He walked through the door and headed back towards 
his life. 

* 

 “Now that I‟ve got you,” mused Stark, “What do I do 
with you?” 

 “Simple,” Natasha said, raising her voice over the noise 
of the truck. “You need a new head of security for Stark 
International.” 

 “Just like that I put you in charge?” 

 “Trust me or don‟t, please,” she said. “I find doubt 
insulting.” 

 “Done and done,” Stark said with a tremendous smile. 
“I have no doubt your credentials qualify you.” He couldn‟t 
quite take his eyes off her as she smiled mischievously in 
return. 

 “Great,” Logan muttered. “Place is gonna be lousy with 
Russians. Hey Stark, you runnin some kinda animal shelter 
for stray spies?” 

 “Logan, that isn‟t funny,” Stark said, controlling the urge 
to grin. 

 “Perhaps,” Natasha said politely, “you could produce 
your manicured pedigree?” 
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 “See, Logan,” Stark said, “that’s funny.” He was broadly 
smiling. 

 “Hnye hnye hnye,” Logan muttered. “Laugh it up.” 

 “Thank you, Stark,” Natasha said, looking directly into 
his eyes. “Thank you for a chance to do better.” 

 “I once heard somebody say,” Logan said, “nobody gets 
to heaven alone. You don‟t get in unless you bring somebody 
with you.” 

 Rasputin laughed. “Your philosophy is as bad as your 
mash!” he said. 

 “This is worse than a family road trip,” Stark mused. 

 “Pipe down, Junior,” Logan grinned at Rasputin, who 
scowled. 

 “Are we there yet?” Natasha sighed. 

 “Not yet,” Stark said, looking into her eyes. “Not yet.” 
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Of  Longing and Belonging 
 

September 20 

She picked up the phone, shifting her mouthful of 
food to the side. “Strange residence,” she said, only slightly 
muffled by peanut butter and bread. 

 “I‟ll bet,” said an amused voice on the other end. “Hey, 
this is Peter Parker. Is the Doctor in?” 

 “No,” she said. “Want voice mail?” 

 “Actually if you‟d just tell him I called and I‟ve got some 
dynamite pictures of barriers for him, that would do fine,” 
Peter said. 

 “Sure,” she said. “Bye.” 

 “Uh,” he said, and she hung up. She picked up a pad 
and pen and scribbled a short note and left it on the table. 
She turned to the other blonde who walked into the room. 

 “Hey, Valeria, it‟s about time we headed back to the 
apartment,” she said. 

 “Yes,” Valeria replied. “Who called?” 

 “Some geek, said his name was Peter Parker.” 

 “I see you‟re taking care of supper,” Valeria said with 
half a smile, arching her eyebrow. “Really, Illyana, peanut 
butter? We have pasta back at the apartment.” 

 “You‟re on your own, I have a conversation that needs 
to happen now that I‟m all better,” Illyana replied. 

 “Suit yourself. Strange should be back tomorrow,” 
Valeria said. She shook her head. “I don‟t know how he can 
stand those publisher‟s conventions.” 

 Illyana stuffed the last corner of her sandwich in her 
mouth and snapped her fingers, twitching back and forth. 
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“Money money money!” she said. “Schmoozing! Wheeling! 
Dealing!” 

 Valeria rolled her eyes. “See you back at the apartment, 
Yana,” she said. 

 “Happy trails,” the younger woman said with a 
dismissive wave. The door closed behind Valeria, and Illyana 
swallowed the last of her food and took a deep breath. 

 “Okay, Sym,” she said. “Whose yer daddy.” She snapped 
her fingers one more time and a stepping disk flared out of 
the floor and up around her, wreathed in empty flames, 
taking her to a place most mortals couldn‟t imagine. 

* 

 Three hours had gone by. No light, no movement in the 
house. The young woman who crouched in the alley across 
from the brownstone checked her watch, then looked again 
at the “mansion” tucked between other multi-story buildings 
along the block. She gnawed her lip uncertainly, then glanced 
up and down the street one more time before jogging across 
the street and walking nonchalantly up to the front door. Her 
heart was pounding. She pulled out a ring of keys, and 
shuffled them as though she was looking for one in 
particular.  

 Two picks. She slipped them into the knob and jiggled 
just so. The doorknob turned, and in another swift set of 
motions she opened the deadbolt too. The door swung open 
as she cranked the knob and pushed, and then she was 
inside. 

 She stood stock still, her back to the closed door, her 
heart pounding loud in her ears as she strained to hear the 
slightest sound in the dimness. She looked around carefully. 

 To her right, a doorway into an open and well appointed 
kitchen. Between that doorway and the stairs, a hallway that 
led back with several doorways to the right. Straight ahead, 
stairs that led up to another floor. To her left, what could be 
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either a parlor or a waiting room. Whatever it was, it looked a 
bit dusty. 

 A moment of concentration was all she needed to feel 
the thin tug, the pull that had brought her this far, to a place 
she had never been. She looked up the stairs, swallowed 
hard, and put her foot on the first step. 

* 

 “Not nearly as sorry as you‟re about to be,” Illyana 
assured the blackish purple demon who hung upside down 
over a pit of lava. 

 “Sym is so sorry,” Sym said with an expansive gesture. 
“Sym has no idea what Sym was thinking. Sym was confused 
by the Beast‟s lies that it wanted to help you.” 

 “Sym isn‟t very convincing,” Illyana snapped. “Sym is 
about to suck hot lava for the next five years.” 

 “But you kill Sym, the demons rebel,” Sym pointed out 
carefully, examining the rock that was loosening around his 
feet at the mental command of his dark mistress. 

 “I could live here by myself,” Illyana shrugged. “You 
know I could wipe every one of your kind out of this 
dimension.” 

 “But we serve you so well,” Sym managed. “Lava hot,” 
he added, squinting his eyes shut. “No one better.” 

 “Stop changing the subject. And stop squirming,” 
Illyana said sternly. “I‟m looking at you and seeing steak, 
Sym.” 

 “Sym will swear an oath,” Sym whined as the tips of his 
ears singed and curled, still several feet above the lava. 

 “Swear that you will never again consort with outsiders 
to oppose me,” Illyana said. 

 “Sym swears Sym will never again consort with outsiders 
to oppose the Swordbearer, or allow others to do so, or 
conspire with Sym‟s self!” Sym said. 
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 “Good,” Illyana the Swordbearer said. Suddenly Sym 
could pull himself up on the rock, away from the lava, out of 
harm‟s way. He nimbly leaped down and knelt before her, 
lowering his forehead to the rock. 

 “Sym serves the Swordbearer alone,” he said. 

 “Yes,” she said, her voice cold. With a single swipe of 
her sword, she slashed off his tail. He let out a squeak of 
pain, then knelt trembling. “You can regrow that as you 
regrow my trust in you.” She nodded, satisfied. “Remember, 
you‟ve got lots of limbs left to lose. Don‟t cross me, demon. 
I get grumpy.” She scowled at him. “You won‟t like it if I get 
grumpy again.” 

 “Sym does not want Swordbearer to get grumpy,” Sym 
muttered into the ground. 

 “Good. I‟m going to go home and take a hot shower. Be 
a good demon, and clean up that mess,” she said, pointing at 
his severed tail and the blood around it. “Don‟t be forgetful. 
I have your oath.” 

 Then the stepping disk flared around her and she left 
the dimension. 

 “Sym will not be forgetful,” he growled, slowly standing. 

* 

 Unerringly, the intruder padded up the stairs and down 
the long hallway. She nervously glanced around as she 
walked past the silent doors that flanked the hall; things 
seemed to move at the edge of her vision, but when she 
looked at them directly all was still. At the end of the 
doorway were two heavy and imposing doors. 

 She reached out hesitantly, listening to something far 
away. Then she put both her palms flat on the doors. 

 With a gasp, she was flung back without being released. 
Her eyes were wide, her mouth open, her palms still flat on 
the door as muscles jumped in her arms and she was rigid, 
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energies and knowledges she had never even contemplated 
before tearing through her mind and heart and blood. She 
tried to breathe, tried to break free, but the connection was 
sound and the power was draining into her. 

 After a time that could have been forever, she dropped 
to the ground steaming, her clothes torn here and there from 
the coursing energy that had swarmed through her. She 
coughed and tried to remember how to breathe as she 
seethed with stolen energies. 

 The doors slowly, reluctantly creaked open to reveal a 
very large room with a peculiar skylight. The intruder 
staggered to her feet and stumbled into the room, her 
graceless steps soundless in the carpet. 

She did not see the man standing in the corner who 
had been whisked off his airplane by forces beyond mortal 
ken the moment the doors had been breached. But he saw 
her.  

 Doctor Stephen Strange did nothing. He stood quietly 
and waited, watching, as the young woman gained some 
steadiness on her feet and approached the crystal block as 
though she was drawn. The block was like a glass coffin, 
recessed in an alcove in the room that was packed with 
mystical talismans and books and objects of power. Within 
lay a man, eyes closed peacefully as though in repose, buried 
deep in crystal. 

 She peered through his encasing layer of crystal, blinked, 
and shrugged.  

 She touched the crystal. 

* 

 Illyana stepped out of her disk and strolled into the 
living room, where Valeria was curled up on the couch 
finishing up a bowl of salad. 

 “How did your business go?” Valeria asked. 
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 Illyana was quiet for a moment. “Ever since I found 
Limbo again and beat Belasco for control, I felt like it was 
my realm, my personal safe place, scary as it may look to an 
outsider. After what happened with the Beast,” she said, and 
she shook her head. “I don‟t know. There, Sym betrayed me. 
Here, I got the cure for Tymaz Nine. Now I feel equally safe 
and equally vulnerable in both my worlds.” She looked 
Valeria in the eye. “I don‟t know how to handle my subjects. 
Before the… well, before the ninja incident it would have 
been easy. Execute a few, maim a few, scare the rest back in 
line. But now I‟m not sure that‟s what I want to be.” She 
sighed. “And I don‟t know if they‟re mutable enough to 
adapt to my new ideas or if I‟m going to have to be rid of 
them. I don‟t want to have to do that. After all, Limbo was 
their home first.” 

 Valeria looked at her thoughtfully. “That is indeed a 
riddle. Follow your heart. If you do what you feel is the right 
thing, there may be unpleasant consequences, but to make a 
mistake in trying to do the right thing is better than to do 
something terrible out of perceived necessity.” 

 “Words are easy,” Illyana said in a neutral voice, looking 
out the window. She shrugged. “I‟ll figure something out.” 

 Just then the doorbell rang once. Valeria and Illyana 
looked at each other in surprise. 

 “Do we expect company?” Valeria said. 

 “Bet it‟s Jehovah‟s witness. I‟ll get the door,” Illyana said 
mischievously. “I‟ll give them a congregation to preach to.” 
She rubbed her hands. 

 Valeria was up on her feet superfast. “I think maybe you 
should let me handle this,” she said with an arched eyebrow. 
“Bad demon sorceress.” 

 Illyana shrugged. “Some old habits, they die hard,” she 
said with a grin as Valeria headed to the door. 
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 Valeria opened the door; “Yes?” she said, then her eyes 
widened and she took a step back. She turned very pale. 

 “Good evening,” said a cultured European voice from 
man Illyana could not yet see. She got up and padded over 
towards the door. “Did I come at a bad time?” 

 “I—just—you—“ Valeria took a moment and struggled 
for composure. “I didn‟t expect to see you here,” she said. 
“How did you find me?” 

 “May I come in? I feel a bit awkward on the stoop,” the 
man said. 

 After a fraction of hesitation, Valeria nodded. “Yes, by 
all means, come in,” she said. 

 The man who entered their apartment was tall; not just 
in physical height but in graceful carriage. His sandy brown 
hair was tousled by wind and a peculiar combination of an 
expensive haircut and a tendency towards neglect. His face 
was aristocratic, with a broad forehead and a hawkish nose, 
and eyes so bright and active they seemed able to read a 
book through a closed cover. 

 “Nice suit,” Illyana said with a grin. He wore a zoot suit, 
with narrow leather shoes and slightly baggy slacks, a tailored 
shirt and a nice tie. He stood with one hand behind his back. 

 “I believe in style, not fashion,” he replied to her with a 
knowing smile. “But I am rude. My name is Victor von 
Doom. May I ask the pleasure of your acquaintance?” 

 “This is Illyana Rasputin,” Valeria said quickly. “She‟s 
my roommate.” 

 “A name as Russian as they come, and a face to match,” 
Victor said with a nod. He took her proffered hand and 
swiftly kissed the back of it in a practiced motion. “You do 
your nation honor,” he said, “even if you were raised in 
America. You have no idea what the depths of my envy are,” 
he added, “to share a living space with such a woman as 
Valeria.” He returned his attention to her and produced from 
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behind his back a single red rose. “I am remiss,” he said. “I 
forget how early Americans eat in the evenings. I was 
wondering if perhaps you‟d be available to join me for my 
dinner?” he added, eyes only for Valeria. 

 “Well,” Valeria said, thinking fast. 

 “I sure am available for dinner,” Illyana said, unable to 
take her eyes from the visitor. “If the invitation is open. 
Valeria‟s got a lot of stuff to do, but this is my night off. Just 
give me a minute to change—“ 

 “That‟s okay, Illyana,” Valeria said with a look that was 
perhaps sterner than she meant it to be. “My work can wait.” 
She turned back to Victor. “I would like to go to dinner with 
you.” 

 “Excellent,” he said with a smile. “I already have 
reservations and my car‟s outside. If you‟d like some time to 
change that‟s fine, our reservations aren‟t for another hour.” 
He shrugged. “I didn‟t want to rush you.” 

 Valeria smiled, then went into the other room, where it 
took her a few seconds of gripping the sink and staring into 
the mirror and breathing to overcome the maelstrom of 
emotions coursing through her. 

 “Von Doom,” Illyana said curiously. “Are you two 
related?” 

 “No,” Victor said with a smile. “Not in this world.” He 
looked at her sideways. “Seven suns has Cinnibus,” he 
murmured. 

 “That shine both west and east!” Illyana replied. “Wow, 
you‟re a wizard too!”  

 “I thought you had the look to you,” he said with a 
smile. “My talents are only minor,” he shrugged. “You must 
be Strange‟s apprentice.” 

 For a moment, she was speechless. Then she was over it. 
“So are you from Germany?” she asked. 
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 “Actually, I am from Latveria,” he said. 

 “What do you do there?” Illyana asked. 

 He smiled to himself. “Well, I rule. I am the king.” 

 “Wow,” Illyana said softly, and at that moment Valeria 
came out of her bedroom and tossed her an irritated look. 
Then she looked back to Victor. 

 “I‟m ready to go,” she said with a smile. 

 “You look ravishing,” Victor said, taking in her sleek 
pant-suit, her simply braided hair, her perfect makeup. “Shall 
we?” 

 “Yes. Illyana, I‟ll be back later tonight.” 

 “Sure you will,” Illyana said under her breath, and she 
smiled and said aloud, “Have a great time!” 

 Valeria actually scowled at her, then she and Victor 
moved down the steps to get into—oh yeah—a jaguar. 

 Illyana let out a deep sigh as the car rumbled to life and 
pulled away, then she dreamily reposed on the couch. “That,” 
she said to herself, “was Prince Charming.” 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 A string quartet quietly played in the background as 
Valeria took a moment to mentally add up the expense of her 
dinner; the menu had come without prices by the meals, and 
in French to boot. She had let Victor order for both of them, 
and she figured their meal probably approached a month‟s 
rent. 

 “Of course Meneché sends his best,” Victor said with a 
smile. “The people are asking me when you will come and 
cut up their vegetables for them again,” he added. He sipped 
his wine. “The trees are changing colors, the hills look as 
though they are on fire, a ceaseless shifting flame with no 
smoke,” he said. “The reflections of the trees in the still 
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waters of the lake is enough to bring tears to your eyes. 
Autumn is a graceful time in my land. A wandering time. My 
people come and go, the winds of autumn carry the music of 
the Rom through the night like it is a thing alive. The 
harvests are coming in, and they will be having their harvest 
festival in a few weeks.” 

 “So what brings you here, away from your people?” 
Valeria asked, watching her wineglass. 

 He smiled to himself. “Business, actually. It was lucky 
chance that my business happens to bring me to New York, 
where you happen to be located.” 

 She arched an eyebrow at him. “Lucky, that.” His lips 
pursed into a mischievous smile. 

 “Life is too short to wait for chance. Chance is sloppy,” 
he said. He shook his head. “I have little skill or patience 
with small talk. How are you? How have you been? You 
look… a little worn,” he said. 

 She nodded wordlessly, fixing her eyes on her wineglass. 

 “My offer still stands,” he said softly. “I would make you 
a queen if you would let me.” 

 Her eyes met his. Still she said nothing. 

 “After you left,” he said, his voice low, “my clothes 
don‟t fit right. My food has no taste. The sun itself shines 
with a paler shade.” He shook his head. “This grimy city has 
become beautiful to me as a backdrop to your presence. You 
don‟t have to return with me, of course, but if you don‟t, a 
part of me will remain here with you.” He gestured vaguely 
with a rueful smile. “What a terrible place to leave a part of 
myself.” 

 “You are too fast, Victor,” she said, her voice quiet. 
“You are too sure of yourself. I don‟t see things as clear cut 
as you do. I have my life too, I can‟t just be your appendage.” 
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 “What do you need to do that you cannot do in 
Latveria?” he asked, his voice urgent and soft. “You wish to 
defend the world from the forces of evil? Latveria is as good 
a spot as any for that. It‟s easier to find evil in New York, 
certainly, but still!” 

 “Don‟t joke!” she said, anger sparking in her eyes. “I 
resent you taking me for granted, Victor! You just assume 
I‟m swept off my feet and that it‟s only a matter of time. 
That‟s not true. There‟s more to life than what we want and 
what we feel. There are duties, there is honor, and there is 
instinct that may run counter to other feelings.” She was 
breathing faster, her eyes intent and bright. 

 He looked at her for a long moment. “Valeria,” he said, 
“Am I not to trust my instincts and perceptions?” He looked 
deep into her eyes. “Am I so wrong then? Do you not feel 
for me what I feel for you? Is this not love?” He shifted 
position, leaning forward, coming closer. “If you have no 
feelings for me, then tell me so and I‟ll walk away.” 

 They looked deep into each other‟s eyes, each getting a 
sense of the other, taking each other‟s measure. Valeria 
looked away. 

 “I need more time than you‟re giving me, I need some 
space,” she said. 

 He slowly sat back. “For months I have not written or 
called or visited. I have completely disappeared. How much 
time do you need?” he asked. 

 “You just don‟t understand,” she said, shaking her head, 
lost for words. 

 “I‟m an expert learner,” he said. “Maybe you can teach 
me.” 

 Her mouth tightened to a thin line. “You‟re too hungry, 
Victor.” 

 “We are having dinner,” he said with half a smile. 
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 “No, for me, for life, for everything. Everything you touch 
you consume. Right now you want me very much. But you‟ll 
lose interest when the six month study period is up,” she 
said, staring into her wineglass. 

 Victor von Doom sat motionless, unable to take his eyes 
from her, his face chalk white. He had the look of a man 
whose heart had just been run through. He opened his 
mouth, then closed it. He touched his hand to his forehead, 
lowering his eyes, then stood without looking at her.  

 “Excuse me for a moment,” he said, and he walked a bit 
unsteadily towards the restrooms. 

 Valeria sighed as their food arrived. 

* 

 The young woman had dark brown hair that tumbled in 
loose natural curl. One lock was streaked white, Strange 
noted with interest. Right now she was brimming with mystic 
energies, but he sensed that she wasn‟t entirely sure what to 
do with them. Otherwise she would know she was observed 
by now. 

 She bent over the crystal and breathed on it; beneath her 
touch, the energies stored in her that she had stolen from the 
wards protecting the Sanctum bloomed out into the crystal, 
which began to melt and sink back from her touch. In a 
matter of seconds, she had uncovered the face of the man 
who was encased in the mystic ice. 

 Gently, reverently, the young woman touched the man‟s 
face. “Who are you?” she murmured. 

 Strange relaxed and breathed, and his Knowing touched 
on the interloper; she was an energy vampire of sorts, she 
stole from everything she touched but the power did not 
remain hers for long. She was confused, led by dreams and 
feelings that gave her no peace, haunted to come to this 
place. Strange began to understand. 
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 “Wake up,” she said, touching the face of the man in the 
crystal. “Come on, wake up!” Her voice had a strong 
Southern accent. Marie. Her name was Marie. 

 She leaned over Xavier, until her hair brushed the crystal 
on either side of his exposed face. Hesitantly, gently, she 
pressed her lips against his. Strange felt the energy in the 
room shift, as she drew some part of the sleeping man, 
Charles Xavier, out of his body and into herself. He waited, 
still watching, not yet sure what his part in this would be. 

 After a moment, she stumbled back, then bent all her 
concentration towards the figure in the block. Strange saw 
the energies cease flowing into her, and the mental and 
mystic power now tangled within her dive down into the 
unconscious man. 

 For over a minute she stood rigidly concentrating, her 
mind submerged beneath Xavier‟s will. Then Strange sensed 
the lost and distant part of Xavier called back to its body by 
the beacon that Xavier‟s stolen consciousness had turned 
Marie into. 

 Xavier drew breath, shifted; his eyelids fluttered. 

 Marie sagged against the crystal, which began to melt 
like ice leaving nothing behind. 

 “Well done,” Strange said from the shadows, his voice 
coming to them from all directions. 

 Marie leaped to her feet, her heart pounding, her eyes 
round and wide with sudden fear. Xavier feebly stirred. 

 “Who‟s there?” Marie said, her voice shaking. 

 Strange glided out of the shadow and stood three meters 
away. “You are in my home,” he said in a deep voice that 
carried weight and power unsuspected in his slender frame. 

 “Ah didn‟t mean ta trespass,” she gulped, “dreams, ah 
had these dreams that drew me here,” 
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 “I know,” he said with a simple nod. “Welcome back, 
Charles Xavier.” 

 Xavier struggled to push himself up to a seated position 
on the table. Strange felt the lightest brush on his mind. 

 “Greetings to you, Doctor Stephen Strange,” Xavier said 
ruefully. “I‟m afraid you have me at a disadvantage.” 

 “You saved the world,” Strange said quietly. “Your 
sacrifice allowed Valeria to defeat the Beast, and now it is 
banished for a long, long while. It pleases me a great deal to 
see you alert once more.” 

 Xavier looked from Marie to Strange and back to Marie. 
“I think I need a little explanation,” he said to himself. 

 “Me too,” Marie was quick to add. 

 Strange slowly smiled. “And perhaps some food.” 

* 

 Illyana was dreamily looking out the window seat‟s 
window over the street when the sleek jag pulled up at the 
curb and released Valeria and Victor. Victor walked her to 
the door, but didn‟t say anything and didn‟t go for the 
goodnight kiss. He simply handed her a card, turned, and 
walked stiffly back to his car. He dropped into it, started the 
car, gunned it, and drove off a bit too fast. 

 Valeria walked in looking exhausted. 

 “Is that his number he gave you?” she asked eagerly. 
Valeria gave her a disgusted look, and flicked the card away. 
It landed on the end table. “How was dinner?” Illyana asked. 
“Vic is totally hot,” she added. 

 Valeria scowled at her. “He‟s a stuck up aristocratic 
arrogant macho dictator,” she snapped, and she swooped 
into her room and slammed the door with feeling. 

 “Does that mean he‟s available?” Illyana asked in time to 
hear the window whip up and down in Valeria‟s room. 
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 “Sounds like a „yes‟,” Illyana grinned. “Can I get an 
„Amen,‟” she added. With a grin, she scooped up the phone 
number that was written with firm, decisive strokes with a 
fountain pen (oh yeah) on fine parchment cardstock. She 
eagerly dialed the number. After all, he couldn‟t possibly be 
home yet and this way she could find out where he was 
staying… 

 “You have reached Stark International’s New York industrial 
complex. If you know your party’s extension—“ 

 “Oh,” Illyana said, hanging up quickly, “Oh this is too 
sweet.” She quickly dialed another number. 

 “Rasputin,” came the manly voice on the other end. 

 “Hey, this is Yana,” she said quickly. “How‟s it goin?” 

 “Good to hear from you, my little snowflake,” he said in 
a voice that she privately believed should be used for voice 
acting for Warner Brothers cartoons. “I am well! And you?” 

 “I am curious, my brother,” she said. “Has someone 
called Victor von Doom moved in over there?” 

 “Why, yes!” Rasputin said, his voice surprised. “He has. 
He has come to New York to study robotics with Mr. Stark. 
Apparently they have worked out some kind of 
arrangement.” 

 “How long is he here for?” she asked breathlessly. 

 “About six months, if I remember correctly,” Rasputin 
said. “I did not pay the closest attention to that part of the 
conversation.” 

 “Neat,” she said, her mind working over the 
possibilities. “Okay, that‟s great. Thanks a million, bro. I‟ll be 
in touch.” 

 “Sleep well, and don‟t forget to study,” Rasputin grinned 
on the other end. “Goodnight.” 

 “Night.” She hung up and leaned back on the couch 
cushions, madly grinning as the possibilities unfolded… 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 “Ah started havin these dreams?” Marie said hesitantly, 
looking at the two men seated at the table with her. “Ah saw 
this image, and this pull, and there was this man who needed 
help, he wus in a dark place,” she continued. She stopped, 
shaking her head. “That drew me here.” She took a hefty bite 
of her BLT sandwich. 

 Xavier nodded. “I was indeed in a dark place,” he said. 
“My mind has gone further into darkness than I imagined 
was possible. Some part of me must have sensed your ability 
to absorb psyches, and been drawn to that. So my 
unconscious mind sent some part of itself to lure you here, 
then once you absorbed my talents then I could draw myself 
back to consciousness.” He shook his head. “Fascinating.” 

 “Not many could have gotten through the door,” 
Strange added. “I now have a new layer of protection to 
consider.” 

 The lighting in the kitchen was dim, and the three were 
seated around the table availing themselves of soup and 
salad. Only the light over the table was turned on, lending 
the room a cozy feel; the shadows stood hazy guard 
sheltering this one room and this one pool of light from the 
darkness outside. 

 “Ah‟m just glad yall aint mad at me,” Marie said with a 
shake of her head and a chuckle. “Ah was real worried there 
when you come spookin outa the dark.” 

 “Not to worry,” Strange said. “You are both free to go 
with no hard feelings.” He glanced at Xavier. “I would like to 
know where you two plan to go.” 

 Xavier glanced at him, then at Marie. “When I was in 
Marie‟s mind, I saw a school.” He looked back down at his 
plate. “Do you think they could use my services?” 
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 “That‟s up to Frost,” Marie shrugged. “Yer welcome ta 
come back with me, though.” 

 Strange nodded. “That leaves us with just one more 
detail.” 

 Just then the phone rang. He stood, and walked over to 
it. “Strange residence,” he said. 

 “Yeah, you bet it is. Heh. That just never gets old,” 
Peter said on the other end of the line. Strange smiled. 

 “Can I help you, Mr. Parker?” he said. “The hour grows 
late.” 

 “Seems to be the only time I can catch you. Sorry about 
that. Hey, I have some great pix of barriers to run by you. 
When would be a good time?” 

 “Lunch tomorrow would be fine,” Strange said. 

 “See you there,” Peter said. 

 Strange smiled and hung up the phone, returning to his 
guests. 

 “Now that the suspense is worked to a fever pitch,” 
Xavier said dryly, “what‟s the one remaining detail?” 

 “I am the editor for a magazine called the Planetary,” 
Strange said. “Could you write me a paper on the nature of 
multiple divisions within the psyche working in different 
directions to accomplish a goal? And perhaps some notes as 
to how one psyche can reach out to another even over 
distances? My readers would find that fascinating.” 

 “I would be honored,” Xavier said with a small smile. 

* 

 If you get high enough, there‟s no weather. Valeria 
looked down at the clouds, feeling her body bathed in 
moonlight. She struggled with her feelings, but they were 
tangled like a ball of wire and she could not sort her 
conflicting instincts and knowledge and emotions out. 
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 “It‟s not a matter of trusting my instincts,” she 
murmured, “but which instincts to trust.” She closed her 
eyes, feeling simultaneously the deep feeling that she had for 
Victor and trying to sort out what it was; love? Attraction? 
Repulsion? Desire? All of them at once? 

 “He thinks I am a goddess,” she whispered, and she 
looked up at the moon and fought back tears as she saw 
again his expression when she had struck him in his moment 
of vulnerability at the restaurant. “How dare he.” 

 Then she couldn‟t bear the solitude any longer. She 
slowly dropped, down, through the muzzy coldness of the 
clouds, feeling their black foggy guts and reflecting on her 
kinship to that feeling right now. Then she was through, and 
lowering; the city lights illuminated the dimness all around 
her until she dropped towards the darkness of the park, 
where there were fewer lights.  

 For an uneasy moment she couldn‟t tell whether she was 
dropping or whether the earth was rushing up to meet her. 
Then she was down. She put on her glasses, and blended 
with the city‟s herd as she headed towards the room where 
she slept. 

 

September 21 

 The next morning dawned bright and clear. A few hours 
later it was almost lunch time. 

“Ahm real sorry about this,” Marie said, her 
forehead wrinkled with worry, “but ah gotta get back before 
Ms. Frost works up a head a steam.” She flashed Strange a 
smile. “Thanks fuh getting us this rented van. It‟s gonna help 
a lot.” 

 “Safe journeys,” Strange said, in what could be a gesture 
of goodbye or a more esoteric wave. They would indeed have 
a safe journey. Marie waved goodbye, then put the van in 
gear and drove away, Xavier in the passenger seat. Just then, 
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Illyana and Valeria came walking up the sidewalk towards the 
mansion. Strange went back inside and sat down with a deep 
sigh. 

 “Strange?” Illyana said as she and Valeria trooped in. 
“You here?” 

 “Certes,” he replied. “What can I do for you ladies 
today?” 

 “Valeria wanted to drop in for lunch,” Illyana said. “I 
just came to drop off some homework before we go to a 
movie.” 

 “Good,” Strange said, taking the spiral notebook. 
Valeria looked as though she had not slept well. She looked 
at Illyana and moved her head to the side. Illyana sighed and 
went to sit on the front porch steps. 

 “What‟s going on?” Strange asked. 

 “You sent me to Latveria to talk to Victor von Doom,” 
Valeria said quietly. “He fell madly in love with me and now 
he‟s in New York.” 

 “Is it mutual?” Strange asked. 

 “I don‟t know,” Valeria said in the barest of whispers. “I 
hope not.” 

 Strange sat at the table, and she followed his example. 
“Love is tricky,” Strange said. “Tricky and vulnerable.” 

 “Yes,” she said. “I think I hurt him very badly. He won‟t 
stop pushing, so the only way I can get some space is to push 
back hard.” She shook her head. “How can I get out of this 
without hurting either of us?” 

 Strange sighed. “Any passion, be it for wealth or 
knowledge or love, carries a price of pain. It also carries 
reward. Without passion we have no reason to go on.” 

 “Are you saying I should entertain the idea of his 
courtship?” Valeria asked, dumbfounded. “Within the first 
few days he knew me he proposed marriage. He vanishes for 
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months, then shows up and proposes again. This is not a 
temporary adjustment period. He‟s ready to throw his whole 
life into this. And I think he‟s not as ready as he thinks he is. 
I just don‟t want to be the bad guy here. Besides, he has 
passion for everything he touches, everything he does.” 

 “Then he has the greatest capacity for pain,” Strange 
murmured, almost to himself, his eyes distant. “If you want 
nothing further to do with him then end it now.” 

 “Yes,” she said to herself. “Yes.” 

 He eyed her shrewdly. “You are more afraid that he is 
right, aren‟t you,” he said. She looked up sharply. “If there 
really is love there, be sure you are not ending the chance for 
it to become real because you are afraid. Act for the right 
reasons or your decision will haunt you.” 

 “I was meant to be alone,” she said quickly. 

 “Who meant you to be alone?” Strange asked quietly, 
amusement in his voice. “Whatever Kryptonian gods 
fashioned you? Or perhaps the three Norns?” 

 “Do not mock me,” she said, narrowing her eyes. 

 “I don‟t mock you,” Strange said, too gentle to spark a 
retort. “You came to me because your perspective is 
contradictory and unclear. If your wisdom contradicts itself, 
then perhaps some of it is poorly grounded. Times like these 
are when we must re-evaluate our assumptions.” 

 “I can‟t believe you‟re taking his side,” Valeria said. 

 “I‟m not,” Strange replied. “I‟m taking your side. You 
just aren‟t sure which side that is yet.” 

 She sat wordlessly for a long minute, looking at the 
table, thinking it over. 

 “Before we are through here,” Strange said quietly, “it‟s 
important to point out a few things. The stakes for you are 
much higher than they are for normal mortals. This decision 
on your part can shape the course of the world. Also, it is 
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better to be alone than with the wrong person. You are wise 
to be suspicious of yourself and of him. But,” he added with 
a sigh, “I want you to be happy. It is very difficult to be 
happy when you are absolutely alone. Yes, we have friends,” 
he said, “and I have no illusions about our partnership. We 
each must maintain reserves, between ourselves and our 
friends and partners. There is nothing wrong with that. But if 
there is no one, no one at all…” he shook his head, looking 
out the window. “Life gets very lonely.” 

 In that moment Valeria gained a whole new perspective. 

* 

 Precisely noon, and a trim young man knocked on the 
heavy door of Strange‟s mansion. The door creaked open. 
The young man strolled in and spotted Strange playing a 
game of chess against himself at the kitchen table. 

 “You really get a kick out of the Vincent Price stuff, 
don‟t you,” the young man grinned.  

 “Have a seat, Peter,” Strange said. “I‟ll be through here 
in a minute.” He looked up. “Unless you‟d like to choose a 
side?” 

 “I‟m happy on the fence watching for now,” Peter said, 
lowering himself into one of the comfortable chairs and 
relaxing. “Looks like white‟s taken a beating,” he observed. 

 Strange nodded. “Sacrificing pieces for position. You‟ll 
note the black king is in a corner he doesn‟t want to be in, 
surrounded by too many pieces to maneuver.” 

 “How many moves to checkmate?” Peter asked. 

 Strange smiled. “I don‟t like that kind of assumption,” 
he said. “Let‟s just see. Too many variables at this point.” 

 “Variables?” Peter said. “This is chess. Great masters 
work out these elaborate scheme and counter-scheme things 
to work against any set of moves, there‟s nothing unexpected 
about chess.” 
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 “Not when played between masters,” Strange agreed. 
“But some are fairly new to the game, and it hasn‟t lost its 
flavor yet. Besides,” he shrugged, “there are always house 
rules.” 

 “Wow,” Peter said. “Just, you know, wow.” 

 “Sandwiches on the counter,” Strange said absently. 
Peter got himself one and then perched on the chair, sitting 
on his heels, his toes on the chair seat. He watched the game 
with interest. 

 Strange looked the board over, then glanced sideways at 
Peter as he moved a white pawn. “Do you ever get tired of 
only seeing the three squares in front of you?” he asked 
quietly. 

 Peter looked at the pawn. “These days, that‟s all I can 
manage,” he said. 

 Strange nodded, moved a black knight out into the fray. 
Then the white pawn moved up diagonally from a black 
castle.  

 Peter‟s sense had already mapped out the dangers of the 
chessboard instinctively and naturally as breathing. Any way 
the castle moved it was caught in a crossfire of one sort or 
another. Across the board, Strange slid a bishop into a 
different pawn. 

 “Do you ever tire,” he asked reflectively, touching the 
pawn, “of only changing course in response to a threat?” He 
moved the pawn diagonally and took the castle from the 
board. “Your path shaped by opposition?” 

 “I get by,” Peter said cautiously as Strange moved a 
pawn on the black side. 

 “If that ever changes,” Strange said, “let me know.” He 
moved the pawn firmly forward, one short step from the 
back row. 

 For a long moment, they both looked at the pawn. 
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 Strange moved a bishop to wipe out a white castle. Then 
he briskly scooted the queen forward. “Check and mate,” he 
said to himself with a certain satisfaction. 

 “Game‟s over anyway,” Peter shrugged, looking at the 
pawn. “Doesn‟t matter now.” 

 “The end of one game is the beginning of another,” 
Strange said with a peculiar smile. “Now, what do you have 
for me?” 

 


